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Prologue:

Lavesh Dekel
A shape moved in the dark as Lavesh Dekel made his way through the crowded tables. The pounding music faded. He paused and with everyone else, turned his attention to the stage. The scene, lit from behind by a brilliant light, revealed the silhouette of a woman. Conversation in the crowd drifted away. For one, two, three heartbeats, the place froze. All eyes on the silhouetted black figure.
With the tension in the room at breaking point, intricate gold lines grew out from the silhouetted woman’s navel. Thin lace spread over her body, revealing a curvaceous figure. When the gold reached her fingertips, neon pink pulsed through the lines and the woman’s hips ground out a circle as the music dropped. Dekel stood with his jaw open, mesmerized and more than a little aroused. She’s stunning. He’d never seen a woman like that before. Hell, he’d never been in a club before. Never had enough credits. In fact, he still didn’t.
Remembering his reason for being at the club, Dekel pulled his eyes from the dancer and continued to push his way through the crowd who were going wild with the pumping music. Dekel looked around at the patrons. Most were at the rougher end of average, even for citizens of Deula City. No one took notice of him though. They were either too caught up in each other or the woman gyrating on stage. She had a hunger for credits, and the audience didn't let her down.
Bocco Kangra’s booth sat elevated at the back of the club. Dekel’s hands felt clammy, so he wiped them on his trousers. He’d never met Kangra. Of course, he’d seen the owner of Xenoog Industries give speeches on newscasts or in immersion but never in real life.
Through the crowd, Dekel got his first glimpse of the notorious man. Bocco Kangra sat in a leather booth with a grin on his face. His greedy eyes watched the woman on stage. Dekel wondered if the club owner looked at all of his dancers like that. 
As Dekel approached the booth, two men stepped in his way. Dekel wasn’t a large man, so he was used to being the short one, but these guys dwarfed him. Their heads resembled granite cubes, tons of right angles and no soft edges, and their chests and arms were bursting with muscle. How much food, or drugs, would you have to eat to get that big? More than my weekly credits could afford, Dekel thought.
The two goons were flaunting their bionic hands. Making a show of them to him, flexing the metal fingers, then making a solid fist that could crush his skull. Dekel noticed the right hands, their gun shooting hands, were still human, however.
“Let him through,” a gruff voice said from behind the two goons. They stepped aside while keeping their deep-set eyes on him.
Dekel now had his first proper look at Bocco Kangra. Initially he noticed the man’s head. It was colossal. And he looked just as menacing as he did in immersion. His dark tan skin looked as tough as leather and green eyes like a snake searching for a rat to eat. Dekel slid into the circular booth and sat opposite Bocco. The big man’s piercing gaze made him uncomfortable, so he averted his and stared at the table in front of him.
“Not so cocky now, are you?” Bocco said.
Dekel felt his cheeks flush. He brought his chin closer to his chest. Bocco snickered, then signaled for a waitress to come over.
A scantily clad woman appeared at the booth. “Yes, Cit Kangra?” she said over the music.
“Get me a beer and a single malt,” Bocco said, his voice a deep rumble. “Tell Jimmy I want the Li-Sedol black label.”
The waitress nodded and turned to Dekel, who smiled expectantly.
“He don’t want nothing,” Bocco said, staring at Dekel. The waitress paused for a moment. Bocco slowly turned his colossal head toward the young woman.
The waitress nodded again and left the table. Bocco returned his stare back to Dekel, who shifted in his seat.
“Cit Kangra, I can expl—”
“You don’t speak.” Bocco slapped his hand on the table, making Dekel jump. “You caused me a lot of bother this week. Production dropped and I have Cassius’s family to handle. And all over a woman. Do you think you’re some kind of hard man?”
Lavesh Dekel swallowed. His large brown eyes grew wide with fear.
“I asked you a goddamn question,” Bocco said.
“Oh, I,” Dekel said, stumbling over his words, “I didn’t think, I mean, n—”
“You’re damn right you didn’t think. I’m a good worker short and half a day’s production behind. Do you have any idea how hard that’s going to be to make up?”
Dekel shook his head. “No. I—”
Bocco slapped his hand on the table again. “I’m speaking.”
Dekel didn’t breathe. He didn’t dare. No matter what he said, it seemed to infuriate Bocco. Now the big man wasn’t speaking. He just stared at Dekel with his piercing green eyes. Dekel couldn’t stand it. The silence over the pounding music was awful, but he resisted the urge to fill the space with mindless babble.
“You’re handsome, Lavesh Dekel, but it won’t last,” Bocco grumbled. “Especially if you keep running your mouth like you did this week.”
The waitress arrived with Bocco’s drinks, allowing Dekel a chance to regain his composure. The big man picked up the whiskey and held it to the light before bringing it to his nose for a sniff.
“They only sell this to the elite in the capital city of the Governance. It’s not even sold in other cities on Elyssia, just in Li-Sedol. It’s the finest whiskey in all three systems.” Bocco knocked back the whiskey in one gulp. He fixed Dekel with a frown. “And here I am drinking it. Do you know what that makes me?”
Confusion shot across Dekel’s face, but he kept his mouth shut.
Bocco grinned. “It makes me a big-goddamn-deal. That’s what it makes me. And you.” Bocco jabbed a finger toward the young man. “You are screwing up my crap right now. So, what are you going to do about it, Lavesh Dekel?”
Dekel felt the blood drain from his face. He thought he might pass out for a moment but pulled himself together. He sat up straighter in the booth.
“Cit Kangra,” Dekel said. “I’m very sorry to have caused you problems. Honestly, I’ll do anything to make amends. Anything you ask.”
“Damn right you will,” Bocco said, a smirk replacing his frown. From inside his jacket, Bocco pulled out a handgun and set it on the table between him and Dekel. “Do you know who Hari Bhat is?”
Dekel’s eyes flickered between the gun and Bocco. “Hari Bhat? You mean the Lumen scholar?” Dekel knew of Bhat, as most workers in the Demesne system did. A chemical accident in a factory had badly injured the scholar as a youth. It left his skin so tender that he spent his days lying in a vat of special liquid that cooled and soothed his constantly burning flesh. Most others would have given up and died, but not Hari Bhat. From his vat of liquid, he gave rousing speeches in immersion, championing workers’ rights and daring to criticize the Governance.
“Scholar?” Bocco laughed. “Bhat is no scholar. He’s a troublemaker is what he is. The Governance don’t want his type around.”
Dekel frowned. “Since when did you care what the Governance want?”
Bocco’s eyes widened for a second before he slammed his fist on the table. “I care when Hari Bhat’s ramblings brings their attention down on my operation.” Bocco grabbed the gun off the table and pointed it at Dekel.
The young man put his hands up. His face pulled back in a grimace.
“Now,” Bocco continued. “I want you t—”
An odd look fell across Bocco’s face. Dekel didn’t know what had happened. His heart pounded. He didn’t want to die. Not over that stupid fight with Cassius.
Bocco glanced at his left hand, which rested on the tabletop. His jaw dropped open. Dekel glanced down at the big man’s hand. His chubby fingers and thumb, clad with gold rings, looked fine to him.
Bocco lifted his left hand up and stared at it.
“What the fuc—”
The big man screwed up his face as if he had seen something disgusting. Dekel felt his heart pound harder. Had his boss gone mad?
Bocco suddenly jerked his head back. Before Dekel realized his intentions, Bocco fired two shots into his own hand.
The two goons turned around, pulling their guns out. Bocco stared up at them, his green eyes wild. The goons pointed their guns at Dekel, who froze with fear.
Bocco fired two shots, taking both goons out. Their bodies dropped to the floor with a loud thud. People in the club started screaming. To Dekel, the sound seemed distant, as though he were in a glass bottle while the mayhem occurred around him.
The big man opposite still had his bloody left hand raised. He dropped it. His large brows creased together in a frown of confusion and realization, then his face went pale.
Dekel’s mind told him to move, to run, but he couldn’t. His muscles locked with too much adrenaline. He watched as Bocco Kangra looked down at his chest.
The big man opened his mouth. “What the fu—”
Bocco turned the gun toward his chest and fired.
Hot blood splattered Lavesh Dekel’s face. Bocco Kangra’s body slumped to the side. For a moment, everything became quiet. The air was still. Dekel didn’t move. Then he took a breath, and reality came crashing in.




Chapter One: 
Jagger Jakowski
You give someone a shard of power and they think they’re God. Jagger Jakowski threw a look over his shoulder at the two corporate officers hitting on some local girls, then turned back to his beer. Privileged. Young males from the Orini system always were. He’d bet a hundred credits they’d blinked in on a freight ship, here to transport back what little resources Viribus B still had to offer.
Jagger downed his beer and made to move off his stool when Lolo, the owner of Le Petit Zinc, appeared in front of him.
“Another?” she said in her French accent. Even though English was the official language of Viribus B, Pherson City still had pockets of culture and language from Old Earth, unlike the Orinians, who were homogenized.
Jagger considered Lolo’s offer. “No more beer. Whiskey. Straight up.”
Lolo eyed him from a moment. “You want ze good stuff?”
Jagger considered how many beers he’d had and shook his head. “Bottom shelf is fine.”
The small but evenly proportioned owner of the bar moved off to fetch Jagger’s drink. He remembered when there might have been something between them. Jagger shook his head. Ruminating on their history was pointless, and besides, Lolo’s current relationship, over a year old now, appeared to be blooming. He felt genuine happiness for her but couldn’t shake that feeling of regret from rising in his chest. Maybe another drink is a stupid idea, he thought.
A loud clack of pool balls behind him made Jagger tense. Just for a moment. He wondered if that reaction would ever surrender its grip on him. War’s memory held long in the body. He swung around on his bar stool to where the noise originated. A bunch of Pherson City locals were crowded around a pool table, talking and laughing. He envied their age. Not that he saw himself as old. Hell, thirty-five was a good age. But he couldn’t help the twang of jealousy that sprang up watching the easy gaiety of the group, especially considering how he’d spent his early twenties. He’d fostered good friendships in the military, but the memories were overshadowed with pain. Jagger pushed the feelings away. He’d begun to turn back to the bar when he noticed the two Orinian ship officers had moved the girls, one blonde with head-to-toe neon tattoos, the other with bright pink hair and an interesting body mod, to a circular booth in a darker corner of the bar. He tried to make out the girls’ expressions through the dim light. Both sat in the middle, with an Orinian on either side of them. They had nowhere to go.
“Hey,” Lolo said from behind him. “It’s here.”
Jagger turned back to the bar.
“Thanks.” He picked up the receipt stick next to his drink and stared at the code. His DigiLenses scanned it, and the price appeared floating next to the receipt. He think-told Ubiquity to pay via the uLink node at the top of his neck and its connection to the Ubiquity network.
“Don’t worry about them,” Lolo said, moving along the bar picking up empty glasses and rubbish customers had left. “They know what they’re doing. Deb-deb, the tattooed one, knows how to play the rich Orinians for a drink and a meal. Maryam is more timid, but Deb-deb looks after her.”
One girl laughed loudly behind him, so he guessed Lolo must be right.
“You working a tough one?”
Jagger clenched his jaw. “Just finished. A woman from Quincay, rich. Wondered what her husband was up to when he went into immersion. Said he’d been unusually happy the last month.”
“That’s a crime?” Lolo said as she sliced a lime and tossed the wedges into a tub.
A small smile crept up the sides of Jagger’s eyes. “Actually, she had good intentions. She thought her husband paid for sex in the immersion, either from a virtual girl or a real one via an ersatz. Either way, she wanted to figure out the kink he liked so she could do it for him.”
“And could she?”
The smile dropped from Jagger’s face. “Not unless she regressed back past puberty.”
“Quel Salaud,” Lolo said, shaking her head.
“That’s what she thought. Anyway, once I found out what he did with those girls, I couldn’t stop until I’d located where the immersions were recorded and got security to shut it down.” Jagger picked at the paper beer mat under his drink. In truth, he hadn’t gotten security to shut it down. They didn’t care. So he’d done it himself.
Lolo washed her knife and dried it with a cloth. “Where was it?”
“Out by the hot edge,” Jagger said, referring to the area of Viribus B locked to the sun. “In one of the old mining towns. Quite the immersion studio they had set up out there.”
Lolo shook her head again and crinkled her face in disgust. A customer at the end of the bar called for her, and she moved away, probably happy to be free of the conversation she didn’t know she had gotten herself into.
Jagger picked up his whiskey from the silver-colored bar. He felt the weight and coolness of the glass. With his eyes closed, he brought it to his face. The woody smell filled his nose. He took a sip and let it sit on his tongue before feeling the heat and vapor as he swallowed. It wasn’t top shelf, but he still liked to experience that first taste as if he were a virgin.
An advert on the display above the bar broke his peaceful moment.
“We move to stay alive,” the silky voice of the advert said. Shots of cheerful people traversing a beautiful green wilderness played on the display. “But we’re alive to move. Take the leap past the everyday and accept the call of adventure. Let nature inspire you, let nature move you. Explore Elyssia, home of the Governance. Jump ships blink out twice a week. Scan the code for WunderLust options in your area.”
Jagger snorted. As if anyone in this bar could afford a vacation to the Orini system. Hell, the majority of people on Viribus B didn’t know what a vacation was. He guessed they could just dream.
“You’ll never catch me going on one of those. It’s witchcraft,” Mack, an old timer at the end of the bar, said. Jagger had shared many a late-night conversation with him.
“Jump ships give you the creeps, eh?” Jagger said, waving for Lolo to get Mack a drink.
“It’s not natural. Blinking out of existence like that and appearing somewhere else as if nothing happened.” The old timer nodded thanks for the beer Lolo had set in front of him. “It’s dealing with things we don’t understand. Creatures that are dangerous.”
Jagger frowned. He didn’t know how the Wilcox jump drives worked, but then again, he didn’t know how his connection to Ubiquity worked, beyond the basic principles. What did it matter? Multitudes of people believed in mumbo jumbo because they didn’t have a technical understanding of things.
“You don’t believe me, eh?” Mack said, moving a stool closer. Jagger waved for Lolo to refill his whiskey. “That’s how they move the jump ship. The creatures. They ask them to move the ship.”
Jagger had a vision of the long jump ship, sitting in space with hundreds of smaller ships docked to it, being grabbed by a giant gnarly claw and pulled through a rip in reality.
“Is that right?” Jagger said, wondering how many beers the old timer had sunk. Lolo set a fresh whiskey in front of him. Her face hardened as she gazed past her patrons at the bar.
“Oh, merde,” Lolo said. “Maybe they don’t know what they’re doing.”
A yell from the booth in the corner caught Jagger’s ear. He sank his whiskey, gingerly got off the stool, and turned around. The two Orinian ship officers were standing with their arms around the girls’ waists, trying to get them to leave. Jagger sized up the officers. Both were in their mid-twenties, a good five years older than the girls, he reckoned. One light-skinned with blond, cropped hair, the other dark-skinned with a tight afro. Bugles in their uniforms showed good upper body physique, and they were approaching two meters tall. Jagger narrowed his eyes. He stretched out his right hand, hearing a few clicks, then balled it into a fist. They had a couple of inches and maybe ten years on him. But they were Orinians. Soft. He moved toward them.
“Get off me,” Deb-deb said and pushed the blond officer’s arm from around her. She wore a style most girls her age on Viribus B wore. A tight crop top T-shirt and short skirt that showed swathes of neon-tattooed skin.
“We gotta get a rush on, Sheridan, so keep hold of her,” the dark-skinned officer said to his shipmate. He himself had a good grip around Maryam’s waist. The girl was frozen with fear.
“Shut up, Dangote,” Sheridan said. He snarled at Deb-deb and clutched her arm. “Come on, girl. We’re notch compared to your local trash. We can afford the best hotels in this shit-hole city.”
A tall, but far too skinny local youth stepped up to the group before Jagger arrived. “You’d better leave them alone,” he said, his voice a few octaves too high to be threatening. The clink of glasses and murmuring chatter of the bar fell silent.
“Yeah, we’re all right, bro.” The two officers gave the local guy a comical look and carried on dragging the girls toward the exit.
“Hey, I said leave them alone,” the skinny youth tried again.
“Stop,” Deb-deb said. She pulled herself away from Sheridan, who reached out and grabbed at her. His hand caught the top of her T-shirt, ripping it open. Deb-deb hurried to cover her exposed neon breasts with her hands.
Sheridan’s face lit up. “Oh, hell yeah, we’re definitely having fun tonight.” He reached out to grab her again.
Jagger had seen enough. Luckily for the officers, his guns were locked up in his apartment. Jagger stomped passed the brave skinny youth and overhand punched Sheridan in the face. The officer’s head snapped back, and he dropped to the floor. Jagger winced at the sting of skin scraped from his knuckles. He ducked and stepped back, expecting a punch from Dangote, but nothing came. The dark-skinned officer stood rigid, his face a perfect picture of shock. Jagger took delight in handing these privileged pricks something they didn’t normally get. Denial.
After a second of shock, the two girls nodded to Jagger. Maryam helped Deb-deb cover herself, and they ran out the door.
Sheridan, still decked out, tried to get up, but his legs wobbled, and he fell back on his butt. Multicolored lights from the bar ceiling danced across his face. His shipmate reached downward and yanked him to standing. Sheridan held a hand to his bloody face. It had swelled up nicely.
They both gaped at him.
“What the hell d’you punch me for, asshole?” Sheridan spat out, trying to mask the fear on his face.
Dangote pulled some strength from his friend’s statement. His chest swelled, and he clenched his fists. Jagger knew these two clowns couldn’t fight. They were just looking for easy prey. And that, he certainly was not.
Dangote found his voice. “Yeah, what you d—”
In a flash, Jagger cleared the space between them and grabbed Dangote by the collar. Jagger got right up close. Terror washed over the young man’s face. The thin veneer of confidence faded rapidly, and his eyes widened with the shock of being manhandled.
“Why don’t you jerks go back to your ship and stay away from young girls?”
Jagger dragged the ship officer through the exit of Le Petit Zinc and threw him to the pavement. The street was busy with people out dining or drinking, holding their jackets shut to the constant winds of Viribus B. Dangote stared up at Jagger, blinking rapidly, a piece of paper blowing along the street caught on his face. He pulled it off and tried to rise, but Jagger pushed him back downward with the sole of his boot.
Yellow light flooded the windy street as the door opened behind them. Jagger glanced back. Sheridan made a run at him. Jagger swiveled, grabbed the man’s extended arm, meant for his face, and used Sheridan’s momentum to toss him on top of his shipmate. People walking by recoiled and stared at the scene with open mouths and whispered comments.
The sound of metal stomping on concrete made Jagger turn. A security ersatz headed toward them. Pinks and blues from the nearby store lights reflected off its metallic humanoid body, giving it a strangely beautiful but terrifying look. As it approached, Jagger read the ID number along the machine’s chest.
“Hey, Collins,” Jagger said, referring to the person who controlled this ersatz from an immersion pod in the security station.
“It’s Farland. Collins’ shift finished an hour ago,” the security ersatz said to Jagger, then glanced at the two ship officers on the ground. “What’s going on here?”
Jagger nodded to the pavement. “These two thought their authority extended further than it does. Tried to force a couple of girls to go with them. So, I showed them that’s not how things go in Pherson City.”
“That true?” Farland said to the ship officers.
Dangote and Sheridan helped each other up, keeping the security ersatz between them and Jagger. “We were with some girls. Having some fun. No big deal. Then this psycho comes out of nowhere and attacks me.” Sheridan did his best to look small and innocent.
“Bullshit,” Jagger said. “These jerks think they can just blink in to Viribus B and grab whatever they want. I’m sick of it.”
“Where are the girls? Can they vouch for you?” Farland said.
Jagger screwed his lips up and sighed. “They didn’t stick around once I stepped in.”
Farland turned to the two officers. “Which ship you from?”
Dangote grinned. “We’re third officers on the Abersychan. Blinked in yesterday,”
Shit. Jagger knew of the Abersychan. It wasn’t a Governance military ship, but it might as well be. The Abersychan was a cargo ship of the Governance contractor Kolff-Ogogic. Jagger sighed and shook his head. Kolff-Ogogic specialized in immersion technologies, N-Tac suits, immersion pods and ersatz bodies. One of their major contacts was providing the ersatz for Pherson City security.
The security ersatz turned its metallic body to Jagger and stepped closer.
“Oh, come on, Farland. You know these guys are creeps,” Jagger said, holding his hands up.
“Doesn’t matter. You assaulted Kolff-Ogogic officers. I’ve gotta take you in.” Farland took a security binding from a compartment on the ersatz’s leg and motioned for Jagger to turn. “Let’s make this easy, shall we?”
Jagger rolled his eyes in comical disbelief to the visual recorders on the head of the metallic security avatar, then complied with its request.
“Yeah,” Sheridan said, suddenly full of himself. “You hit the wrong person, asshole. You’re gonna get a beating i—”
The metallic ersatz cut him off by pivoting and striding toward him. “I suggest you two get back to your ship. Now!” The large, remotely operated machine loomed above them. It could kill them with its hands. It wouldn’t even need to use the arsenal of weapons it had hidden inside it. “I’ve noted your profiles. I don’t want to catch you around any of the locals’ bars. Stick to the spaceport.”
The two officers didn’t need telling twice. They scampered up the street as fast as the busy crowd would let them.
Yellow light flooded the street again as Lolo opened the door of Le Petit Zinc and hurled abuse at the security ersatz. Farland ignored her and continued to secure the binding. Once happy, the ersatz gripped Jagger’s upper arm and moved. 
Jagger shook his head and laughed as it led him away. He gazed up at the mauves of the perpetually half-set sun, which lit the habitable band of Viribus B. It was beautiful, really. He made a note to gaze up more often.
Behind him, he heard Lolo calling out, “Va te faire foutre, Farland!”




Chapter Two:
Uma Odia
Prime Coordinator Uma Odia stood by the twenty-meter-long floor to ceiling window in her office, on planet Elyssia in the Orini system. The Governance Central Office was situated by the outskirts of Li-Sedol, capital city of Elyssia. The lavish building sat at the center of a grand garden modeled after Versailles. Views from the window on the fourth floor of the GCO looked out over immaculately tended shrubs and fountains onto a vast lake that ran away to the Rizal mountains in the distance.
To the left, the tall white marble buildings of Li-Sedol glimmered in the sunlight among spots of lush greens and pinks of the city’s flora. Uma watched as donut shaped pods climbed the silver threads of space elevators that stretched into infinity. Each one brought down countless residuum from their space tenements to lubricate the workings of the city. Between each silver thread, lines of flying vehicles dissected the sky, taking the aristocracy gently to their destinations. While beneath the city, underground maglevs took the workers to their jobs. Leaving the ground level of Li-Sedol perfectly free for those of the elite who wished to wander and muse over the delights of life.
“There is one more item,” General Hixson said. “Unfortunately, there have been a number of N-Tac deaths on Viribus B.”
Uma turned from the window and raised an eyebrow. “More of our allies?”
“No. Unlike the deaths in the Demesne system, the deaths on Viribus B are from the working classes. Kolff-Ogogic say the deaths are malfunctions.”
“Why are you telling me this, General?” Uma moved to her walnut desk and sat down.
“We are not sure if it is related, but there has been growing unrest on Viribus B. A Lumen facilitator stirring up anti-Governance sentiment disappeared six months ago, around the same time the N-Tac malfunctions started. We’re worried he’ll start an uprising.”
“Viribus B, break away? They’d be idiots,” Uma snorted. “They’re a one planet system. History aside, don’t they realize the Governance doesn’t need them?” Uma knew this wasn’t true. Without the Egosh produced on Viribus B, the Governance would be crippled. But the average Viribian didn’t know this.
The general pulled his aging face into a frown. “I’m afraid that common sense gets overridden by the righteousness of the supposed wronged.”
Uma laughed at General Hixson’s choice of words. “What are we doing about this?”
“I have sent in a clandestine team. Due to our worries around Viribus B’s security, we’ve instructed them to keep a low profile and use local, non-security help where possible.”
“Good. I look forward to your report. Is that it?”
“No, prime coordinator. I have news from Sodality Member Van Basten.” The general shifted in his chair. Uma knew he didn’t care for the man. “All personnel have been moved over, and the new facility is up and running. It should increase the number of Wilcox jumps by thirty percent a year.”
“Excellent,” she said. “Boothroyd and I will inspect the facility this week. Is there anything else?”
General Hixson stood, straightened his uniform, and gave Uma a nod. “That is all, prime coordinator.” He turned and exited the office.
Uma Odia swung her chair around, so she faced the floor to ceiling window looking out at the splendor of Li-Sedol. A row of birds flew across the perfectly blue sky. Anti-Governance feelings were high in the Demesne system and now on Viribus B. She would have to take action.
#
Uma Odia’s face lit up as she leaned on the railing and admired the rows of incubators below them. Strips of lights far above reflected on the glass pods. Stored inside were little treasures. Each one gave the Governance strength and reach. The new facility was perfect. She glanced at Operations Coordinator Livingstone Boothroyd and wondered what he was thinking. Below, technicians were busy tending to the needs of the incubation pods.
“You know,” she said, motioning to the technicians, “with their face masks and white coats, they all look the same.”
Her pudgy faced colleague turned with a puzzled look. He opened his mouth to say something but closed it again.
Uma laughed and slapped Boothroyd on the chest with the back of her hand. As prime coordinator, she was likely the only person in the galaxy who could slap Boothroyd without repercussions, with the exception of his wife. “A joke, Livingstone. Now, come on. What do you have to tell me about Carmine?” Uma pushed off the railing and walked alongside it.
Boothroyd scuttled beside her. The barrel shaped man had rosy skin and an air of contempt for anything other than the status quo. The status quo he and Uma had created. Uma Odia herself was the opposite of him in appearance. Where he had width, she had slender. Where he kept his hair short and blond, she kept hers long and silky black. Where his skin appeared pink and soft, hers radiated golden brown with a tightness that didn’t betray her forty-seven years.
“Yes, well,” Boothroyd said, clearing his throat. “Intelligence reports nothing unusual. He’s popular with the Demesnech. He champions their voice, but other than that, he’s running the system just fine.”
They walked along in silence.
Carmine Pirozzi had been her pick for Demesne System Coordinator, and by all means, he appeared to do a good job. After the Dissidence War, she could hardly expect the Demesnech to worship her, but… something about the ambitious young man grew tension up her spine. Maybe he just reminded her too much of herself?
“These deaths in Demesne. You don’t think they’re related?”
“Well,” Boothroyd said, “the Demesne deaths were accidents.”
“Even Bocco?”
Boothroyd hesitated. “Erm, well, no. Bocco lost his mind.”
“Poison?”
“His blood came back clean. Security found nothing suspicious, but these men were gangsters, so I wouldn’t rule it out.”
Uma stopped and turned to him. “Suspicious? They were all our men. Isn’t that suspicious enough?”
“Well, that’s true, but they didn’t know that. And besides, we always have others waiting to fill their shoes. Even now, we’re making sure the right people fill the vacuums.”
“And Carmine isn’t trying to place people loyal to him in?”
“It doesn’t appear so.”
Uma nodded. Their steps echoed out along the walkway.
“Hesse is still kicking up a fuss,” Boothroyd said. “Kolff-Ogogic maintain the N-Tac deaths were malfunctions.”
“Perhaps Hesse should be concerned instead with why his daughter was on Viribus B in the first place.”
“Quite—”
A shout from ahead cut the sentence short. The clank of metal on metal rang out. A woman’s head appeared from a stairwell in front of them. At the end of the walkway, a door opened, and two security personnel entered. The woman looked back and forth between the security and Odia and Boothroyd, her face flushed and her eyes large like the two moons of Elyssia. She flung herself out of the stairwell and decided the slender woman and portly man were her best bet. She ran toward Odia and Boothroyd, barely able to keep upright in her haste.
Boothroyd made a strange sound and froze, but Uma continued walking toward the young woman. Once the woman stepped within three meters of her, Uma lifted a finger. “That’s enough.”
The young woman skidded to a halt. Like the rest of them, she wore white trousers and T-shirt, though she’d lost the coat and mask. She had the characteristic light build and long limbs that growing up so fast on a planet with zero-point-three standard gravity would give you. The same turned-up nose, thin lips, blonde hair and blue eyes as the others. She stood panting and stared at Uma. Behind her, the two security personnel closed in. The woman glanced over her shoulder. Uma saw her considering her options.
“It’s okay,” Uma said and stepped gradually toward her. She looked at the security personnel and motioned for them to hold back. She liked the fact the young woman had no idea who she was.
The woman bent her frame and put her hands on her knees. Tears formed lines down her pale face. Whatever fight she’d had, it was fading.
Uma continued to approach. A warm smile lit her face, her large brown eyes projecting care unfamiliar to the young woman. Uma gambled that her instinct as a human would surrender to the idea. To the idea of love. To the idea of mother.
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” she said again, now only a meter away. “What’s wrong?”
The young technician, still bent over, gazed up at Uma. “Who am I?”
“Oh, my dear.” Uma frowned and reached out a hand to her. The young woman took it and rose to full height, a half a meter taller than Uma. Even though she had a height advantage, Uma felt she could crush the woman’s thin hand in hers. Having been raised on Elyssia in one-point-two standard meant the gravity and people of this world were weak compared to her.
“Come,” she said, placing a hand on her back, guiding her to the railing. Uma felt tremors of fear in the woman’s sweaty body. Below, a few technicians stopped their work and stared up at the scene. Somewhere, a baby cried.
“This woman wants to know who she is,” Uma Odia said out over the balcony, her voice loud and commanding. Any technicians who hadn’t stopped now did and gaped upward. “You all might want to know who you are.” The tremors in the young woman’s hand turned into full-blown shakes. “Well,” she said, spit flying from her mouth. “Let me tell you. YOU. ARE. MINE.”
With that, Uma reached behind the woman’s ear, like a magician about to pull a coin out. Instead, she released the concealed knife in her cuff and slit the woman’s throat.
Uma watched as the blood slowly seeped from the woman’s neck and cascaded to the floor. So different in low g, she thought. The woman fell to the ground, and the security guards ran over to them.
Behind Uma, someone started clapping. She turned. Next to Boothroyd stood Sodality Member Darrison Van Basten. The man’s long, thin face reminded her of the whippet dog she’d kept as a pet in childhood.
“Well done, Prime Coordinator Odia,” Van Basten said. “Now I’ll have to send this whole shift to be reconditioned.”
Uma rolled her eyes. “If they had been better conditioned to begin with, Darrison, this wouldn’t have happened.”
A thin smile spread across Van Basten’s face. He nodded, turned, and walked away, with the facility’s security carrying the body of the woman following behind.
“We really need to dismantle the Sodality,” Boothroyd said, once Van Basten and his security were gone. “Bring the Wilcox drive under the control of the military.”
“The Sodality is part of the military,” Uma said.
“Well, it doesn’t act like it.”
Uma smiled. “Don’t worry about Van Basten. He likes to play master on this small world, but he’s harmless. And we have the whole Governance, remember?”
Boothroyd snorted. “If you say so.”




Chapter Three:
Jagger Jakowski
Lolo placed a fresh pint of lager in front of Jagger. Somewhere far off, a couple talked loudly, and a man played darts. Bubbles slowly flowed to the top of the golden liquid. Jagger picked his beer up off the bar and took a swig. He should’ve gone home after a night in security, but he needed a drink and didn’t want to drink alone. Now here he sat, on a stool, drinking by himself.
His knuckles throbbed. He considered patching some NoPain but decided he’d let the alcohol do the work. The cell hadn’t been too bad. Just him and twelve drunks. Thankfully, no one had been in a fighting mood. His recent work helping catch a serial killer of Live Vicariously girls gave him some credit with Viribus security, enough for him to get a slap on the wrist. But they warned him not to push it.
Along the bar, he heard his name being said. A woman with blue hair, eyebrows, and lips spoke to Lolo. The owner of Le Petite Zinc looked over his way and nodded. Jagger rolled his eyes. He wasn’t in the mood to start a new job. The woman made her way toward him. He wondered what it would be—cheating husband, runaway kid. Whatever it was, he wasn’t interested.
“Are you really Jagger Jakowski, the immersion investigator?”
Jagger gave her a sideways look. She really did like blue. Not only did the woman have blue hair, eyebrows and lips, but she also had unusually deep blue eyes. He ignored her and took another swig of his beer.
The woman stared into space. Jagger recognized the look. Accessing Ubiquity. Probably checking his profile.
“Rough night?” the woman said, sitting down on the stool next to him, obviously happy he was who she wanted.
“You could say that.” Jagger caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror behind the liquor bottles opposite. His dark brown hair stuck up in all directions, and his stubble did nothing to hide the tiredness on his face.
The woman smiled. “I’m Elkie,” she said, then turned toward Lolo. “Can I get two of whatever beer this is?” Elkie pointed to Jagger’s beer.
She wasn’t from Pherson City then. The local beer was the city’s nickname. Plus her accent was definitely not Viribian, but he couldn’t quite place it. He didn’t know every local accent across all the Governance planets, but generally each system had a certain sound.
Lolo set the fresh beers in front of them. Jagger swigged his drink, waiting for the woman to start, but she seemed content to keep quiet.
Jagger broke the silence. “So, what is it then? Cheating husband or did your hair stylist do a runner?”
Elkie laughed. “No need to be a dickhead.” She took a gulp of her beer. “Actually, it’s more serious than that.”
“Oh, really?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, are you going to tell me? ’Cause it may not look like it, but I actually have things to do.”
“Okay, one sec,” Elkie said and stared into space again.
A moment later, a notification flashed up at the side of Jagger’s vision. She’d sent him something. Jagger sighed and think-told Ubiquity, via the uLink node at the top of his neck, to open the message. A list of names grouped into twos appeared in the space in front of his eyes.
“So, what are these, your ex-lovers?”
“Nope. They’re the names of people who’ve died in immersion over the last six months.”
Jagger turned to look at Elkie. The yellow light from the bar softly lit her face, but she looked serious.
“People don’t die in immersion,” he said.
“These did. N-Tac malfunctions are the official reasons.”
“N-Tac malfunctions?” Jagger furrowed his brow. N-Tacs were the suits you wore to feel the sensations of the immersion you were in. The Nano-Tactile suits, to give them their full name, comprised of thousands of minute machines that worked in conjunction with each other to give a sense of pressure and heat. How accurately they represented those all depended on the amount of money you paid for a suit.
Elkie nodded. “They say the suits went wrong and crushed them.”
“Jesus.” Jagger shook his head. “Can’t imagine that’s a good way to die. But I’m guessing you don’t think the suits malfunctioned?”
“I…” Elkie began and stopped. She looked at the bar, her forehead crinkling in thought. Finally, she turned to face Jagger. “Look at the list. Whenever a supposed malfunction happened, two people died. Two people in completely different places died at the same time.”
Jagger checked the list again to confirm. “What do you care about a load of N-Tac malfunctions?”
“One of them was my friend.”
Jagger noticed a slight change in Elkie’s complexion. It might have been the bar lights, but the slight flush combined with the quick glance away had Jagger certain she was lying.
“Okay. What d’ya want me to do about it? I find cheating spouses, runaway rich kids—you’d be better off speaking to Viribus security.”
Elkie turned back to the bar and drank some of her beer. “Viribus security don’t seem to care. They’re happy with Kolff-Ogogic’s view that the deaths were simply malfunctions and well within reasonable failure rates.”
Kolff-Ogogic again. Jagger shook his head and laughed. Reasonable failure rates. Unbelievably, these corporations could literally get away with murder.
“So, what are you asking?”
Elkie turned back to him and moved closer. Her strange eyes peered into his. “I want you to investigate what’s really happening.”
Jagger finished his beer and called for Lolo to get him a whiskey. “Look. I’m sorry about your friend, but I find living people, not dead.”
“Well, I want you to investigate the truth of what really happened in these N-Tac malfunctions, and I want to help you.”
“What?”
“I want to enter immersion with you and help,” Elkie said.
Jagger laughed. “Oh, no, no. Look. I don’t know who you think you are, but I don’t work with other people.”
“This time, you will. I can pay whatever you want.”
“Oh, you think you can just throw money at me, and I’ll be your dog?” Jagger said in a voice that brought looks from around the bar. He was sick of rich out-of-systemers. Coming to Viribus B thinking they could do what they liked, as long as they had money.
Lolo appeared with his whiskey. “Everything okay?”
Jagger picked up the whiskey and downed it. “Everything’s just fine. This woman here was just leaving. Actually, no. I’ll make it easier.” Jagger got off his stool. “I’m leaving.”
“Hey, dickhead,” Elkie called after him.
Jagger pushed his way through the door and stepped out into the windy mauve night. There were countless bars in Pherson city where people wouldn’t treat him like crap.
#
Jagger snapped awake with the faces of Aisling, Dursan, and Phife screaming in pain, still in his mind. He shook away the dream of his old attack team. With his mouth drier than the torched side of Viribus B, he peeled his face off the pillow and reached out to the table next to his bed. His hand connected with a glass, knocking it to the floor.
“Damn.”
Jagger opened a crusty eye and hoped to hell he’d remembered to take his DigiLenses out last night. The view of the room appeared unaugmented. Good.
The bed moaned as Jagger sat up on his elbows. He grabbed his uLink node off the bedside table and attached it to his neck. Using it, he think-told Ubiquity to patch him ClearHead. A faint whir came from the slim patch on his upper arm, and he felt a tiny prick on the skin. A moment later the drug flushed through his mind, and his headache vanished. Next to him, the bed stirred, and a woman’s tight afro hair emerged from below the blanket. Neon fuchsia lines created an intricate pattern on her rich brown face, a tattoo style fashionable at the moment. Behind her, a blond man pulled back the blanket and sat up, his light skin unadorned, but around his neck, he had the flaming eye pendent of the Lumen. He’s religious, Jagger thought.
He’d never had time for anything like that. His parents worked as miners back when mining was still a viable option on Viribus B. Their workmanlike ethic hadn’t left time for religion, old world or new. And as soon as he was old enough, Jagger joined the military to get away from the dreariness of home. For a while, war had become his religion. His hip ached, forcing back memories of the battle of Ruyad. He patched NoPain and wished he could patch something to make him forget.
Jagger got out of bed, his feet cool in the pool of spilled water.
“Hey, time to go,” he said to the sleepy figures in bed.
The girl rubbed a palm into her eye and yawned. “S’wrong, Jason? I taut we brekchow?”
“Who’s Jason?” Jagger said.
The woman frowned. “You, eh?”
“So I am,” Jagger said. He picked up their clothes from the floor and threw them at them. “Now go.”
The blond guy kissed his teeth. “Easy. We gone.”
Jagger mopped up the water as the two got dressed and left his apartment. He stood, yawned, and stretched out his arms and back. He considered patching WideAwake but instead think-told Ubiquity to make a pot of coffee for him. Then he headed for the shower to wash off the smell of last night.
#
The smell of coffee wafted over him when he stepped out of the shower. With the water shut off, he heard a delivery drone trying to access his drop-off box.
“Shit.” He grabbed a towel and rushed back into the living area. The drop-off box stuck out of a window of his ninety-sixth-floor apartment. He’d told the managing agency it had been malfunctioning, but they’d done nothing about it. The drone, swaying wildly in the wind, tried to connect to his broken guide arm to dock. Jagger sighed and walked over to the drop-off box. He eased his upper body into the metal rectangle attached to his window and tried not to think of the long drop below him. He reached out, grabbed the docking arm and held it still for the drone. It attached to the drop-off box and pulled itself closer. Jagger moved back to make room, just before the drone extended a section of itself into the metal rectangle.
The end of the drone lit up and began playing the logo of the delivery company.
“Greetings,” a voice from the display said. “Would you like to pay the fee or see some specially selected adverts?”
“Give me the ads.”
Immediately, the display changed, and an advert played. The smell of the freshly made coffee filled Jagger’s nostrils. He walked to his kitchen to get a cup. As soon as he turned, the advert stopped, and the voice spoke. “You must face the display within one meter for the advert to play.”
Jagger sighed. “Okay, okay.” He moved back to the display and watched five adverts for crap he’d never buy. Once happy, the drone deposited its load and detached itself from Jagger’s drop-off box and spun away. Off to deliver more goods.
Jagger opened the box and looked at the jacket inside. The trip out by the hot edge to bring down the underage immersion gang had destroyed his last one. He threw the jacket on his bed, got himself a coffee, and sat at his beaten-up old table. He put his feet up on a nearby chair and think-told Ubiquity to show him a list of his current jobs. Two items appeared, floating in the air in front of him. One was a case he’d accepted, one was the request from Elkie. He ignored the request and opened the case he was working on. An image of Henry Jenkins replaced the list. Next to the image, there were details of the case. His business partner thought Henry was stealing from him. He wanted Jagger to track Henry’s meetings in immersion and report back on his activity.
Jagger looked at a list of immersions Henry had used recently. It was long. Jagger shook his head and closed the case file. He lacked motivation to look into Jenkins. Instead, he think-told Ubiquity to open the list Elkie had provided. The names of the N-Tac malfunction deaths appeared in front of him. Ubiquity asked if he’d like to mark the case as active. He told it to leave it as pending.
Jagger looked at the names. He took a sip of his coffee and told Ubiquity to give him the demographics on them. The list updated with extra details below each name. They were between eighteen and thirty, male, and from Viribus B or the Demesne system, with one Orinian. All were low income or unemployed. All except one. She appeared to be the daughter of a rich Orini financier, but she’d been on Viribus B when she’d died. Runaway from home, Jagger figured.
He asked Ubiquity to check the news reports for the names. A handful of reports came back of petty crimes, but none mentioned the N-Tac malfunctions. Next, he asked Ubiquity to display the immersions people were using when the malfunctions happened. The new search came back blank. How could that be? Jagger took his feet off the chair and sat forward.
He asked Ubiquity why the lack of results. It informed him they had used a technology to mask their activity, most likely a VPN and proxy. It interested him they had all done that.
Jagger took a swig of his coffee. A couple of victims using a VPN, he’d expect, but for every single person to have masked their activity seemed suspicious. Jagger decided to take a different tack. He stood and moved to the old immersion pod in the corner of his living area. Jagger picked up his well-worn N-Tac and pulled the tight fitting plasti-metal suit on. He paused, thinking about the malfunctions and how he’d never considered that the suit he wore every day for work could kill him.
He shook his head and stepped into the immersion pod. Once inside, the pod gripped his suit and lifted him. It allowed him to move his arms and legs in any direction. When combined with the N-Tac suit and visuals through his DigiLenses, the sensation of being fully immersed was complete.
Jagger now floated in the center of a bubble made up of hundreds of video tiles with colors swirling behind them. Even after all this time, his home bubble still created a feeling of awe within him. Immediately, the view presented him with two options. Recorded or Live Immersions? He selected Recorded and then YouImmerse, ignoring the other options. YouImmerse allowed ordinary people to upload immersive recordings of themselves. How good the sensation of immersion felt depended on the kit they could afford.
Jagger think-told Ubiquity to display recordings the victims had made in the last year. A huge list of video tiles appeared in the vast space in front of him. Jagger flicked through them, getting a short preview of them as he went. They were all the usual garbage young people uploaded. Either showing off with their friends or posting immersions of them doing whatever stupid dare was doing the rounds at the moment.
He sighed and cleared the list. Next, he asked for recordings made by the parents or siblings of the victims. An even bigger list appeared. People loved showing off, didn’t they? He cleared the list.
After a moment of floating in his bubble, it struck him. He asked Ubiquity to show recordings by the parents or siblings using the word malfunction. Three results appeared. Two from Deula City, on Tor Fosse in the Demesne system, and one from Pherson City, here on Viribus B.
Jagger selected the one from Pherson City to play. Everything flashed white, then he stood in a tiny apartment in front of a woman frozen in time. Her name, Natalie Bevan, the immersion title and duration, floated in front of her. He gazed around him. Metal walls were rusted at the corners, and electrical wires hung from badly repaired units. The apartment was dark, apart from the pink and blue light coming in from a neon sign outside a window. And it was a mess. Clothes were scattered across the floor and chairs, the remains of several meals left to grow mold on a table. For once, Jagger was glad smell wasn’t one of the sensations captured by immersion.
He tried to move his body but found himself stuck in one position. Natalie didn’t have a professional immersion recording setup. She had just used the recorder built into her home’s Ubiquity terminal. Anyone interested in recording immersions usually had a setup of three recorders so you could move around the space. And the more money you spent, the better the experience became. Heat and wind sensors were common. Object mapping, so you’d hit objects rather than passing through them, was also standard for most amateur immersion creators. Some creators in Live Immersions even wore sensor suits, so you could feel and experience everything they did. But none came close to producing the experience you’d get in an immersion created by a professional studio. Music and film immersions were insane spectacles, and gaming took immersion to another level of intensity altogether.
Jagger brought his attention back to Natalie Bevan. She looked tired. Her short hair was a mess, her tank top stained and off white. Jagger asked Ubiquity who she was related to on the list. The name Tsai Bevan appeared. He’d only died three weeks ago. Jagger acknowledged the information and told Ubiquity to play the immersion.
The scene at once came to life. Sound enveloped Jagger. At first it was a jumble of noise. Then he picked out the sounds of people on a busy street below, talking and yelling. He heard the drone of rotocar engines. A lane must be somewhere near in the sky above. Within the room itself, a background hum of electricity permeated, and music from other residents’ apartments leaked in. A flickering yellow bulb on Natalie’s ceiling flushed out the pink and blue light that came in through the window.
“Fa cryin out loud,” Natalie said. She reached up and smacked the light. It stopped flicking. Now animated, Jagger saw the tiredness on her face. The puffy red eyes. In her hand, she held a crumpled tissue. Around her feet and on the table, used tissues lay everywhere. She raised one to her nose and rubbed away snot that hung there. Her raw eyes stared directly into Jagger’s.
“Sa, I… This no me usual thing, but I…” Natalie sighed and slumped to the sofa. “I don’t na what ta do. Him gone. Me light Tsai is gone. I taught dis would help. To tell someone, ya know?” Natalie stared at the table in front of her, tears welling in her eyes. “A malfunction, dey say. A malfunction in dem blasted machine and mi poor boy is crush. Him look like a banana ya tro out. Skin black and bruised.” Natalie sobbed. Jagger’s instinct was to turn away from the scene, away from her pain, but the immersion wouldn’t allow him.
“Dem come and give me what? Ten thousand credits.” A hard look fell over Natalie’s face. “Ten thousand credits and we done. No investigation. Dis a normal ting they say. Malfunctions happen. They don’t want ta know when I tell dem about da cult. They don’t care. This a malfunction. Now mi don’t care. Mi don’t care.”
Someone banging on the apartment door made Natalie jump. A muffled voice shouted something. Natalie stood. “Ya, me come.”
The recording ended and booted Jagger back to the first frame. He sighed and exited back to his bubble. He’d hoped there’d be more. Tsai’s mother was clearly upset. Who wouldn’t be, losing their son like that? Jagger guessed she’d had a visit from Kolff-Ogogic. A nice few credits to keep her quiet. Standard procedure for a corporate, Jagger thought.
Then Natalie mentioned a cult. What had she meant? Jagger went back into the immersion and watched it again. There was nothing.
He stood in Natalie Bevan’s frozen apartment and wondered what else there was to find. He scanned the room again. This time, he paid more attention. The clothes scattered around the room were clearly a stripper’s. On the table before Natalie, a small plastic bag stuck out from under a plate. Next to it, the slate gray cylinder of a hypodermic lay used. Jagger looked at Natalie’s arms. The faintest of red dots along the area where veins were closest to the surface confirmed his suspicion.
Jagger swept the rest of the room with his eyes. The walls in the living area were bare except for the rust. Behind the sofa, a corridor led into darkness. Jagger think-told Ubiquity to increase the brightness. The details in the living area blew out in whiteness, but the dark corridor now revealed several doors. The two on either side were closed, but the far one sat open. In the end room, sheets of paper were stuck to the wall. He couldn’t make out the picture on the paper. He asked Ubiquity to zoom in and enhance the image. The image grew. Each piece of paper appeared to have a drawing on it. Jagger struggled to make out what the images were. One vaguely looked like a man, the other, a thick multi-colored line.
Jagger exited the recording and stepped out of his immersion pod. As he got dressed, he think-told Ubiquity to get Natalie Bevan’s address and order him a SkyTaxi.




Chapter Four:
Uma Odia
Prime Coordinator Uma Odia idly played with an antique bracelet an old lover had given her. Around the digitally replicated marble table, the discussion had moved to affairs of the Governance she had no interest in. Her closest allies in the cabinet sat to either side of her. Farther around the circular table came the coordinators from each system and their deputies.
“I agree, Wei, but WunderLust has a right to bring Orinians to Viribus B,” Operations Coordinator Livingstone Boothroyd, Uma’s number two, said. “You should be grateful for the tourist interest in the extreme geography of your planet.”
Uma yawned and looked up at the imposing room that surrounded them. The immersion designer really had had a hard-on for Roman imperial architecture. How unimaginative, thought Uma.
Maybe she should ask John and Miyu to brainstorm some ideas for a new immersion space for the Governance cabinet meetings? Something in the Dravidian style to reflect their Indian heritage, perhaps?
The Governance cabinet had met in immersion since the earliest days of the technology. They did so because of the very practical reason of distance. The star systems of the Governance, not including the Sol system, now just a museum system, were scattered across half the galaxy. The Wilcox jump drive allowed exploration of any system with the potential to sustain life, regardless of its location. So, humanity, in desperate need of new fertile lands, found homes in the Viribus, Orini and Demesne systems. For these systems offered one, three and four habitable planets, respectively. Quantum communication arrays allowed for members of the Governance to meet virtually in immersion, with no lag or delay.
“I’d be grateful if they paid taxes in our system instead of Orini,” Wei Gao, Viribus system coordinator said, clearly vexed by Boothroyd’s defense of WunderLust.
“At least they are employing your local Viribians,” Boothroyd said. Uma knew the only reason Boothroyd cared was because he secretly had a large stake in the travel company WunderLust.
The mention of Viribus B reminded Uma that she hadn’t received an update from General Hixson.
“Excuse me, gentlemen,” Uma said in a voice loud enough to get everyone’s attention. “Oh, and ladies.” She nodded to Yvonne Watson, Governance finance coordinator, to her left, and Magdalena Hort, the new deputy Viribus system coordinator, next to Gao. “This is hardly a cabinet affair. If there is nothing else, I will leave you to it.”
She was ready to exit the immersion when Carmine Pirozzi, Demesne system coordinator spoke. “Actually, Prime Coordinator, I had something I wanted to raise.”
Uma sighed. “Fine. What is it, Carmine?”
Carmine stood, which he invariably did when he wanted to make a point. He was of slight height and build, but it didn’t matter because his handsome looks made up for what he lacked in physical stature. His Caucasian skin, perfectly tanned, and his deep-set blue eyes conveyed both kindness and intelligence. The short fashionable beard that grew from his chin was jet black, the same as his beautifully coiffured hair. His garish magenta jacket with electric blue piping was the brightest in the room by far and betrayed Carmine’s desire to be accepted as one of the Demesnech.
“Prime Coordinator, I won’t beat about the bush. I know you have urgent matters to attend to while we are busy with issues of the Governance.” Carmine flashed a smile that annoyed Uma more than his jab at her did. “That is why I’m here. The Demesnech, for a decade, have paid for a mistake a fraction of them committed. They have done so in silence and humility, but they are at a breaking point. I call for you, and Finance Coordinator Watson, to look again at the forced austerity imposed on the Demesne people. Ten years is a long time to pay for an earlier generation’s errors.”
Silence rolled around the table. Awkwardly, Carmine sat back down. The winning smile, forever plastered on his striking visage, started to come away at the edges. The entire table swung to face Prime Coordinator Odia.
For a long while, Uma remained in quiet contemplation. Is this his plan, she wondered. To end austerity and win the hearts of the Demesnech? To show to the Board of Representatives how influential he could be? Uma chuckled to herself. She fixed her eyes on the bracelet she played with. The longer she paused, the more tension and frustration filled the room. It was a game she liked to play.
“If Prime Coordinator Odia had wanted to lift the austerity, she would have,” Magdalena Hort said. The room turned their heads to the young deputy who sat next to Wei Gao, then back to Uma.
After a few moments more, she lifted her gaze to her audience. “Thank you, Deputy Viribus System Coordinator Hort, but I can speak for myself.” Uma smiled at Magdalena, who nodded sheepishly. “Carmine, a decade is a long time. Nevertheless, the damage the Dissidence War did to the expansion of the Governance is incalculable. Not just in monetary terms, but in the hearts and souls of those affected. Don’t you agree, Yvonne?”
Yvonne Watson, finance coordinator for the Governance, stiffened at being addressed. A slight lady with light brown hair and porcelain skin. An excellent economist, but too timid for any kind of political confrontation. Which was exactly the reason Uma had put her in her position.
“Um… I…” Yvonne dry swallowed and looked around the table for water before remembering she was in immersion. She looked to Uma and nodded. “I agree.”
Uma Odia smiled. “There, you see. Yvonne agrees that austerity is still needed.”
Again, the imposing room fell quiet. Uma reveled in everyone’s discomfort. It almost made being called into immersion worth it. She eyed Carmine. She’d appointed the young man as system coordinator because he was popular among the Demesnech but also pro Governance. A figurehead the system needed after years of war. She’d hoped that he would have been more malleable, though.
Carmine rose again, his smile replaced with a hard line.
“Prime Coordinator, this isn’t a plea for the people of the Demesne system. It’s a plea for the entire population of the Governance. The workers of Demesne are at breaking point,” Carmine said, his blue eyes fixed on Uma’s.
“Don’t threaten the prime coordinator,” Magdalena said.
Uma smiled. Wei Gao’s deputy had some gumption.
The hard line on Carmine’s face broke again into his winning smile. “No, no, it’s not a threat, Prime Coordinator. I’m just reporting what I see in my system.”
Uma held his gaze. Carmine was too popular with the Demesnech, that she was certain, but replacing him was risky. She wondered if good intentions drove his ambition or if this was a move to gain power? And if so, did she have something else she could offer him? Either way, she made a mental note to tell Defense Coordinator Lim to blink a few more troop ships into orbit around the four Demesne planets. There was more than one way to skin a rat, after all.
“Carmine, your concern for the Governance is noted. However our stance has not changed.”
Carmine rose to speak again, but Uma didn’t give him the chance. With a smile, she exited the immersion.
#
Uma Odia stepped out of the immersion pod into the bed chambers of her residence on Elyssia. She bent her neck back, looked up to the high white marble ceiling and sighed. Her finger touched the uLink node at the top of her neck, and her nano-tactile suit disassembled itself and crawled back to its charging station, reminiscent of a line of shiny black ants.
A light breeze blew in from her balcony over her naked body. Goosebumps shivered exquisitely across her dark olive skin. She padded across the shiny white marble out onto the balcony, pushing aside the gossamer drapes. Sunlight surrounded her like liquid gold. She lowered herself into her plush balcony seat.
After her eyes adjusted to the light, the vista over the balcony became visible, Li-Sedol, the grandest city in all the Governance. Its white buildings captured the golden light of the sun. Behind her, Uma heard footsteps padding on the marble floor. She kept her gaze out to the panorama in front of her. Shiny rotocars dissected the celestial air of Li-Sedol. A warmth appeared on Uma’s left shoulder. She smiled and turned her head. John stood by her side. He was beautiful; he looked just like her. The Governance scientists in her employment had warned her against adjusting the gender of one of her clones, but she’d ignored them. She was glad she had. John, named as an homage to an old lover, was the perfect specimen of a man. Uma leaned forward and kissed her male self on the lips.
Another hand rested on her right shoulder. Miyu’s smile greeted her as she turned. To Uma, it was akin to looking into a mirror of herself at half her age.
They had banned cloning among the general populace of the Governance a long time ago. Only the elite were sanctioned to use it exclusively for organ harvesting and other procedural activities. To allow clones to wake, to grow, to live, was strictly prohibited. Of course, they used cloning for other purposes in the Governance.
Uma kissed her younger female self on the lips. She felt John’s hands massage her shoulders. He always knew what to do.
“You’re always so tight after dealing with them,” John said.
“I have concerns with Carmine’s motives,” Uma said.
Miyu kneeled and began to massage Uma’s feet. “I feel the tension in you. Don’t you think it’s time? Allow us to remove some of the burden from your shoulders?”
Uma smiled and ran a hand through Miyu’s black silky hair. “All in good time.”
Miyu dropped Uma’s foot. “But when? You’ve cooped us up in the residence all our lives. Professor Ruben has taught us much, but how can we lead if we don’t see anyone?”
“Miyu,” John said disapprovingly. “Uma takes us to many beautiful places.”
“But never to meet anyone important. We just interact with servers and guards on planets no one knows about. What chance have we to rule if we’re kept from the real world? We’ve only met Boothroyd and Van Basten. When will we meet the other Governance coordinators?”
“Miyu,” John said again, this time in a sharper tone.
“It’s okay,” Uma said, placing a hand on John’s at her shoulder. “Miyu is right. It is my wish that the pair of you acquire control of the Governance. It’s not a straightforward path, but we must begin. I will talk to Boothroyd about you coming on as my special advisors.”
“Before you do that, you must relax. Come.” John took Uma’s hand and led her back through the sunlit gossamer drapes to the large satin bed within. Miyu stood and followed them.




Chapter Five:
Jagger Jakowski
The SkyTaxi juddered as it closed in on sector 78 of Pherson City. Jagger wondered when the hunk of flying metal had last been serviced. Its sticky faux leather interior didn’t give him confidence that it had been recent. Out of the dirt-streaked window, he saw the lane for manually driven personal flying vehicles below. Each rotocar driver struggled with the wind. He was glad SkyTaxis were automated.
Jagger stared at the mauve half-set sun, which looked bigger than you’d ever see it at street level. Viribus B being locked to the star meant the habitable zone around the north-south axis, between the hot and the frozen side, was in a state of perpetual sunset, with parts being brighter toward the hot side and darker nearer the other. The difference in temperature between the two sides caused the constant winds. He remembered being shocked on his first military assignment to Tor Fosse, in the Demesne system. The sun would rise so high in the sky and become so brilliant, he thought it was going to burn them up before it fell away again, leaving them in terrifying darkness. Having grown up on Viribus B in the permanent mauve, the idea of a fully risen sun or fully set sun meant death. To be incinerated or frozen.
Pherson City, the first major installation built on the planet, was situated along the center of the habitable zone. It was the home of the Governance for a short period until the discovery of the three majestic worlds of the Orini system. The ruling elite moved away from the strange, windy planet. Like the eight other cities on Viribus B, it started life as a mining city, before the fertile and resource laden planets of the Demesne system were revealed and operations moved there. Now, Pherson City dedicated itself to producing entertainment for the other systems. All the major studios had setups here. It was cheaper than filming immersions in the Orini system. And it wasn’t just immersion movies—the best immersion game engineers were Viribians, creating experiences so engaging, so out of this world, that getting people to leave them had become a major problem.
Jagger gripped the door handle as the SkyTaxi juddered and started its descent, turning and dropping away from the lane allocated to automated flying vehicles. Through the mauve, advertising for the other type of immersion Viribus B was famous for, lit up the buildings. Adult immersions. This entire sector of Pherson City was built up around creating immersions to cater to your wildest erotic fantasies. The spillover meant it had also become the place where Viribians went to enjoy those carnal pleasures in real-life.
The SkyTaxi hit the ground like it had another meter to go. The impact lifted Jagger from the seat and slammed him back down. He cursed at the taxi’s AI.
“You have arrived at your destination. Please alight,” a voice said from inside the taxi. Jagger pulled the door handle. It opened a centimeter, then caught. He rattled it, but it didn’t budge. “Thank you. Have a nice day,” the voice said.
“Hey.” Jagger rattled the door again. “It won’t open.”
The engine of the SkyTaxi started as it prepared to lift off again.
“Hey!” Jagger leaned back and kicked the door with the heel of his heavy boot. It flung open, and Jagger jumped out as the SkyTaxi rose from the ground. He watched as it took off, door ajar, oblivious to the danger it had just caused.
“Bloody cheap AI,” he said as he brushed off his new, long overcoat and looked around the landing zone to see if anyone had witnessed his near miss. No one cared.
He left the LZ and headed for a street that led deeper into the sector. His DigiLenses overlaid the directions on the scene in front of him. In this sector, the buildings were tightly packed. Citizens bustled everywhere. Neon tattooed people eating from street vendors or in dimly lit restaurants. The stench of life was pungent. Advertisements augmented the streets and music blared from bars and apartments’ windows above him. In between the grocery stores, shops were selling the latest in sex accessories for N-Tac suits, or full body Sensor Suits for immersion creators who wanted their audience to experience every touch, warmth, and pressure they did.
After squeezing through a troop of Lumen who were chanting about the cosmic soul, he arrived at the doorway to Natalie Bevan’s apartment block. He think-told Ubiquity to record what he saw through his DigiLenses and pressed the buzzer. Nothing happened. Jagger turned and looked along the busy street. For a moment, he had the feeling of being watched. He returned to the door and pressed the buzzer again. This time, he held it for an irritatingly long time.
Natalie’s face appeared on the display. “Who dis?” Her eyes narrowed. Clearly, Jagger’s appearance didn’t match her usual visitors. “You from dem again?”
Jagger paused, then tried to look official. “Yes, Cit Bevan. I’m from Kolff-Ogogic.”
“What cha want?”
“Um…” Jagger looked out at the Lumen trailing away in their rainbow patterned robes. “You recorded an immersion?”
Natalie’s face went pale. “I sorry, I sorry.”
“No, it’s okay. That’s why I’m here. I want to investigate the cult you mentioned.”
“You not mad?”
“Not at all.” Jagger smiled his most charming smile. “Can you let me in? I need to hear the details.”
Natalie looked at him for an eye-blink, then the display went dark. The door buzzed and clicked open. Jagger went inside.
#
Natalie Bevan’s apartment was as messy as it had looked in the immersion. Except now he could smell it. Days old food and unwashed clothes. Jagger tried to suppress the urge to gag at the pungent odor. Natalie led him through to the living area. She flopped on the sofa and pointed at a dining table chair covered in old food cartons.
“I’m fine to stand,” Jagger said. He wondered if this was her natural state or if the shock of her son’s death led her not to care.
“So, ya gonna listen me now?”
Jagger flashed his best smile again. “Yes. We’ve decided that we should look into the… cult?”
“Ya.”
“Okay. Can you tell me about it?”
Natalie stared at Jagger in a way that made him think she didn’t trust him. She reached down to the table and pulled a cigarette out of a semi-crushed packet. She lit it and blew smoke in Jagger’s direction. He resisted the urge to waft it away. Jagger hadn’t smoked in years. Once you could afford the endocrine patch he had on his arm, you didn’t need nicotine.
Jagger cleared his throat. “What happened to Tsai was awful. If this was not a malfunction…if it was something else, we must know the details.”
“Don’t tell me about awful. You never had ta pull ya son outta a damn suit all dead.” Natalie stood and moved to the window, holding back a sob.
“You’re right. I never have. And we want to stop other parents from experiencing what you did.”
Natalie stared out the window. The light from outside lit the swirl of cigarette smoke, pink and blue.
“I thought it was just a game,” she murmured.
Jagger stepped closer. “A game?”
“Ya. Tsai love dem stupid games. Been playing dem since him little. Telling me him going to win a tournament one day.”
Jagger nodded. Immersion gaming was a big deal. You could, in theory, make a living doing it. Though most pro immersion gamers tended to have well off backgrounds. To be good, you needed good kit.
“But it wasn’t a game?”
Natalie shook her head. “Him started talkin’ about dis Shi and some feather snake and me no get what him going on about. Him draw them like da rest, so me think it just a game.”
“He drew them? Can I see?”
Natalie turned to face Jagger. Her eyes were red. She stubbed her cigarette out in an ashtray on a small dining table by the window and moved toward the corridor. “Come.”
Jagger followed her, making sure not to tread on any used clothes as he went. She led him to the room at the end of the corridor, the one he’d seen in the immersion.
It was clearly Tsai’s room. The walls were plastered with posters of semi-naked women and images of immersion game characters. In the far corner, a bed lay unmade. Next to it, a cheap and beaten-up old immersion pod sat, its door still open. Jagger swallowed, gazing at the space on the floor in front of the pod. The spot where Natalie’s son had died.
Jagger think-told Ubiquity to show him a picture of Tsai Bevan. A moment later, it appeared floating in front of him. Tsai’s hazel green eyes were in shadow under his sharp brown eyebrows. His skin had a pasty look that many people on Viribus B had. Not enough sunlight and too much time in the immersion pod. His lips were plump cherry red but had lines of dehydration on them, and a smattering of brown hair grew from the sides of his adolescent face. Jagger swallowed, thinking of the life that had been stolen from this young man. Stolen from his mother. Behind him, Natalie wept.
He turned away from the pod to the only other furniture. A small rusty metal table and a chair. Above them, pinned to the wall, were several drawings. Jagger vaguely recognized a few of the characters.
“That’s Daddi-O-No, right?” he said, pointing at the six-armed fighting robot from a popular immersion game.
“Ya,” Natalie said, a brief smile coming to her face. “Dat was one a his favs. Him obsessed. Never be stop talkin’ about dis fight or dat. Until…” Natalie trailed off.
Jagger kneeled and looked at two drawings on the wall. They didn’t match the others. One was of a man dressed in orange, bald, with a strange tattoo on his forehead. A tattoo of an eye. The other was of… Jagger wasn’t sure. Initially, he believed it to be a snake, with strange feathers protruding from behind the head where it joined the body. Each scale a different color, producing a rainbow effect. He had never seen anything like it.
He turned to Natalie. “Until he became obsessed with this?”
Natalie nodded. “One day, him become quiet. I know something is up ‘cause him never quiet. So I asks an asks ‘til him can’t stand it no more. Then him da one who won’t shut up. Talkin’ about the True Light and Shi and how he so great. How he dis and how he dat.”
“The True Light is the name of the cult?”
“Ya.”
Jagger pointed to the drawing of the man with the strange eye tattoo on his forehead. “And this is Shi?”
“Ya. And dat thing next to him is Quezalcanto or sumin.”
“Okay,” Jagger said, looking at the drawing of the strange snake thing. “Why do you think it’s a cult?”
“Because him never shut up about dis Shi,” Natalie said, waving a hand, like swatting away a fly. “And it ain’t like the games. No. When him obsessed with the games, it all about how him gonna learn dis new move, or how him gonna get this new armor. But with Shi, it all about how smart man is. How he understood what we poor people were going through. How universe didn’t want dat for us and crap like dat.”
“What’s the snake got to do with it?”
“Shart,” Natalie said, shaking her head. “Da snake is what dem worship. Da snake is da divine tool that is going to bring it all down.”
Jagger frowned. “Bring what down?”
“Da Governance.” Natalie looked him in the eye. “Dem wanna bring down da Governance.”




Chapter Six:
Chadney Clarke-Harris
Chadney cut the thrust on his spacesuit and let the asteroid’s weak gravity pull him down. It was a good shot. Best one he’d taken all day. AstroGolf. The brainchild of the eccentric billionaire Lawrence Nelson. Ten years after Elyssia had been settled, he towed an asteroid into orbit and built the first ever golf resort in space. The fledgling Governance had welcomed it. Firstly because he’d paid for it, and secondly because it became another hook to convince the elite of Earth to leave the birthplace of humanity and make a planet, a system, just for them. Now, ninety years later, Chadney was on course to win this round.
“Dulcet shot,” Harris said, as Chadney landed by him and Juro.
“Thanks. I believe I’ll take a birdie on this hole,” Chadney said. His weighted ball had landed on an area of the asteroid where the regolith had been replaced with a feltlike material to mimic the grass on a putting green. They were waiting for Ceelon now, who was still on the approach.
Above them, planet Elyssia glowed green and white, while somewhere on the other side of the asteroid, the star Orini burned bright. Chadney loved playing AstroGolf. You could hit the specially designed ball huge distances. It would fire tiny rockets if it thought it was going to break free of the asteroid’s gravity, which you could use as another surface to play off, if you knew what you were doing. Thankfully for Chadney, his friends didn’t care about playing as much as they did about the après golf, which meant Chadney almost always won.
Today was different though. Today was Chadney’s forty-sixth birthday. In two days when he returned to Elyssia, he’d have a formal party with family and friends. His wife Vanessa had arranged everything. Harrington’s would host a meal to end all meals, as they did every year. But today was his actual birthday, and following tradition, he’d spend it with his closest friends Ceelon, Harris and Juro. Their families had been some of the first to settle on Elyssia, and that early adoption had brought them status and wealth far outstripping what they’d had on Old Earth.
Chadney tapped the fingers of his spacesuit on his AstroGolf bag, waiting for Ceelon to take his shot. Normally, Chadney would savor his time on the course, but Ceelon had shown him an image of the girls he’d transported over from the Demesne system, and Chadney couldn’t wait to sample their nubile flesh. They had the penthouse at the Grand Resort Lagonissi to themselves, and he was getting impatient.
Chadney think-told his spacesuit to increase the magnification on his viewer. His friend Ceelon Pembroke appeared in sharp focus. The WunderLust CEO stood on the approach, smacking the legs of his spacesuit.
“What are you doing, Ceelon?” Chadney asked over their private comms.
“There’s something in here,” Ceelon said. “There’s something in the spacesuit.”
Chadney turned to Harris and Juro, who just shrugged.
“Stop mucking about,” Chadney said. “We’ve got plans. Remember?”
In Chadney’s viewer, Ceelon started to dance about, hopping from one foot to another, smacking the side of his spacesuit. He and Ceelon were best friends. They’d known each other since they were children. It was unlike Ceelon to act the fool. Chadney’s blood began to boil. How dare Ceelon decide now is the time to play a joke, Chadney though, just when I’m about to win the round. He must be jealous, or maybe the girls aren’t as good as he made out.
“There's something in here.” Ceelon’s voice sounded desperate. “Get it out. Get it out!” In his frantic smacking, Ceelon had fallen over slowly in the low g and now kicked up a small cloud of gray dust around him. Chadney zoomed in again and observed his friend’s smacking motions move from his abdomen up to his chest, his screams becoming more hysterical. Chadney didn’t know why Ceelon thought this was funny, but he was sure putting himself into the performance.
A choking sound came over the comms before they heard a click as Ceelon unfastened his helmet. The pressure escaping the spacesuit sent Ceelon spinning off like a popped balloon. Chadney watched as his best friend flew away from the asteroid, catching the light from Orini as he reduced down to a single bright point among the millions of others.
“Whoa,” Harris said, his body arcing backwards as he watched Ceelon vanish into space. Then he slapped Chadney’s arm. “Better dump all your WunderLust stock.”
Chadney frowned and clenched his jaw at Harris’ insensitivity. Then he sighed deeply, realizing Harris was right. Once news of Ceelon’s death broke, WunderLust stock would tank. Chadney think-told Ubiquity to put a call through to his portfolio manager. He shook his head. So much for having a fun birthday.




Chapter Seven:
Uma Odia
At the end of a field of short grass, flanked by forest, lay the stage. Immersion recorders were set up along the sides of the field, stretching back from the stage. This would grant anyone entering the immersion the ability to roam freely in the field. Of course, recorders were set up to capture what happened on the stage, but the immersion wouldn’t allow anyone onto the platform. In addition to the immersion, a 2D version of the speech would be transmitted on the newscasts. Citizens who missed it live could replay a recording of both at a later date.
Wind swept over the tree line, and Uma Odia’s hair blew in her face. She pivoted on her feet from where the crowd would be, so the wind blew her hair backward. Angrily, she waved down the production manager.
“This wind is ridiculous,” Uma said. She chuckled at the terrified look on the production manager’s face. He looked like he thought Uma would ask him to stop the wind. She toyed with the idea of messing with the young production manager but decided against it. She had to focus today.
“I need to put my hair up for the broadcast. Get me the stylist.”
The production manager actually sighed with relief. “Straight away, Prime Coordinator,” he said, then ran off.
“I quite like the windswept look. It gives you an air of determination,” Operations Coordinator Livingstone Boothroyd said. “Nothing will stop you. Not even the wind.”
“Shut up, Livingstone,” Uma said but smiled at the comment. “I don’t need to look determined. I need to look commanding. They should be in awe of me.”
The portly man raised his eyebrows. “I’m pretty sure they are always in awe of you, Uma. Now, are you sure you want to do this? What did the Board of Representatives say?”
A hair stylist appeared next to Uma and Livingstone, biting her lip.
Uma frowned. “What are you standing there for? Put this up, will you? I don’t want a single stray hair.”
The hair stylist moved in front of Uma, working quickly to fix the prime coordinator’s hair for the broadcast she’d soon make. After a minute, she held a mirror out for Uma. The prime coordinator moved her head from side to side, checking her appearance.
“That’ll do,” she said and shooed the hair stylist away with her hand. Then, addressing Livingstone, “The board said exactly what I told them to say. Yes, Prime Coordinator, wonderful idea, Prime Coordinator.”
Livingstone Boothroyd chuckled. “You really should give them more respect.”
“Why?” Uma said, a puzzled expression on her face. “None of them would be on the board if it wasn’t for me.” This was true. While the Board of Representatives appointed the prime coordinator, the representatives were voted for by Governance citizens. And since she’d been in power, Uma Odia had made sure that whoever got voted to the board would keep her in the position of prime coordinator.
“Still,” Livingstone said. “We don’t want any of them becoming uncooperative.”
“Nonsense. They’ll do what I say, or they can piss off to a deserted planet. Now, any news on Ceelon?” Uma said, as a crowd of pro-Governance Demesnech began to fill the field. Even though citizens across the Governance would join via immersion, it made sense to have an actual crowd cheering at the correct moments.
Livingstone shook his head as the plainly dressed people shuffled forward. “Again, they found no poison in his blood. The witnesses say he seemed fine on the approach to the eighteenth, then he started to smack his spacesuit. He removed his helmet, and the pressure sent him off into space. One of the auto-range pickers scooped him up.”
“Jesus,” Uma said. She was no fan of the Pembrokes, but personal issues aside, Ceelon had backed her in exchange for turning a blind eye to his company’s extracurricular activity. With him gone, she’d have to court some of the other big families.
“Quite,” Livingstone said. “The poor fellow didn’t stand a chance. That rogue commentator Hari Bhat is hailing it as a great day for the people.”
“Disgusting. Do we think he was involved?”
“Not likely, but we'll need to silence him. When he gave the Demesnech a false sense of anger, it was fine, but now he’s crossing the line.”
Uma turned to Boothroyd. “What about Carmine? Do you think he’s behind this?”
The stout man shrugged. “There’s no evidence, but all these accidents can’t be… well, accidents. It was one thing when they were happening to our operatives in the Demesne system, but Ceelon was a known ally right here in Orini. If this was Carmine, we should get rid of him.”
The crowd had now gathered at the front of the stage, and the production manager told Uma via her uLink that the broadcast would start soon.
Uma placed a hand on Livingstone’s chest. “Oh, I will get rid of him, but not before humiliating him first.”
Someone ushered Livingstone from the stage. Uma Odia, prime coordinator of all the Governance, turned toward the crowd. The lights lit her face, and she smiled.




Chapter Eight:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger rested his feet on a dining chair and cradled the coffee he’d just made. A draft of cold air blew into his apartment from where another delivery drone had failed to dock properly with his drop-off box. The thing was stuck open now. He think-told Ubiquity to lodge another complaint with the managing agent.
After he got a confirmation that it had sent his message, another notification came up in his field of vision. It said an immersion recording of Prime Coordinator Uma Odia’s speech from earlier today was available. Jagger had ignored the earlier alert, prompting him to watch the speech live. He had a certain disdain for the leadership of the Governance. Not that he’d ever publicly criticize them—he understood nothing good would come to someone like him for doing that—but he couldn’t bring himself to watch them spew their lies. Especially while everyone around him in the immersion would eat up their crap. He understood the crowd were stooges but still; it wound him up too much to watch it live.
Jagger think-told Ubiquity to start the non-immersion playback. The area a meter in front of his face lit up with the scene of Odia standing on stage. Jagger sped the recording up, scanning forward. These things were always too long. He’d keep going until he got to an interesting point.
Uma Odia, prime coordinator of the Governance, one of the most powerful human beings ever to live, stood on stage and waggled her arms around while her head wobbled and her lips moved at a comedic pace. Jagger chuckled at how ridiculous she looked. He took a sip of his hot coffee. Then Odia said something interesting, and he think-told Ubiquity to rewind thirty seconds and play back at normal speed.
At normal speed, Uma Odia managed to pull off looking commanding but tender. It was her large, warm eyes. That and her almost wrinkle free brown skin.
“For ten long years, the people of the Demesne system lived through hell,” Odia said.
Yeah, I wonder why, Jagger thought.
“All the Governance know this. The Demesnech have determinedly paid a debt for the mistakes of a previous generation. A mistake which would have placed the citizens of the Governance into a dark age. But that is the past. I’ve battled hard to get more equality across the three systems of the Governance. It has been a hard battle, but we are there.”
Jagger spat some coffee out, laughing. He couldn’t believe she could lie so blatantly. The crowd didn’t seem to mind. People were cheering and clapping like dumb seals waiting for more fish.
“People of the Demesne system. Too long have you lived under austerity. Too long have your basic services been underfunded. Too long have you gone without. Well, my Demesnech friends. Today is the day. Today is the day it ends. Austerity is over!” Uma Odia raised her hands above her head. The crowd went wild, hollering and whooping.
“From tomorrow, things will change,” Odia continued, a confident smile on her face. “From tomorrow, you will have funding for new schools. From tomorrow, your hospitals will have the funds to treat everyone. From tomorrow, your lives will change. I know tomorrow couldn’t come quick enough. But it is here!”
Jagger shook his head and scanned the immersion forward again. He was happy for the Demesnech but couldn’t listen to Odia making herself out to be some sort of hero.
Another part of the speech caught Jagger’s ear, so he think-told Ubiquity to play back at normal speed. Prime Coordinator Uma Odia’s face became serious.
“I have another announcement. An announcement that will change the course of history. You are all here to witness this. To witness the dawning of a new system. Yes, my friends. We have found a new fertile system. Four beautiful planets for citizens of the Governance to make their homes. This new system is called Haydar. It will be a system for all the Governance, no matter where you are from. Orinians, Demesnech and Viribians alike can make a new life for themselves in Haydar system. We will be holdin—”
Jagger cut off the playback. Whatever the deal was with this new system, he wouldn’t hear the truth about it from Odia. He’d wait to watch the analysis on the newscasts.
He glanced at the empty coffee cup in his hand, then stood and wandered the short distance past the drafty drop-off box to the open kitchen at the end of the room. He refilled the cup and thought of Tsai Bevan. The image of the poor boy’s face appeared in his mind unassisted by Ubiquity. He had the urge to look at all the faces of the citizens who’d died in N-Tac malfunctions but couldn’t bring himself to do it. The empathy he felt for Natalie’s pain risked breaking open the lid he’d sealed so tightly on his own past traumas. On the pain he’d contributed to. He wasn’t willing to share the pain, not fully. Not yet.
Back at the table, he asked Ubiquity to play back the recording of his meeting with Natalie Bevan. He paused it at the point he stared at the drawing of Shi. He took a screenshot of the image and cropped it around the eye tattoo. A strange-looking eye. Round with a slit pupil and rainbow colors streaming away from it. He think-told Ubiquity to cross-reference it against other images. Thousands of results appeared in his field of view. He scrolled through them, trying to find one that matched. Most were of cat or snake eyes. None looked like the drawing.
He asked Ubiquity to search for the True Light. Again, thousands of results appeared floating above the table in front of him. They all seemed related to one of the old world religions, Christianity. Nothing jumped out at him as being suspicious. Some were immersion recordings. He closed the results and pulled his old N-Tac suit on and went into the immersion pod.
Inside his bubble, he think-told Ubiquity to perform the same search. Thousands of result tiles floated in front of him. He filtered the results to the last six months and viewed several recordings. Each recording included the line, “The one who is the true light, who gives light to everyone, was coming into the world.”
Jagger wondered if Shi was a Christian. None of the priests in the immersion recordings had eye tattoos on their foreheads. And while there were references to snakes in Christianity, none seemed to match the drawing he’d seen. He remembered the other name Natalie had said, Quezalcanto. He asked Ubiquity to search that but didn’t get any results.
He sighed and thought about the snake drawings Tsai had created. It looked menacing, with enormous eyes, multicolored scales and feathers around its head.
He think-told Ubiquity to search for snakes with feathers.
His bubble pulsed through various colors, then brought back several tiles.
He commanded the first result to play in the tile while he watched from the center of his bubble. Jagger frowned at the scantily clad woman on the tile. She wore revealing underwear and danced in front of a man. She picked up a feather boa and looped it round the man’s neck. Jagger sighed and went on to the next one.
After viewing several tiles with similar content, Jagger stopped. He thought how the snake Tsai had drawn had looked unreal, like a monster. He think-told Ubiquity to search supernatural snakes with feathers.
The existing tiles vanished, and after his bubble pulsed through a few colors, a new set of results appeared. He browsed through until one caught his eye. An immersion recording about ancient history. Ubiquity had highlighted a portion of text that accompanied the result: The Temple of the Feathered Serpent.
Jagger selected the immersion, and everything flashed white. He stood in the middle of a vast, dusty avenue. Heat radiated down on him from a sun high above. Around him were many small stone structures. At the end of the avenue, his eyes settled on a huge stepped pyramid.
A man, the immersion presenter, stepped next to Jagger. “Teotihuacan was a vast city, holding around a hundred thousand people at its height between 100 BC and 650 AD standard, making it the largest city in the Western Hemisphere until the 1400s.” The man walked along the dusty avenue. Jagger didn’t move, but the recording forced him to go with the man.
“This wide road was named the Avenue of the Dead. It links the largest pyramid, the Pyramid of the Sun, with the Pyramid of the Moon and the Temple of the Feathered Serpent. We believe the Pyramid of the Sun to have been constructed around 200 BC standard. Its main—”
Jagger paused the immersion. The man next to him froze mid-sentence. Jagger asked Ubiquity to show him the key subjects in the program. A list appeared, floating in front of him. He pointed to one. He think-told Ubiquity to jump to the beginning of the segment about the Temple of the Feathered Serpent.
Everything flashed white. Now Jagger stood at the bottom of a wide stone stairway which climbed steeply up one side of a pyramid.
The presenter appeared next to Jagger and started walking around the giant stairway that protruded from the pyramid. “The Temple of the Feathered Serpent is a six-level step pyramid. On its outer edges, many statues project of a snake with feathers around its head. This is the deity, Quetzalcoatl. What’s interesting about this site is the thousands of animal and human bodies buried inside with their rib cages broken. They’re thought to be sacrifices to Quetzalcoatl.”
Jagger peered at the giant snake’s head surrounded by feathers jutting out of the pyramid. Its eyes and teeth were enormous. And the blocky style it was carved in reminded him of the drawings Tsai had made.
The immersion presenter continued. “Quetzalcoatl has been worshiped by many different ethnopolitical groups in Mesoamerican history. The myth goes that, after the four previous worlds, or suns, were destroyed, Quetzalcoatl went into the underworld, and using his own blood and the bones from the previous races, created the fifth sun. The world we inhabit now.” Smiling, the presenter gestured his hand to temples, trees and sky. “We believe the blood sacrifices made here were to thank Quetzalcoatl for creating our world. Now, moving onto the Temple of the Sun.”
Jagger was still focused on the stone statue of Quetzalcoatl when the presenter moved elsewhere. The immersion dragged Jagger along with him. Clearly, the recording only allowed you freedom to move in the area just around the presenter. Jagger exited the immersion. He needed to see this temple.
Back in his bubble, Jagger cleared the results and selected the option for Interactive Immersions. Tiles of bright colors and moving imagery promoting the latest games appeared. Jagger swept them aside to get to the Live Interactive Immersion area. Now the tiles were trying to lure him into erotic immersions of one kind or another. He ignored them and sought out the area dedicated to virtual tourism. Next, he had options to choose what type of tourism he liked or which system he wanted to visit. He selected the Sol system, Old Earth, and then searched for Teotihuacan. The result came back. There were eight ersatz tourist bodies available for hire. The price was higher than he’d want to spend, so he only selected thirty minutes. He paid and selected to go in.
Everything went white, but rather than flashing into the immersion, it held him in the white void. He knew this delay was because Ubiquity had to connect to the ersatz body, power it up, and check the body’s sensors were functioning correctly before it would route its experience through to him.
A moment later, Jagger stood in a tourist center on Old Earth. Goosebumps shivered across his skin the way they always did when he entered an ersatz body. It felt very different from a recorded or virtual immersion. He knew it was a cliche, but it felt like he was actually there. A breeze blew across his body. He wished they’d clothe the ersatz. The way the air blew across his body, he felt naked. He lifted his hand up in front of his face. The shiny metallic hand of the ersatz tourist body appeared before him.
The adult entertainment industry had developed ersatz as a way of letting their workers entertain clients virtually. Later, the military and security services started using ersatz to not put their people at risk. Eventually, the tech made it down to general use for things like tourism and construction. Jagger never felt completely comfortable in one.
He exited the tourist center into the bright, hot day, into an area that they once called Mexico. A virtual guide flickered into existence next to him and explained the facilities. Jagger shut it off.
He brought up the navigation feature and set course for the Temple of the Feathered Serpent. Ten minutes later, he found himself in the exact spot he’d been in the history immersion. Jagger moved around the huge pyramid, to one of the giant snake heads surrounded by feathers. He placed his hand on one of the massive teeth. It felt cold. Who was this Quetzalcoatl, he wondered. He walked around the perimeter of the structure. Apart from several of the statues protruding from the sides, there was hardly anything else to see apart from various geometric patterns carved in the stone.
He stepped back fifteen meters and examined the pyramid from a distance. Its stone was bright in the sunlight. He considered what the history presenter had said. Animals and humans were sacrificed here to Quetzalcoatl. He gazed up the hundreds of steps to the top of the pyramid. It was hard to discern, but there appeared to be a structure on top of the pyramid. Jagger started to climb.
Even though he wasn’t actually there, the effort to lift the ersatz’s leg mimicked lifting his own leg. Halfway up, he stopped. His heart raced, and he needed to catch his breath. He turned and looked at the spectacular view of Teotihuacan. It amazed him that humans could build something like this without the help of modern technology. Three incredible stepped pyramids and several hundred smaller structures lay across an avenue a mile long. He wondered how magnificent it must have looked at the time of its use, with thousands of people coming here, brightly dressed to worship their gods.
He turned back to continue his accent and slipped. He fell a couple of steps, bashing his knee and hands. The ersatz suit relayed a certain amount of the sensation to him but would never hurt him. There were safety protocols that stopped that. It was more the surprise of the fall that shocked him. He stood, and this time with firm footing, climbed his way to the top.
The panorama from the peak was impressive. He could see for miles around. Forest grew in all directions. In the distance, he observed the remains of an Old Earth city. It must have been impressive before the Event a century ago had driven it to ruins.
The structure on top of the pyramid was actually a stone table. In its legs, intricate geometric patterns were carved, much like those around the base of the pyramid. On top, the patterns continued, in the center was the unmistakable shape of a circular eye with a slit pupil. It was the same eye. The same eye Tsai had drawn. The eye tattooed on the head of this person called Shi.
Jagger placed a hand over the eye carved in stone. He had to find this Shi. Find him before more people died.




Chapter Nine:
Uma Odia
“We are honored,” Uma’s male clone said.
They sat on two of the teal velvet chesterfields in Uma’s office at the GCO. Miyu leaned back on the cushion next to Uma. John sat on one across from them. An ottoman made from the same teal velvet material lay between them. John wore a white linen suit with a lilac shirt. Lit by the sun from the floor to ceiling window that made up one long wall of the office, John’s skin, a rich brown, dazzled next to the white of his jacket.
“What powers do we have?” Miyu asked. Uma’s female clone wore a green see-through puff sleeve dress with an underneath slip in the same color.
Uma smiled at Miyu’s comment. Hungry for power, just as she had been.
“As my special advisors, you won’t have any powers yet. I simply want you to sit in meetings I cannot attend. In time, this will change, and you’ll contribute to policy planning within the department that piques your interest.”
“The department I have most interest in is yours,” Miyu said. She’d tied her long black hair up in a side bun with bangs framing her teardrop face.
“All in good time. You can’t run the whole show without knowing how all the parts wor—” Uma cocked her head to the side and smiled.
“What is it?” Miyu said.
“Oh, just a moment I’ve been waiting for.” Uma moved to the chesterfield facing the Ubiquity display on the wall, leaving John and Miyu sitting on separate sofas on either side of her.
Uma think-told Ubiquity to route the call to the display. Carmine Pirozzi’s face appeared on the huge wall. It made her happy to see the man looking furious. His jaw muscles clenched and bulged, his eyebrows crinkled together like two ugly caterpillars, and his nostrils flared open. Unfortunately, as soon as Carmine saw Uma was not alone, his face softened. Shame.
“Carmine, it’s good to see you,” Uma said, a beaming smile on her face.
“Prime Coordinator.” The Demesne system coordinator released his tight lips into a smile, his political mask firmly back on. “I thought we’d talk alone?”
“No, no, we won’t be talking alone. These are my children.” Uma paused to see if Carmine reacted to this news. So far, outside of the servants, only their mentor Ruben, doctor Oblisis, Boothroyd and Van Basten had met Uma’s clones. “They are working as my special advisors and will be with me as I perform my duties.”
Carmine’s eyes twitched. Most likely studying John and Uma to see if it were true. Were they really her children? His mouth opened to speak but closed again.
“I imagine you’ve called to thank me?” Uma said. A brief flash of anger shot across Carmine’s face. Uma chuckled inside. One of her favorite parts of her job was making people squirm.
Carmine frowned. “Thank you?”
“You’re welcome,” Uma said and had to stop herself from laughing. Both John and Miyu turned to her, picking up on the energy. On the display, the Demesne system coordinator’s mask had dropped again, and he openly wore a scowl. “You look upset, Carmine. I thought you’d be happy. Isn’t this what you wanted?”
Carmine paused and took a breath. Uma let him have it. After all, this wasn’t the end of the young system coordinator’s career. Not yet.
“Yes,” Carmine said, having composed himself. “It’s a great day for the Demesne system. It’s just…”
“It’s just that you thought you would be the one delivering the good news?” Uma said, finishing his thought.
Carmine’s eyebrows rose in the center of his forehead. His blue eyes twinkled, and a small smile crept up the sides of his mouth. “You could say that.”
Uma was impressed. He’d recovered quicker than she would have thought. Time to change tact. God, she loved the game.
“Carmine, look,” she said, putting on her most sincere face. “You've done a superb job the last ten years, keeping the Demesne in line. Really. The whole Governance, myself and Livingstone especially, owe you an enormous debt.”
A hard, thin smile spread across Carmine’s face. “Thank yo—”
“But you never believed you'd get to take the credit, did you?” Uma stared at Carmine, her eyes a sad frown, like he’d stolen the last of her food.
“I guess not.”
That was it. He was defeated. Now she would let him know his position.
“Carmine, my dear,” Uma said. “You have gained a lot of respect and trust in the Demesne system. Do not mistake that for power. I appointed you system coordinator because I knew you had the heart to truly convince those people to accept the situation they were in. To make them believe there was a battle they could win. And now they have. But you don’t get to take credit for it.” Uma laughed. She had his heart in one hand and his balls in the other. “You had nothing to do with it.”
He gazed out of the display with a blank expression. His usual charisma fell aside like the face of a snowman melting in the sun.
“What now?”
Uma smiled and spread her arms out. “Now, you get to bring joy to your people. Finance Coordinator Watson will be in touch about the increase in your yearly budget.”
Carmine nodded. “Thank you, Prime Coordinator.”
“Oh,” Uma said. “We’re speaking to various companies about the construction of the Haydar system. Once the contracts are assigned, you must encourage the Demesnech to register for work. Boothroyd will call you with the details.”
The blank face on the display stared out at them. Uma knew Carmine must be seething. He’d missed his opportunity to claim glory for the improvements that were to come into his system, and now he would have to convince them to commit to another grueling task. Of course, he could refuse, but Uma suspected he enjoyed being in power more than he enjoyed helping people. He was a politician, after all.
Uma was about to cut the call when Carmine spoke.
“How is the investigation into the deaths in my system proceeding? We’ve lost a lot of allies.” Carmine wore a neutral expression. Uma couldn’t tell if he was goading her or simply curious.
“The deaths have all been accidental, but we are examining them for a connection.”
“Please let me know if there is any more I can do?”
“Alavida, Carmine.” Uma cut the connection without waiting for a reply.
#
It never ceased to amaze Uma how beautiful Li-Sedol looked at this time of day. Elyssia’s large sun took an age to set, casting an incandescent light on the tall buildings in the city. Space elevators hung like golden hairs from the head of a mighty god kissing its child to sleep at night. Would the sunsets in the Haydar system look as pretty, Uma wondered.
A message flashed up in her vision. Her secretary was notifying her of an incoming call from Viribus System Deputy Coordinator Magdalena Hort. What does she want? Uma turned away from the long floor to ceiling window to her clones.
“I’ve a call coming in from Magdalena Hort. I’d like you to take it.”
Miyu’s eyes lit up, but John’s expression was less animated. Her young male clone slid to the edge of his seat with a frown above his large brown eyes.
“So soon?” John said. “We’re yet to be formally introduced to other Governance coordinators. What will we say?”
Uma laughed. “It’s only Hort. She’s probably just calling to suck up to me. Tell her Gao has already given me congratulations from Viribus, and get her to go away.”
“Why are you always so scared?” Miyu said, moving to the chesterfield facing the Ubiquity display. “This is going to be fun.”
John hauled himself from his seat to a position next to Miyu on the teal velvet sofa. Uma treaded across her hand-knotted Old Earth rug and positioned herself with her back against the wall, so she could view her clones but wouldn’t be seen by the Ubiquity recorder.
Uma think-told Ubiquity to answer the call on the large office display and gave control to Miyu. The glossy onyx gave way to a pale face with two striking blue eyes that stared out from a curtain of red hair. Magdalena opened her plump lips, then paused.
“Prime Coordinator?”
She thinks Miyu is me, Uma thought. Ha!
“Prime Coordinator Odia is currently occupied with important Governance matters. I am Special Advisor Miyu Odia, and this is Special Advisor John Odia,” Miyu said, gesturing to her twin. John nodded his head.
“Odia?” Magdalena frowned.
“That’s right,” Miyu said, her face cold and businesslike. “How can we help?”
Magdalena regarded the two special advisors before a smile broke out on her face. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”
“And likewise, it is for us,” John said, returning the smile.
“What do you want, Deputy Coordinator?” Miyu said, just a hint of impatience in her voice.
“I just wanted to congratulate the prime coordinator on the Haydar system.”
Miyu rolled her eyes and sighed. “System Coordinator Wei Gao has already offered official congratulations from Viribus. Is this how you use the prime coordinator’s time?”
“I—” Magdalena started to talk but then thought better of it. She was in her thirties, but her smooth, pale face made her look much younger. Too young to be deputy coordinator of the Viribus system. She regained her composure and said, “You are right. It would be superfluous of me to simply regurgitate what Wei Gao has said. But that’s not the only reason I called. Prime Coordinator Uma Odia has been someone I have admired.” Magdalena eyes sparkled as she spoke. “Someone I’ve idolized since she first entered office. The way she took control from ex-Prime Coordinator Cilium Gleason and stamped her authority on the Governance. Her decisive actions to win us the Dissidence War. Her dealing with the Demesnech, and the timing of the end of austerity and announcement of a new system. Simply brilliant.”
“This is why you called? To remind the prime coordinator of how great she is?”
Magdalena shook her head, her smile still fixed on her face. “No. I wanted to offer my services, over what my normal duties are as deputy coordinator. If my services could be of assistance with the expansion into Haydar system? That is all.”
Uma watched her clones as they hosted Magdalena Hort. John’s eyes kept glancing over to where she stood out of sight. Miyu, however, never took her gaze from the display.
Eventually, Miyu nodded. “Your loyalty is acknowledged and will be passed on. You can help by reporting any movements against the prime coordinator.”
“Thank you,” Magdalena said. “I will keep my eyes open.”
Miyu cut the connection, and Magdalena’s pale face was replaced by jet black.
Uma stepped out from the wall. “So,” she said, coming to sit on a chesterfield by her clones. “What do you make of her?”
John spoke first. “She seems nice. Loyal.”
Miyu shook her head. “She was too sycophantic. I wouldn’t trust her as far as I could spit.”
“You are right, Miyu.” Uma laughed. “But sycophants have their uses. We will watch Hort and see if we can exploit her. Right,” Uma said, checking the time in her vision. “Come on. We have just enough time to catch the sunset while we dine. The views from Ducasse at The Dorchester are stunning.”
Uma Odia and her two special advisers rose, exited her office and headed toward the private rotolimo waiting for them on the roof of GCO.




Chapter Ten:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger shook his head and read the time in his DigiLens display. Three hours he’d been at it. Three hours searching Ubiquity for anything that would link Quetzalcoatl to the term True Light or to anybody named Shi. Three hours he felt like he had wasted.
He grabbed his long black jacket and headed for the door. He needed a drink. A bodega a few blocks down sold takeaway beer. The walk might clear his head and provide some inspiration.
Jagger stepped out into the pinks and mauves of Virbus B’s perpetually half-set sun. The streets were busy with folk heading home or out to let off steam after a long day’s work. Even though the habitable zone of the gravitationally locked planet never experienced a night or day, the Governance had imposed a twenty-four-hour day to match Old Earth. Despite that, people kept odd hours in the semidarkness. No matter what time you ventured outside, you’d always find food.
Jagger skipped the proper restaurants full of loud immersion industry workers and instead stopped at a street vendor he regularly frequented.
“Hi, Cit Kurmi,” Jagger said to the small older woman behind the stall. “Can I get a portion of puchkas and a samosa?”
The older woman wobbled her head in acknowledgment and set to work. One of the reasons Jagger ate here was the lack of conversation. That and the food tasted amazing. Over the years, he’d discovered Kurmi’s first name was Suniti, and the food originated from India on Old Earth, but that was it. Kurmi smiled as she handed the food over. Jagger paid via Ubiquity and peeked over his shoulder. Once more, a feeling tickled his mind, the sensation of being followed. The street was full of life. Citizens making their way around, but no one stood out.
He continued on his way, popping a puchka in his mouth and letting the flavors explode over his tongue. As he walked, Jagger thought again about Tsai’s drawings. The feathered snake, the strange man in orange with a tattoo of an eye. The only group he knew that used an eye symbol were the Lumen. But they didn’t have tattoos that he could remember. Jagger bit into the triangular samosa and cast his thoughts back to the girl and guy he’d slept with the other night. The guy had a Lumen symbol around his neck. A flaming eye. It wasn’t a snake’s eye. Nevertheless, maybe there was a connection.
He dumped the empty food tray in a recycler and made his way to a SkyTaxi rank. He had an old girlfriend he needed to visit.
#
“You have arrived at your destination. Please alight.”
Jagger knew his ex, Abby, now worked at the new Lumen building in sector 25 of Pherson City, but he’d never visited it. He slid the rotocar door open and climbed out into the LZ come parking lot. It was busy. Rotos and SkyTaxis were continually taking off and landing. A drizzle had started. It caught the headlights and brakes of the flying vehicles. Jagger observed the various retail stores circling the area. People ran to their rotocars from them to keep their goods dry. Another SkyTaxi landed a few rows back diagonally. He turned away but kept a watch on it in the reflection of a roto window parked alongside him. Jagger glimpsed a hooded person leaving the other taxi. He slammed the door to his SkyTaxi and watched as it took off, lighting the rain in reds and whites.
Jagger swung around in a circle, searching for the House of Lumination, and laughed when he caught a load of the structure. It was enormous, with a flaming rainbow eye lit in neon on the front. The glass center of the building rose to a point, as if a creature from above had yanked it skyward. It was emblazed in an assortment of psychedelic colors, most likely to prevent rotocars from crashing into it. He made his way through rows of vehicles, monitoring the reflections to check his tail. A vehicle in front of him beeped a take-off warning. Jagger ran forward into the space it had created, then doubled back a row parallel to where he’d just been. He kept low to the ground and waited. Somewhere nearby, a man and a woman argued over where they’d parked. Then boots stepped into the space where the roto had taken off. They took two steps toward his row. Then they turned back. Now.
Jagger leaped up over the hood of the roto he’d hidden behind and tackled the person around the waist, knocking them to the floor.
“Urgh. Hey, watch it, dickhead.”
Jagger picked himself up and cocked his head. He gaped at the person on the floor. Their hood had fallen back, revealing their blue hair and eyes.
“Why are you following me?”
Elkie held a hand out. When Jagger didn’t help her up, she put it on the wet tarmac and pushed herself to standing. She bent to check her knee. “That’s going to scab, you know.”
“I said, why are you following me?”
Drizzle continued to fall. Elkie abandoned the examination of her knee and rose to face him.
“I wanted to know if you’d changed your mind about the case.”
“You could have just called and asked.”
“Well.” Elkie glanced to the floor then back up, her eyes large, the slightest frown on her forehead. “The last time we spoke, you kinda stormed off in a huff.”
“Yeah.” Jagger thought back to when he’d met her in Le Petit Zinc. “I wasn’t in a great mood that day.”
“You don’t say,” Elkie said, grinning. “So, have you?”
She’s kinda cute when she grins, he thought.
The blue of her lips, eyes and eyebrows made her pale, porcelain-like skin catch the pinks from the rotocar brake lights. Maybe her skin was a mod? And she had the faintest dimple on each—he shook his head and cleared his throat.
“Um…” He couldn’t believe he was being flustered. He think-told Ubiquity to patch him CoConfidence. He felt it surge through his mind. “Actually, yeah. I’ve started the investigation.”
“Great,” Elkie said. She stood on her tiptoes and gazed around over the parked rotocars. “There’s a Jay Fai over there. Let’s grab some noodles, and you can tell me what you’ve found.”
Jagger shook his head. “Sorry. I have somewhere else to be.” He continued to walk toward the House of Lumination between the rows of rotos. “I’ll send you a message with an update.”
Elkie caught up with him. “Hey, come on, I’m here now.”
“I’m busy.”
They stepped out from the rows of parked rotocars into a clearing. They stood in front of the neon flaming eye sign. Elkie ran around in front of him, blocking his way.
“Look, dickhead. I know you’re this tough immersion investigator an’ all. But I’m the one that brought you this case, and I’m the one paying, whether you like it or not. And if it’s to do with these guys,” she hooked a thumb over her shoulder toward the House of Lumination, “then I want to know. So, you’d better let me come along with you, or I’ll go inside and make a scene like you wouldn’t believe.”
Jagger gave her an icy stare. She didn’t flinch. He’d sworn after what happened to Aisling, Dursan and Phife that he’d never work with anyone else. Never put anyone at risk. But it appeared this lady wasn’t going to budge, so he’d relent this one time.
“Fine.”
He continued to walk toward the building. His boots trod on the reds and yellows the neon sign above left on the wet concrete.
#
A shaft of pink light cut its way through the cool air and rested on Jagger’s lap. They were sitting in a waiting area. A tall but slim stained glass window sat in the opposite wall. Jagger tried to work out what it depicted. He made out eyes and faces, but they all blended into one another with no real defining edges. Like looking into a dream. He fiddled with his jacket. They’d taken their Ubiquity uLink nodes and DigiLenses from them when they entered. Something about maintaining privacy within the sacred space. Jagger had begrudgingly handed them over but now felt agitated while he waited.
“Jagger?”
Standing in the multicolored light of a window was Abby Korczak. It must have been seven years since he’d seen her last. She looked as gorgeous as ever.
“Hey,” he said and got to his feet. “Long time.”
Abby smiled. It might have been the light, but her hazel eyes and brown hair appeared more lustrous than he remembered. And her clothes were certainly different. When he’d known her, she’d worn bright colors, whatever the latest fashion was. Now she dressed in soft pastels, and her clothes certainly weren’t in fashion. Loose fitting harem pants covered her legs, and a tank top covered her torso. Around her wrists, beads of various colors and materials rattled when she moved, and on her neck sat the same flaming eye symbol as the one above the doorway they’d entered through.
“Hey, I’m Elkie,” Elkie said, coming up next to Jagger.
“Hi.” Abby glanced at her, then to Jagger. “Are you two…”
Elkie laughed. “Hell, no.”
Jagger gave Elkie a sideways look.
“We’re working together,” Elkie said.
Jagger gave her another look and shook his head. “I’ve taken on her case, that’s all,” he said, bringing his attention back to Abby.
“Don’t worry, he’s always hated working with others,” Abby said. “So, you’re still doing that?”
They’d dated just after he’d left the military and was pretty messed up. He worked various security jobs around Viribus B, but working in teams was something he had trouble doing. Just as their relationship ended, he’d started working as an immersion investigator.
He shrugged. “Yeah. That’s why I’m here, actually. I wanted to ask you some questions.”
“Oh, okay.” Abby’s face went neutral. “Go ahead.”
Jagger looked around. The waiting area was busy with people coming and going. “Is there somewhere more private we could talk?”
Abby paused and considered his request. “Sure,” she said after a moment. The smile returned to her face. “This way.”
She led them through a wide doorway into a vast circular room. Jagger looked up. They were beneath the glass spire he’d seen from outside. The center of the building rose up high, the glass a wonderful assortment of colors. It caused an amazing, almost magical pool of light to fall on the floor below. In the center were a pair of low chairs, and radiating outward were cushions on the floor, of all shapes and colors.
“Is that where your sermons are given?” Jagger pointed to the two seats in the center.
Abby frowned as they walked around the edge. “We don’t give sermons. If a facilitator comes to talk then yes, they could do it from there, but usually we’d rearrange the room with chairs if that happened.”
“So, what are the two seats in the center for?”
Abby stopped and turned to them. “You really don’t know what we do here, do you?”
Jagger shook his head. Religion wasn’t his thing.
Abby smiled. “Okay. Well, this is the sacred space. When we have a group journey, people sit on cushions, and a facilitator or two sit in the center to help anyone who needs it.”
“Journey?” Jagger asked.
“Yes. That’s why the House of Lumination exists. Look. Someone is about to self-journey.” She nodded to a man who had entered and sat himself on a cushion across the circle from them. He made himself comfortable, then pulled out a small tube-like device, about twenty centimeters long and three wide.
“What’s that?” Elkie asked.
“That’s the kykeon,” Abbey said in a low voice. “It is for administering the Egosh.”
The Egosh. Jagger had heard the Lumen had a sacrament they took, what they based the whole religion around, but he didn’t know what it did.
The man now placed the kykeon to his lips and pressed a button. He seemed to suck something in. After a moment, he removed the kykeon from his lips and blew out. Jagger didn’t see any smoke. The man placed the kykeon on the floor, then closed his eyes.
Jagger frowned. “That’s it?”
“It is for us watching, but for him, his journey is just beginning. Come,” Abby said, continuing to walk. “I’ll explain once we’ve sat down.”
She led them to a small room off the main circular space. Once they had sat, she offered them refreshments, which they declined. She made herself an herbal tea, then joined them on a comfy chair. A picture of an older man hung on the wall above where they sat.
“Is that who you worship?” Jagger said, pointing to the picture.
Abby let out a little laugh and shook her head. “No, that’s Facilitator Ce Acatl. We don’t worship anyone. We’re not a religion.”
“You’re not?”
“No. Most people who come here are atheists, as is the fashion in the Governance at the moment. Though we have many visitors who are Christian, Jewish, Muslim or Hindu. I follow the teachings of the Buddha myself.” Abby took a sip of her tea. “I guess you want to know how the man in the sacred space is journeying without moving?”
“Well, yeah.” Jagger scratched the back of his head. “Is he meditating?”
“We have this saying. Within every living thing there is Egosh. Within Egosh, there is harmony, truth and love. What this means is Egosh, the chemical itself, is found in any living plant or animal. Though it’s found in tiny amounts. Bigger deposits are found in the ground. The Egosh used in the kykeon is mined right here on Viribus B. When you take the Egosh, you go into The Empty, where you cycle through three phases; the descent, the search and the ascent.”
“What does that mean?” Elkie said.
“Well, it’s different for everyone,” Abby said. “The first phase, the descent, can be the stripping away of ego, so you become one with the universe, harmony. The second phase, the search, usually comprises of an entity showing you a truth that you must face, and the last phase is ascent, where, having accepted the truth, you can now experience love, true love. Though the experience can vary from person to person.”
“You go to a place with entities?” Jagger said, not sure he understood what Abby meant.
“Yes.” Abby smiled at them both. “It’s hard to describe. Would you like to try it? I don’t know you, Elkie, but Jagger, I feel you would benefit gratefully from a journey. It can be quick. Just twenty minutes.”
Jagger shifted in his chair. “No,” he said a little too firmly. “Thanks, Abby. Maybe another time.”
“Maybe,” she said. “So, you wanted to ask me something?”
Jagger nodded. “Does the name True Light mean anything to you?”
Abby finished her tea and placed the cup on a small table by her side. “No. What is it?”
“I’m not sure yet. What about tattoos? Do any of the Lumen get tattoos of eyes?”
“Some people can become a little… overly interested in finding meaning in the Egosh.” She lifted the flaming eye symbol from her neck. “I’ve seen this tattooed on a few arms, if that’s what you mean?”
Jagger shook his head. “Not human shaped eyes. Round eyes, like a snake has? Tattooed on the forehead.” He leaned forward in his chair.
“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
“One sec, I’ll send you something.” Jagger think-told Ubiquity to send Abby the drawing of Shi.
A moment later, Abby stared into space, obviously checking the message Jagger had just sent her. She swallowed.
“No. I don’t recognize it.” She stood and moved to the door. “Look, it was nice to see you, Jagger, but I’ve got people coming in soon who need me.”
Jagger stood. “Abby, citizens have been dying in N-Tac malfunctions. We believe these people with head tattoos might be connected.”
Abby shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know any more. It was nice to meet you, Elkie. If you don’t mind seeing yourself out. I need to prepare for the next group journey.”
“Before we go,” Elkie said, coming to her feet. “Can you tell me how the Sodality is connected to the Lumen?”
The question seemed to throw Abby off. It threw Jagger off as well. Why was Elkie asking about the Sodality? All he knew about the Sodality was that they controlled the Wilcox Jump Drive. When he’d been in the military, if they’d wanted to jump to a different system, their spaceship would dock with a Sodality controlled jump ship which would blink them to the new system. The same for civilian spaceships as well. They hauled anything produced in the Demesne system up to space via a space elevator, then loaded it onto a transport spaceship. They would then dock with a jump ship, which would blink into another system, usually Orini, where they’d detach and unload into another space elevator above one of the three Orini system planets. He’d heard the top members of the Governance had personal Wilcox Jump Drives on planet but didn’t understand how that could be.
“Well, the Sodality provide the Egosh we use,” Abby said.
“What?” Jagger frowned. “Why do the Sodality provide the Egosh?”
Abby sighed and shook her head. “Look, Jagger. It was good to see you, but I really have to prepare for my next group.”
“Okay, we’re going. Thanks, Abby.” Jagger and Elkie nodded to Abby as they left to retrieve their uLink nodes and DigiLenses.
Outside in the drizzle, Elkie turned to Jagger. “She was lying.”
“Yeah, I got that. She freaked when she saw the image I sent her.”
“Yeah, she did. Now,” Elkie took Jagger’s arm, “let’s go get some noodles, and you can tell me everything you know. And you can start by sending me that image.”




Chapter Eleven:
John Odia
John panted heavily, trying to catch his breath. His heart pounded in his chest. He rested his free hand on his knee and stared up into Miyu’s eyes. It was like gazing into his own soul. Miyu smiled and lunged forward. John dodged left and felt her sword graze his ear. He swung his own sword round to slice into Miyu’s side, but she stepped in closer and grabbed his grip with her free hand and yanked him toward her, so their faces were centimeters apart.
His female counterpart’s strength always surprised him. Panicked, he tried to reach for his knife, but it wasn’t there. As the blade sank into his stomach, John realized Miyu had dropped her sword and had taken his knife, all while he thought about what to do. The world went red. Miyu smiled at John as he slipped away from her, his body not responding.
Everything flashed white, and John stood once more in the waiting area of the training immersion. In his vision, giant floating letters proclaimed five wins for Miyu to his zero.
“Again?”
John turned. Miyu stood a few feet away, a grin beaming from her face.
He shook his head. “I think that’s enough humiliation for one day.”
“How are you going to improve if you don’t keep practicing?” Miyu said. It was hard to tell because they were in immersion, but she didn’t appear to be out of breath.
John sighed. She was right, of course. It shouldn’t matter if it was a hundred to zero, he shouldn’t give up. It was just that, of all his studies, he enjoyed this one the least.
A notification flashed up in his vision. Professor Ruben had arrived and was waiting for them.
“Saved by the bell,” John said, now his turn to smile.
“You’re just scared,” Miyu said in a huff and vanished.
John laughed at the empty space his female counterpart had just occupied. He frowned. Why am I laughing? He thought about it for a heartbeat and realized she was right. He was scared. He was scared of her.
#
The white drawing room in the prime coordinator’s residence was lavish even for Li-Sedol. Marble walls were adorned with gold flourishes around the doors and windows and along the many pillars set into the walls. A large crystal chandelier lit two gold nushmere sofas which were surrounded by statues, vases and other objet d'art from Old Earth. Windows on the outer wall bathed the room in light, while the inner wall featured a grand mirror which converted into a Ubiquity display with a thought of the mind.
Professor Aldous Ruben sat on one of the nushmere sofas with a pot of tea and three cups on the table in front of him when John and Miyu entered. He stood to greet them. The professor’s appearance always amused John. His dark brown hair pushed back from a widow’s peak, coupled with his round wire-frame spectacles, always made him look older than John suspected he actually was. An affectation many of the intellectuals from Orini’s second planet, Alexandria, liked to wear. Especially when the technology at their disposal meant neither baldness nor blindness should ever be a problem they had to accept. Hell, even the citizens of the other systems, humanity’s residuum, didn’t allow failing eyesight. Though John winced at the idea of the various body mods from the Demesne and Viribus systems he’d seen images of. Not like the elites of Elyssia. Here, they corrected the shortcomings of their genetics but in a way that gave the impression of being natural, as though you were born the perfect specimen.
“How are you two today?” Professor Ruben said.
“Not bad considering I’ve had my ass handed to me all morning,” John said.
Professor Ruben smiled. “Hand to hand combat?”
“Mugai-ryū,” Miyu said, taking a seat. “But I’d beat him in hand to hand as well.”
The professor and John also sat, John next to Miyu and Professor Ruben on the nushmere opposite them.
“Ah,” the professor said, turning to face the grand mirror. “Then you will be happy to know today’s lesson will be on one of your favorite subjects.”
The mirror changed to the welcome screen of the Ubiquity display before the professor switched it to a collection of black, white and gray shapes that at first glance could appear to be random abstract forms but soon resolved into a nightmare vision of body parts both human and animal. John recognized it at once as Picasso’s Guernica. The artist painted it in protest to the bombing of Guernica, the ancient Basque capital, by Hitler's Luftwaffe on behalf of Franco in the Spanish Civil War.
“Ugh, not art,” Miyu groaned.
The professor turned to face Miyu, a frown on his gentle face. “Why not?”
“How is art going to help us lead the Governance?”
“Ah.” The frown on Professor Ruben’s face broke into a smile. “Studying art allows you to view the world differently than the rest. It will allow you to see beauty in things others ignore.”
“I don’t care about beauty,” Miyu said. John sighed under his breath. He loved studying art, seeing how it was so intrinsically linked to human history, but Miyu never took to it.
“All leaders should care about beauty,” Professor Ruben said. “Least we end up in a colorless world. That dress you’re wearing. It was designed by someone who studied the arts. The grand buildings of Li-Sedol are not just functional, they are beautiful. If we don’t nurture and appreciate art, we will lose all this and end up with a uniform, totalitarian environment where everything looks the same.”
Miyu shrugged. “So, let the designers and architects study the arts. I want to know how to lead.”
The professor allowed a short pause to let the energy between them die down.
“Okay,” he said, regarding Miyu with an honest look in his eyes. “What subject would you like to study?”
“The Event,” Miyu said.
John frowned. “I thought we’d already covered that?”
“We have,” Miyu snapped. “But I have questions.”
Professor Ruben nodded. “The Event is a worthy subject, one that shouldn’t be read and forgotten.” John felt the statement was a stab at him. The professor continued, “But before your questions, I’d like you to explain to me your understanding of what happened at the Event.”
“Must I?” Miyu said flatly.
“Yes. Explaining what you have learned to another helps cement that knowledge in your mind, and also in the act of teaching it, you can often see the answers to the questions you have. So, go on. Tell us what happened in the Event.”
Miyu pushed her lips together to form a long, thin line. She took a breath and lifted her face to the ceiling. Looking down her nose, she locked the professor in her gaze.
“By the end of the twenty-first century, bio-tech brain implants had become as popular as the first handheld computers were a hundred years before. The rich and powerful had them initially, but within a decade, the majority of the middle and working classes had the technology in their heads that allowed them to connect to what they called the Internet of things. They could access information and entertainment, but they could also control their environment with their minds.
“In March two thousand and ninety, a group of cyber-criminals hacked into the brain implants of several Wall Street fund managers. If they’d gotten away with it, it would’ve been the biggest theft in history. But something went wrong. When they thought they were going to be discovered, they released a virus meant to kill the fund managers they were hacking.
“It wasn’t meant to, but the virus got out. It rapidly spread from the fund managers to their contacts and from their contacts outward from New York like a wave of death.” Miyu crossed her legs and adjusted her dress.
“No, not like a wave of death. It was a wave of death across the Earth. Each person suffered thirty minutes of excruciating pain before they died. Later, we found out the causes of death were brain aneurysms.
“The bio-tech brain implants were so pervasive that billions died. It didn’t matter who you were, world leaders, the rich, the scientists, down to the factory workers, if you had a brain implant, you were dead.
“The only thing that saved the fledging Governance, set up to manage the three newly discovered systems, was that we hadn’t yet invented quantum communication arrays. The lag between systems allowed what they called then Ubiquity Net, a precursor to our Ubiquity, to sever all data links with Earth before the virus infected too many people on the new worlds. They cut access to the Ubiquity Net from brain implants to stop the spread of the virus. This initially caused panic, but the three systems of the Governance weren’t so reliant on the brain implants because of the technological challenges of the new worlds. Many people still used handheld terminals then.
“The Governance banned all brain implants, instead favoring DigiLenses and uLink Nodes to connect its citizens to Ubiquity. It’s been five generations since the Event. Every Governance citizen with a brain implant has long since died.” Miyu leaned forward and poured herself a cup of tea. She held the teacup and saucer in her lap and took a sip.
Professor Ruben let her finish drinking before speaking. “And what of Earth?”
“Earth,” Miyu sighed. “Earth fell to pieces. A cataclysmic event. After a month, the Governance blinked ships back to rescue those who survived. Really, only the poorest of the poor, living in extremely rural areas. Mostly in India, China and other Asian countries. If you were one of the fortunate ones to not have a brain implant but lived in or near a city, the collapse of infrastructure meant death soon enough.
“The residuum of Earth’s population was transported to the Demesne system to mine the resources or manufacture the products the Governance needed to thrive.
“And ten years later, the Governance went back to Earth and started the grand project to turn it into the museum planet we know today.” Miyu took a longer sip of her tea, indicating she had nothing more to say.
“Very concise, thank you,” Professor Ruben said. “Now, what questions do you have?”
Miyu set her teacup and saucer down on the table between them. “I want the real version.”
Professor Ruben frowned. “I’m sorry, what?”
“Don’t muck me about, professor,” Miyu said. “We’re here to learn about how to lead. This was the pivotal juncture that created the Governance as we know it. Are you telling me it was all an accident? That the Governance had no part in planting the virus?”
The professor took off his wire-frame glasses and cleaned them on a small cloth he pulled from his pocket.
“The official record shows the first Prime Coordinator Henry Michaels knew nothing of the virus that got out, and he solely based his actions on protecting the systems of the Governance.”
Miyu stood up and moved to one of the large windows that looked out onto the grounds of the prime coordinator’s residence. Golden sunlight lit her, making her resemble one of the many statues in the room.
“Professor,” she said. “You are either stupid or lying to us. No matter which, there is nothing more you can teach us. We’re Uma’s special advisers now.”
“Miyu.” The professor stood, a shocked look on his face. “I’m aware of your appointment, but that doesn’t mean you should stop learning.”
“Yes, Miyu,” John said, standing to join the others. “I am happy to continue with Professor Ruben.”
Miyu snapped her head around to stare at her brother, her lips pursed in a look of disgust.
“Fine,” she said flatly. “You continue to waste your time with this old man. I’m going to find someone who really knows how the Governance works to teach me.”




Chapter Twelve:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger lay in bed watching soccer through his DigiLenses. The football pitch hung in the air a half meter over his outstretched legs. When he grew bored with the game, he flicked through a few of the newscasts he preferred. Orinian safety groups were calling for the closure of the AstroGolf resort after the death of WunderLust CEO Ceelon Pembroke. Shares had dropped following the news with many speculating this could be the end of the travel giant.
And one of the more dubious newscasts reported that Hari Bhat, the notorious Demesnech commentator, had released a new immersion titled, So Long, Ceelon. Bhat sat in the vat of the cooling liquid he needed for his skin, ranting about how WunderLust was a cover for a multi-system sex trafficking operation. Another example of how the elite fed off of the other Governance citizens.
A notification flashed up that Jagger had a call. It was Abby. He think-told Ubiquity to accept the call. The sound from the newscast muted.
“Yeah, it’s Jagger,” he said out loud. He could have think-told the call, but it was easier to just say it.
“Hey.” Abby’s decapitated voice spoke in Jagger’s head via the uLink node.
“Hey, it was good to see you earlier.”
“It was… I…” Abby sounded unsure of herself.
“So, you recognized the person in the drawing, right?” Jagger said, taking a punt.
Silence.
Jagger sat up more in bed.
“Was it that obvious?”
Jagger smiled. He thought he’d lost her for a moment. “Yeah, kinda. So, who is he?”
Silence again.
“Jagger. Can we meet?”
“Of course. Immersion or in the flesh?”
“Can you come to my place?”
“Sure, send me the address and I’ll be there in ten.”
“Okay.”
A message notification flashed in Jagger’s vision. Her address. He jumped off the bed and grabbed his jacket and ordered a SkyTaxi.
#
Abby’s apartment was in a nice sector of Pherson City. It wasn’t a rich area by any means, but the crime wasn’t too high, the buildings were low, and it had a Bohemian, artsy feel.
After letting him in, Abby made him an herbal tea that smelled to Jagger like kerbside weeds brewed up. They sat on beanbags in her cozy living area. Soft furnishings, with Old Earth tribal patterns, covered nearly every surface. The walls were covered with hangings in similar patterns and designs. Jagger had forgotten the metal walls of Pherson City apartments could appear anything other than utilitarian. An incense stick burned on a nearby table.
On the wall, a picture of Facilitator Ce Acatl looked down at them, a warm smile on his light brown face. His eyes were large, his hair black and slicked back. Beneath him, text read Love and Fear.
“Love and fear?” Jagger said, turning to Abby.
Her smile was as warm as the image above. “Yes, people become frustrated about the state of the worlds, but Facilitator Acatl always reminded us there is no good and bad, there is only love and fear. Everything is an expression of those. They are the fundamental forces in the universe.”
When Jagger had known Abby, she would have scoffed at an idea like that. Looking into her face now, he saw she was being completely genuine. Jagger cleared his throat and changed subject.
“So,” he said and think-told Ubiquity to record. “Who’s the man in the drawing?”
Abby closed her eyes and took a breath. She opened her eyes. “It looks like Seb.”
Jagger took a sip of tea and winced at the taste. “Seb?”
“Yes. Sebastian Vacherin. He was a member of the higher Lumen assigned to our House of Lumination about a year ago. A year and a half, maybe?” Abby glanced at the cup in her hand.
Jagger knew Abby was debating in her head whether to tell him the full story. He shifted forward on the beanbag uncomfortably, his knees sticking up, his elbows sticking out. He should have taken his big boots off.
“Okay. Why was Seb assigned to your House?”
Abby’s lips were tight and drawn back, making her cheeks squeeze together in a way that Jagger had always thought looked cute. Now she looked tired and sacred.
“You know how I told you that when you journey, you meet entities?”
Jagger nodded, not really knowing what she meant.
“Well, journeying with Egosh is not only about inner healing.” Abby let out a long sigh. “Some people… are able to petition entities.”
“Petition entities?”
“Like the Wilcox Jump Drive.”
Jagger frowned. “I don’t understand.”
“Most citizens believe Ubiquity invented the technology behind the jump drive, but that isn’t the case. You’ve been on a military ship with one. Didn’t you think it strange that the Sodality controls the jump ships?”
Jagger thought back to his few experiences with the jump ships in the military. How had he ended up on one? He’d always thought he’d be a miner like his father, but after most of the mines closed and he’d watched his father drink away the pain, he’d decided to get off Viribus B. She was right. The Sodality controlled the spaceship you docked to, that make the system to system jump. As a sixteen-year-old cadet, he’d never given it much thought. Too many absorbing situations and people fighting for his attention.
“Yeah, now you mention it,” he said. “So, what are you saying? The jump drive has something to do with Egosh?”
“It has everything to do with Egosh. The Wilcox Jump Drive is an alien technology.” Abby shuffled forward on her beanbag. “I know it sounds crazy, but the way the jump drive works is that a member of the Sodality takes a large Egosh sacrament and asks an entity to move the ship.”
Jagger stared at Abby blankly. “Yeah. It sounds crazy. How could it? I mean…”
“The thing citizens don’t realize about Egosh is it’s not just some pleasant experience to make you feel better. When you journey into The Empty, part of your consciousness accesses another dimension,” Abby shook her head and waved a hand, “or maybe not another dimension, but the fabric, the code of reality. No one is sure exactly where.”
Jagger looked at her, dumbfounded. He understood the Lumen were out there with their flaming eyes and inner healing garbage, and he respected Abby, but this was—this was crazy.
Abby read the look on his face. “You don’t believe me, do you?”
“I… Yeah, it sounds pretty far-fetched. How can an entity in another dimension move a ship?”
“Think of it this way.” She took a bracelet from her wrist and placed it on the rug between them. Then she pulled a ring off her finger and placed it inside the bracelet. “We live in three dimensions, right? Up, down; left, right; forward and backward.”
“We’re also moving through time,” Jagger said, feeling smart.
“Sure. But in spacial dimensions, there are three.”
Jagger nodded.
“Now, imagine a two-dimensional being on the rug here. They’d only have left and right and backward and forward.”
“Okay.”
“For a two-dimensional being, it’d be impossible to move this ring outside the bracelet because they both exist on the two-dimensional plane.” She moved the ring along the rug, so it bashed into the insides of the bracelet. “But, as a three-dimensional being, I can reach in, pick up the ring, and move it to the outside of the bracelet.” Abby looked at Jagger and smiled. “That’s what the entities are doing. They live in a different plane of existence from us that we can’t perceive without the help of Egosh, but they can perceive us, and they can reach down and move things in our plane. To us, it looks like something vanishes and appears somewhere else.”
The beanbag rustled as Jagger reclined, trying to comprehend what Abby had just said. Was she out of her mind? Maybe the Egosh changed your brain structure and made you delusional? Either way, it made him uncomfortable to see Abby like this, so he tried to change the subject back to Seb.
“Okay. So, Seb—”
“You still don't believe me, do you?”
Jagger sighed. “What? That there are things all around us we can’t see but that are interacting with and affecting us? Yeah, it sounds hard to believe.”
“You believe in germ theory, right?”
Jagger opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again.
Abby continued. “Before we had an instrument, a microscope, that could see the microorganisms which live all around us, affecting us, people believed witches or voodoo were the culprits for disease. Not germs. It’s the same for the entities that interact with our plane of the many dimensions. But now that we have Egosh, we can experience these entities ourselves. Egosh is our microscope.”
Jagger wasn’t going to argue with her. “So, Seb was one of these guys who could move things?”
“No.” Abby took a sip of her tea that had been sitting getting cold. “He was just an experienced facilitator, having worked in all three systems. But he began using his group sessions not only to guide people through their Egosh journeys or help them integrate the experiences afterward, but to start talking about love and equality. That got him into trouble.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know if you’d noticed, but the Governance isn’t that equal a place. If you’re an Orinian, great, but the Demesnech and us Viribians… we’ve got it harder.”
Jagger felt torn. He’d fought for the Governance against the Demesnech uprising in the Dissidence War, but he’d been young then and had just wanted to get off of Viribus B. His experiences had made him angry, especially what they’d done to his team. But he was angry at authority. Not the Governance. The Governance held everything together. It was what they were.
“And you know we don’t really criticize the Governance,” Abby continued. “But Seb did. And it got him a lot of followers. It also got him the attention of security. One day, Seb turns up talking about Quetzalcoatl. How the entity would redress the balance in the Governance. How Quetza—”
“Wait, so now he can communicate with entities?”
“We all do when we journey. It’s the commanding of entities that’s the hard part. I guess he found a way to—”
“And this entity, this Quetzalcotal. It’s the same god the Mesoamerican cultures used to believe in?”
Abby raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know you knew history so well?”
Jagger shrugged. “The kid who drew the picture of Shi, Tsai. He also drew one of a snake with feathers around its neck. So, is it the same Quetzalcoatl?”
Abbey drew in a long breath. “As humans, we like to anthropomorphize things. The entities encountered in The Empty are probably formless. In fact, if you ever journey, you’ll discover the entities are constantly changing and morphing, but our minds like to make sense of what we see, so they attribute qualities of humans or animals to things that are alien. The Aztec may have used a substance to communicate with entities, but the stories built up around them are the fictions of people trying to make sense of the experience and the world they live in. The same way the ancient Greeks created their gods after using the psychoactive drink containing ergot, or the early Christian visions, induced by smoking the Acacia tree, led to insights that changed the world, but also, in their trying to make sense of them, become warped around what they thought made sense in our world.” Abby took a breath. “So, is it the same entity? Who knows? Does it mean the world creation myths about it are real? No. The Aztecs, the Greeks, the Christians and countless other ancient peoples met entities and tried to make sense of it afterward. These stories attributing physical characteristics are fictions, but the truths behind them are genuine.”
Jagger nodded slowly. It made sense to him. After all, why were there so many conflicting creation stories? “What happened to Shi?”
“Seb and a group of his followers just disappeared. We thought maybe Governance security had taken them.”
“And then?”
“Then some of our missionaries—”
“Missionaries?”
“Yes. We send missionaries into immersions looking for people who might need our help. In this case, they were in self-help immersions, the ones where a guru is trying to lure them into believing they can be saved by whatever he is selling.”
Jagger wondered if she realized the irony of her statement. “And they saw Seb?”
Abby shook her head. “But they caught a glimpse of one of his followers. They wore orange clothes and had something tattooed on their foreheads.”
“The eye tattoo?”
“Maybe. Our missionaries couldn’t get close enough to tell. Once they’d been spotted, Seb’s guys would exit the immersion. I’ll send you the immersion details.” Abby paused and stared into space.
A moment later, Jagger received a message from Abby via Ubiquity. He opened it. The immersion was for a guy calling himself Guru Jaihand Oodistu.
“Thanks,” Jagger said and got to his feet. “I’ll start looking as soon as I get back.”
Abby looked up at him but said nothing.
Jagger squatted down. “What is it?”
Abby picked up a photo from a table nearby. “Tobias was one of Seb’s followers.” Abby handed the photo to Jagger. “We’d been seeing each other on and off for a couple of years before he got swept up in Seb’s rhetoric. I’m worried about him, Jagger. About a month ago, a drone delivered a handwritten note. It was from Tobias.”
“Do you still have it?”
“No. I didn’t want to keep it in case security came looking for him.” Tears welled up in Abby’s eyes. “He sounded scared, Jagger. He rambled on about how he must petition the gods of old to save us all.”
“Petition the gods of old. What does that mean? Entities?”
“I don’t know. But Tobias was always troubled. His grandmother had filled his head with nonsense about sin and redemption as a child. He lived under a cloud of fear. That’s why the House of Lumination had been so good for him. It showed him there wasn’t some master tally being kept to check against at the end of life. Instead he realized the non-duality of existence. The fact we don’t stand out as separate from the surrounding universe, but we are the universe. It’s quite a freeing idea. And while I was with Tobias, he was happy. Then Seb started to talk about inequality, and he changed. I didn’t see him so much after that.”
Jagger handed the photo back to Abby. “Do you have any idea where Tobias might be?”
Abby nodded. “I had Ubiquity check. The note was sent from Oreham.”
Jagger shrugged and stood.
“It’s an old mining town out near the cold side. Tobias’ grandmother had a place out there. He’d always wanted to take me, said we could ski like they do on Orini.” Abby laughed and played with the beads on her wrist. “I’d always thought it crazy. Why would you want to go somewhere freezing? After I got the note, I longed to see if he was there but was afraid security would follow me.” She looked up at Jagger. “If Seb’s got anything to do with these deaths, I’m sure Tobias would’ve stopped following him. He’s a kind man, Jagger. You’ve got to find him and make sure he’s okay.”
Jagger looked into Abby’s wet hazel eyes. He hated to see the pain in them. A notification flashed up in his vision. Abby had sent him an address out in Oreham. He nodded.
“I’ll find him,” he said and headed for the door.




Chapter Thirteen:
Uma Odia
The views from d'Origine at The Dorchester were stunning. One hundred and thirty floors above Li-Sedol, the only things taller were the elevators stretching into space. The windows which ran three hundred and sixty degrees around the circular restaurant gave the impression of dining in a cloud, in heaven even. And the small piece of lushone fillet melting on Uma Odia’s tongue testified to that.
Wei Gao sat open-mouthed, staring at Uma’s clones.
“Children?” the coordinator for the Viribus system said. “I didn’t know you had any children.”
Uma took a sip of her wine. She knew Gao was dying to ask who the father was but daren’t. What a cowardly little man you are, Uma thought. She glanced at the Orini system coordinator, Benjamin Baldwin, and wondered if he had more balls.
“You know me, Gao,” Uma said, placing her empty wineglass on the white linen. “I’m a very private person.”
Gao nodded, finishing his own wine. “Well, they do have a striking resemblance to you. Are they ready to be advisors?”
Uma smiled. “For now, they are simply observing.”
Miyu opened her mouth to speak but stopped when a waiter approached the table. They ate in silence as the young man took the bottle of Leflaive Montrachet Grand Cru from the ice bucket and began to refill their glasses. The bottle trembled as the waiter poured the wine into Uma’s glass, holding the bottle from underneath, with his other hand behind his back. The young man’s gaze however was not on his task. Instead, his eyes had fallen on Miyu where they seemed to stay.
Uma watched as the wine slowly filled to the brim of the glass and overflowed.
“That will be enough,” she said.
The young man looked down. “Oh, my. I’m sorry.”
Horrified, the waiter withdrew the bottle and with his other hand reached for the full glass. As he brought his hand from behind his back, he clipped Uma Odia’s head.
The waiter stood rigid and wide-eyed. He’d just hit the prime coordinator of the Governance in the head. A moment later, Uma’s security surrounded the table. Two hands clamped around the young waiter’s arms, swung him around and slammed him into the Persian carpet The Dorchester would now have to replace.
“Are you alright, Prime Coordinator?”
Uma looked up at her head of security, Trey Ullman, and nodded.
They lifted the young waiter to his feet, frisked him for weapons and led him through the majestic light of the dining room to the exit at the building's core. The head waiter approached the table, but Uma’s security blocked his path.
“It’s fine,” Uma said, addressing Ullman. “Stand down and let us finish our meal.”
“Yes, Prime Coordinator,” Ullman said. He nodded to his team. They dispersed back to their original positions.
Silence held the restaurant. Uma turned to face everyone.
“Don’t let that spoil your meal. Carry on,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear. Slowly, the murmur of conversation and dining resumed.
The head waiter still lurked near the table. Uma waved him over.
“Prime Coordinator.” Beads of perspiration formed on the head waiter’s forehead. “The Dorchester offers its deepest apologies. If there is anyth—”
“That person doesn’t work here anymore,” Uma said without looking up.
“It was an accident,” the head waiter said. “The boy is young. He di—”
Uma turned to face the head waiter. “That person doesn’t work here anymore.”
“Of course, Prime Coordinator,” the head waiter said, a tremble now in his voice. “Is there anything else I—I mean The Dorchester, is there anything else The Dorchester can do for you?”
“Yes,” Uma said, nodding to the table. “I would like my glass not so full, and my guests would like theirs not so empty. Is that possible?”
“Of course.” The head waiter reached for Uma’s wine glass that was full to the brim, slowly lifted it and stepped away from the table. Uma considered coughing, but the poor man looked like he’d had a heart attack already. No need to give him another.
Once her wine and the others had been refilled and the head waiter had retreated, Uma turned to the Orini system coordinator, Benjamin Baldwin.
“Find out which space tenement that boy lives on and boot him and his family back to whatever planet in Demesne they came from,” Uma said.
Baldwin nodded. “They’ll be gone by morning.”
“Do you really think that’s fair?” John said. The table turned to face him. “I mean… It was just an accident.”
Gao, Baldwin and Miyu all looked at Uma.
After a pause, Uma smiled. “My dear John, of course it’s not fair. But I can’t have him returning to his orbital habitat, bragging about how he hit the prime coordinator of the Governance in the face. They have to know their place, or we might start seeing disobedience among the residuum.”
John considered this for a moment, then nodded.
Uma observed his russet, rich-brown face framed against the golden clouds behind him and felt an intense sense of pride. Her male clone was such a good man, pure and caring. She wondered where those qualities were within her.
Shaking her head, she continued, “Gao, tell me about Magdalena Hort.”
The Viribus system coordinator, who had resumed eating, quickly chewed and swallowed his food. “My deputy coordinator?” Gao said, buying some time to gather his thoughts. “Magdalena has proven herself to be accomplished, excelling in her role so far. The people of Viribus like her.” Gao frowned. “Though I wonder sometimes if she likes their attention a little too much. She seems to like to be admired.” Gao shrugged. “Of course, her father was Gideon Hort. He was Demesne system coordinator. He retired a year before the Dissidence War started. Not long before you came to power. In fact, weren’t you deputy coordinator for the Orini system then?”
“I was. But I wasn’t asking about Gideon,” Uma said. “Do you think Magdalena can be trusted?”
Wei Gao picked up a bread roll and broke a piece off. “Trusted? She’s driven, but I doubt she has the nerve to come for your position. Mine? Maybe.” Gao laughed. The small man used the piece of bread he’d broken off to mop up the remaining jus on his plate and stuffed it into his mouth.
Uma turned to Baldwin. “What do you think?”
Benjamin Baldwin raised an eyebrow on his obsidian black forehead. His face was angular, like someone had chiseled it out of a lump of stone, while his eyes were soft and caring, which hid the ruthless character that lived within.
“I’ve not dealt with the woman much,” Baldwin said. “But from what I’ve seen, Wei seems correct in his analysis. Are you thinking of a new role for her? After all, this guy is getting on a bit.” Baldwin winked at Gao who shuffled uncomfortably in his seat.
Uma smiled. “Don’t worry, Gao. You’re not the person I’m thinking of replacing.” She leaned around and shot a hard look at the head waiter, who stood nervously by an adjacent table.
She lifted her glass. She needed more wine.
#
Back in her office at GCO, Uma Odia think-told Ubiquity to call Darrison Van Basten. After a moment, her glossy onyx wall display changed to show the face of the head of the Sodality.
“Prime Coordinator, how lovely to see you,” Van Basten said with a smile. His face was long and narrow but ill defined, with two brown dots for eyes that sat beneath a brow which protruded out just a little too far. Wispy chestnut hair fell across his forehead, giving his face a kind, dumb look. But Uma knew that the man was neither kind nor dumb.
“Darrison,” Uma said from behind her desk. “How is Viribus today?”
“Egosh production. It’s down two percent due to worker action. It seems the mob boss who controls the union died.” Van Basten rolled his eyes and sighed. “And his replacement actually cares about the workers’ rights.”
Another one, Uma thought.
She’d have to speak to Hixson to see if there was a link between this and the death of Bocco Kangra and the others in the Demesne system. Could Carmine’s influence really reach this far?
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Uma said.
“Yes, well, I’m sure you didn’t call to discuss the joys of Egosh production. What can I do for you?”
“You are correct.” Uma smiled. “I need to ask you a favor.”
Van Basten raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? Go on.”
“Magdalena Hort,” Uma said.
Van Basten blinked but said nothing.
Uma continued, “I want your Sodality members, who work her Wilcox drive, to observe her and report any unusual behavior. Any trips not in line with her duties, any overheard conversations that might show disloyalty to me.”
“Oh, is that all? No problem.” A slow smile spread on Van Basten’s face. “We’ll give Hort the same treatment as Baldwin, Gao and Pirozzi.”
“Wonderful,” Uma said, sitting back in her chair. “And what of Carmine Pirozzi? Is there anything to report?”
“Let me see.” Van Basten’s eyes stared into the space behind Uma, but she knew he wasn’t really looking there. He was accessing Ubiquity.
“Ah, yes,” Van Basten said finally. “The man is quite boring by all accounts. He blinks to and from his offices on Glia, to the other Demesne planets a few times a month, but that’s it.”
“And where does he blink to?”
“To the Demesne system coordinator’s HQ or residence on each planet. Nowhere he shouldn’t be going,” Van Basten confirmed.
“And conversation?”
“Carmine makes a point of not talking when the Sodality are around. Read into that what you will. I think if you wanted to get anything on Carmine, you would have to use other means. General Hixson could probably help you more than I can.”
Uma swatted the surrounding air. “Yes, yes, I already have Hixson watching Carmine.” And she instantly regretted telling Van Basten what she was doing. Now he might suspect she had people watching him as well. Annoyed with herself, she cut the call. If Carmine is positioning himself as the man of the people, Uma thought, then it would make sense to eliminate my mob bosses. They keep the workers in place and stop any dissidence. But that won’t be enough to give him the prime coordinator position. At some point, he’ll have to come for me. I need to be ready.




Chapter Fourteen:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger pulled his large jacket collar up around his neck. The SkiTaxi’s heating had failed two hours out of Pherson City, and Oreham was still an hour away. The landscape outside the window grew more desolate and more frozen by the minute. Not much was built out this way. Too cold. The town they were headed to, located near the cold side, had been deserted years before. Back when Viribus B was first settled, the Governance had desperately needed resources to help build the new cities of humanity. Hundreds of monotowns appeared. Their sole purpose was to extract metals from the surrounding area. Old Earth companies created and managed the majority of these towns, not the fledgling Governance. Jagger’s father, one of the last generations of miners on Viribus B, told him stories of the hardships of life in the monotowns. Jagger couldn’t understand it, working in such a barren place. His father had said they were proud to live and work there. To be part of the Governance’s ideal of man mastering nature in the service of industrial development. The miners felt pride contributing to the spread of humanity throughout the galaxy.
Of course, once they discovered the Demesne system and its resource laden planets, most of the mining companies pulled out, leaving the single industry towns to crumble. The Viribians who’d worked there either relocated to the Demesne system to mine, or headed for the few large cities on Viribus B. They took up jobs in the new industry the planet became known for, immersion entertainment.
Jagger glanced over at Elkie, who sat opposite him. She wore a dark green utility jacket, black jeans and combat boots. The harshness of her attire made her features look even softer, especially in the dim light of the SkyTaxi’s cabin. He’d considered not telling her about Tobias, but he had a feeling it wouldn’t have mattered. She had been waiting for him outside his apartment building when he’d returned from Abby’s, so he told her what he knew, betraying Abby’s trust. But she was the client so…
“You never told me who it was,” he said, frowning at Elkie.
Elkie took her gaze from the window and looked at him. “What’s that, dickhead?”
“Your friend. You never told me who it was.”
Elkie squinted at him, puzzled for a moment. Then her eyes widened when she realized what he meant. “Oh, yeah. It was… Jan Hudson.”
Jagger wondered if she’d just connected to Ubiquity to check the list. He inspected the list now and confirmed the name was there. Jan Hudson’s details floated in front of his face.
“How d’you know each other?”
Elkie shifted in her seat. “We went to school together.”
Jagger knew she was lying. “Jan Hudson grew up in Pherson City, but you, you didn’t grow up here. I can’t place your accent, but it’s not Viribian.”
“Yeah, well, you don’t know everything, dickhead,” Elkie said and returned to staring at the ground rushing by.
Jagger sighed and peered out of his window. He knew Elkie’s story was bullshit, but he didn’t think he’d get anything out of her now. There was time, though. He was sure he’d discover who she actually was by the time they left Oreham. He thought of Tsai Bevan. The image in his mind had transformed from just the face of the young man to his cold, dead body lying on his bedroom floor in front of his immersion pod, with Natalie crouched by him crying. Jagger slid his hand into his inside jacket pocket and checked his handgun. Private citizens weren’t permitted to own weapons, but in his line of work, it made sense to carry one. But he’d no desire for Elkie to know he carried until he understood who she was.
The SkyTaxi ejected them somewhere near the edge of town. Tobais’ grandmother’s place was more rural than the usual tenements the mining companies erected for the workers.
The air was no warmer at ground level than in the taxi. Jagger looked around. It was much darker here than in Pherson City. Dusk, he’d heard it described as by citizens from planets with proper night and day. The town appeared deserted. Frost-covered, cracked tarmac, and apart from the constant wind that whistled through the town, there was not a sound. Just them. Then the deafening drone of the SkyTaxi as it launched into the endless Viribian dusk. A silence returned that Jagger, as a city dweller, felt uncomfortable with. Ubiquity put directions up in Jagger’s field of vision.
“This way.” He pulled his jacket tight around him, wishing he’d worn more underneath, then walked toward a detached two-story building which had seen better days. Elkie followed him as he opened an old wire gate and crunched his way up the path. The wooden door to the house was ajar. Jagger nudged it open a centimeter with his foot and peeked inside. It was dark. Through the door, a pungent smell emanated. It was rank and gave Jagger a bad feeling. He glanced at Elkie and wondered if she would to be all right with whatever they found inside.
“Hello.” Jagger eased the door open a little wider. “Tobias?”
No answer came, so Jagger pushed the door open farther and entered. The smell, worse inside, made Jagger gag and put his hand over his mouth. Urine and feces. He noticed Elkie wasn’t bothered by the smell, or if she was, she didn’t show it.
With the light from the doorway and their eyes adjusting, they noticed garbage covered the floor. Paint peeled from the walls and some picture frames lay broken along a skirting board. They stepped through the garbage, trying not to make noise. Ahead of them were stairs, a door to the right and one at the end of the corridor. Jagger moved to the first door on the right when he heard footsteps on the stairs. He swung around and spotted Elkie, who stood a few steps up.
“What?”
“What are you doing?” Jagger said.
“I’m checking upstairs,” Elkie said and looked at him like he was an idiot.
“Don’t you think…” he started, then gave up. “Never mind. Just be careful.”
“Careful. Right, got it, dickhead,” she said and continued to walk up the stairs. Every thud of her boot making Jagger wince.
He shook his head and frowned, then returned to the doorway. Inside, he noted it had once been a pleasant room. A battered old couch and furniture, plus an antique Ubiquity display, lay piled up to one side. It was clear to Jagger, whoever did this didn’t value those things because now the focus was an enormous Christian cross painted on one wall. In front of the cross lay candles, a handful lit but many burned down long ago. There were a hundred at least.
Jagger stepped closer. Old food packets crunched under his feet. To his right, someone had pinned blankets and cardboard over the windows. Closer to the cross, a pillow lay in front of the candles. The pillow looked slick with what Jagger hoped was sweat. There were indentations where someone had kneeled on it. Around the pillow amongst the old food wrappers, Jagger found discarded drug patch cartridges. Tons of them.
“Jagger!”
He exited the strange room in two steps, bounded upstairs and burst into the first room he saw. Like the one downstairs, it was full of trash, and someone had pushed aside the furniture, this time for a statue of the Buddha. But no sign of Elkie.
“Third room right of the stairs,” she called, reading his mind.
Jagger flew along the corridor and into the room. Elkie kneeled on the floor below a large poster of several Hindu gods, holding her finger to the pulse of a man bent over on the floor. Jagger stared at the body, in front of which the candles flickered.
“Is he dead?” Jagger said.
Elkie shook her head. “He’s got a pulse. Look at this.” She pointed to the man’s head.
The man lay bent forward in a praying position with his legs tucked under him. He wore a dirty, white shirt that hung on him like a bed-sheet over a skeleton. Jagger moved behind Elkie to get a view but stopped as soon as he caught sight of his forehead. It was red and black where skin had been removed. It looked infected. The rest of his face was gaunt and unshaved, but Jagger recognized him from the photo Abby had shown him.
“It’s Tobias,” he said. “Will he be okay?”
“I don’t know. What happened to his forehead?”
“The drawing of Shi had a snake eye tattoo in the same spot. Maybe Tobias regretted getting his done?”
“Maybe. What was he doing?” Elkie said, looking at the Hindu shrine that lay before Tobias.
Jagger stared at the poster on the wall, a strange assortment of figures with blue skin or multiple arms. He didn’t know the names of all the Hindu gods, but he recognized Ganesha and Shiva. He guessed Vishnu and Krishna were in there somewhere, but he couldn’t say which ones they were.
“It’s like this in the other rooms, but for different religions. I saw a cross and a Buddha. Abby said Tobias wanted to petition the gods of old to save us all.”
“What does that mean?” Elkie said.
“I don’t know.” Jagger paced the room, searching for anything that might explain what Tobias was doing.
Elkie stood. “I didn’t see a shrine to Quetza… Quetsol—”
“Quetzalcoatl,” Jagger said. “No, I’m not surprised. If Seb or Shi or whatever he’s calling himself is worshiping Quetzalcoatl and somehow killing people, then Tobias wouldn’t have a shrine to him.” Jagger motioned to the Hindu shrine. “Do you think all this is to stop Quetzalcoatl?”
“How so?” Elkie raised one eyebrow.
“Abby said the entities are real. So, maybe Quetzalcoatl is an entity?”
Now she raised both her eyebrows. “You really believe that?”
“If what she says about the Wilcox drive is true, then…” Jagger heard the doubt in his own voice. “It doesn’t really matter if it’s true or not. It only matters if Tobias thought it was true. And by the looks of this place, he did.”
Elkie nodded slowly. “So, he prayed to all these old gods to stop Quetzalcoatl?”
“Possibly,” Jagger said. “Do you think we could wake him and ask? Maybe he could tell us where we can find Shi?”
Elkie stooped down again. She picked up an empty endocrine patch cartridge that lay near Tobias’ head. “Looks like he binged on these to stay awake.” She shook the cartridge. “We could give him some WakeUp?”
“We could. He’s probably hungry, though. I’ll see if I can find any food for when he wakes.” Jagger went downstairs in search of the kitchen. Five minutes later, he was back with a half-eaten protein bar.
“That it?” Elkie said, studying the bar in his hand.
“Beggars can’t be choosers, eh?” Jagger shrugged. “Right, let’s wake him.”
“Yeah, we have a problem there, dickhead. His endocrine patch is empty. I’ve searched the house, and I don’t think he has any more.”
“Damn,” Jagger said. He paused for a moment, thinking. “It’s fine. I’ll give him mine. It’s nearly full.” Jagger pulled one arm out of his black jacket and rolled up his sleeve. He fiddled with the endocrine patch for a few seconds before the cartridge popped free. He put his jacket back on and moved to Tobias. Kneeling by the limp body, he went through the same process to remove Tobias’ empty cartridge and insert his own. Once done, he stood up.
Nothing happened.
“He’s unconscious, dickhead. Plus, he’s not even wearing a uLink. You’re gonna have to trigger it yourself.”
Jagger sighed and crouched down again. He had to bend his head at a weird angle to read the faint display on Tobias’ patch. He wasn’t used to administering drugs manually, so it took him a while to figure it out. After tapping the screen, he heard the familiar whir of the patch.
Suddenly, Tobias sat up, gasping for air. Jagger fell back. He hadn’t been expecting the WakeUp to work so quickly. Elkie laughed and gave him a hand up.
Tobias eyeballed his hands like he didn’t know what they were.
“Are you hungry?”
“I don’t know,” Tobias said, his voice shaking. He stared up at them with bloodshot eyes. He’d cut away so much of the flesh on his forehead that you could see his skull. Tobias’ eyes moved down to the protein bar Jagger held out. He went to stand, but his legs gave way. He fell toward their feet. Both Jagger and Elkie kneeled and caught him.
They maneuvered Tobias to a chair in the corner of the messy room, then just stared at each other. Outside the window, the wind roared like a hungry beast. Jagger, remembering the protein bar, held it out again. Tobias looked at it and shook his head. He opened his filthy, cracked mouth and pointed inside.
“He needs water,” Elkie said and made for the door. “I’ll be right back.” A moment later, she returned with a glass of water, which she handed to Tobias. He gulped it down greedily. They had to slap him on the back a couple of times as he breathed in water in his rush to drink it.
Tobias handed the empty glass back to Elkie. “Thanks,” he said. His face remained gaunt and smeared with dirt, but the simple act of drinking water had brought life back to his features. “Who are you?”
“I’m Jagger Jakowski, and this is Elkie, erm…”
“Just Elkie.”
Tobias stared at the bar in Jagger’s hand. “I think I’m ready for that. Jagger, you said?”
Jagger nodded. He handed Tobias the bar and watched him eat it in two bites. “Tobias,” Jagger said. “I’m a friend of Abby’s. She’s worried about you.”
A frown fell on Tobias’ face. “I shouldn’t have sent that letter. Is she okay?”
Jagger nodded. “She fine.” He looked around the room. “She said you’d sent her a note. Something about petitioning the gods?”
Tobias shook his head and stood up. “No one else was meant to see my letter.” He made his way back to the shrine to the Hindu gods. He picked up a lighter and lit the candles which had gone out.
“I never saw the note,” Jagger said. “She just told me about it. She was worried.”
“You said that,” Tobias said. He walked to the other room and lit the candles that lay in front of the Buddha.
Jagger looked at Elkie and shrugged.
“Tobias,” Elkie said softly. “What are you doing here?”
The man ignored her and went downstairs. They followed. In the first room Jagger had entered, Tobias lit the candles beneath the painting of the cross.
Jagger decided to try a different angle. “What does Quetzalcoatl mean to you?”
Tobias swung around to face them. “What do you know of Quetzalcoatl?”
“Just that he’s an entity Shi worships.”
Darkness fell over Tobias’ face. He walked around a corner and picked up a piece of discarded wood and held it in front of him. “Did he send you?”
Jagger held his hands up. “No. I’ve only heard about him. From Natalie Bevan. Tsai’s mother. Do you remember Tsai? He died in an N-Tac malfunction.”
Tobias looked to the floor and shook his head. Then he looked up. “What’s that?”
Jagger and Elkie looked at each other. Behind the wind, Jagger heard the droning sound of a flying vehicle.
Tobias stepped toward them. “Who did you tell?” He raised the wood above his head. “Are you connected?” he said, now seeing the uLink nodes on Jagger’s and Elkie’s necks. He strode toward them. Jagger got ready to defend himself, but Tobias just pushed past them and headed for the door. “I’ve gotta go, I’ve gotta go.” He dropped the piece of wood and searched for something. “Where is it? Argh. I can’t believe you brought them.”
“Brought who?” Elkie asked.
“You,” Tobias said, pointing a finger at Jagger. “You’ve brought them to kill me!” He pulled a bag out from a cupboard under the stairs and head for the front door.
Jagger and Elkie followed.
“Tobias, I…” Jagger said, but Tobias had already scrambled up the frozen path and ran up the street. Jagger picked out a rotocar in the distance among the clouds, closing in on their location. A light snow swirled in the street ahead as Tobias turned a corner and ran toward the center of town where the buildings were larger.
The rotocar banked right and flew behind some buildings. Jagger and Elkie ran up the street and took the turn Tobias had taken. Empty. Garbage blew along the deserted street. They ran along, checking each turn as they went.
“This way,” Elkie said and pulled Jagger down an alleyway. “He turned off of here.”
As they ran down the alley, the sound of the rotocar grew louder. Elkie tapped Jagger’s arm, and they took a right into another alleyway. Again, it was empty.
As he ran, Jagger think-told Ubiquity to give him some KeepCalm and Endurance. A message flashed up in his vision, telling him to refill his drug patch. Damn it, he thought. He’d forgotten he’d given his cartridge to Tobias.
“There,” Elkie said, clocking Tobias on a street to the left. Jagger caught up with her and spotted Tobias heading down the street toward a large factory. “For a guy who looks like death, he sure is quick,” she said and started after him again.
Jagger followed, kicking some trash out of the way as he went. “Tobias!”
The man ahead stopped and turned. His eyes were wild.
“Get away from me, Jagger,” Tobias shouted.
The drone of the rotocar grew louder. It swung into view between the buildings at the end of the street behind Tobias. A silver chrome arm pointed an assault rifle out the driver’s window. Time seemed to slow down. Tobias’ arm exploded before Jagger even heard the shot being fired. Jagger pulled his gun out.
“Get away," Tobias muttered and fell to his knees. Jagger looked into Tobias’ eyes as they shot him again. His upper torso vanished in a cloud of flesh and bone. Jagger started toward him but stopped. Blood spurted into the air as Tobias’ legs fell to the ground. Jagger’s teeth clenched into one another, and his body lurched back. Elkie yanked him into an alley a second before the ground exploded under fire from the rotocar.




Chapter Fifteen:
John Odia
The gardens of the prime coordinator’s residence were a world unto their own. Stretching for two thousand and twenty-six acres, the landscaped gardens, lakes and tended wild areas that sheltered the residence from the surrounding countryside were a haven for wildlife and for Uma’s male clone, who investigated every nook and cranny he could find.
Emerging from a path he’d made through a wild forest, John let his hand trail across the wide, knobby bark of a Langsmore oak tree that stood at the edge of a grassy clearing. Of course, it wasn’t really an oak, not from Old Earth, but Langsmore, one of the botanists charged with categorizing the flora of Elyssia when it was first discovered, lacked imagination. So, this area of the planet boasted many species named after Old Earth plants they bore a slim resemblance to.
Stepping out into the clearing, John flopped down to the ground and stared at the clouds racing above. Professor Ruben stepped out of the forest and sat down next to John on the grass.
John closed his eyes to the radiant sun. “Don't believe what you're told unless your mind confirms its truth, palm trunks, lofty as clouds, stay wood.”
“Al-Ma'arri,” Professor Ruben said. “You know, your own poetry is quite good as well. Not as good as your painting, but it’s coming along. Let’s hear one.”
John tipped his head backward and gazed at Professor Ruben, as if he sat on a ceiling of green and the world below was soft and made of cotton wool.
The young man cleared his throat. “The swaying trees, the grass which smell makes childhood anew, life is all around, but I am still alone. A palace full of atoms packed, dancing to make forms surrounded, but I am still alone. A minute grain of sand on the beach, I am a cosm unto myself. Nothing penetrates. Is it just me, or am I everything?”
Professor Ruben let a few seconds of silence punctuate the moment. High in the sky above, some birds flew in formation. An insect buzzed nearby. The rustle of leaves acted as a crescendo to the space they had.
“Is that really how you feel?” Professor Ruben asked. “Alone?”
Pushing himself up with his hand, John came into a crossed legged sitting position and nodded shyly.
“I’ve learned politics, I’ve learned warfare.” John thought about his clone twin Miyu, who at this moment, practiced hand-to-hand combat in immersion. “And I’ve learned the arts, but what I want to know is what it’s really like out there.”
“Out there?” Professor Ruben said.
“Yes, out there in the real world,” John said, gesturing to the grass and sky. “I want to walk in the streets with the people I see from luxury rotocars and fancy restaurants. I want to be down there with the people. And not just here on Elyssia. I want to see how the residuum live in the Demesne and Viribus systems. Even just to go to your planet, Alexandria, here in the Orini system, and study with the intellectuals. Anything but this prison paradise.”
Professor Ruben frowned. “Oh, John, I didn’t know you felt so trapped.”
“I feel what I am. A prisoner,” John said, looking at Ruben earnestly. “Will you help me?”
Professor Ruben averted his eyes from John’s gaze. “What you’re asking me puts me in a very precarious position.”
John gripped the grass beneath him in a fist and ripped it out of the ground. “You’re the only person I can ask.”
“John, I—” Professor Ruben shook his head. “I can’t take you anywhere.”
The grass in John’s fist scattered in the wind as he stood. “Then I am truly alone.” He turned and walked toward the forest.
“John, wait,” Professor Ruben said, standing.
John turned and observed the professor staring blankly into space. A moment later, a notification flashed up in John’s vision. The professor had sent him something.
“I can’t take you anywhere,” Professor Ruben said. “And I can still get in trouble for this. The book I’ve just sent you is by a banned poet from planet Tor Fosse in the Demesne system.”
John stared at the professor. “Where did you get this?”
“Some of my friends on Alexandria, the intellectuals, as you called them. We like to share and read banned works. Not just from Demesne but banned literature from Old Earth as well.” The professor wrung his hands. “You cannot tell anyone about the book. Place it in your encrypted repository. You promise me?”
Wind blew the professor’s dark brown hair across his forehead. John smiled at Ruben. “I promise.” He gave the professor a last nod before turning and disappearing into the forest.
#
John stepped from the luxury of their private Wilcox drive onto a planet he’d never seen before. He couldn’t help but gape at the spectrum of colors in the sky. It was nothing short of spectacular. And the air. It’s liquidity, at once sensual and clawing.
“Are you coming?” Miyu said.
John turned his gaze from the expansive sky and saw Miyu and Uma walking toward a table laid out on what he now realized was a mighty stone cliff top. If he thought the sky was spectacular, then he wasn’t prepared for the breathtaking view of the vista below.
The flora of this planet was unusually pleasing to John. The other planets the Governance had settled all resembled Earth in their greens and browns. Here, whatever they called the place, those rules didn’t apply. Pinks, electric blues and oranges were the dominant colors. And the bio-luminosity was like nothing John had ever seen or read about. Certain plants and trees, if that’s what you would call them, seemed to give off their own eerily beautiful light.
“That view, it’s—it’s incredible,” he said from his vantage point by the edge of the cliff. “Where are we?”
“Come and sit, will you?” Uma said.
John turned and noticed Uma and Miyu sat at an exquisitely dressed candle lit table, as if they were at a fine restaurant in Li-Sedol. John laughed at the incongruity of the scene.
Standing farther from the table, there was, indeed, a waiter, dressed in black with a white cloth over his arm. Ready to take their order. Looking back, John saw next to the Wilcox drive he’d emerged from was another, larger Wilcox drive, busy with people preparing food at a pop-up kitchen. A Sodality Jisha stood outside each drive.
Past the table where Uma and Miyu sat, John made out in the distance a large four-poster bed set up on the cliff edge. Waiting, presumably, for them to use it after their meal. He shook his head in disbelief.
“You’ve outdone yourself, Uma,” John said as he sat down at the table.
Uma’s eyes sparkled as she smiled. “Anything for you two. Now,” she said, turning to the waiter, “I’m ready to eat.”
The waiter recited a selection of foods for them to choose from. When he’d taken their orders, he scuttled away, only to be replaced by the sommelier, who filled their glasses with a wine he reassured them would work, not only with the food but also with the liquid like atmosphere.
When the waiter had retreated, Uma raised her glass. “Here’s to your nineteenth birthday,” she said, and alternatively took each of them in her loving gaze.
“Actually, it’s our fifth birthday, Earth standard,” John said, then winced, not meaning to ruin the moment. He continued anyway. “We age three point eight times faster than a normal human. In eleven years, we’ll all be sixty-one.”
Miyu blinked twice. “Is that true? Only eleven years and I’ll be old like you?”
Uma looked down at the table and cleared her throat. When she met their stare, John thought he glimpsed moisture in her eyes, though it could have just been the viscous atmosphere.
“I have people working on a method to slow down your aging,” she said.
“If it works, will you slow down your aging as well?” Miyu asked.
Uma looked across the candle-lit table and smiled. “I suspect so. Now, enough talk of age. I brought you here to celebrate,” she said, taking a sip of her wine. The twin clones followed suit.
John let the wine sit on his tongue for a moment, breathing in its minerally bouquet before swallowing. He gazed past the yellow candlelight of the table to the strange glow of the flora in the valley below. It was intoxicating. The hairs on his skin crept upward in awe. He felt if he moved, he might set off a spark.
“Where is this place?” he said, turning to Uma. “Is this the new system you announced?”
A waiter appeared with an amuse-bouche for each of them. She gently sat the plates in front of each of them and retreated.
“No,” Uma said. “This is not Haydar. This is one of several secret systems we have.” She used her fork to eat the small piece of food in one go.
“Why are they secret?” Miyu said, having finished her own amuse-bouche.
“Various reasons,” Uma said. “Mostly it’s because of the effort needed to colonize a new system. We’re aware of dozens of suitable systems, but why spread ourselves more than we have to? It just makes it harder to keep control.”
“So.” Miyu tilted her head for a moment like she was thinking. “Why expand into the Haydar system?”
“The population growth in the Demesne system has outgrown the work. They’ve too much time on their hands and have become frustrated,” Uma said. “If we set up some processing and manufacturing plants in Haydar, it will give the Demesnech something to occupy them and lessen the chance they will revolt.”
“So, Carmine was right?”
Miyu and Uma looked at John.
“I mean,” John rubbed the back of his neck, “he said the Demesnech were getting frustrated.”
Uma’s face tightened as she looked at her male clone. She sighed, and her face softened.
“Enough of that.” Uma gestured outward to the vista beyond the cliff edge. “What do you think of this planet? I’m going to call it Odia. After us.”
John laughed at her need to clarify their name. Uma snapped her head around to look at him.
“I mean, it’s beautiful,” John said, trying to dig himself out of the hole he’d just made. “Truly, Uma. It is an honor to have such a unique and spectacular planet named after us. Thank you.”
Uma held his gaze. When it seemed like she was sure he wasn’t mocking her, she turned her head upward and pointed to the sky.
“See that planet up there?” she said.
John and Miyu looked up. He didn’t know how he’d missed it before. Through the aurora of colors, an object sat in the sky, so close or so large that it resembled a moon.
“That’s where the new Wilcox drives are trained,” Uma said. Her statement confused John. He knew the Sodality controlled the Wilcox drives. He glanced at the Sodality Jishas standing outside the large black rectangles, the one they had blinked in on and the one for the restaurant. So, if the Sodality controlled them, why did they need a secret planet to train them? The Sodality were based on Viribus B. Why use somewhere else?
Uma laughed, looking at the confusion of John’s face.
“All will become clear,” Uma said as their first course arrived. “I will show it to you soon. For now, let’s eat and enjoy your birthday.”
The waiters left, and John and his female selves began eating their feast.




Chapter Sixteen:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger fell into the alley as the ground where he stood tore up under fire. “Thanks,” he said to Elkie. The drone from the rotocar grew louder.
“No problem, dickhead.”
She ran toward the rear of a building, pulled out a handgun and pointed it at a door.
“Where’d you get that?” Jagger said, staring at the illegal firearm.
“Never mind. We need to get off the streets.” A loud bang rang out, and a foot wide hole blasted from the door where the lock had been. “Quick, this way.” Elkie turned and ran away from the door she’d just shot open to another alleyway farther along the street.
Jagger stared at the blasted open door. A decoy, he thought. Who is this woman?
“Come on, dickhead, it’ll be here soon.” Elkie disappeared into the thin alleyway. Jagger heard the rotocar approach. He sped after Elkie into a narrow alleyway. The walls on either side were metal and windowless. A moment later, they emerged onto another street.
Elkie stopped and looked around.
“There,” Jagger said and ran to an abandoned tenement block across the street, his boots crunching the frost. Elkie quickly followed him to the brutalist concrete structure.
The tenement door hung at a strange angle; only one hinge kept it attached to the frame. They stepped past it into a long corridor littered with old, broken furniture and clothes. Paint flaked off the walls like the building had a horrible disease. The place smelled musty. Along either side of the corridor, apartment doors were open or hanging off their hinges like the entranceway door. A window at the end provided the only light, which reflected off patches of frozen water on the floor in cracked or missing tiles.
“Come on, let’s put some distance between us and that psycho out there,” Jagger said. Two meters in, he slipped on some ice and crashed to the floor.
“Was that Viribus security?” Elkie said, helping him back up.
Jagger glanced sideways at Elkie as he carefully stepped over a rotten teddy bear that lay in his path. “No. Viribus security would have markings. Though it looked like an ersatz was flying it and shooting from it.”
“It could be Shi?” Elkie said as they ran.
At the end of the corridor, a short passageway led to an exit. They burst out into the central region of the tenements, a frozen area with benches and walkways surrounded by the concrete apartment structures. They sprinted across to another dilapidated building. This time, rather than running to the end, they entered an apartment whose door was wide open.
In the living area, an old couch eaten by mold was a horror story of greens and blacks. An old-style Ubiquity display hung from the wall, a crack like a spider’s web radiating out from its corner. A beaten-up dining table took up most of the remaining space. The room felt dank.
Jagger turned to Elkie. “So, who was that?”
“What d’you mean?” she said, frowning.
Jagger slammed his fist on the table. “Don’t mess about. You never went to school with Jan Hudson. Hell, I bet you never even knew her. You need to tell me what’s happening, right now. Tobias just died.”
Elkie stared at Jagger with her blue eyes. She took a deep breath. “Okay. You got me. I didn’t know Jan Hudson. I—” Elkie cocked her head to one side. “What was—” A loud droning sound dropped down outside the window.
“Quick.” Jagger grabbed Elkie by the arm and yanked her out of the apartment. They’d taken two steps along the corridor when the sound of gunfire erupted behind them. Fragments of tile and plaster rained down over them as they fell to the floor.
“How’d they find us?” Jagger said, scrambling to his feet and sprinting along the corridor.
“Fuck.” Elkie skidded to a halt. “Give me your uLink.”
“What?”
“Remember what Tobias said? Are you connected? That’s how they found him. That’s how they’re tracking us.” Elkie held her hand out.
Jagger stood panting. He heard the roto moving along the building outside. “Okay, here.” He pulled the uLink node off his neck and handed it to her. She let the small plastic device drop to the floor, then stamped on it with her boot.
“Hey!”
“What’d you think I was going to do?” Elkie said, then ran again.
Jagger caught up with her. “What about yours?”
“I’m cloaked,” she said. “And besides. I’ll need it.”
This time, Jagger skidded to a halt. “Cloaked? Who the hell are you?”
Elkie stopped at the doorway to an apartment opposite the rotocar. “I’m GCSO.”
Jagger stared at her blankly.
“Governance Clandestine Special Operations. We’re part of Governance Intelligence,” she said and turned to the apartment. “Come on. We need to go.”
As if to emphasize the statement, the ersatz in the rotocar opened fire again. The wall behind Jagger exploded into fragments of brick and plaster. Jagger dove through an apartment door opposite into the living area. Elkie picked up a dining chair and used it to clear the glass from a partially broken window. Once she’d cleared the most dangerous pieces, she jumped through. Jagger followed her less elegantly as his long jacket caught on a shard which he had to stop to unhook.
“Over there.” Elkie pointed to a small shopping complex a hundred meters away across another recreation space. They sprinted toward the complex, ignoring the concrete pathways that ran diagonally through the frozen area. As Jagger ran, he wondered what Tsai Bevan had got himself into. N-Tac malfunctions were one thing, being chased by a gun toting ersatz was another.
The muffled sound of the rotocar grew clearer as it rounded the building behind them. Jagger’s foot slipped on some ice, and as he fell, something fizzed past his ear. The frosty ground in front of him popped open in small explosions of gunfire. That was too close, he thought.
He dove to the right and rolled back on to his feet. He looked over to Elkie. She’d made it to the open entrance of the shopping complex. She stopped and glanced back at him. It was impossible he’d make it without being shot to pieces.
“I’ll meet you in there.” He turned away from the door. “Call for backup,” he said and ran along the side of the complex where a line of hardy trees and bushes gave him some cover.
“Already have,” Elkie shouted behind him.
Jagger checked the dusty glass doors of the various stores along the side of the shopping complex, hoping to find an open one, but they were all locked. Desperately, he ran, banging the windows. Maybe he’d find a cracked one that would give way. He heard the rotocar approach. Suddenly, the tree line he took cover behind burst apart. Jagger sprinted along the side of the shopping complex as trees and the glass fronts of the stores exploded behind him. Just as he was running out of space to run into, the firing abruptly stopped. Jagger heard a loud crack from farther away. He turned and caught sight of the rotocar swinging away from him. The loud report from a handgun rang out again. Elkie. She was drawing the rotocar away from him.
Broken glass crunched under his boot as Jagger ran back toward Elkie. He raised his gun, aiming for the rotors at the rear of the vehicle, and let off two controlled shots. The rotocar lost stability and banked into the side of the shopping complex, its front end crumpling with the collision. Jagger heard the pressurized hydrogen fuel tank pop. The force of the escaping hydrogen slammed the rotocar into the ground. The sound of metal smashing into frozen concrete reverberated out from the impact site.
Steam rose from the wrecked vehicle as Jagger approached. The hydrogen would have rapidly dissipated, so he wasn’t worried about an explosion. He knew the steam came from the hot rotocar touching the frosty ground. His primary concern was the ersatz. If it was a security model, it would have several ways to kill him.
With his gun raised and aimed at the crumpled vehicle, Jagger took a wide arc around it to approach from the rear. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Elkie match his maneuver from the other side. No movement came from within the rotocar. After the tremendous noise of the crash, the silence was eerie. Jagger cautiously stepped closer. The front of the roto was badly damaged, with the metal frame of the vehicle bent inward at the driver’s seat. Inside, he caught his first glimpse of the ersatz, pinned in by the twisted metal. The crash might have disconnected the ersatz from the person controlling it remotely. Jagger didn’t take any risks. He shot the chrome head twice to destroy its vision sensors, then, moving quickly, he approached the driver’s window and shot the ersatz where its energy cell was located. Thankfully, it wasn’t a security ersatz. It might be a tourist ersatz, though Jagger had no idea why one would be on Viribus B. No one came to this planet for virtual vacations. More likely, it was an ersatz used for construction in space or in dangerous environments like mines.
Satisfied it was no longer a threat, Jagger lowered his gun. Elkie appeared at the back of the crashed rotocar. Seeing Jagger, she lowered her gun.
“Let’s take cover until backup arrives,” she said, then pointed to the broken ersatz. “Who knows if another one of these guys is coming.”




Chapter Seventeen:
Uma Odia
Benjamin Baldwin sat with his arms spread wide on Uma Odia’s velvet chesterfield, his deep black skin standing out against the teal of the sofa and the silver of his suit. Even though his office was located only a few floors away in the Governance Central Office building, she hated it when he dropped in. She’d nothing against the man—in fact, he was one of the few people she actually liked. She just preferred to keep this space as her own. After all, what was the point of a Ubiquity display if not to make calls?
Even still, Uma was pleased with the news the Orini system coordinator had brought. It cemented what she’d recently suspected.
“He really said that?” she asked.
Baldwin nodded his chiseled face. “He did. Though I wouldn’t take it as a direct challenge.”
Uma scowled. “He talked about replacing me.”
“He asked me if I would consider running for prime coordinator when you step down,” Baldwin said. “He never suggested removing you.”
Uma didn’t like how cocky Baldwin seemed. Maybe he was just flattered at having been asked if he’d run for her job. She considered asking Hixson to keep a closer eye on Baldwin but thought if he’d come to her with this, he wasn’t a threat.
She would have to speak to Boothroyd about Carmine Pirozzi, though. They would need to discredit him before removing him from office. He was loved in the Demesne system a touch too much just to cut him off. Unless they could create another distraction.
A call notification flashing up in her vision, from General Hixson, interrupted Uma’s thought. 
“I have a call coming in,” Uma said, standing, glad for the interruption. “It was good to see you, Benjamin. Thank you for sharing that information, and let’s organize a dinner soon. Bring Imani. It’s been an age since I’ve seen him.”
“Oh,” Benjamin Baldwin said. “Of course.” He stood, pulled down the edge of his crisp suit and walked to the door. He glanced back once, then exited, closing the door behind him.
Uma walked over to the velvet chesterfield opposite her Ubiquity display and sat down. She took a sip of water from the glass in front of her. Baldwin’s information about Carmine’s plot had made her furious, but she didn’t want to show that to Hixson. She took a slow, deep breath, then think-told Ubiquity to answer the call on the display.
The onyx wall changed to show the face of General Hixson. His dazzling blue eyes stared out at her with all the life they normally had, but the deep frown on his forehead made Uma swallow.
“What’s happened?”
#
“I want his skin!” Uma said, slapping the bamboo railing next to her.
Operations Coordinator Boothroyd put a hand on her shoulder. “Calm down, Uma.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down, Livingstone. That son of a bitch has gone too far,” the prime coordinator said. She pushed his hand off and walked a few steps farther along the path. They were in one of Uma’s private, encrypted immersions. This one was a recreation of the Arashiyama bamboo grove in Kyoto, Japan, Old Earth. The green bamboo which lined the path reached thirty meters into the sky on either side of them. The foliage that came together over the path allowed a soft yellow glow through to light them.
“Johnathan was a friend of mine as well,” Boothroyd said.
Uma swung around, her fists clenched, her head tipped back, so she looked at him along her nose. Boothroyd stepped back a couple of paces and held his hands up. The fact they were in immersion meant he wouldn’t physically feel pain, but the threat of Uma’s anger was enough to scare the man. And if they weren’t in immersion, she’d see Boothroyd’s normal pink complexion go ashen white.
Uma caught herself and took a breath. It wasn’t Boothroyd’s fault. It was that bastard Pirozzi. Johnathan Degussey was her one regret. The one thing she hadn’t gotten. She’d been so focused on her career when she’d entered politics that she hadn’t given him enough attention. Musing on it later, she’d thought he’d always be there. That she didn’t need to nurture their relationship because their bond was unbreakable. But it was just young love. For him, anyway. For Uma, it was the only time she’d cried over a lover. And now he was gone.
She laughed, making Boothroyd take another step back.
Not that Uma held onto any delusions they would ever be together. Johnathan had long since married and had children. They were just business allies now. Despite that, something in her heart had been crushed when General Hixson reported Johnathan Degussey had died. And how it happened. Skiing with his family on Elyssia’s highest slope. Reports said he was fine one moment, then he waved his poles frantically like he was being attacked by something and practically threw himself over one of the black runs. He tumbled down the near vertical slope, breaking every bone in his body.
“That bastard,” Uma said softly. Boothroyd wouldn’t be able to tell, but back in her office, in her immersion pod, tears welled inside her N-Tac suit. She pulled the suit from her skin to let the tears disperse. Uma took a deep breath.
How did Carmine figure it out? she wondered. He’d only met her clone John once. How did he know that she’d named him after Johnathan Degussey? His connections were obviously better that she’d realized.
“He has to go, Livingstone,” Uma said. “Start putting stories out there to discredit him.”
The Governance operations coordinator nodded. “The fact Carmine can affect you this badly means he has to go. If he was behind it or not.”
Uma shot him a look.
Boothroyd held his hands up again. “What if he asks who’s putting these stories out? He’s not a stupid man.”
“I don’t give a rat’s ass if he asks who’s discrediting him,” Uma said. “Just lay the groundwork. I’ll do the rest.” Attacking her mob bosses like Kangra was one thing, but going for someone she cared about… Carmine didn’t know what he was getting himself into.
“Oh, and let’s round up any Demesnech who have been talking out against us,” she said. “We’ve been too soft with them.”
Uma exited the encrypted immersion. She stepped out of the immersion pod and tapped her Ubiquity node. The tiny machines that made up her N-Tac suit crawled off her body and made their way to the charging station. Naked, Uma crumpled to the marble floor. She let herself cry. Her emotions were normally on a tight leash, but she knew she couldn’t stop this, so she let it out. Let it out and use the energy, use the anger. Carmine Pirozzi may have thought he’d wounded her, but he’d only made her more resolute. She’d gotten soft in her long reign. Now was the time to rule with an iron fist, just as she had when she’d first come to power.




Chapter Eighteen:
Jagger Jakowski
The seat juddered Jagger awake as they descended through the burgundy sky. The ersatz had received no backup. That was fine with Jagger. Thirty minutes later, a rotocar arrived, this one piloted by someone Elkie knew called Boom-Mee. A pleasant enough guy of Thai ancestry. Jagger hadn’t cared who it was, as long as they weren’t shooting at him. Once he’d gotten into the rotocar and it soared away, a dark feeling crept over him. His hands were sweaty, and a pit opened in his stomach. Thankfully, neither Elkie nor Boom-Mee wanted to talk. He’d curled himself up, leaned his head on the window and fallen into a sleep disturbed by the cries of his attack squad from all those years ago.
Now they were coming down to land. Jagger sighted central Pherson City off in the distance. After surveying the nearest tall buildings, he felt certain they’d touch down on the extreme south side of the city. Either next to or in the slums.
A jolt later, they’d landed. The door opposite him opened, and Elkie got out. The hodgepodge of brick and corrugated metal buildings confirmed they were in the slums. Jagger felt stuck to the rotocar seat. He desperately wanted to exit the roto, but the dark mist had descended again. After the battle at Viman Pune, he’d had treatment for PTSD. Therapy initially followed by some heavy meds. He’d mustered out of the service not long after. God, he wished he could patch some KeepCalm or BlissKiss right now.
“Hey, dickhead,” Elkie said, sticking her head back in the rotocar. “You coming or what?”
Jagger nodded but didn’t move.
Elkie frowned. “You okay?”
Something deep inside Jagger gave him a soul slap. He sat up straight, took a deep breath in through his nostrils and blew it out. No way some stupid memory was going to control him. He’d been disconnected from Ubiquity, his ex-girlfriend’s lover had been blown to pieces, and he was caught up in some Governance agency stuff he wanted nothing to do with. He needed his head here, and now.
Elkie started to get into the roto.
“I’m fine,” Jagger said and pushed past her. “Just a bit sleepy.” Outside, he looked around the slums. The ingenuity of people never failed to amaze him. There were houses made of every type of material. Squashed together and almost on top of each other, the dwellings looked cramped and uncomfortable. Above them, a tangle of black lines connected the houses, brining electricity, Jagger guessed. Though God knows where they got it. There was less garbage laying around than he would have expected, and even though the place had a pungent smell, the people appeared relatively well-dressed. Later, he would find out that the slums actually had a self-appointed council that organized the removal of garbage and other civic duties.
Someone whacked his arm. He turned round.
“This way,” Elkie said before walking toward an abandoned superstore that sat among the smaller slum dwellings. Jagger presumed it was part of the failed expansion of Pherson City before the collapse of the mining industry. He let out a long sigh. He’d had enough of abandoned buildings today.
As they walked through what must have been the LZ come car park, a group of slum kids rushed toward them. Their ages ranged between five and thirteen. They were smeared with dirt, their clothes ripped and grimy. The group surrounded Elkie, smiles beaming on their filthy faces.
“Hey,” Elkie said, her grin matching the kid’s. “I’m sorry, I don’t have anything today.”
“’So ‘kay,” a little boy said.
“Ya, t’s okay,” a girl with unusually green eyes said. “We good. You play?”
Elkie stood and stooped down, so she was head height with the children. “I can’t play right now. Maybe later,” she said, giving a couple of them tickles.
The sound of the children’s laughter brought a smile to Jagger’s face. For just a moment, he forgot what had just happened.
“Who da loser?” the green-eyed girl said, eying Jagger. “Your boyfriend?”
“Boyfriend? Eww.” Elkie laughed and got to her feet. “No way.”
The children laughed again. Jagger's face was deadpan.
“It’s just a joke, dickhead. Come on.” She slapped him lightly on the chest and squeezed her way out of the gaggle of slum kids and headed for the old store.
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Jagger yawned as they approached the old store. Like the rest of the habitable zone of Viribus B, the permanent setting sun of Pherson City gave no clue to the hour. To create rhythm on a planet with no days, the powers that be decided Viribus B would follow Earth Standard Time. Other planets in the Governance ran on dual times, local and Earth Standard.
“Is it late?” Jagger asked.
“Twenty-thirty-three Earth Standard,” Boom-Mee said from behind them.
Jagger hadn’t realized the rotocar pilot had joined them. He looked back over his shoulder. “Thanks.” Facing forward again, he nodded to the wide building with a double height glass entrance way. “So, what’s this? A secret Governance spying base?”
“Tsk.”
Elkie stopped and swung to face Boom-Mee. “I had to tell him,” she said in a whisper. “We were being shot at. And you,” she turned to Jagger, “keep your voice down.”
“Oh, so your neighbors don’t know who you are either, eh?”
“No, they don’t,” she said with a hardness on her face. “They think we’re here as part of a humanitarian effort. It’s going to stay that way. Come on.”
Inside the decrepit super store, the main area had been cleared out and turned into a makeshift hospital come community center. Near the entrance, a crowd of people were sitting in fold up chairs, chatting. Many were in sandals or barefoot. Toward the rear, curtains made an attempt at privacy where patients on cot beds received treatment. The smell of antiseptic competed in the air with body odor and an underlying bitterness. The pungent atmosphere made the large space seem suffocating. Jagger could clearly identify two types of people here, the impoverished slum-dwellers, and the privileged but concerned good Samaritans. The latter group had on white T-shirts with a logo Jagger couldn’t quite make out.
“These guys with you?” he said, hooking a thumb out at them.
“They’re GCHA,” Elkie said, not breaking stride. “Governance Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.”
Jagger blew air out his nose and shook his head. People in the Orini system lived in ridiculous luxury. The Governance had ample money to ensure scenes like this didn’t happen. Instead, they sent a bunch of suckers from affluent backgrounds, with sufficient decency to feel guilt about the disparity of human existence, to put plasters on the broken people. He didn’t envy them.
“They have some offices over there we’ve been using.” Elkie pointed out an area closed off by brick walls. As they approached the offices, a door opened, and a woman exited. She carried a clipboard and wore a white doctor’s coat over the GCHA T-shirt.
She held the door open for them and nodded to Elkie and Boom-Mee, and they went through. To Jagger, she frowned. He wasn’t sure if it was just because she didn’t recognize him or because he was covered in bits of plaster and brick dust.
Inside, Elkie led them through a series of rooms dedicated to clerical work, with desks and files and such. Past them, a homely common room with sofas and a large Ubiquity display showed perfectly the imbalance between the two peoples. Farther along, through a locked door, they entered a section which Jagger immediately recognized as having a different purpose. The room dripped in tech, Ubiquity displays, and computer hardware. Jagger raised an eyebrow. Computing normally happened somewhere in Ubiquity, so there was no need to have actual computer hardware in your home or office. He guessed Elkie’s operation had different requirements from the average Ubiquity user.
In the room, two men stared into separate Ubiquity displays. One thin, brown skinned and on the short side. The other tall, pale skinned with short cropped blond hair and enough muscles to give Jagger the impression of military over intelligence. He chewed loudly on something.
The blond one turned to see who had entered. He stood up when he noticed Jagger.
“Who the hell’s this?”
The other man smiled acknowledgment before returning to his work.
“Easy, Kaid,” Elkie said, patting the air in front of her. “This is Jagger Jakowski. The immersion investigator who was looking into the N-Tac malfunctions.”
“What’s he doing here?” Kaid’s lips curled up into a snarl as his eyes gave Jagger the once over.
Elkie sighed and dropped herself down into a spare office chair. “It went a bit pear-shaped today.”
“That doesn’t explain why he’s here.”
“Ugh, give it a rest, okay, Kaid. We’ve just had our only lead’s head explode on us and an ersatz track us across half a shitty old mining town, blowing up anything we used for cover.”
Kaid grunted and gave Jagger a final filthy look before returning to his work, chewing loudly.
Elkie closed her eyes, pinched her nose and tilted her head back in the chair. Jagger looked around the room. Boom-Mee smiled and gestured with an open palm to an empty chair in the far corner. Jagger nodded and took the offer.
“Can I get you something?” Boom-Mee said.
Jagger shook his head.
“Let me get you some water,” Boom-Mee said and disappeared. A minute later, he arrived back with two glasses. One, he gave the Jagger, and the other went to Elkie.
The water was disappointingly warm, but as he drank, Jagger realized how thirsty he was. It must have been breakfast since he’d last had anything to drink. Now hydrated, his mind started to clear. He was about to ask what the plan was when an enormous man with dark taupe skin, shoulder length dreadlocks and arms the size of Jagger’s thighs, walked in. The man’s eyes darted around the space with quick assessment.
“Good to see you’re still in one piece,” the man said, his deep voice low but resonant.
Elkie smiled. “Just about, boss.” Then, turning to Jagger, she said, “This is Commander Radix.”
The large man looked down at Jagger, who’d never felt so small before. It compelled him to stand, but he decided that wouldn’t make much difference.
“Good to meet you, Jagger,” Radix said. He held Jagger in his gaze. His brown eyes offered compassion under two brows kept in a permanent frown. “I guess you’ve figured out that Elkie here isn’t looking into a friend’s death?”
“She told him who we are,” Boom-Mee said.
“Jesus, Elkie,” Kaid said, shaking his head.
“We were being shot at. I had to.” Elkie sat up in her chair.
“Okay, okay,” Radix said. “That’s all he knows though, that we’re GCSO?”
Jagger coughed. “Yeah, I’m right here, you know.” This time, he stood. “I’d like to know what the hell is going on.”
“I think you know as much as we do,” Radix said. “There have been N-Tac malfunctions. It appears an anti-Governance group might be involved.”
“Bullshit,” Jagger said. “That’s what I’ve told you. If you’re part of an intelligence agency, you’d know more than that.”
“And that would be confidential,” Radix said.
Jagger hated this. It was the same bullshit he’d dealt with in the military. Command had all the information while grunts like him got shot at.
“Screw this,” he said and made for the door. Kaid stepped into his path. “You’d better move,” Jagger said.
“You’re gonna have to make me,” Kaid growled, right up in Jagger’s face.
“Erm… g…g-uys.” The voice came from the corner of the room.
Jagger screwed his face up. “I will if you don’t get out of my way.”
“Can you two put your dicks back in your pants? It’s embarrassing,” Elkie said, spinning back and forth in her chair.
“Hey g…g-uys, you really nee—”
“Shut it, Elkie, this jerk’s gonna get—”
“Enough.” Radix’s voice boomed across the room, making everyone turn to him. “Kaid, stand down. Jakowski, I know you must be frustrated, but if you just give us time, we’ll fill you in on what we know, to a degree.”
Jagger snorted. “To a degree. Right.”
“Well, what do you expect?” Kaid said, shaking his head at Jagger. “We don’t know you.”
“I’d expect t—”
“G...g-uys!”
Everyone spun around to stare at the thin man in the corner.
“What is it, Dev?” Radix said.
“It’s the newscasts.”
Kaid spat into a trash can. “What about them, ass-monkey?”
“Hey, leave him alone,” Elkie said.
Kaid sneered at her.
“The newscasts,” Dev said, arms animated. “T…T-obias’ murder. They say Jagger did it. Jagger murdered Tobias Berger.”




Chapter Nineteen:
John Odia
John crossed his arms.
“You think too much,” Miyu said. They sat in the white drawing room in the prime coordinator’s residence with Professor Ruben.
“I think it’s a fair question,” the professor said. “And one that is relevant to politics.”
Miyu’s face went blank, her eyes dull, but she didn’t object.
“It was a different type of society on Old Earth,” the professor continued. “And of course it wasn’t centrally ruled, as we have with the Governance. Freedom of information was a much contested subject in many countries. Even the ones that allowed free access to information found agencies inside the country, or enemy states elsewhere, could abuse it.”
“Which is why we control information?” John asked.
“Correct,” Ruben said and took a sip of his Earl Grey tea. “Citizens of the Orini system have a wide, albeit not complete, access to information, but—”
“But the residuum of Demesne and Viribus have limited access.” 
“Quite,” Ruben said. “The information and entertainment they have access to, and should be noted, produce themselves, is based mostly around sex, violence, religion and sport. Of course, sport is just a surrogate for the first two.”
“Religion?” John raised his tea and took a sip.
“Yes, why do you think we allow the Old Earth religions? They keep people malleable. And if one ever got too big, we would just co-opt it. Use it for our own means.” The professor paused. “Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit atrocities,” he said. “To quote Voltaire.”
John nodded. “But why sex and violence?”
Miyu shook her head and sighed.
Professor Ruben smiled at her and then turned to John. “Too much knowledge, like too much education, would lead them to question their position in life.”
John looked up at the professor. Was he, John, gathering too much information?
“We entertain them with sex and violence to keep them occupied,” the professor continued. “We had a less entertainment saturated environment in the Demesne system thirty years ago and that led to the Dissidence War. People can’t work for us like slaves without a distraction, something to take their minds off it. It’s like a reward for being placid. Sex and violence work perfectly for this as they let them release their pent up anger.”
Miyu rose and moved around the sofa until she stood behind John. “Speaking of sex and violence,” she said as she reached forward and ran her hand down the inside of John’s shirt toward his crotch. “I have some pent up anger I need to let out.”
Professor Ruben’s mouth dropped open.
“Miyu!” John said, grabbing her hand and yanking it away. Even though Uma, Miyu and he were lovers, Uma had been explicit that no one outside their group discover this.
Miyu tried again to put her hand down his top. John pushed her away and stood up. He walked around the sofa and confronted her.
“Miyu, stop it,” he said in a hushed voice.
“Why, John?” Miyu said in an overly loud voice. “I want to have you again. Fuck me!” Miyu ripped open her dress, revealing her breasts, and pushed herself against John.
A loud clang rang out as Professor Ruben dropped his teacup onto the silver tray in front of him.
“Miyu,” the professor said as he stood. “What are you doing?”
“We’re lovers, Aldous. There’s nothing you can do about it.”
“I…I—” The professor didn’t know what to say.
Miyu smiled and pushed John away. “Are you jealous?” she said to their mentor, exposing her breasts to him. She rounded the sofa and sauntered to the professor so he could observe her in all her glory. The professor’s usual cream complexion went beetroot red as he stared at her ample bosom. Miyu reached forward and grabbed his hand, placing it over one of her nipples.
The professor stood frozen for a moment before he snatched his hand away, grabbed his leather briefcase and fled the room.
Miyu flopped onto the sofa, laughing. John moved to his female counterpart, who lay on the gold nushmere chesterfield with her modesty still revealed.
“That was mean, Miyu,” he said. “Just because you don’t like his lessons.”
“He’s such a bore.”
“Regardless,” John said, sitting on the sofa adjacent to Miyu. “He thinks we’re siblings. If we’re lovers, that would be incest.”
Miyu sat up. “And incest is worse than what we really are? Three versions of the same person all fucking each other. Is that really any better?”
John tipped his head back on the soft nushmere. Miyu was right. Was it any better? Were they just abominations? Was what they were doing wrong? He didn’t know if his heart and mind could take much more of this.




Chapter Twenty:
Jagger Jakowski
“What!” Jagger and Elkie said in unison.
“Yeah, look.” Dev tapped on his display and a second, bigger display in the room lit up. A newscast appeared on the screen with an overly made up female news anchor sitting paused at an illuminated desk.
Dev tapped his display, and the newscast came to life.
“A Pherson City immersion investigator is wanted this evening for the murder of a Lumen facilitator, Tobias Berger, and the destruction of property in Oreham, an old mining town out by the cold zone. We have footage some viewers may find disturbing.”
The newscast cut to the footage. Tobias frantically searching cupboards and drawers before he turned to the source of the footage.
“You!” Tobias said and jabbed a finger at the source of the footage. “You’re here to kill me!”
The footage cut to Tobias being followed along various streets before he stopped and said, “Get away from me, Jagger!”
The newscast then showed Tobias’ arm and head exploding, though they had the courtesy to blur the footage. So viewers got the idea without having to witness the mess. The newscast cut back to the female news anchor. A picture of Jagger now sat in the graphics behind her.
“Jagger Jakowski was last seen fleeing the incident. It’s thought he might be back in Pherson City. Security have informed residents at his apartment block to not make contact if he returns. Viribus B Security representative, Captain Rafi, had this to say.”
The image cut to a man in a Viribus B Security uniform with a smirk on his face. “We’re asking citizens for information on Jagger Jakowski. Though if you come across this man, be advised, he has military experience and should be considered dangerous. We will pay one hundred thousand credits for Jakowski, dead or alive.”
Dev tapped a button, and the newscast froze.
“Great. Now I’ve got a bounty on my head,” Jagger said. He’d crossed paths with Captain Rafi on more than one occasion. He knew they didn’t get on, but he was disappointed in how happy the captain looked in the footage.
“Doesn't look like you're going anywhere now.” Kaid laughed.
Jagger lunged for him. As quick as he moved, Boom-Mee and Radix moved quicker, putting their bodies between him and the sneering Kaid.
“That’s enough,” Radix said in his deep baritone. Then to Jagger, “Did he really say those things? That you’re there to kill him?”
The energy in Jagger faded, and he dropped back. He sulked over to his chair and fell into it. “Yeah. No. I mean… He said some of those things, but not like that.”
“He’s right, Radix,” Elkie said. “When we heard the roto approaching, Tobias panicked and accused us of bringing them there to kill him.”
“How’d they even get that footage?” Jagger asked.
“Y…y-our DigiLens,” Dev piped in. “You made it even easier because y…y-ou recorded it.”
Jagger frowned. “It’s that easy? But that isn’t what Tobias said.”
“Y…y… affirmative,” Dev said. “I can see they’ve used an AI to change the footage just here.” Dev pointed to the smaller display where he’d paused on Tobias pointing at Jagger. “The thing is no one w…w-ithout a kit like mine could tell.”
“Great,” Jagger said. He could feel the life draining from him. He would have done anything for his drug patch right now. Just one little shot of WideAwake. Maybe a little KeepCalm and CoConfidence as well. He felt so tired he didn’t even think to ask for one. The day’s events crashed down around him, taking his energy and will with them. What the hell had they got him messed up in? He felt anger rise in him again, but it didn’t have the force needed to make him move or say anything.
Elkie seemed to read him. “Hey, maybe you should get some rest?”
Radix stepped up to Jagger. “That’s a good idea. There are some bunks through there.” He pointed to another door in the room. “Elkie can show you. In the meantime, we’ll see if we can discover who the ersatz belonged to.”
Elkie held a hand out and pulled Jagger up. All of a sudden, he felt small and weak. Darkness crept in around the sides of his vision. He let Elkie guide him to the door.
“Elkie,” Radix called out as they were stepping through.
“’S’up, boss?”
“Give him the private room, okay?”
“Will do,” she said, and led Jagger on into the dark.
#
Jagger woke from a bad dream. He kept on playing the image of Tobias being shot over and over in his mind’s eye as he lay in the cot bed. At first, it was hard. His brain was so used to recording what he witnessed and telling Ubiquity to play it back that his normal recall had gotten lazy. But if he couldn’t see it straightaway, he could certainly feel it. He felt numb and hollow. How was it possible that he was able to witness so much death before? Death at his own hands as well. The feeling of emptiness was familiar from his PTSD therapy days. He’d had the realization that he hadn’t been able to witness death with no consequences before. That it had been building inside him, to be released once his attack squad had died and he had nothing to hang on for. How was he still alive to see it happen again? Not as a subject, but as an observer. How could he stand before the bodies of his own comrades? The faces of Aisling, Dursan and Phife lit up in his mind. He daren’t look into the eyes of those he’d lost, the ones he knew deserved to live. Shaking his head, he tried to change the image in his mind but couldn’t. He felt sick.
Then, to his relief, another image appeared in his mind’s eye. Abby. She’d trusted him, and he’d let her down. Not only that. Now she must believe he was responsible. He didn’t want to think about how betrayed she must feel. Destroyed was what kept coming up in his mind. Her trust in him, destroyed. His career, destroyed. His freedom to go see her and make it right, destroyed by Viribus Security setting a bunch of yahoos on his trail. What the hell am I going to do?
As if in answer, something deep within motivated Jagger to swing his legs to the floor and sit up in the rickety cot bed. The room was cramped and smelled faintly of damp. Jagger pulled on his boots and headed for the door. He’d had enough wallowing. Time for action.
#
“What do you mean I can’t have a Ubiquity link?” Jagger said. He felt naked without his uLink and DigiLenses.
Sitting behind a desk in a room Jagger hadn’t seen before, Radix looked like he was playing make believe with a kids’ office set.
“I’m sorry,” Radix said, his voice a low rumble. “But until we know who tried to kill you and Elkie, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to—”
“Bullshit,” Jagger said and slapped the table. “You think I’m going to do something stupid like contact Abby.”
Radix curled his lips down and raised his eyebrows. “It’s possible. But as I said, it is mostly because we don’t know who—”
“Yeah, yeah, I get it.” Jagger turned and stepped toward the door, then swung back to face Radix. “You want to find out who’s doing this? Well, let me help. You were happy to use me yesterday, why not continue?”
Radix snorted a laugh at Jagger’s comment. “Fair enough. One sec.”
Jagger watched as Radix stared blankly into space, doing something in Ubiquity. A moment later, the door to Radix’s office opened and in walked Elkie, Boom-Mee, Dev and Kaid. The latter carried a coffee that he blew on.
“Yes, commander,” Boom-Mee said.
Radix rose from his chair, so he wasn’t the only one sitting, but that just made him tower over everyone instead.
“Jagger here says he wants to help us.”
Kaid let out a laugh. “What’s this washed up civvy going to do? Get in trouble and need rescuing again?”
“That wasn’t his fault. I was there as well,” Elkie said.
“So, it’s your fault?” Kaid said.
Radix boomed a cough. The room fell silent. “So, Jagger, how do you plan to help us?”
The room turned to stare at Jagger.
“You guys are all about infiltrating groups in the real world or are code jockeys,” Jagger nodded to Dev, who smiled and nodded vigorously. “I work in immersion. These deaths happened when the victims were in immersion. Let me go in and see what I can find.”
Everyone now moved their attention to Radix. The large man held Jagger’s gaze for a moment, then smiled. “And which immersion did you plan to enter? If we knew which immersion the N-Tac malfunctions happened in, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. But the victims were all masked, so we have no idea where they were.”
Jagger noted to himself mentally that they, well, he guessed Dev, had come to the same dead end as he had when tracking the victim’s immersion use. So Dev might be good, but he had limits to his skills.
“I want to go into some self-help immersions,” Jagger said.
Kaid sprayed coffee out in front of him. “Jesus. Is that why you got us in here, so you could whine about how you feel? Boo hoo.”
Jagger ignored him. “Abby said the missionaries from her House of Lumination had seen orange clothed men in self-help immersions. Ones who matched the drawing Tsai did of Shi.”
“Why didn’t you say before, dickhead?” Elkie said.
Normally, he didn’t mind her calling him dickhead. He knew it was a term of endearment, but today it grated on him. A sign he wasn’t as mentally robust as he’d want to be.
“Because we had Tobias,” he said, turning to face Elkie. “That was our best line of investigation, and now… Now that he’s dead, this is our next best line.”
“What do we think these orange guys are doing?” Boom-Mee said.
“I don’t know.” Jagger shrugged. “Abby said Shi, or Seb as she knew him, had gained quite a following with his anti-Governance rhetoric. Maybe he’s trying to get more followers?” Jagger turned to Radix. “I take it Elkie reported back everything I told her about what Abby said?”
Radix nodded.
“So,” Jagger continued, “I take it you’ve not been able to locate Sebastian Vacherin or any of his followers?”
“No,” the big man said. “They’ve done a good job of disappearing off the face of the planet.”
“And do you think that? That they’ve left the planet?”
“It’s possible.”
Jagger snorted. It was clear Radix didn’t trust him so wasn’t going to share much information. Fair enough, he thought. He’d do the same if he was in Radix’s position. Even so, it seemed like he was gaining the commander’s trust a little. And a little was all he needed.
“Okay. Then this is my, our, best bet. Do you have an immersion pod? Let me enter and see if I can locate these guys. Then we’ll have something to work on.”
Radix stood in silence for a moment. “Okay.” He nodded. “Dev, get him set up to go in.”
Dev nodded vigorously and turned to leave.
“And Dev,” Radix said. “Let’s make sure we’re capturing every ID we can while he’s in there. I’ve got a feeling these guys will not be easy to track.”
“Affirmative,” Dev said and left the room.




Chapter Twenty-One:
Uma Odia
Uma sat up stiffly in her chair and told her secretary to let Professor Aldous Ruben in. It was unusual for the mentor to come visit. In fact, she didn’t believe the processor had ever graced the prime coordinator’s office.
She tapped her nails on her wooden desk. What was taking him so long? It was only a couple of meters from the waiting area to her door.
Finally, the knock came.
“For Christ’s sake,” Uma said. “Come in.”
The door opened slowly, and the professor stepped through. Never a bold man, today Ruben seemed even more the frightened animal. Without looking directly at Uma, he walked forward and stopped a few feet from her desk.
Uma sighed. “Well, sit, won’t you?”
The professor bit his lip and shook his head, still not daring to look at Uma.
What has gotten into you? Uma wondered. She didn’t have time for this nonsense.
“Aldous, I’m a busy woman. What is it?”
The meek professor stared at the floor, and Uma was about to throw him out when he spoke. “It’s Miyu and John. I know about them. I know what they’ve been doing.”
Uma frowned. “And what are they doing?”
“They’re…th—”
“Well, spit it out.”
“They’re lovers,” Professor Ruben said, taking a glance up at Uma.
So, they’d been careless. She wondered which of her clones had made the mistake. John had been asking lots of questions recently, but he wouldn’t have the balls to tell Ruben. No, it must be Miyu. She’d become restless recently, eager for action. Uma made a note to speak with Miyu. This wasn’t acceptable, but she’d gotten the message. She’d find something more challenging for her female clone to engage in.
“I see,” Uma said. “And you know this how?”
“I saw them. Miyu exposed herself to John, to me.”
So, it was Miyu.
“She said they were lovers. She wanted John t…to fuck her.”
Uma laughed. “She said that?”
The professor looked confused. “Yes.”
“It sounds like a childish game, a prank on their professor. Teenagers get bored, Ruben. Or are you so ancient you don’t remember the desire to create mischief for no reason?”
Ruben looked down again. “I remember.”
“Okay, leave it with me. I will speak with them and make sure they behave.”
The professor stood in silence.
“Thank you, Ruben, you can go now,” Uma said, tapping her fingers on the wooden desk. She didn’t have time to deal with this nonsense.
The spectacle wearing man stood still, staring at the floor just in front of Uma’s desk. She was about to call her security when he spoke.
“I have it recorded.”
Uma stopped tapping. Oh, really, she thought. This is why you’re here.
Now it was Uma’s turn not to speak.
The professor swallowed and continued. “Miyu exposing herself. Touching John. I have it all recorded.”
“And?”
The professor fiddled with the hem of his suit jacket. Beads of sweat had appeared on his forehead.
“And I w…I will release it to the public.”
“Unless?”
“Unless you transfer me one hundred million credits.”
Uma laughed. Money, is that all he wants?
Professor Ruben looked up at Uma, his face pale, his eyes wide.
The prime coordinator for the Governance stood and rounded her desk. She was twenty centimeters shorter than the professor, but as she approached, he instinctively recoiled.
“You pathetic little man, how dare you threaten me,” Uma said, her voice low and steady, which made Ruben more nervous than if she had been shouting. “Don’t you know I could crush you in a second?”
The professor sucked his cheeks in and seemed to find some resilience. “But the recording? It would destroy you.”
Uma grabbed his shirt collar and pulled him down, so they were face to face. “You release that recording, and I will destroy you.” Uma felt her heart pound. “Your wife, Alison, and your two brats, what are their names? Oh yes, Thomas and Laura. How would they like the mining moon Drofox? I’ve heard the work is so brutal it shaves thirty years off normal life expectancy. How do you think they’d fare? And your friend Helmholtz. How would his soft hands, so used to holding books, deal with crawling through the tunnels?”
Ruben stared wide-eyed at Uma.
“Well?”
Sweat beaded on the professor’s upper lip.
“Not enough? Okay. How about we send your family to one of the brothels on Tor Fosse? No, Onfroy. I’ve heard the Demesnech there are brutal sons of bitches. They’d make quick work of your beautiful wife and those two innocent darlings.”
The professor dropped to his knees. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. I will delete the recording. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
Uma slapped Ruben across the face, sending the man sprawling to the floor. He looked up at Uma, blood leaking from his lip.
“You’re dammed right, you don’t know what you’re thinking.” Uma walked back around her desk and sat.
A moment later, the professor’s bespectacled head appeared across Uma’s desk.
“A..am I fired?”
“No, Ruben, you are not fired,” Uma snapped. “You will continue to teach my children, but now you know. You do anything, and your wife and kids will pay for your stupidity.”
The professor nodded and stood up.
“I’m sorr—”
“Get out!”
#
An hour later, Uma was still furious. She hated to use it, but finally, she patched some KeepCalm. As the drug washed over her, she felt the ragged edge of her anger soften. The annoyance remained, but it wasn’t controlling her anymore.
She sat back in her chair as a call notification flashed up in her vision. Magdalena Hort. Uma shook her head and refused the call.
A message notification flashed up from Hort. Uma sighed and opened it.
I have information on Pirozzi, the message read.
Intrigued, Uma stood and went to a mirror hanging on the wall. She checked her rage wasn’t still evident on her face. Satisfied, she moved to her teal velvet sofa facing the Ubiquity display and placed the call.
The black onyx changed to show Magdalena Hort sat in a similar position on a sofa in what Uma presumed was the deputy coordinator’s office on Viribus B. Hort wore a cream suit that complemented her rust-colored hair.
“Prime Coordinator,” Hort said. “I—”
“You can call me Uma. Now, what information do you have?”
“Thank you, Uma.” Hort smiled. The young deputy coordinator fiddled with the edge of her skirt. “I… um… I wasn’t sure it was my place. But… um… I thought you’d want to hear this.”
“Yes, yes. Get on with it,” Uma said.
“I… um… I believe there is a connection between Johnathan Degussey’s death and Pirozzi.”
Uma sighed at Hort’s hesitancy. “Really? Go on.”
Hort took a deep breath. To Uma, she looked nervous. “Since Degussey’s death, his company has lost some major contracts for the Haydar system.”
Uma wasn’t aware of this. She made a note to check with Boothroyd.
Hort continued, “The company that won it, Kylix Construction, is connected to Carmine Pirozzi.”
“In what way?” Uma said, losing patience with Hort’s roundabout way of speaking.
“Kylix Construction is owned by Francesca Maxwell,” Hort said. “Carmine Pirozzi’s aunt.”
Uma laughed. She hadn’t realized Francesca had bought Kylix.
Hort frowned. “I looked into it. Carmine is very close to his aunt. She practically raised him.”
Uma swatted the air. “Oh, I know who Francesca is.” She couldn’t believe that Carmine would be so stupid. But greed made you do stupid things. Or did they? “Why do you think Carmine or Francesca is responsible for Degussey’s death?”
“My cousin Issac works for Kylix Construction. I had dinner with him last night, and he told me he suspects Francesca was involved with the death.”
Uma slammed her fist on the velvet Chesterfield. “Tell me what he said, goddammit.”
Hort’s eyes widened, and she jumped in her seat. “Yes, sorry, Prime Coordinator. I just thought yo—”
“Hort!”
“Yes, sorry,” Hort said. “Issac said Francesca knew. She knew before Johnathan Degussey died they would get his contracts. Was making plans with the senior team at Kylix Construction. Overheard her saying Degussey would be out of the picture soon. Issac is a junior designer there. He was bringing them coffee when he heard. I thought that you’d want to know. Issac is trustworthy. He’s my mother’s aunt’s grandchild. He ne—”
“Yes, yes, that’s enough,” Uma said, waving a hand at the Ubiquity screen.
“Oh,” Hort said, the little wind she had taken out of her sails.
Uma shook her head and smiled. “Thank you for this information, Magdalena. You’ve done the right thing.”
Hort beamed. She opened her mouth to speak, but Uma cut the call.
So, Carmine didn’t kill Degussey to get to her. He’d realized he didn’t stand a chance of becoming prime coordinator so decided to cash in before crashing out.
Uma stood and went to the window. She liked it when people were motivated by greed. They were easy to understand. Though this news didn’t change her decision about Carmine. He’d still have to go.




Chapter Twenty-Two:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger held the old N-Tac suit out at arm’s length and screwed up his nose. He guessed the room they were in was Dev’s domain. Computer parts lay everywhere, and in the corner sat an immersion pod. The odor of old sock lingered in the air, making Jagger not too enthusiastic about using the suit.
“When did you last clean this thing?” he said. The suit was a newer spec than his but had clearly seen a lot of action.
Dev, who had been fiddling with something on his workstation, came over to Jagger and held out his hand. A small plastic and metal device sat on his palm.
“A uLink,” Jagger said with more enthusiasm than he’d meant to. He picked up the node and looked at it. It was a marvel of modern technology. The small device sat at the top of your neck, just below the jaw. From that spot, it could detect the minuscule neuromuscular signals sent by the brain to the vocal cords and muscles of the throat and tongue when you spoke to yourself under your breath. He remembered they taught in school Arnav Kapur had pioneered the technology way back in the twenty-first century. One of the great man’s many incredible inventions. The current version Jagger held could also play sounds directly into the inner ear by bone conduction. It also connected to your DigiLenses to provide the data you saw through them. And of course it connected to Ubiquity, where everything was accessed and engaged with.
“I’m not going to light up on Viribus’ security system when I put this on, am I?” Jagger asked.
“No,” Dev said. “I’ve set y…y-ou up with a different profile. You’ll be Curtis Dotson as far as Ubiquity is concerned. I’ve also cloaked you through various VPNs and proxies.”
Jagger frowned. He had a guy in sector 4 who could provide fake uLinks. Mostly to criminals. Though he knew the ultra-rich of the Governance also used them. They didn't want to leave a trail when accessing snuff or underage immersions.
“Isn’t that illegal?”
“That’s right, but w…w-e’re GCSO. If I want to hide you, I can.” Dev smiled. “There are some wipes there if you want to clean the N-Tac before you get in.” He turned away and continued to fiddle with things on his workstation.
The box of wipes sat on a counter covered with computer innards Jagger didn’t recognize but also other things like piping and electrical stuff. He guessed Dev probably helped repair the hospital come community center as well.
He gave the N-Tac suit a good once over with the wipes, then stripped off and squeezed into it. Once he was comfortable, he picked up the uLink node he’d placed next to the wipes and placed it on his neck. His DigiLenses came to life. In his vision, he surveyed all the things he took for granted. The time, message icons and other apps ready to be used. The set-up differed from how he had his. It felt weird. It was good to be connected to Ubiquity again but had the creepy feeling of being in someone else's skin.
He think-told Ubiquity to show him the highlights of the last Pherson F.C. game. A small, semi-transparent rectangle opened in his vision. The game highlights started, and Jagger could hear the game in his ear. He think-told Ubiquity to close the highlights.
“Right,” he said to Dev. “I’m ready to go in.” He walked over to the immersion pod and stepped inside.
Dev came over to him. “Great. I’ll be w…w-atching what you see via an output I’ve set up. So, no porno immersions,” he said and laughed.
The comment didn’t make Jagger feel any better about using the loaned N-Tac suit.
“Gotcha,” he said and closed the door.
#
Cool water gently lapped at Jagger’s feet as they sank into the golden sand. Behind him, a clear blue ocean stretched as far as he could see. Spread far on either side of him, people treaded out of the shallows onto the flat sandy beach. Ahead of him, a crowd had gathered in front of a stage, with a man draped in white sitting frozen on it.
He followed everyone as they made their way forward. The sun warmed his skin, and there was a sensation of a gentle breeze over his body. Jagger was impressed. The other self-help immersions he’d joined so far today had been much simpler. The kind where three immersion recorder sensors broadcast the ramblings of the supposed guru and you stood around the sides, nodding along to his points with the rest of the virtual audience.
This one was different, though. To achieve this effect, you’d have to have hundreds of immersion recorder sensors dotted over this area in a grid formation, thousands actually, when you looked at how far the beach stretched. He’d been in immersions by music superstars like that before. Their egos and wallets were big enough to pull something extravagant like that off.
The alternative way to pull off this effect was to have an AI build it. That would still cost a lot. But the latest gen creative AIs, could generate entire worlds you’d have a hard time distinguishing from real life. He understood why a large section of the population were addicted to immersive games. When reality was slaving away in a factory all day, producing resources for the rest of the Governance, why wouldn’t you want to lose yourself in a beautiful fantasy?
As he moved forward, the crowd got thicker. The sky was the beautiful orange of a sunset that never quite happened where Jagger lived. It would never happen here either, but at least they had programmed it to look beautiful, unlike the never-ending setting sun of Viribus B.
The crowd thickened so only a meter separated him and those around him. He considered going farther forward but preferred to hang back. A chime rang. Ahead of him, above the stage, huge lettering appeared floating in the sky.
Guru Jaihand Oodistu will continue to speak in one minute, the text read. Jagger had entered this live broadcast halfway through. He’d had to wait a while, as it wouldn’t let you enter while the guru spoke. You either had to join at the start or wait for one of the scheduled breaks.
Citizens who’d been dawdling in the shallows now padded forward through the crowd. Jagger pulled back a bit. A minute later, the sun did seem to dip a little, as the sky became darker, and an enormous image of Guru Jaihand Oodistu appeared over the stage.
Oodistu was an elderly man of Indian heritage. He was exactly what Jagger had thought a guru would look like. Others he’d seen that day, in more basic self-help immersions, looked like ordinary guys wearing boring clothing. Not Guru Jaihand Oodistu. He looked impressive in his white robes, long graying beard and assortment of beads. Even though he loomed over the crowd like a giant, his expression was a kind one, a trusting one.
“Now, where were we?” Guru Jaihand Oodistu said. “Oh, yes. Pain. We’re all collectors of pain. We do it every day. And remember,” Oodistu gave a warm smile, “I’m not talking about stubbing your toe or the creak in your knee. No. I’m talking about the pain in here,” he held his hand to his head, “and in here.” Oodistu now placed his hand on his heart.
Jagger looked around the crowd. The way Ubiquity worked was that your profile information, including an image of your head, was kept on record, so when you accessed any immersion, you would appear as you did in real life. There were ways around it if you could afford to buy an avatar, but the majority of citizens didn’t bother. Of course, in a gaming immersion, you took on the appearance of the character you played, or built, in the game. Either way, you could still be ID’d. Unless you had a cloaking setup like Dev had given him.
For now, Jagger didn’t worry about that. He also tried to ignore the fact that the profile Dev had given him, Curtis Dotson, had a different racial background than him. He kept surprising himself every time he glimpsed his dark hands.
“There is a way to feel free. You can get rid of the madness, the pain built up in you over the years,” Oodistu said.
Jagger looked around the crowd. The majority were male, which Jagger found surprising. He think-told Ubiquity to put the other immersion users’ details above their heads as he wandered among them.
“But there is a way. It is simple, yet it is hard.”
Jagger moved through the crowd slowly so as not to alarm anyone. As he moved past them, people looked at him. Some nodded a smile, others were annoyed to be taken out of their trance.
“You must observe your thoughts without engaging with them. You see, simple, yet hard.”
A laugh rippled through the crowd. Jagger kept moving. Looking at the profile details above their heads, most citizens joined from the Demesne or Viribus systems. He didn’t see any Orinians. Maybe they don’t have any pain to get rid of, he thought.
“Your mind is like an irresistible immersion channel. You close your eyes and, oh, there’s a thought. I’ll just observe, you think. An image comes in of you playing as a child, then another rushes in of you eating breakfast, then another of that special person you love, and before you know it, you are not watching, you have zoomed in and are in the thought. You have engaged.”
The crowd got thicker the farther forward he went. Soon, he wouldn’t be able to move without disturbing people. He decided to move along the crowd to the right, parallel to the stage.
“This is where it gets hard. You must bear witness to your thoughts without allowing yourself to get caught up in them. And you mustn't judge them. You must not think they are good or bad; when you do that, you have engaged.”
Jagger wasn’t really sure what he was looking for. Would Shi’s guys really be walking around in their orange outfits? He sighed and stopped for a moment to listen to the guru.
“But if you can, just watch. Yes, just watch. In time, yes, this is again the hard bit. In time, you will notice a gap. A gap between you and the thought.”
Jagger noticed something move out of the corner of his eye. He moved forward slowly, pushing past people in the crowd.
“And in that gap, you will find something. That you are not your thoughts. That you are in fact the watcher of thoughts!”
The crowd gasped.
There.
Someone ahead of him in an orange robe with a hood covering their head. Jagger moved forward, trying to get parallel with them.
“And if you are not your thoughts, where are they coming from?”
Jagger reached the same row as the hooded person. He edged along, trying to get closer.
“It is then you realize you can be free of your thoughts. If even only for a brief moment.” Guru Jaihand Oodistu’s voice rose as he spoke.
That was when Jagger noticed something strange. All the citizens had their Ubiquity details floating above them. All except for the hooded person. Cloaked. Jagger felt his heart thump.
“And this, my people.” Guru Jaihand Oodistu was now shouting. Jagger edged closer. He was only three people away. “This is where you find enlightenment!”
The hooded man spun around and locked eyes with Jagger. He had it. The man had an eye tattoo on his forehead. The crowd cheered.
“In the gap, you will experience what it is like to be free!”
Jagger moved toward the hooded man, determined to talk to him. A frown flashed across the hooded man’s face, and he vanished. Shit, thought Jagger.
The entire crowd now cheered and hollered. Jagger moved to the person the hooded man had spoken with. He noted his Ubiquity details. Alan Thornton. “Hey, can I speak to you?”
Alan’s eyes widened. “I didn’t do nothing wrong,” he said, then vanished too.
“Fuck,” Jagger said out loud. People around him turned and shook their heads in disapproval. Jagger sighed and watched as Guru Jaihand Oodistu rose to standing. Flowers rained down on him from the crowd.




Chapter Twenty-Three:
John Odia
John lay in bed with his other selves. The stars above him were new. Well, new to him anyway. Uma had brought them to yet another recently discovered system, for an evening of dinner and making love. The stars above them looked magical, celestial fireworks only they would witness.
The warmth of his female versions pressed into either side of him, their hands caressing him. He breathed in the night air. It felt cool as it drew past his lips, intoxicating. His chest expanded, and for just a moment, everything felt right. Then Uma spoke.
“Wouldn’t a child be wonderful?”
John felt his skin tighten. Miyu shifted next to him. He hoped she felt the same way he did.
“You know,” he said, trying to change the subject. “Of all the art, all the literature I’ve read, I’ve never seen lovers like us.”
Uma held a hand out to the stars. “Of all the lovers that have ever existed, we are truly the greatest.”
John smiled at Uma. She’d been so stressed lately, but tonight she seemed different. Happy.
“Is it incestuous?” he said.
Uma’s hand dropped, and her head snapped around to face him.
“No,” she said, pushing herself up onto an elbow. “If I were your mother. If you were sister and brother, then of course it would not be right. But we are not. We are genetically the same person. Okay, we might have switched one thing to make you male, but we are all the same person, just in different bodies. I was going to call you Yumi, so I had a me-you, and a you-me. To show that we are one.”
Uma took Miyu's hand and placed it on John's chest.
“That makes us the greatest lovers of all time. And one day soon, we will be the greatest leaders humanity has ever seen.” Uma looked up at the stars again. “I will take the Orini system. Which of you wants Demesne and which Haydar?”
“I don't want those filthy Demesnech,” Miyu said.
“I’m happy to have Demesne. There are some fine po—” John was about to say poets but caught himself. “Production facilities. Of course, I will hike the price up of everything once I’m in charge.”
“Oooh.” Miyu now sat up on an elbow, a childish grin on her face. “Then we can wage war on each other using the residuum as our pawns.”
“Like the royal cousins of old Europe,” John said, enjoying the fantasy. They both stared at him with a frown. “What?” he said, shrugging. “I like history. Anyway, what about Viribus?”
Miyu flopped back down to a lying position. “Ugh, who wants that single planet system?”
“There are three planets in Viribus,” John said.
Miyu hit him. “You know what I mean. Only Viribus B is habitable, and then only that tiny band that isn’t burning hot or frozen cold.”
“If neither of you want it, then I will take it.” Uma laughed. “After all, it is the primary source of Egosh, the most important substance we have.”
“Because of the Wilcox drive?” John said.
Uma nodded.
“Does the Sodality Jisha take the Egosh, or is it some sort of fuel?” John asked.
“Neither,” Uma said. “Soon, I will show you. But let’s not talk of that. Tonight, I want to forget.” She leaned forward and kissed John on the lips.




Chapter Twenty-Four:
Jagger Jakowski
“He exited the immersion as well,” Jagger said and popped a peanut into his mouth.
They were assembled in Radix’s office. Radix sat behind his desk and the others sat on chairs apart from Kaid, who leaned against a wall.
“It took you long enough,” Kaid said.
Jagger looked back at him. “I’ll let you search through a hundred immersions next time, since you’re the expert.”
Elkie, who sat next to Jagger, laughed.
“You did excellent work,” Radix said. Jagger nodded thanks. “Dev, did you manage to ID the hooded guy?”
“N…n-negative,” Dev said. “They have a good cloaking set up, whoever they are.”
Jagger sat forward. “But we ID’d the guy he spoke to. Alan Thornton. He’s a Viribian too. Lives out in Glencore.”
“That’s on the other side of the planet, right?” Boom-Mee said.
“Yeah. It’s the largest city after Pherson.” 
Kaid pushed off the wall. “Okay, let’s go and put the finger on this guy. See what he knows.”
“Or we could stay right here and let Dev use those magic fingers of his,” Elkie said. She turned to Dev. “You could hack into his account, right? See if he’s been in contact with Shi’s group?”
Dev smiled. He let go of the drawstring on his hoodie he’d been playing with. “Ye…ye-I can do that, no problem.”
Jagger turned to him. “Really?”
“Th…th-the rich, the important, they all have good security. Probably fake profiles, too. You could stand next to the CEO of Bask & Moon and never know. B…b-ut a regular guy like Alan Thornton, easy. In a couple of hours, I could hack in and see all his communications. A few hours more and you’ll be able to be Alan Thornton in an immersion.”
“What?” Jagger said.
“The same way you were Curtis Dotson earlier, you could be Alan Thornton tomorrow.”
“It’s that easy?”
Dev shrugged. “Y…y-ou’d be surprised how many people have their immersion profiles hijacked.”
“Okay,” Radix said. “Let start with that.” He turned to Kaid. “If we find nothing, you can fly out and see what he has to say in person.”
#
Wind blew a plastic bag along the old store’s landing zone into the thin pathways between the slum buildings.
Jagger leaned against the wall of the store and drew a deep breath. It might have been because it was not his N-Tac suit, but after exiting the immersion and finishing the debriefing, he’d had a powerful urge to get outside. Across the LZ, a man stood on top of a slum house, built out of corrugated metal, fixing a solar panel. After a few minutes of looking extremely annoyed, the man finally smiled and stood up. He picked up a hammer and secured the new power line to a wooden post that ran to the floor.
The man’s ability to fix his own home impressed Jagger. Repair work was not his thing. Hell, his drone drop-off box had been broken for months, and the thought had never once crossed his mind to try and fix it himself. The image of his broken drop-off box made him feel sad, not because he’d not mended it, but because he might never see it again. He owned little, and wasn’t particularly sentimental. Even so, that was his life. And what was it now? He was wanted for murder and had a stolen profile. Maybe he’d end up like that guy. Living in a ramshackle home.
“Penny for your thoughts?”
Jagger turned and spotted Elkie approaching. She leaned next to him on the wall.
“I was just thinking that might be me soon.” He nodded to the man on the roof.
Elkie frowned. “What, a solar panel repair man?”
“No.” He sighed. “I’ll end up living in a slum like this?”
Elkie pushed herself off the wall and turned to him. “Hey, no.” She placed a hand on his arm. He turned to face her. “I’m sorry, dickhead. When you got involved, I didn’t think it would turn out like this.”
Jagger shrugged and looked to the ground. He hated being maudlin but couldn’t help it. He was torn between feeling sad for himself and guilty for failing Natalie Bevan.
Elkie leaned forward and stared up into his eyes. “Radix is an outstanding commander. We’ll find out who killed Tobias and get your name cleared. You’ll be back drinking shite beer in the Pity Sink before you know it.”
Jagger laughed and brought his gaze back up to hers. “It’s Le Petit Zinc, and if Lolo heard you say that about her beer, she’d give you a good ass whooping.”
“I’m sure she would.” Elkie flashed a smile. “I’m serious, though. I’ve worked with Radix for five years now. We always come out on top.”
“That’s good to know,” Jagger said. “You’re a bit of an odd team, if you don’t mind me saying. Very different to anything I witnessed back when I was in.”
Elkie leaned on the wall. “That’s because we’re not military like you were. GCSO is part of Governance Intelligence. Sure, Radix and Kaid have military backgrounds, but Boom-Mee and I were part of internal recruitment programs. And Dev, well, what I’ve heard is that his and Radix’s paths crossed on a couple of missions, and Radix was so impressed with his skills that he recruited him. I don’t think he gave Dev much of a choice, though. It was either that or a penal colony.”
“What’s up with Kaid?”
“He’s an asshole right?”
Jagger laughed. “One of the biggest.”
Elkie watched a group of kids exit the old store and walk onto the LZ. “Kaid’s only been with us six months. I can’t stand the guy, and I’m sure Boom-Mee and Dev feel the same.” Elkie opened her mouth to say something else but was interrupted by a swarm of kids yelling and hollering. “We did it, Elkie, we did it!” The children were bouncing around her.
Elkie opened her arms to hug some of them, a broad smile Jagger hadn’t seen before spread across her face. “What’s this now?”
“The water, Elkie, we did it,” the kids shouted. “Come on.” They grabbed Elkie’s hand and pulled her along.
She turned and smiled at Jagger. “Come on, dickhead. You’ve gotta see this.”
On the roof of the store, they stood over an array of solar panels. The one meter by two meter panels glimmered in the setting sun.
“They salvaged these from abandoned houses on the outskirts of Pherson City,” Elkie said, walking along the line of panels.
Jagger nodded. It impressed him that a bunch of kids had wired up and gotten these solar panels working. “So, what you running with the electricity? The lighting?”
Milo, one of the smaller boys, who they all seem to have agreed was their leader, or at least spokesperson, smiled up at Jagger.
“No. Something better than that,” Milo said. He grabbed Jagger’s hand and pulled him along to the edge of the rooftop. Leads from the panels led to a series of plastic pipes running down the side of the building. Jagger had no idea what he was looking at.
“Milo, you didn’t?” Elkie said, inspecting a fan on top of one of the pipes.
“It works!” Milo said. A massive grin sat on the small boy’s face.
Jagger put his hand over one of the spinning fans. He felt nothing. “It’s drawing hot air in? Shouldn’t it be blowing it out?”
The gang of children erupted into laugher. Jagger clearly didn’t know what he was talking about.
Elkie put a hand on Jagger’s shoulder and addressed Milo. “You’d better show us where the alchemy happens and enlighten Jagger to what this is.”
“Ya. Sure,” Milo said brightly. The boy seemed very proud of what they had achieved. “This way.”
They walked to a set of metal stairs that ran down to the ground floor and descended. “This building has running water, but it costs us nearly half the community’s pooled money each month to run.” Jagger knew this to be true. He’d complained the first day, when Elkie brought him a small bucket of water and said that’s all he had to wash with.
“None of the adults seemed bothered by this,” Milo continued. “To be fair, food is their main priority, that and protecting us from scavenging gangs. But I watched some videos from Old Earth, and I found out about this.” They were on the ground floor to the side of the old superstore. Milo lay a hand on one of the pipes that ran down the side of the building. “I came across a video from before the Event by this brilliant inventor called Konstantin Avdienko. He’d come up with a way to turn air into water.” Milo held out a handheld Ubiquity display for Jagger to see. He’d noticed that none of the people in the slum wore uLink nodes. They probably couldn’t afford them. Instead, they all use battered old Ubiquity devices.
Jagger looked up at the pipes, puzzled. “How?”
“The community wouldn’t let us use any of their electricity, so we had to rig up those solar panels we found. They power fans that sit on top of each pipe and draw hot air down.” Milo pointed to where the pipes went into some recently dug up dirt. “Underground, around seven feet down, it’s much cooler. About fifty-one degrees Fahrenheit. Down there, we have a heat exchange coil. It pulls cold from the ground and makes the water in the hot air condense. The water runs off into a small reservoir and comes out this tap.” Milo picked up an empty bottle which sat by the pipe. He flicked the tap on. Water poured out, filling the bottle. Milo turned the tap off and held the bottle out for Jagger.
He reached out and took it from the boy, not wanting to seem rude. “This is drinkable?” he said, looking into the bottle.
“Ya. It’s cool, drinkable water. It means we can probably halve our water costs each month. Try it.” The boy looked up at Jagger expectantly.
Not wanting to upset the boy, Jagger put the bottle to his lips and took a small amount of water into his mouth, ready to spit it out. It surprised him. The water tasted clean and was cold. He swallowed the sip and took a mouthful. He hadn’t drunk cold water since he’d been here, so this felt like a luxury. In fact, it was a luxury.
“Don’t hog it all, dickhead,” Elkie said. She snatched the bottle from Jagger and took a big swig, her eyes closed, savoring the moment. She swallowed and grinned at Milo. Elkie went down to her knees and hugged the small boy. Then she opened her arms out and gathered all the children. “You guys are amazing.”
Milo blushed.
“I know some of the other adults didn’t appreciate what you were doing, but this is amazing.” Elkie wiped a tear welling in her eye. “You’ve…” Elkie bit her lip now. Jagger had never seen this side of her before. It was almost maternal. “Milo, your mom and dad would have been so proud of you. I’m so proud of you.” She wiped another tear and looked around the group of children. “All of you. You exceed our expectations every day. And what you’ve done here is special. This will bring joy and relief to the entire community.”
Jagger watched as Elkie touched foreheads with each child. She was right. This was special. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad living in the slums. Especially with kids like this around.
#
A wonderful energy ran through the slum that evening. The community threw a small party out in the LZ to celebrate the children’s achievement. Jagger found himself feeling jealous of these poverty-stricken children. Even though he’d had friends growing up, his parents had always been fairly distant. He’d always thought of this as one of his strengths, one of the things that made him a good immersion investigator. The fact that he wasn’t close to anyone. Watching the group sharing the joy of the kids’ success brought up feelings he thought he’d forgotten.
“Hit it, Milo.” The group cheered as the tiny boy tried to strike a pinata, improvised out of a cardboard box. It was comical watching Milo swing the stick, which was as long as he was tall. Finally, he connected with the box. The bottom opened, and its contents fell out. It looked mostly like ripped up bits of paper to give a pleasant effect. The boy rummaged in the broken pinata and found a small package of sweets. He held them aloft, and everyone cheered as adult set up a fresh box for another child to swing at.
Jagger felt a hand on his shoulder and spun to see Elkie stood behind him. “Hey.”
“Hey.” Jagger smiled. “Looks like they’re having fun.”
Elkie looked at the scene in front of them. “Yeah, they do.” Elkie moved around, so she stood in front of Jagger, her hand still on his shoulder. “Now we’ve got all this extra water, we have enough to have a shower. So, I thought I’d get clean.”
Jagger nodded. He wasn’t really thinking about the morning, but it was good to know he could properly wash the feeling of Dev’s N-Tac suit off of him.
Elkie moved closer, so her body pressed into his. Her plump electric blue lips, slightly moist, opened, revealing her pink tongue. Jagger felt himself swell. Elkie looked up into his eyes. “So, do you want to take one with m—”
“G..g-guys!” Dev said, running up to them.
Elkie put the tip of her tongue on her top lip and rolled her eyes. Jagger smiled.
“What is it, Dev?” she said, taking her hand off of Jagger’s shoulder and turning to face her colleague.
Dev bounced up and down. “Y…y…y… argh.”
“Hey, it’s okay,” Elkie said. She put a hand on each of his scrawny arms. “Slow down and tell us.”
Dev took a few deep breaths. “Y…y… I got into Alan Thornton’s account. There was a message.” Dev’s face lit up. Jagger went to speak, but Dev held his hand up. “It’s an invitation into an immersion. An immersion called T…T-rue Light. Alan is in there right now.”
Elkie looked at Jagger and smiled. She turned back to Dev. “You’re a genius,” she said and planted a kiss on the man’s cheek. “Right, let’s find Radix and decide what to do.”




Chapter Twenty-Five:
John Odia
John stood on the platform trying to get used to the low gravity. He looked down on the rows and rows of viviparous surrogate sacks floating in clear cylinders. There was an efficiency to the place. Technicians moved in an ordered motion, tending to the embryos that were developing rapidly, just as he and Miyu had. Soon, they’d be fetuses, and their humanity would be clear for all to see.
“I’m sorry Sodality member Van Basten couldn’t be here to give you the tour today. He’s been busy with Egosh production,” Dr. Oblisis said.
“That’s fine,” Uma said. “John, Miyu, Dr. Oblisis is the director of the Wilcox Center. You remember him?”
John nodded. In their youth, only a couple of years ago, they saw Dr. Oblisis at least once a week. He appeared younger than John remembered, but every adult had seemed old when he was a child. The doctor still had the same haughty manner and gray skin.
“Shall we begin?” Dr. Oblisis said. Uma nodded, and the doctor waved a hand out at the rows of glass cylinders below. “You are looking at the next generation of Wilcox drives.”
John frowned. “The Wilcox drive is human?”
“Yes. Each cylinder holds a Wilcox clone.”
“Like us?” Miyu said. And John suddenly knew why Dr. Oblisis had been their physician.
The doctor turned to Miyu and gave a thin smile. “Yes. I developed you and John in a similar fashion.”
“Let’s stick to the Wilcox drive, shall we?” Uma said. More of a command than a question.
Dr. Oblisis nodded and walked along the platform toward a door at the end.
“The Wilcox clones develop at a faster rate than a normal human,” the doctor said as pushed open the door, and they emerged into another room with rows of incubators in it. “So, we can move from fetuses to neonatal in less than eleven weeks.”
They age at the same rate as us, John thought.
Below them, some Wilcox babies cried, while some were being fed. John moved along the platform and looked over the railing at where the technicians gave the babies milk. John marveled at the identical features of the babies, then shook his head for being impressed by the obvious.
Miyu turned to the doctor. “The technicians, they’re clones as well?”
Dr. Oblisis glanced at Uma, who nodded. “Yes, that’s correct.”
“They’re Wilcox clones?”
“No.” The doctor shook his head. “We have several breeds we use for different purposes. These are Marthas. They are bred for service duties.”
“Bred?” John asked.
“Yes.” Dr. Oblisis said, missing John’s look of concern. “Then we have the Sodali—”
Uma coughed. “Let’s stick to the Wilcox clones for now.” She put her hand on John’s back and led him away from the railing. As he stepped away, he took a final glance over his shoulder at the faces of the technicians. It was true. Every one was a female in their twenties with the same turned-up nose, the same thin lips, the same blonde hair and blue eyes. John stared at Miyu and wondered if that was how people viewed them? No, he decided. Their different genders and Uma’s age made it seem like they were related rather than clones. Even so, he felt a strange sensation in his chest looking at the only other clones he’d ever seen.
“How about we move on to the conditioning center?” Uma said.
Dr. Oblisis nodded. “This way.”
He led them downstairs into a different part of the building, eventually emerging into a room that dwarfed the previous two. A series of large glass rooms confronted them, each with a bed, a table and chair, and a door that led to a smaller chamber they couldn’t see inside. John guessed that was a bathroom.
In each glass box, a young child sat. An identical boy with light olive skin and brown hair and eyes. Dr. Oblisis led them through the maze of glass rooms. John tried not to stare at the boys.
“Ah, here we are,” Dr. Oblisis said. “Row twenty-seven.”
John looked along the row. The boys in these glass rooms appeared older than the first few rows. Outside each room, a technician sat talking, no, singing with the boys.
“What are they doing?” Miyu asked.
“To move objects, the children must repeat a phrase when they are in The Empty,” Dr. Oblisis said.
“The Empty?”
“Yes, it’s the space you go into when you take Egosh. I’ll show you.”
They walked along a few more rows. Here, the boys were again older than the last set. In each room, the boys held a thin tube device. Some had their eyes closed and the device to their lips.
“What is that?”
“The kykeon. It delivers the Egosh in three increasing doses,” the doctor said. “Each one takes the Wilcox clone’s mind deeper into The Empty so they can speak to the Entity.”
John looked at the rows of boys in these tiny glass cells with these strange metal tubes in their mouths.
“Do they ever get out?” John said. “Do they get to play?”
Dr. Oblisis frowned. “They’re taken for physical conditioning once a day, but otherwise, they stay in their rooms. They must be acclimatized to small places. After all, a Wilcox drive isn’t exactly a palace.”
At the mention of the word palace, John felt his heart sink. He was a clone but didn’t have to live in a cramped box. What luck of fate had placed him here, on the outside of the glass cage, on the outside of servitude? He turned away.
“John, are you all right?” Uma said.
When he turned to face Uma, John’s eyes were wet, his mouth pulled together. He went to speak but was cut off by a series of cries in the distance. John stiffened. If he wasn’t mistaken, they were short cries of a baby. The cries suddenly stopped.
“What was that?”
“Those are the sacr—”
“Thank you, doctor, but I think we should go now,” Uma said in a loud voice.
“What?” Miyu said. “But we haven’t learned anything?”
“Fine,” Uma said. “Let’s get something to drink. The doctor and I will answer questions as we walk.”
“What was that noise?” John asked.
Uma shook her head. “I’ll answer that later.”
“You mentioned an Entity in The Empty. I don’t understand how any of this works,” Miyu said.
The doctor smiled as he led them back through the maze of glass rooms. “Yes, it does sound strange. But basically, the Wilcox clone takes three doses of Egosh, and their mind enters The Empty. In that space, they then ask the Entity to move an object. It could be a glass or the room they are in. It could even be a ship.”
“Is the Entity God?” John asked.
Dr. Oblisis laughed. “I don’t think so. We believe the Entity lives right here alongside us but in a higher dimension we can’t perceive. It’s aware of us, but we aren’t aware of it.”
“Why bother with all this?” Miyu asked. “Why can’t I just take Egosh and ask the Entity to move me somewhere?”
“Good question,” Dr. Oblisis said. “If you took Egosh, you wouldn’t meet the Entity that the Wilcox clones do. You probably wouldn’t meet any Entity at all. Like all the Lumen who use Egosh, you would probably have a self-reflective, relaxing experience. As far as we know, only the Wilcox clones meet the Entity.”
“So,” John said, trying to make sense of all this. “There must be an original? Someone who took Egosh and realized he could do this?”
Dr. Oblisis raised an eyebrow and smiled. “That’s right. One hundred and fifty-odd years ago, when humanity was still trapped on Old Earth, a man named Jacob Wilcox took a large dose of Egosh, though it was named something different then, and found that he could ask an Entity to move objects.” The doctor pushed open the exit to the conditioning room, and they entered a long corridor. “Initially, he was controlled by one of the old governments. You know, there used to be hundreds of different powers ruling different sections of Earth?” The doctor laughed.
John nodded.
“Well, a power called the United States controlled Jacob Wilcox. They used him as a weapon, then for space exploration,” the doctor said as they entered another room, this one a dining hall. John didn’t pay his surroundings much attention as they were guided to a secluded table. He was far too interested in what Dr. Oblisis was saying.
Once they were comfortable and had their order taken, the doctor continued, “The United States searched for others who could connect with the Entity as Jacob Wilcox could but failed. They had the technology to clone, but it was banned for humans, not even for spare organs and cells. But as Jacob Wilcox got older, and they wanted to try riskier jumps outside of the Sol system, they realized that cloning him was the only way to guarantee they could continue their exploration.” The doctor waved his hand to underscore how obvious he found their action.
“But as cloning was not just illegal but heavily frowned upon by the Old Earth societies, the United States never revealed how they were moving the ships. They came up with the idea of a Wilcox drive. A room on each ship controlled by a secretive government agency. In time, that agency developed into the Sodality, and Governance citizens are still unaware how the Wilcox drive actually functions.”
The doctor lay his hands on the table and smiled, clearly happy with his recounting of the history of the device that made the Governance possible.
The table was quiet while John and Miyu digested what the doctor had said. John was about to speak when the waitress appeared. He looked up to thank her as she placed his tea in front of him but caught his breath when he observed her face. She owned the same turned-up nose, the same thin lips, the same blue eyes as the technicians he’d seen earlier, but she was aged. Her face heavily wrinkled, her hair losing its color. John turned his gaze away, then felt ashamed for doing so. He glanced up again, but the elderly lady had walked away. Around the room, he noticed all the servers were older versions of the technicians.
“So, why so few of them?” Miyu asked, oblivious to John’s shock. “Why have jump ships everyone has to dock to? Why not give every ship a Wilcox drive? Then they could jump straight to a spaceport on planet, rather than having to transport people and freight down via the space elevators.”
“Two reasons,” Uma said, waving down Dr. Oblisis. “First, we don’t want people jumping around wherever they like. We control who jumps and when.” Uma took a sip of her tea. “Second, jumping onto a planet is hard. The Wilcox clone must visualize the object and location they want to jump it to. The clones who work the drives in the jump ships are skilled at visualizing the jump ship and its attached ships. They then only need to visualize the space above a planet.”
“But our Wilcox drive jumps us to planets?” John said.
“Yes, each high-ranking member of the Governance has a specially trained Wilcox clone who can jump them to specific locations they have already been to and can visualize perfectly. Hence why the Wilcox drives we use are uniform rectangles, and we always blink to a landing zone in the open, away from other buildings or structures.”
“Interesting,” John said.
“That’s why in the Dissidence War we couldn’t just blink in and kill the leaders?” Miyu said.
Uma smiled. “Yes, that’s exactly right. Of course, we could have jumped a nuclear weapon above a city or something, but we didn’t want to destroy the mining and production infrastructure we had spent decades creating.”
“I always wondered why it took so long t—”
A cry and loud crash of plates and cups interrupted Miyu. They all rubbernecked to the location of the noise. One of the elderly waitresses lay sprawled out on the floor. Three men in blue coveralls quickly appeared and lifted her up while other waitresses started to clean the mess.
“No, no!” the waitress cried as the men carried her through doors leading out of the dining area.
John, who realized he was standing, sat back down. “Will she be okay?”
“Don’t worry,” Dr. Oblisis said. “It happens all the time because they age so quickly.”
“Where are they taking her?” Miyu asked.
“To the recycling center,” Dr. Oblisis said, going back to his coffee.
John stared at the table. That woman, how long ago had she been his age? How long until…
“Will that happen to us?”
“What?” Dr. Oblisis said.
Uma spoke. “Now that you are approaching maturity, we are working on a way to correct your aging speed. Isn’t that right, doctor?”
“Huh? Oh, yes. We have some DNA editing techniques we’re working on,” the doctor said, but John didn’t hear him. He could only hear the cry of the elderly waitress as they carried her away to be recycled.




Chapter Twenty-Six:
Jagger Jakowski
“Thornton’s in there right now?” Jagger asked.
The six of them were crammed into Dev’s room, scattered with computer parts and the immersion pod. The place felt claustrophobic.
“Y…y… That’s right.”
“Outstanding work, Dev,” Radix said.
“Can you give us a view from inside the immersion?” Jagger asked.
“No,” Dev said. “I can only do that if we t…t-ake control of the profile and run it through my kit here.” Dev pointed to a black box that sat on his untidy desk.
Jagger frowned. “And can you do that? Take control of his profile?”
“Y…y… affirmative. But it will take a few minutes. I have to boot Thornton out of Ubiquity by forcing the network junction nearest to him to restart. It will also t…t-ake out everyone else using that network. While it’s offline, I’ll lock his profile into my kit here, so when the network comes back online, and his uLink node tries to reconnect using his biometrics, it won’t allow him in.”
“How long do you need?” Radix said.
“T…t-en minutes.”
“Okay. Get to work.” Radix nodded to Dev, then turned to face his team and Jagger. “So, what’s the plan?”
“Either Elkie or Boom-Mee go in,” Kaid said. “Get us an idea of what we’re dealing with. Make contact with other people like Thornton. Give us a few profiles to hijack or visit in real life and question.”
Radix nodded. He looked at Elkie and Boom-Mee. “Which one of you is more comfortable in immersion?”
They both looked at each other.
“I use t—”
“Yeah,” Jagger said, cutting Boom-Mee off. “It’s not going to be either of you. I found Thornton. I’m going in.”
Radix shook his head. “Negative. We need one of our operatives in there. Elkie and Boom-Mee are trained for this sort of thing.”
“Trained for this sort of thing?” Jagger repeated. “This is what I do for a living.”
“We need an expert,” Kaid said.
“I am an expert.”
“It might be dangerous,” Radix said. “People have died in N-Tac malfunctions because of these guys.”
“Look,” Jagger said, waving his hands, “you’ve got me involved in something. I’m now wanted for murder. My career is ruined. I have to know who these people are. I’m going in.”
Radix looked at Elkie and Boom-Mee. They both shrugged. “Fine,” Radix said. “But you stick to the plan.”
“Which is?” Jagger said.
“As Kaid said, we need intel on what they are doing. We’re totally blind, so report back how the immersion is laid out. How many users are in the broadcast, how many visitors, how many creators. What access to them is like. Can you question them? And if you can ID the people lured in, that gives us options going forward.”
Kaid snorted. “You think you can manage that?”
“No problem,” Jagger said. He moved the few short steps to the immersion pod where the N-Tac suit hung. He started to undress. Everyone stared at him. “A bit of privacy.”
Kaid rolled his eyes before he and the others turned away. Jagger caught Elkie making an exaggerated, sad face with her lips as she turned. He smiled and continued to get changed.
#
Everything flashed white, and Jagger found himself floating in the center of a giant bubble with hundreds of video tiles making up the inner wall. He was in Alan Thornton’s immersion account.
“Open his messages.” Dev’s voice appeared in Jagger’s head. It startled him. He’d done thousands of hours in immersion but never had someone talk to him while watching from the outside before.
He did as Dev asked and opened Thornton’s messages and immediately noticed the one from the True Light. He think-told Ubiquity to take him into that immersion. Everything flashed white.
Jagger now found himself lying down on a smooth, black rock facing toward what looked like a sun floating in space. It took him a moment to understand what he saw. It wasn’t a sun. Just a golden disk. A golden disk with a countdown readout on it. Around the disk were black, petal-shaped rocks, hundreds of them, orbiting the disk. Bodies were lying on each rock, just as he was, all facing the central golden disk. He’d been in hundreds of immersions. It was pretty hard to impress him, but this did it. Even though it would be far cheaper to produce than Guru Jaihand Oodistu’s beach immersion, this was more awe-inspiring.
Jagger tried to sit up on the black rock but found he couldn’t move his body. Not a good sign. He found he could move his head around, though. Next to him, the nearest black rock floated ten meters away. A man lay on the rock, staring at the golden disk, his face held in silent wonderment. Hopefully Dev can ID him, he thought.
“Hey,” Jagger said, but the man’s expression didn’t change. It was like shouting into space. Into the void. Past his neighbor, Jagger gawked at black petals trailing off into the distance, getting smaller and smaller before curling inward, disappearing around the back of the central golden disk.
Even though the rock’s grip held him fast, he felt he could slide off at any moment. He made the sensation worst when he looked down to his feet and saw hundreds of black rocks trailing off below him as well. They were fragments orbiting a sun. Living fragments.
A boom rang out from the central disk. Jagger turned his gaze toward it. A golden light burst out of the disk and expanded outward toward him. Jagger took a sharp breath in. Will this crush me like poor Tsai Bevan?
The golden light streamed forward. Jagger felt pressure all over his body. He looked frantically at his neighbors. They were smiling with glee, clearly not worried about what the light would do. Before he could scream, the light was upon him, and a boom sounded in his ears, a crescendo. His entire body tingled. It wasn’t uncomfortable. It was... It was... lovely. He smiled. Waves of pressure and alternating temperature undulated over his body. The sensation felt remarkable. He groaned and let his eyes partially close in a euphoric daze. The tingling sensation was—Jagger opened his eyes, suddenly self-conscious. Not of other people on the rocks; they were lost in the occasion. It was the others back in Dev’s room. Radix and the team monitoring the immersion had just heard him groan. He was glad they couldn’t see his body in the immersion pod because he was sure he now had an erection.
“Is this the feeling they promised you? The feeling you’ve been looking for?” a voice boomed out, startling Jagger. He’d been so lost in euphoria he hadn’t noticed the disk turn to lay flat. A man in an orange robe with a hood hiding his face now stood on its surface. The undulating sensations stopped as the man grew bigger, his face unseen in the darkness of his hood. The hooded man grew so huge he took up all of Jagger’s field of view. He appeared to be staring directly at him, but Jagger imagined this was a trick of the immersion. Everyone pinned to the rocks would feel like that. Like they had a personal audience with God.
“An ecstasy only attainable by letting go of your troubles, by attaining enlightenment.” The hooded man waved his robed arms. “These self-proclaimed gurus promise nirvana, if only you let go of your pain. Or have you spent unfruitful hours seeking elation like this in the carnal pleasures of adult immersions? Using the sexual release to numb the pain?”
The hooded man spread his arms out wide. “It’s a lie!” 
Jagger heard people hollering and whooping from the surrounding rocks. The man raised his hands to his hood and pulled it back, revealing a bald scalp with an eye tattoo on his forehead.
“Shi,” Jagger gasped.
“It’s a lie!” Shi repeated. “That’s what they want you to do. They are cheating you out of what is really yours. They are stealing your life from you. They want you to think something is wrong with you. But there is nothing wrong with you.” Shi paused. A smile spread across his face. “There is nothing wrong with you. But there is everything wrong with them!”
Cheering erupted everywhere. An electric feeling rippled across the rings of rocks, making Jagger’s hair stand on end. He didn’t believe this was a trick of the immersion. This was the physical response to witnessing something incredible. He now understood why Tsai Bevan worshiped this man.
“They get us to dance and sing, distracting us with momentary hits of pleasure, while they steal from us. Making us think we’re free, while really, we’re slaves. Then they get us to doubt ourselves. Doubt our lives so we feel empty. So we feel like something is missing. You need it but don't know what it is. You think the problem is in you. That’s what they demand you believe. But the problem is in them.”
Shi paused to give time for his captive audience to shower him in exclamations of agreement. Jagger looked around. All the others, floating on rocks, were shouting and calling and smiling. They loved it. They loved what Shi said.
“For years, they have been strangling us,” Shi continued, “killing us, for what? So the Orinians can live in luxury?” Boos came from the crowd now.
“You know they don't work? We work, we slave, so they don't have to.” More boos. “They ship Viribians and Demesnech in to do the jobs. They don't even let the workers live near them. The workers live in cramped space stations connected to the cities by space elevators.
“The Orinians have become so corrupt, so twisted from what a decent human is, that they harvest babies and slaughter them so the Governance can grow.”
People were shouting angry insults about the Governance. Jagger snorted. He’d been to two of the planets in the Orini system, and while they were privileged pricks, they worked. Most of them. And he hadn’t seen any babies being slaughtered. He assumed that was an analogy Shi used, to hammer home his belief in what the Governance was doing to the citizens of the other systems.
Shi waved his hands again to quiet the crowd. “The Governance is corrupt. It serves only the Orinians. You know this. In the Demesne system, you work all day mining resources or in factories producing products. On Viribus B, you work hard creating immersions for us to lose ourselves in.”
Booing started up in some sections of the orbiting rocks.
“Oh, you think the Viribians have got it easy, do you?” Shi said.
Shouts of confirmation rang out.
“No. That is what they want. They want you to hate each other, to blame each other, to divide you. That way, you are not blaming them. You’re akin to a slave, working day in and day out, for what? How long can you continue like this?” Shi leaned forward, and his giant face felt like it was only meters from Jagger’s. “Do you want to rot forever in an apathetic existence?”
“No!” the answer came back.
“Use your pain,” Shi continued, red veins in his eyes bulging. “They use us as tools. If we are tools, then we must work for ourselves. We must use our pain!”
“Use our pain!” hundreds of voices shouted.
“We have a weapon.” Shi smiled and pulled back, so his whole orange robed body came into view. He stood in silence. Then Jagger spotted it. A glimmer of color crept out from behind Shi’s right shoulder. More color emerged, forming a head. A snake’s head. As big as Shi’s. Each scale iridescent, like oil in water. As the snake came over Shi’s shoulder, feathers appeared around the head.
“Quetzalcoatl,” Jagger whispered to himself.
The crowd recognized it too as they began to chant, “Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl.”
The snake slithered down Shi’s torso, then hooked itself around his waist before coming out on the other side. It held itself up, so its head was in line with Shi’s. The scales on the body were an iridescent rainbow, similar to the head. Fuchsias and cyans and limes shimmered over the body of the snake. It was one of the most beautiful things Jagger had ever witnessed.
Was this an entity? An entity in an immersion? Jagger shook his head. It couldn’t be. None of them had taken Egosh. This wasn’t a shared Lumen experience. It’s just an AI generated graphic, he thought to himself but couldn’t help but be in awe of it.
Shi waved his hands and quieted the crowd. “Quetzalcoatl has witnessed the world be destroyed many times. The last time, Quetzalcoatl refused to accept the deaths of the innocents anymore. He used their bones and his own blood in order to bring them back to life. To create the fifth sun. This world.” Shi held his arms out. The snake coiled around one arm. 
“But they have ruined this world. Our business owners are gangsters, our leaders are corrupt, nothing but stooges for the immoral.” Shi raised his arms. “But we are the light! We are the True Light!”
The crowd went wild.
“Together with Quetzalcoatl, we will bring down the Governance and use its blood and bones to build a new world. The sixth sun! A world for us all!” Quetzalcoatl pulled itself up, so it was above Shi, and spread its neck out like a cobra, the iridescent feathers splayed out behind it.
“I need two of you,” Shi shouted. “Two of you to help take apart the Governance, piece by piece. Who will it be? Who will be part of the True Light’s next strike at the Governance?”
An option appeared in the air in front of Jagger for him to volunteer, as the wording said: Help the True Light end the Governance’s reign, and usher in a new future. Instinctively, he reached out to touch it and discovered he could move his arm. He tapped the option committing him to volunteer.
A message appeared: Thank you, Alan
Jagger realized he hadn’t committed himself to volunteering. He’d committed Alan Thornton.




Chapter Twenty-Seven:
Uma Odia
Uma stood in the grounds of the prime coordinator’s residence. It was another beautiful day on Elyssia, and Uma felt herself glowing. Not just from the radiant heat of the sun, which bathed her in light like golden yellow turmeric, but from the feeling of having taken action.
She checked the time in her vision through her DigiLenses and wasn’t even annoyed when she noticed her guest was late.
She stood in a clearing paved with concrete, surrounded by trees to hide its bare ugliness from the rest of the grounds. Then, between blinks of her eye, a large matte black rectangle appeared in the center of the clearing. A heartbeat later, a doorway opened in the rectangle's side, and Magdalena Hort stepped out.
The woman’s pale skin and red hair stood out wildly against the black of the Wilcox drive she had emerged from. Hort spotted Uma. She gave her a nervous smile and walked toward her.
“Prime Coordinator,” Hort said as she arrived to where Uma stood. “It is an honor to be invited to your residence. Thank you.”
Uma waved a hand at her comment. “Enough of that. Please call me Uma.”
“Thank you, Uma,” Hort said. Uma observed her eyes flicking to either side of her.
“Oh,” Uma said, putting an arm around Hort, leading her away from the Wilcox drive. “Don’t worry about them. That’s just my security. You’ll have a protective team assigned to you soon enough.” Uma nodded to Trey Ullman as they passed her ever present security detail and emerged through the trees into the prime coordinator’s grounds proper.
“Wow,” Hort said, looking around.
Uma smiled. She took for granted how spectacular her grounds were. She enjoyed taking a guest around them for the first time, especially someone like Hort who, in her naïve manner, let her astonishment show.
“When I came to power, most of the prime coordinator’s residence grounds where just tended wild land. I commissioned several gardens inspired by the great gardens of Old Earth. Versailles, Keukenhof, Koishikawa Korakuen.” Uma waved her hand out at the impressive garden. “My son John has been building a recreation of Clos Normand, the Old Earth painter Monet’s garden.”
Magdalena nodded. “I didn’t know you had a son?”
“Yes, and a daughter, Miyu,” Uma said, watching Hort out of the corner of her eye. “You met them the other day. My special advisors.”
Hort's eyebrows rose in recognition. “Ah, yes. They were nice.”
Uma said nothing as they arrived at a table and chairs shaded by a large tree. They sat, and a woman dressed in all white appeared, making Hort startle.
“Would you like some drinks?” the woman said.
“Just water for me,” Hort said, adjusting her dress on the chair.
“Nonsense,” Uma said. “We shall have some champagne please, Tilda.”
Tilda nodded. “I will bring some water as well,” she said, and then she was gone.
The midday sun had heated the air, making their stop under the shade of the tree refreshing in itself. The table looked across a tended garden with grass laid out in a maze. An assortment of brightly colored flowers banked sections of the maze, and farther on, a circular fountain sprayed water up into the air, which caught the sun and twinkled like diamonds.
Tilda returned with champagne in an ice bucket and two glasses. She popped the cork, which made Hort jump again, and carefully poured two glasses, then left.
“Here’s to new beginnings,” Uma said and raised her glass. Hort did the same, and they both drank a sip of the sparkling wine.
Hort narrowed her eyes, but also let the sides of her red lips curl up in a small smile. “New beginnings?”
“Yes.” Uma smiled broadly. “From tomorrow, you will be the new Demesne system coordinator. Just like your father was.”
Hort frowned. “I—” Then a smile broke out on her face. “I will?”
“Yes, Magdalena. You are young but have excelled in your role as deputy coordinator of Viribus B, and you have proven yourself to be loyal.”
Hort looked at Uma, then to the gardens, trying to contain her excitement. Then her cheeks fell, and a frown appeared again. “What about Carmine Pirozzi?”
Uma took a slow breath in. “Carmine took a trip in a Wilcox drive three days ago and hasn’t been seen since.”
Hort’s blue eyes widened. “Did it have anything to do with the information I gave you?”
Uma looked directly into Hort’s eyes. “No,” she lied. “The Wilcox drives can malfunction. It’s rare, but it happens. No one has seen him in three days, and his drive is missing. I would have waited before appointing you, but with the amount of labor organization required for the new Haydar system, I need someone in that role immediately.”
Hort nodded and took a sip of her drink. “What about Carmine’s deputy, Sona Bhatia? Wouldn’t she be a better choice?”
“Bhatia is a Demesnech. I need an Orinian in the top role,” Uma said. “What, Magdalena, don’t you want the position?”
Hort turned to Uma and held a palm up. “Oh, no, I do. I really do, it’s just a bit of a shock.” Then, composing herself, “Thank you, Uma. It is an honor to take the position of Demesne system coordinator. I will work endlessly for the betterment of the Governance.”
“Wonderful,” Uma said and took a sip of her sparkling wine. “You know this comes from the actual Champagne region of Old Earth?”
Magdalena Hort looked at the drink in her hand. “Oh, my God. It must cost a fortune?”
Uma laughed. “Well, some th—” A message notification appeared in her vision. “Oh, excuse me for a moment.” Uma didn’t get up but instead think-told Ubiquity to open the message. In the space above the table, text appeared on a translucent background only Uma could see. The spraying water of the fountain, twinkling in the sunlight, danced behind the text.
Uma read the message. It was from General Hixson. He had a report from the team on Viribus B investigating the N-Tac deaths. He needed to speak with her immediately.




Chapter Twenty-Eight:
Jagger Jakowski
“You didn’t see that?” Jagger asked. He sat on a chair in Dev’s workroom with the N-Tac suit peeled down to his waist.
“We couldn’t see shit,” Kaid said and spat something small onto the floor.
“Tell me you could track the source of the immersion?” Jagger said.
“Unfortunately not.” Dev shook his head. “Whoever these g…g-uys are, they’ve got a good setup. I couldn’t get a visual, a location, nothing.” Dev sighed and lowered his eyes.
Radix moved over to where Dev stood. “What about inside the immersion? Could you ID anyone?”
“No,” Dev said a little too loudly. “I don’t know w…w-hat to say. I’ve never come across anything with so much protection.”
Kaid sighed and shook his head. “Great, what are we going to do now?”
“There’ll be another immersion soon,” Radix said. “Dev, do you think you could be ready to crack it next time?”
“Maybe.”
Boom-Mee cleared his throat. “What about the robed guys in the self-help immersion? If we split up and went into separate immersions, maybe we could find them?”
“Hold up,” Elkie said, turning to Jagger. “You said at the end you volunteered Thornton for their next strike against the Governance?”
“Yeah,” Jagger said.
Elkie turned to Dev. “Does Thornton have a message? They must have sent him something.”
“G…g-ood point,” Dev said. He swung back around to his display and tapped it a few times. “Nothing.”
“Damn,” Elkie said.
Sounds of the old superstore punctuated the silence that followed. The faint buzz of electricity. The odd thump or bang from people elsewhere in the building.
“Okay,” Radix said in his deep voice. “I think Boom-Mee’s pla—”
Dev swung back around to them. “That’s it!” he said, his face bright with an idea. “The message. That’s the only s...s-olid thing we have from the True Light.”
“I thought you said you couldn’t trace it back?” Radix asked.
“I can’t,” Dev said. “But maybe I don’t have t…t-oo. Alan Thornton used a private message service, so I had to hack into his Ubiquity account to see them. But most people just use the standard message service that comes with their account. They never upgrade to anything more secure.”
“And what does that mean, numb nuts?” Kaid said.
Dev smiled. “GCSO, as part of Governance Intelligence, has access to all those messages.”
Jagger felt genuinely shocked at the lack of privacy citizens had. He made a mental note, if he ever got his old life back, he’d upgrade his message service to something more secure. “Really?” he said.
“Yes. I just need t…t-o run a search to see if they sent anyone else the link to the last immersion.”
Kaid huffed. “That’s if they’ve not deleted it yet.”
“There’s also billions of accounts to search through,” Radix said. “How long will it take?”
Dev’s eyes looked upward and left as he thought. “I can use the list of N-Tac malfunction victims to create a demographic model to narrow the s…s-earch down some. I’d say approximately six hours.”
Radix nodded. “Sounds good.” He turned to face Jagger. “I take it you want to enter the immersion again?”
Jagger's face tightened. He nodded. “Yeah. I want to know who these fuckers are and make them pay for Tobias’ death.”
Radix’s large, dark brown eyes held Jagger for a moment. “Okay, well, get some rest. Good work, everyone.” He turned his big frame and exited the room. Kaid followed, keeping his eyes forward and his mouth shut.
Boom-Mee stopped at the door. “Yeah, nice work, Jagger.” He smiled and left the room.
Elkie walked over to where Jagger sat by the immersion pod. Her blue lips curled up in a smile. “Everyone agrees. You do nice work, dickhead.” She raised an eyebrow. “So… You wanna have that shower now?”
A half smile crept up Jagger’s face. “Hell, yeah.”
#
Above them, rotocars formed lines like ants high in the sky. Jagger ran a finger over the black lines he’d discovered on Elkie’s thigh. They created the shape of an octopus which stretched down and around her pale leg. After their shower, they’d dragged a couple of cot mattresses up onto the roof for some privacy.
“Why an octopus?”
Elkie lifted her head up. Blue hair fell across her face. “When I was young, our family took a vacation on Old Earth. I saw one there and fell in love with them. Incredible creatures. I loved the way they can change their shape and the color of their skin.”
Jagger kissed the octopus. “They don’t have octopuses on Elyssia? You grew up on Elyssia, right?”
“No, Alexandria.” She came up onto her elbows. “We have octopuses but just not in the wild. On Old Earth, I got to go down and swim in their environment. It was amazing.”
“I’m sure it was,” Jagger said and turned and lay on his back facing the sky.
“Sorry, dickhead. I guess you didn’t see many octopuses here?”
He shook his head. The idea of having enough money for a vacation on the museum planet Earth was laughable for most Viribians. “You don’t have to be sorry. It’s not your fault.”
Elkie went to speak, but Jagger held up a hand. A call had flashed up in his vision. Dev. He think-told Ubiquity to accept the call. “Dev,” he said. “Did you find something?”
“Y…y… affirmative.” Dev’s voice appeared in Jagger’s head.
“Great.” Jagger sat up. “What is it?”
“I’ve found one of the t…t-wo volunteers.”
“Excellent.” Jagger gave Elkie a thumbs up. “So, what does the message say?”
“Like the last one, not much,” Dev said. “There’s just a link t...t-o a new immersion. It’s in four hours. I’ll have to hack into this guy’s profile.”
Jagger mouthed the words new link, four hours, to Elkie. “Do you think you can hack his profile in that time?”
“Of course. I was just letting y…y-ou know so you don’t waste too much energy.” Dev chuckled and cut the call.
Jagger snorted a laugh.
Elkie cocked her head to the side. “What’d he say?”
“He said I shouldn’t waste too much energy.”
A grin spread across Elkie’s face. “Cheeky git.”
“Aye, he’s right though.” Jagger turned from her and looked out over the slums that stretched away from him. He watched Milo riding a bike and another child flying a kite. Viribus B is a good place for flying kites, he thought.
In the distance, the Hudson/Kiyoshi space elevator dissected the large mauve sun on the horizon behind Pherson City.
“Four hours is not long.” Elkie sat up and pressed her cool bare skin into his back. “Are you nervous?”
“What about? Being crushed to death in Dev’s stinky N-Tac?” Jagger shrugged. “Nah, if I’m gonna die, that’s how I wanna go.”
Elkie hit him lightly on the head. “I’m being serious.”
He turned his head, so his face was close to hers. “I don’t know. I guess so. But not enough to stop me from doing it. What I want to know is why Shi is doing this in the first place. He ranted about taking down the Governance, but instead of doing that, he’s just killing his followers. It doesn’t make sense.”
“We researched him, you know,” Elkie said as she shuffled around to sit facing him. “Shi. Well, Sebastian Vacherin.”
“Did you find anything interesting about his past? Anything that might help me in there?”
Elkie tilted her head back and looked at the sky. “He’s from here, you know? Viribus B.” She brought her gaze back down to Jagger. “His father was a miner like yours, his mother a Lumen facilitator. Good people, by all means. He followed in her footsteps and started training to be a facilitator at a young age, sixteen. It’s recorded that he was a principled, purposeful young man. Once he was able to practice, he went to the Demesne system. On the planet Tor Fosse, mostly. We’re not sure if he requested it or was sent. He was out there for six years. The six years immediately after the Dissidence War. We all know how bad it was out there after the war. Then they moved him to Elyssia. He worked with the Sodality and the Wilcox drives.”
“Wait.” Jagger put a hand on Elkie’s leg. “So, it’s true then, that entities move the ships?”
Elkie frowned. “What?”
“That’s what Abby told me. That they take Egosh and petition an entity to move the ship.” Saying it out loud, Jagger realized how preposterous it sounded.
“Yeah, I don’t think that’s how it works.” Elkie smirked. “I think they use the Egosh as fuel for the drive to do the displacement. I’m not exactly sure.”
“Okay. Then he came back here?”
“Yep. For a few years, he did his job as he should. Then, a year and a half ago, he starts making speeches, stirring up trouble. I guess he got tired of trying to change things the normal way.” Elkie shrugged. “Don’t you think he’s got a point though?”
Jagger frowned. “How so?”
“He’s the son of a miner. He spent years out on Tor Fosse, seeing how bad things could be for the Demesnech. Then he gets transferred to the Orini system. It must have been quite eye opening for someone so principled. And let’s be honest, it’s not fair. The system is definitely rigged to benefit some while others suffer.”
Jagger looked into Elkie’s blue eyes. They glimmered with moisture. Was this a trap? She was Governance Intelligence, after all. Would she really make love to him and then assess his loyalty to the Governance? Probably, was the answer that ringed most true.
“He’s killing innocent people,” Jagger said. “That’s all I care about.”
Silence grew between them. A small smile curled up the sides of Elkie’s mouth. She leaned forward and kissed him.
“Screw Dev and conserving energy,” she said, pulling him down to the mattress. “I want you again, dickhead.”
Jagger smiled and fell into her embrace. He could always patch some WakeUp later.




Chapter Twenty-Nine:
John Odia
John sat on the bank of the pond that was part of his recreation of Claude Monet’s garden in Giverny. His feet dangled in the cool water. Green waterlilies had touches of white where some were in bloom. The banks of the pond were a lush green of grass and shrubs, and farther back, the pale green leaves of a willow tree hung forlorn, hiding part of the small Japanese bridge which curved over the water.
An insect buzzed along the surface of the pond. John kicked out a foot, sending ripples out toward the lilies. Ever since he’d visited the Wilcox production center, he’d not felt right. He’d tried plunging himself into art but couldn’t concentrate. He’d even tried combat sessions with Miyu, thinking the physicality of it might shake loose the nagging feeling he had, but nothing worked. His bones ached. He realized that he hadn’t taken his medication, needed to control the pain of the rapid growth he went through. Did the Wilcox clones need the same medication? He guessed they did. He couldn’t stop thinking of the identical faces of the Wilcox clones and their technicians.
None of them were unique. They were just products in the Governance's machinery. Was he any different? Him, Miyu and Uma. Was Uma building a product to run the Governance? He didn’t know. And for one moment he envied the Wilcox clones. At least they had a purpose in life. They knew what they were meant to do.
John laughed and splashed his heel into the water. What a self-absorbed idiot he was, sitting here on the edge of one of the most beautiful scenes ever painted, complaining about lack of purpose. Those poor clones. They’d never know the sensation of dipping your feet into cool water on a hot day. They’d never eat fine food or submerge themselves in the arts. Hell, they’d never even get to live the life of a Demesnech, working in a factory or mine, coming home to a family, getting excited about some meaningless sport or immersion game. They’d never get to do any of that.
And the technicians. Their fate wasn’t much better, serving the Wilcox clones their entire lives and then being sent for recycling. The idea of recycling didn’t upset John. It was common for the residuum of Demesne and Viribus to be recycled at the end of their lives, but the fallen technician’s terrified face as she was dragged out stuck in his mind. Just minutes before, he’d seen a technician clone who was young, maybe a year or two older than him. Then the old one who’d served them. In Earth standard years, she appeared to be in her seventies, but she aged fast, fast like he did. How much older was she, really? He did the math in his head. Fifteen. She was only fifteen Earth standard years older than him, but she was coming to the end of her life. Of course, he knew people lived well into their hundreds in the Orini system. Even so, fifteen years would pass in a blink of an eye, then he’d be decrepit like the technician clone. Uma said they were working on a way to slow down the aging process, but they’d obviously had clones for decades and hadn’t found a solution. Why would they now? No, he couldn’t trust that he’d have any more years than the old technician clone.
John suddenly caught himself being self-absorbed again. All he could think about was his aging, his fate. What about the fate of those technicians and Wilcox clones? The technician clones never left that unknown planet, and the Wilcox clones’ entire lives were spent in a box.
John shook his head and ripped grass from the ground. It wasn’t fair. The whole system was slanted for the clones to suffer, so the rest of the Governance could flourish. But how could it be any different? The three major systems of the Governance were hundreds of light years away. Without the ability to blink instantly from one system to another, the Governance would crumble. The Orini system only had the most basic means to feed itself. All farming was done on the planets in the Demesne system, along with all the mining for resources and production of, well, everything.
If the truth of the Wilcox drive was to be revealed, would it stop the gears of the Governance from turning? It was a risk too big to take. A fatal one, maybe.
John stood and let the grass in his hand blow across the pond. It was unfair. Those clones wouldn’t get to live their lives. He should at least get to live his.




Chapter Thirty:
Jagger Jakowski
The N-Tac suit felt tight and clammy on Jagger’s skin as he pulled the arms on and fastened it up.
“Anything seems strange, exit the immersion straight away,” Radix said. “Understand?”
Jagger looked up at the large man. Elkie believed Radix was an outstanding commander, but Jagger failed to see evidence to prove that. So far, he was identical to those in the other positions of authority he’d dealt with in the military, barely competent, relying on the skills of those around them to make them look good.
“Understood,” Jagger said and opened the door to the immersion pod.
“And don’t do anything stupid, no heroics,” Radix said. Jagger turned away and rolled his eyes. Radix turned to Dev. “You’re sure he’ll be okay?”
Dev pointed at the display next to him. It showed the shape of a human body with readouts in a column next to it. “I’ve g...g-ot the N-Tac vitals up on screen. Anything looks bad, we pull him out.”
Radix nodded. Elkie, Boom-Mee and Kaid sat on chairs behind him facing Dev and the immersion pod. “Okay, Jagger. Good luck.”
Jagger nodded to Radix. He gave Elkie one last look, then closed the immersion pod door. Darkness engulfed him for a moment while the pod attached itself to the suit, then his DigiLenses flashed white, and he found himself in the center of a giant bubble made up of thousands of tiles. He selected the message service and think-told Ubiquity to take him into the new True Light immersion. Everything flashed white.
Now he floated bodiless in a black void. In front of him, some text read: Please wait for the owner to start the live immersion.
Jagger sighed. He just wanted to enter the immersion and discover what the hell the True Light were doing. Floating in a black void made him drowsy. Maybe Dev was right, and he should have conserved his energy. A warm sensation spread from his chest when he remembered the last few hours on the superstore roof with Elkie. He’d not been close to anyone since—he tried to think—since Abby, really. Of course, he’d slept with people but hadn’t let anyone get close. No one could understand what he’d been through. Maybe she would? But maybe she wouldn’t want to get close—everything flashed white.
When it resolved into the immersion, Jagger did not find himself lying on a rock orbiting a disk as he’d expected. Instead, he stood in a room or a cave. He wasn’t sure, it could be either. Cool air blew on his body and goosebumps shivered over his skin. This didn’t feel like a virtual immersion, which the last True Light one was, or the guru’s beach immersion. This sensation felt real, like he was actually standing in the room. Jagger realized he was in an ersatz body.
He tried to move his arms. They weren’t locked like in the last immersion; this time, they were bound. He could feel the wrists pull against the restraint. His legs were also unable to move. Shit, he thought. Radix would probably want him to pull out already.
He assessed the room as quickly as he could. A meter ahead of him and slightly to the side stood a wooden chair on a red rug, which Jagger thought was incongruent for the room. Behind the chair lay a small platform. Beyond the platform, the wall to the room was carved out of rock, supported with two metal beams. Two dark passages led off either side. A beaten-up sign hung on the wall. DEC Thrips Evalen, it reads. Underneath, some numbers.
They were in a mine. Jagger scanned the wall for more information that might help, but that was it. He looked down at the wooden chair. It lay to the left of him. He realized if he strained his neck, he could see the foot of another ersatz body. The other volunteer. They’d positioned the chair between them.
“Hey,” he whispered, but his voice sounded strange. “Hey, you,” he tried again. His voice still didn’t sound right. He realized he was hearing his voice inside the immersion pod but not through the immersion. He wasn’t making any sound there. They’d somehow disabled the ersatz body from communicating.
Footsteps. It sounded like three people. A moment later, Shi and two hooded figures appeared. Shi carried a small metal briefcase, and one of the hooded figures carried a tall box and some wires. Shi stepped up onto the small stage and grinned at Jagger and the other volunteer, his eyes darting back and forth between them. He looked less impressive out of the virtual immersion where he was enlarged to a daunting size and clearly had some filters making his face look more intense. He still had the circular eye tattoo on his forehead, but here, in person, he looked smaller and pale.
The two hooded figures approached him and the other volunteer. Each started working on one of them. They attached leads to his and the other person’s ersatz bodies and plugged the ends into the tall box, which had a lever on top. They placed the box with the lever by the chair, then turned to Shi.
“Okay,” Shi said. The resonance his voice had in the immersion was lacking. “Bring her out.”
The pair of hooded figures exited down one of the dark passageways. Shi paced on stage, waiting for his colleagues to return. Jagger felt his heart rate rising. He wondered if Dev was picking it up. This wasn’t awe inspiring and intimidating like the previous immersion, but a sense of dread crept over Jagger.
The sound of footsteps grew louder, echoing off the walls of a stone tunnel. Out of Jagger’s peripheral vision, the two hooded figures returned gripping the arms of a teenage girl, fifteen Jagger would guess her age at, with shoulder length red hair. They brought her to the chair and sat her down in it. Her skin was very pale. Jagger thought it was partly natural and partly because she was terrified. Her blue eyes were wide and her mouth a thin line bent downward.
She wore a plain white dress that fit her like a sack. Her fresh complexion made her probably no older than fifteen. Around her wrists were red marks where Jagger guessed they’d bound her. The hem of her dress was dirty, as were her sneakers. The two hooded figures moved to either side of the stage.
Behind her, Shi opened the metal briefcase and pulled out a hand display and a kykeon. Jagger recognized it from his visit with Elkie to the House of Lumination. So, Egosh was involved. Jagger wondered what this meant. They couldn’t give him and the other volunteer Egosh as they weren’t actually there.
Shi stepped off the stage and approached the red-headed girl staring at the floor. He held out the display. The girl took it without taking her gaze from the ground.
“Make sure you get it right this time,” Shi said. “Look at me, Mag.”
The girl brought her head up and looked at Shi. Her lip quivered. Shi reached out and held her jaw in his hand. A tear escaped the girl’s eye. Shi bent forward and licked it off her cheek.
“You’re such a caring girl. Just like your mother.” Shi squatted down, so his face remained close to hers. “Once the Governance falls, you won’t have to do this anymore. Understand?”
The girl looked at him with tear-welled eyes and gave a brief nod.
“Well, have a look,” Shi said, pointing to the small display he’d given her.
The girl stared at the display. “Kai Nov—i—ko—va,” she said slowly. She looked up at Shi. “Kai Novikova.”
“That’s right.” Shi smiled. “Look at the picture again. I want to make sure you remember his face.”
The girl looked at the display, taking deep breaths. When she’d finished, she placed the display on the floor next to her and gazed up at Shi.
He lay a hand on her shoulder and gave her the kykeon. “Okay. Let’s get this done with.”
The girl took the kykeon, and Shi moved back up onto the stage. Jagger expected some sort of triumphant speech from Shi. About the awful nature of the Governance, and how ill-treated Jagger and the other volunteer were, but nothing came. He didn’t even look at them. He just stood there watching the girl. Jagger’s eyes dropped to her as well.
When he’d seen the kykeon in the House of Lumination, it had looked like a solid metal tube. Viewing it up close, he noticed a tiny display on the side and lines around it implying it wasn’t a solid piece but made up of sections.
The girl checked the tiny display, then put the kykeon to her mouth and closed her eyes. She tapped the display with a finger and inhaled deeply. With her eyes still closed, she withdrew the kykeon and placed it on the tall metal box in front of her.
She held her breath. After ten seconds, she exhaled. Jagger thought he detected her wobble slightly, but she corrected herself straight away. For a moment, nothing happened. Jagger thought it was a ridiculous show. His heart didn’t. His heart thumped in his ears. After an eternity, the girl broke the silence.
“Quetzalcoatl,” she said under her breath. “Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl.” The girl started rocking back and forth in the chair, and her voice grew steadily louder. “Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl.” Her voice continued to grow as she repeated the feathered serpent’s name. “Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl.” She stopped rocking, sat up straight and tilted her face toward the ceiling. Her eyes opened slightly, and her pupils rolled back. She reached out to the box. Her small pale hand closed around the metal lever.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds, creator of worlds. Take these two offerings. Take them as tribute in exchange for the life of Kai Novikova.”
The girl crept the lever slowly toward her.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds, creator of worlds. Take these two offerings. Take our offering as tribute in exchange for the life of Kai Novikova,” the girl repeated.
Jagger felt warm, like he was being hugged.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds…” The girl repeated the mantra and continued to inch the lever toward her.
The suit was definitely getting tighter on Jagger. He didn’t know how it was possible; the safety measures should stop anything dangerous happening to the ersatz body from being translated to the N-Tac.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds…”
But the suit was definitely getting tighter. Jagger decided he’d seen enough. He think-told Ubiquity to exit the immersion.
Nothing happened.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds…” The girl’s voice grew louder now.
Jagger think-told Ubiquity to exit the immersion again, but still, nothing happened. Shit. Surely Dev was seeing the N-Tac readout? They’d pull him out at any moment.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds…” The girl pulled the lever toward her. The suit closed in around Jagger’s body.
“Help,” he shouted out loud. His voice sounded strange, this time because of the blood pumping through his ears.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds…”
“Help!” The air blew out of his lungs as he screamed, and the suit got tighter. He tried to take a breath in, but the suit gripped so tight only the smallest amount of air entered.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds…”
The pain of the suit was becoming unbearable. Jagger stared at the girl as his vision faded around the edges. At least he got to look at one last beautiful thing before he died.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds…”
Now he saw his parents. His mother, in their kitchen preparing some food. Jagger stood next to her, peeking over the counter to see what she was making. The apartment door opened, and his father walked in, tired and dirty from a shift in the mine. Jagger ran to him and squeezed his leg. His father lay a hand on Jagger’s back and smiled down at him.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds…”




Chapter Thirty-One:
Warren Underwood
Warren’s skin rippled with goosebumps. Brother Shi stood a meter in front of him with a hand resting on the girl’s back.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds, creator of worlds. Take these two offerings. Take them as tribute in exchange for the life of Kai Novikova,” the girl said. She pulled the lever as far as it would go toward her, then slumped back in the chair, her hands falling to her sides.
No matter how many sacrifices they’d completed, Warren always felt an incredible sensation rise in him when it was over. Electricity sparked in the air. An energy of the change they were bringing into the world.
“Sister Mwatabu,” Brother Shi said. “Status?”
The comms system on the tunnel wall crackled before Sister Mwatabu’s voice came through. “Both are dead. I think.”
“You think?” Brother Shi said. Warren watched the great man, his friend, grip tightening on the girl’s back, his blue eyes narrowing.
An uncomfortable silence crept up in the damp tunnel after the icaro chanting to Quetzalcoatl stopped. Warren knew Brother Shi wouldn’t be satisfied if things hadn’t gone perfectly. Inside, he laughed and thought about when he’d first met their leader. They were sixteen and training to be Lumen facilitators in Pherson City. Warren hated to admit, but initially he’d found the young man to be arrogant and obnoxious. At one hundred and ninety centimeters, Sebastian, as he was known then, was already taller than Warren, and his height, combined with his striking blue eyes, captivated everyone he spoke to. Including the ladies, much to Warren’s annoyance.
Warren particularly remembered thinking how much of an ass his fellow trainee was and how he hated being paired up with this self-important jerk. Until one Monday night. They were working the graveyard shift at a House of Lumination when there was a loud bang. Louder than anything Warren had ever heard. They’d run outside. Across the street, a building was a mess of twisted steel and concrete. Later, they would find out that a gas pipe had exploded. The buildings on either side were ablaze and looked close to collapsing. Warren distinctly remembered the feeling of heat on his face and his eyes hurting from the brightness of the flames. And while he stood frozen watching this spectacle, Sebastian had run into the buildings and started to bring people out. He saved twenty people that night before the buildings caved in.
After that, they’d become good friends. Warren perceived Seb’s attitude no longer as arrogance, but instead as unwavering self-confidence and drive. In fact, the more time they spent together, the more of Seb’s drive would amass in Warren. To such an extent that when Sebastian announced his desire to undertake a working tour of the Demesne system, Warren hadn’t needed to give it any consideration. Of course, he’d follow his friend.
For years, they worked in different Houses of Lumination on all four of the Demesne system planets. It had been a shock to Warren. Where Viribians had an independent and entrepreneurial spirit, the Demesne seemed resigned to their fate as Governance workhorses. Most raw materials, goods and food for the Governance were produced in the system. Dwelling on the difference in spirit, Warren attributed it to a couple of factors. First, Viribus B had been the home of the Governance pre-Event times, so it drew a certain type of person. Then post the Event on Earth, the bewildered broken survivors, rural people who lived without the bio-tech brain implants, mostly from India and the Asian sub-continent, were blinked to the Demesne system to work. They were probably just happy to have escaped Earth. Another thing struck Warren. Though the Demesnech were resigned to be tireless workers, they had a fierce appetite for Egosh. The Houses of Lumination in the Demesne system were far busier than on Viribus B. To the Demesnech, Egosh was almost a way of life.
It was in their time in the Demesne system that Warren first witnessed a change in his friend. The plight of the Demesnech, who on the surface seemed happy but underneath were riddled with psychological problems, was clear in their roles as Lumen facilitators. Of course, you couldn’t say anything. Not in the Demesne system. Back then, to speak out against the Governance would lead to an immediate arrest.
It was odd then, Warren thought, when his friend decided to go to the Orini system. He’d said he wanted to get closer to the ruling class. Warren had gone back to Viribus B to continue working in the House of Lumination, helping people with their Egosh journeys. Under a year later, Sebastian returned. He had a new determination that both scared and excited Warren. Sebastian insisted everyone call him Shi and started giving regular sermons at the House of Lumination. Something that no one else did. At first, they were inspiring messages of self-responsibility and self-trust, but gradually, Brother Shi began to criticize the Governance. He talked openly about how the Governance oppressed the majority of its citizens for the luxuries of life the minority in the Orini system enjoyed. The talks gained popularity.
One night, Brother Shi arrived at the House of Lumination with a young girl and talk of an Egosh entity called Quetzalcoatl. That night, everything changed. Brother Shi called in his most ardent supporters and set up two cages in the sacred space. One small cage with a cat, one larger one with a dog. They all watched as the girl took the Egosh sacrament and started chanting an icaro to Quetzalcoatl, a petition for the entity to accept a tribute for the life of the dog. Warren remembered how they’d all glanced at each other when Brother Shi produced a needle point knife and gave it to the girl. The girl lifted the knife and slowly killed the cat. Had Brother Shi gone mad? But then. Then the dog started to bark. We thought it sensed the energy in the room of us witnessing the cat’s death, but that wasn’t the case. The dog barked and barked, then something changed in it. The dog growled at some unseen thing, but that quickly became a whine. Warren had to admit it was hard to watch. He loved dogs and seeing this one scared broke his heart, but nothing prepared him for what happened next. The dog went mad. It smashed itself about in the cage. It did this with so much force and fear that soon, blood matted its coat. Warren closed his eyes at this point and tried to use his meditation practice to block out the awful sounds that filled the room.
Soon, it ended. A few people were shortsighted. They didn’t understand. Why not have the girl kill the dog? But most of the followers gathered understood what they had witnessed. This was what they had been waiting for. Brother Shi’s speeches weren’t idle talk. He’d meant what he’d said. They were going to destroy the Governance. And now they had a weapon.
At first, people were angry that they weren’t going straight for Uma Odia, but Brother Shi had insisted they work first to dismantle the spheres of corruption across the Governance, wiping out Odia’s puppets who masqueraded as union bosses and civil leaders.
Sister Mwatabu’s voice came through the comms system, waking Warren from his memory. “One N-Tac is reporting no life signs but the other,” Sister Mwatabu paused, “the other is offline.”
Sister Mwatabu had been with them from the start. From before the start, actually. That Monday night, when he’d witnessed Brother Shi save all those citizens from the fire, it wasn’t just him who’d fallen in awe of the great man. Sister Mwatabu had too. She was only eleven years old. He recalled how Brother Shi had burst into their burning apartment. Sister Mwatabu kneeled crying by her mother, who’d been knocked unconscious in the explosion. Brother Shi had lifted her mother and guided Sister Mwatabu out of the crumbling inferno. She would be forever in his debt and would attend the House of Lumination where Brother Shi worked.
In the years that followed, while Warren and Brother Shi worked the worlds of the Demesne system, Sister Mwatabu had grown up with a passion for technology. It started with her coding a few immersion environments for her friends and ended with her landing her dream job working for Kolff-Ogogic on some of the biggest immersion games out there. Specifically, her role was on how they could manipulate the N-Tac suits to give the most realistic sensations possible to the player. When Brother Shi had returned, Sister Mwatabu was one of the first to come see him talk, and when Brother Shi formed the True Light, Sister Mwatabu was the first behind Warren to join. Without her skills to override the N-Tac suit safety mechanisms, to hijack the ersatz and to hide the source of the immersions, they wouldn’t have been able to pull off such a long campaign. He would have had to stick to the plan he was given.
“What do you mean, offline? Is he dead?” Brother Shi said. He signaled for Brother Thomas to take the girl back to her cage. Warren moved to one of the ersatz and began removing the cable that linked it to the lever by the girl’s chair.
“I…I can’t be sure. It was all working as it should. Then, in the final moments, it went offline,” Sister Mwatabu said.
Once Warren had removed the cables, he reset the modified ersatz, ready for the next sacrifice. He glanced over at Sister Candice working on the other ersatz. He hoped the news of the offline N-Tac wouldn’t disrupt their communal coitus sessions this evening. Even though they were discouraged from partnering up, Warren had found in their recent sessions his body drew itself to hers over any other.
Sister Candice caught Warren staring. Her dimpled cheek rose in a smile and a blue eye winked at him. Warren felt electricity in the air again. It made him feel alive. It made him feel like a man.




Chapter Thirty-Two:
Uma Odia
General Hixson’s face looked out from the massive Ubiquity display in Uma’s office at Governance Central Office. She sat on the teal velvet chesterfield opposite the display, with John and Miyu on the adjacent sofas, listening to Hixson’s report from Viribus B. Specks of dust were caught floating in the golden sunlight that streamed into the room.
Uma laughed. “So, it was just a lunatic ranting about revolution, wanting to watch people die?”
General Hixson had previously briefed her on what Radix’s team had discovered about the True Light. That they were luring disgruntled residuum into their cult, promising revolution and a way to attack the Governance. But it had all been nonsense. Instead, the crazed leader of the movement, Shi, was just another psychopathic serial killer who’d worked out a convoluted way to get his perverse kicks.
“It looks that way,” the general said. “We’ll know more when we debrief the local agent they were using once he wakes.”
“How did they get him out, if the N-Tac readings didn’t show that he was dying?” John asked.
“One of Radix’s team, Elkie Sorensen, got suspicious as the agent had been in immersion for a long period and the stats weren’t changing,” General Hixson said. “She used an axe to sever a cable and cut power to the immersion pod. They then ripped the power source out of the neck of the N-Tac suit to stop it constricting. He’s pretty badly bruised up.”
“Okay, if nothing significant comes up in the debrief, have them ship out,” Uma said. “I could do with a talented team in Demesne. Too many mob bosses have died recently. We must discover who’s behind it.”
General Hixson’s giant face nodded on the display.
“What about the cult?” John said. “Aren’t we going to stop them?”
Uma turned to her male clone, who sat on an adjacent sofa. She’d noticed something off about him ever since they’d visited the Wilcox production facility. She sighed. Who knew adjusting the gender of her clone would change his temperament so much. At least she had her darling Miyu, who was blossoming into a calculated young woman, just as she had been in her youth.
“What do you think, Miyu?” Uma said. “Should we dismantle this True Light?”
They looked at Miyu. Silence filled the pause while the young clone thought. Finally, she shook her head. “No. The profiles of the residuum killed by the True Light are all low contributors. They either didn’t work or were in the most menial of jobs. The True Light might actually be doing us a favor by wiping a portion of them out.”
John’s jaw dropped open. “What?” he said. “They’re innocent people.”
“Innocent people die all the time, John, mining the materials we need,” Miyu said. “It’s no different.”
John shook his head and turned to Uma. “What about the Governance? Surely, allowing this guy to spread revolutionary ideas is dangerous?”
Uma shrugged. “The residuum will always have anger against the ruling class. This is an outlet for them to unleash their anger, thinking they are actually hurting us. Of course, now we know of its existence, we’ll keep a close eye on the cult, and General,” Uma turned to the display, “I want to know how they are overriding the N-Tac safety features. Someone at Kolff-Ogogic must know about this. Find out who and bring them to me.”
“Yes, Prime Coordinator,” General Hixson said before his face disappeared and the display returned to black.
John crossed his arms and huffed. Uma ignored him. Instead, she smiled. After all, it was one less thing she had to worry about. One less distraction.




Chapter Thirty-Three:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger didn't say anything to his brother. His brother reached into his pocket and took out a knife. Jagger didn't say a word as he reached over and stabbed Elkie in the eye.
With Elkie completely out, Jagger poured a glass of whiskey. "Open that and drink it," he ordered.
Elkie's legs were crushed under a huge stack of chairs. "I can't get up."
"You'll live," Jagger said. "In fact, your life may even get a little bit better." He turned to the waiter. "Get me a syringe of penicillin. I'm going to sew her up, and then I want you to wash that cut out, just for good measure."
The waiter called to another waiter, then he pointed to a little girl with red hair. She looked like a nurse.
"Get her," he said. "She's going to take care of her."
The girl bent over Elkie and started undoing her shirt. She didn't seem to be paying any attention to what she was doing, like she was in a trance. Then she turned around and started talking.
"Don't be afraid," she said. "I'm going to clean you up."
Elkie touched Jagger’s bare chest. The sun had gone down, so there were no lights in the hallway. Everything was dark except for a dim red light coming from the room. A jaguar stepped out from the darkness. Elkie pulled up his sleeve and put her finger on his shoulder. "You got a big scar," she said.
"You can't see it," he said.
"Well, it's right here," Elkie said and pointed to the line of stitches running up his shoulder.
"Do you have to be so rough?" he asked, his voice trembling. "I don't feel very well."
"Oh, I'm not trying to hurt you," she said, her voice trembling too.
She took a syringe and a bag of dirt from the room service cart. She stuffed the bag of dirt into the syringe and slammed the needle in his shoulder. He felt a strange sensation in his head. The smell of alcohol. The taste of whiskey. The very odd feeling that was having needles jabbed into his body and somebody stomping on his head while talking about killing him.
"I'm going to sew him up," she said, poking around in the wound.
Elkie was becoming increasingly sleepy. Her face faded. It was replaced by many faces emerging from the darkness. They were identical. They were coming for him. They were coming for everyone.
Jagger woke with a start. His head felt heavy, his thoughts like sludge.
A face appeared.
“Hey, dickhead.”
The blurry face came into focus. He shook his head, trying to get rid of the bizarre dream he just had. Jagger smiled.
“Hey,” he said to Elkie. His voice seemed small.
Elkie smiled. Her face, like that of a porcelain angel, was pale, smooth, with incredible blue eyes that couldn’t be of this world.
“I love you,” he said.
Elkie laughed. Her face pulled away toward a light. Somewhere, he heard her voice, faint like a whisper in a dream. “How much BlissKiss did you give him?”
Jagger closed his eyes.
He felt happy.
Bliss.




Chapter Thirty-Four:
Uma Odia
“Are you sure?” Uma said.
“Yes,” General Hixson said from the Ubiquity display in Uma’s office. “There’s no way the agent could have known about Kai Novikova’s death. He’s been unconscious for a week, recovering from his injuries. Bruising mostly.”
Uma leaned back on her chesterfield and stared at the ceiling. John and Miyu sat on the sofas next to her. Uma looked back at Hixson.
“So, it wasn’t nonsense?” she said. “The girl’s a weapon.”
General Hixson frowned. “We don’t know that yet. It could be a coincidence?”
“No.” Uma shook her head. “It makes sense now. All the deaths in the Demesne system. All our strategic allies dying in accidents or by suicide. It was an attack. We couldn’t tell because we didn’t know what type of weapon they were using.”
“So, it wasn’t Carmine Pirozzi?” John asked.
“We don’t know that,” Miyu said. “He could have been working with the True Light.”
John frowned. “But why bother with a cult? Why not just have the girl take out our allies without killing innocent residuum?”
“Because she’s petitioning an entity,” Uma said. “When you kill someone while communing with the Entity via Egosh, you are giving it their energy. They need a sacrifice, or they won’t carry out your request.”
“The Sodality believed only the Wilcox clones were able to petition the Entity,” the general said. “The girl was, well, a girl. The Wilcox clones are boys.”
Uma waved her hand. “It seems there is a new person who can talk to the Entity.”
“It might not be the same Entity she’s talking to,” Miyu said.
Uma nodded. “True. Either way, I want her. Have your team find the True Light’s location and bring the girl and Shi to me.”
“Yes, Prime Coordinator,” General Hixson said. “I’ll speak to Van Basten and have the Sodality assist wi—”
“No,” Uma said. “I don’t want the Sodality involved.”
“But Prime Coordinator, they are familiar with the Egosh ritual and petitioning the Entity. Surely their knowledge would be useful?”
“No,” Uma said, standing. “If this girl is a weapon, I don’t want anyone else to know about her. Not until we understand how powerful she is.”




Chapter Thirty-Five:
Jagger Jakowski
“Can you tell me one more time what happened?”
Jagger sighed. He felt like death. The thin cot bed had never been comfortable, but now it resembled a torture device. His entire body throbbed, each pulse like being thrown into the sun. When he’d pulled back the sheet to look at himself, nearly all his skin was a yellow-greenish color. Elkie told him when they’d cut him out of the immersion pod and ripped the N-Tac suit off of him, his entire body was bluish-purple color. He was lucky to be alive. An image of Natalie Bevan finding her son’s battered body flashed through his mind.
“Water.” His mouth was so dry. Radix picked up a water bottle and gave it to Jagger. He wasn’t sure exactly how long he’d been unconscious for, but his stubble would soon become a beard, so he estimated a week.
“I told you ten times yesterday,” Jagger said. “It won’t change on the eleventh.”
Radix stood and moved to the door to Jagger’s cramped room. Elkie took Radix’s place by Jagger’s side.
“Don’t you believe me?” he said to her.
Elkie stroked his face. It was the one area that didn’t hurt.
“Of course we believe you, it’s just—” She turned and looked at Radix.
The large man held Elkie’s gaze with his dark brown eyes, then he turned them to Jagger.
“You say the girl repeated something about Quetzalcoatl taking your lives in exchange for Kai Novikova’s life?” Radix said.
Jagger nodded. “Yeah.”
“Well.” Radix glanced at Elkie. “Kai Novikova was a union leader and head of a gang family on Tor Fosse. He was a central ally to the Governance in the Demesne system, keeping the gangs under control and not allowing any anti-Governance sentiment to grow too large. Novikova made everyone feel like they were sticking it to the Governance by stealing from them, so everyone felt happy. Content.”
Jagger tried to sit up on his elbows, but it was painful, so he dropped back with a wince. “You said he was?”
“Yes,” Radix said. “Four nights ago, a few hours after your near miss in the N-Tac suit, Kai Novikova committed suicide.”
Jagger’s body tensed, causing pain to shoot up his spine. “What?”
“He threw himself off the balcony of his one hundred and thirtieth story apartment.”
“Jesus,” Jagger said. His mind raced with thoughts of what this might mean. Had the True Light sent someone to kill him? Or had Quetzalcoatl actually killed him? He shook his head. Quetzalcoatl is not real.
“Suicide,” Jagger said to himself. Then to Radix, “How?”
“This is the strange part.” Radix took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Novikova was having dinner with his wife and kids that evening on the balcony. Halfway through the meal, Novikova starts acting weird. He’s talking with his wife when he stops mid-sentence, puts down his wineglass and pushes his chair out from the table. He swats at the space in front of him.”
“At what?” Jagger asked.
“That’s it. His wife says there was nothing there. Then Novikova stands up and starts running around like something’s chasing him. He gets to the balcony edge and stops.” Radix shakes his head. “I’ve seen this next bit on his security camera footage, otherwise I don’t know if I would have believed his wife’s story. He’s got his back on the balcony railing and he looks down at his feet. He hops up and down like they’re on fire, then he takes his shoes off and starts hitting his feet with them. It’s crazy. Then, in a flash, his face goes totally pale, he climbs backward, kicking away from the floor like something’s there. He sits up on the railing, pulls his legs up and tries to swat his feet with both hands. He tips backward and is gone.”
“Shit,” Jagger said.
“Created quite a mess on the floor, I bet,” Kaid said from the doorway. Jagger hadn’t seen him appear and wasn’t happy to have him in his room.
“The poor kids,” Elkie said, shaking her head.
Radix sighed. “Yes. No child should have to witness that.”
“What was he thinking?” Elkie said. “Did they poison his drink? Made him see things?”
“Quetzalcoatl,” Jagger said under his breath. Then louder, “You freed me from the immersion, but the other volunteer must have died.”
Radix nodded. “Unfortunately, I don’t know how he would have escaped.”
Jagger ignored the pain and pushed himself up into a sitting position. “Quetzalcoatl did it.”
They all looked at him.
Elkie shook her head. “You don’t actual—”
“The girl took Egosh,” Jagger said. “By pulling the lever, she was killing us. Sacrificing us. Sacrificing us and petitioning Quetzalcoatl to kill Kai Novikova.”
“Like voodoo?” Kaid said, stepping into the room.
Jagger shrugged. “I guess.”
“But none of that’s real,” Elkie said.
Kaid smirked. “It seemed pretty real for Novikova.”
“I’ve got to help her.” Jagger winced as he pushed himself to his feet. “I’ve got to get her away from Shi.” He tried to take a step. Pain ran through his body. He dropped back to the bed.
Jagger tried to get up again. Elkie tried to stop him.
“It’s not real,” Elkie said. “Tell him, Radix.”
“Well, we don’t know exactly what happened. And,” Radix paused and scratched the back of his head, “our orders have changed. We’re now to locate that mine and get the girl.”
Kaid huffed. “I thought we were to blink out to Tor Fosse?”
“Someone else will have to guide the transition of power,” Radix said. “The priority now is the girl.”
Jagger didn’t like the sound of this. If their orders only changed when he told them about Novikova, that meant Radix’s superiors thought the same thing he did. The girl was a weapon.
He turned to Elkie. “You had orders to ship out?”
“Yeah,” she said.
Then to Radix, “So, your commanding officers don’t care that Shi is killing people?”
“Well—”
“Because he was not killing anyone important,” Jagger said. “Anyone that affected the Governance. They don’t give a crap about the normal people who are dying. Everyone in power is happy to play God with other people’s lives. Until it affects them, then it’s jump into action and stop this. Well, I’ve had enough.” He struggled to his feet, wearing only his boxer shorts. He staggered to where the rest of his clothes were.
“What are you doing?” Elkie asked.
Jagger pulled his trousers on. “What does it look like?” He yanked a shirt over his head, put his feet in socks and boots, then grabbed his jacket.
“Radix, say something,” Elkie said.
The big man just shrugged.
As Jagger walked through the door, he heard Kaid.
“Shall I help him on his way?”
Jagger didn’t break his stride but cocked his head to the side.
“No,” Radix said. “Let him go.”
#
Outside the old store, people were milling around doing nothing in particular. It was late afternoon, though the permanent mauve made it feel later.
Jagger wondered if Radix would change his mind and send Kaid after him. With how bruised his body was, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to fight the man, and if he knew the type, he’d guess Kaid wouldn’t give him the opportunity anyway. A shot to the back would probably be more his style. He needed to get as much space between him and Radix’s team as possible.
Jagger looked at the twisting maze of slum dwellings in front of him and sighed. The journey out of the slums would take forever on foot. He needed a faster mode of transport. Radix’s rotocar was parked outside the old store. Jagger tried the door, but he didn’t have access. Looking at the collection of people milling around, Jagger cursed himself for not taking the time to get to know any of them.
Some teenagers were standing by a couple of rotor-scooters, chatting. The personal transportation bikes hovered a foot off the ground and could get up a good speed given a clear stretch of road. Jagger approached them.
“Hey,” he said to the group. “How’s it going?”
The teenagers stopped talking and stared at him with frowns and looks of mild disgust.
Jagger pointed to one of the rotor-scooters. “Nice bike. You wanna sell it to me?”
One of the teenage boys stepped up to Jagger, so they were face to face.
“How much you gonna pay?” the teenage boy said.
Jagger quickly checked Curtis’ account in Ubiquity. It was empty.
“Erm—” Jagger took his jacket off. “How about I trade it for my jacket?”
The teenagers burst into laughter. The boy who’d been up in his face turned away and waved his hand at Jagger. “Get out of here, old man.”
“Hey, Antonio,” one girl said. “I’ll give you my shoe for your scooter, deal?”
More laughter. Jagger shook his head and turned away from them. He’d just have to walk.
With the gaggling teenagers behind him, Jagger made for the nearest path through the slum dwellings. The crooked path was full of potholes. Two blocks in, he went around a corner and collided with Milo on his bicycle, knocking both of them to the ground.
“You okay?” Jagger said to the young kid.
The boy nodded and got to his feet. He brushed some dirt off his elbows and got back on his bike.
Jagger held a hand out. “Hey, I need a bike. Know where I can get one?”
Milo looked at Jagger. Jagger was aware of how differently Milo treated him when he wasn’t with Elkie.
Finally, Milo nodded. “Come with me.”
Milo guided him through a series of twists and turns through the slums, which eventually led to an open area covered with an assortment of trash. Jagger looked at Milo, confused.
“Over there,” Milo said. Jagger followed the direction Milo pointed. Next to the trash, a pile of old bikes was dumped in a big, twisted heap.
“Thanks,” Jagger said, turning back to Milo, but the boy had already left. Jagger shrugged and went over to the pile of bikes. Half an hour later, he’d found one that would carry him as far as he needed to go.
Jagger got on the bicycle and headed out. He had to stop Shi from killing people, and he had to get the girl away before she fell into Governance hands to be used as a weapon again. But before any of that, he needed to see someone.
#
The journey took Jagger five hours on the bike. The hardest part was getting out of the slums. The pathways weren’t mapped so Ubiquity’s direction service didn’t work, and he’d gotten stuck in dead ends more than once.
Now he stood in a recessed doorway outside Abby’s apartment block. He hesitated before buzzing. Would she believe him when he said he hadn’t killed Tobias? Here he was with a stolen Ubiquity profile, an ancient bicycle and a body like a bruised banana. What choice did he have? After the journey he’d just taken, he was exhausted, he was hungry, and he had nowhere else to go. Guess you don’t have any choice, do you, dickhead? he thought in his head in Elkie’s accent, then immediately regretted it. His entire body ached. He wasn’t ready to have his soul ache too.
He adjusted the cloth he’d found at the dump so it covered his face again and pressed the buzzer for Abby’s apartment. The wind rushed past the recess, creating a low howl. The bicycle Jagger had ridden on was propped up against the apartment building, and he fully expected it to be gone by the time he left.
“Hello?” Abby’s voice crackled through the intercom. Jagger stared at the recorder. He had the cloth over his head in a way that would obscure his face. “Who are you?”
Jagger hadn’t thought about what he’d say to her. Hello didn’t seem like enough.
“Abby, I—” Jagger’s voice sounded tired. It surprised him how weak it was.
“Jagger?”
“Yes,” Jagger said. He hadn’t prepared himself to speak to her, and now his voice faltered with the emotions emerging. “Abby, I didn’t do what they said I did. I didn’t ki—” Jagger couldn’t bring himself to say it. “I know what Shi is doing, what Seb is doing. I’m going to stop him, Abby. I just need…” Jagger’s voice trailed off. What did he need? He was so tired he didn’t know.
Silence crackled through the intercom. Jagger wondered if she was calling security. He tried to think of something else to say, but what could he? Why had he come here? He was probably the last person she wanted to see right now. Jagger let his head drop. He stepped out of the recess. The wind battered the hood into his face as he lifted the bike from where it rested on the wall.
Behind him, the door buzzed and clicked open.
“Come up, Jagger,” Abby said. He could hear the tears in her voice.
“One thing,” he said, setting the bicycle back against the side of the apartment building.
“What?”
“Can you take your DigiLenses out and cover any Ubiquity recorders you have?”
There was a pause.
“Fine.”
Jagger took one last look at the mauve sky, then went inside.




Chapter Thirty-Six:
John Odia
John stood on the small Japanese bridge over Monet’s pond and fiddled with a stick he’d picked up. After the meeting with General Hixson, he’d abandoned his special advisor duties and took a private rotocar back to the prime coordinator’s residence. He needed to be alone. He needed to be away from Uma.
Wind blew through the long strands of willow leaves, creating a rushing sound. John drew a breath in slowly through his nose, then forced it out, shaking his head. He couldn’t believe it was true. He threw the stick into the pond and watched the insects on the surface scatter.
The whole Governance was built on murder. He winced at the thought of all the jumps he’d made in the Wilcox drive. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them. Thousands of sacrifices just so he could have lunch on a different planet. His stomach turned. Can it really be true?
He walked to the end of the bridge, along the grassy bank, and flopped to the ground. The sun was bright and the sky a clear blue. Do the Wilcox clones offer a sacrifice, just as the girl has to?
Uma had said as much. The Entity needed energy to carry out the request made of it.
God, John thought. How many jumps are done each day? Each week? Each year?
A notification flashed up in his vision telling him Professor Ruben had arrived at the residence.
“Finally,” John said. An hour ago, he’d requested the professor come see him.
#
“I can’t do that, John.”
The professor stood up from the gold nushmere sofa and moved to the window.
“Aren’t you even curious?” John said, looking around at Professor Ruben.
The professor took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. “John, it’s not that. It’s…I—” The professor trailed off.
“For crying out loud, Aldous, people are dying.” John stood up. “Every jump using a Wilcox drive requires a sacrifice.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Uma said as much.” John rounded the sofa and strode to the window the professor stood at. “The Entity needs energy to perform its task.”
Professor Ruben shook his head. “Entities? John, are you sure you’re okay?”
John clenched his jaw. “You think I’m mad?” He moved away from the professor for fear of hitting him. “I’m not mad. There is a planet where children are cloned. Wilcox clones. They take Egosh and…and do something. They ask an Entity to move things. But the Entity needs energy. Energy that comes from death or the pain of someone being killed, I’m not sure.”
The professor walked across the fine Oriental rug that covered a large section of the white drawing room’s floor and lay a hand on John’s arm.
“Maybe we should take a walk in the fresh air?” Professor Ruben said. “It might help us think clearly.”
“If you won’t help me, I’ll find out on my own.” John shrugged the professor’s hand off his arm and headed for the door.
#
Fluffy white clouds had appeared in the sky, taking the intensity out of the sun’s heat. John marched into the clearing where the Wilcox drive sat. The black rectangle absorbed so much light that it resembled a void in the middle of the concrete area surrounded by trees.
There was no sign of the Sodality Jisha who normally stood outside the drive waiting for them. John had never taken a trip on his own. He guessed Uma would warn them if they wanted to use the drive. He knew the drive was always meant to be ready to be used, so if the Sodality Jisha wasn’t standing outside, he or she must be waiting inside.
John arrived at the spot where they would normally enter the drive. The doorway was so flush to the wall that he could barely see it. He knocked hard on the door. The doorway, along with the rest of the exterior of the drive, was made from a light and strong D-Carbon material. The door remained closed. John thought about the trips he’d taken in the drive. After seeing them into their section of the drive, with its comfortable sofas and a bar, the Sodality Jisha would close the door from the outside where he would presumably go to another part of the drive where John had assumed they operated the drive controls. Now he knew they did something different.
He walked around the matte black rectangle room, trailing his fingers along the wall. When he arrived to the side opposite the door he’d normally enter by, he felt a slight disturbance in the wall's smoothness. He stopped and looked. Yes, there in the D-Carbon wall, he noticed the faintest outline of another doorway. John pounded on it three times and stepped back.
Silence.
Then a male voice spoke from inside. “Cit John Odia. The prime coordinator did not request a trip.”
John raised his eyebrows. There must be a Ubiquity recorder filming him, but he couldn’t see it anywhere on the black wall of the drive.
“I want to see how the drive works,” John said.
There was a pause. “I’m sorry, the drive mechanism is top secret, even to you.”
“I’ve been to the Wilcox production facility and seen the clones,” John said. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest. “I know they take Egosh and petition an Entity. I know they…they offer a sacrifice. I want to see the process. It’s part of my training as a special advisor.”
John wished he’d paid more attention to the hooded Sodality Jishas when they’d taken trips, but they were like another piece of furniture. They’d always been there since he was young. As a little kid, he would be bundled into the Wilcox drive by Uma. A robed person was always waiting to help them in and out, their hood always obscuring their face. He realized he didn’t know if they were male or female. Well, this one was male, but the one yesterday? Was it the same Sodality Jisha or was it a different one? Was this person familiar with him? Had he witnessed John and Miyu age so fast over the last five years, or was this the first time the Sodality Jisha had spoken to him?
“I’m not authorized to let you in,” the voice finally said. “You must speak to the prime coordinator and ask her to authorize you.”
John clenched his teeth and turned away from the black wall. There was no way he was asking Uma’s permission. He was so furious with her he didn’t even want to think about her, let alone talk to her. John paced around the concrete near the Wilcox drive. There must be another way, he thought. Then it hit him. Apart from Professor Ruben, Operation Coordinator Boothroyd and Dr. Oblisis, the only other person he’d met when he was young was Darrison Van Basten. The head of the Sodality.
John cursed himself for being so stupid. He’d met Van Basten so many times as a young child that he’d almost forgotten his position in the Governance. John think-told Ubiquity to call Van Basten.
After a brief minute, the call was answered, and Darrison Van Basten’s long, thin face appeared floating in the space in front of John.
“I can’t see you?” Van Basten said.
“No, I’m not near a recorder,” John said, glad he couldn’t be seen. He was sure his face betrayed how nervous he felt.
“Oh,” Van Basten said, a slight frown on his face. “What can I help you with? Is the prime coordinator all right?”
“Yes, Uma is fine. It’s…I—” John clenched his teeth again, annoyed that his nerves were getting to him.
A concerned look fell over Van Basten’s face. “John, are you Okay?”
John took a deep breath. He counted one, two, three.
“John?”
Four. He exhaled. “Yes, sorry. I…Uma took us to the Wilcox production facility.”
“Yes, I’m sorry I couldn’t be there to give you the tour,” Van Basten said. “We’ve had some issues with Egosh production.”
“Yes, Dr. Oblisis told us,” John continued. “It was very interesting, the tour. But we had to cut it short. We never got to watch the entire process.”
“The entire process,” Van Basten repeated.
“Yes. Anyway, I’m at home and I asked the Sodality Jisha to show me, but he said I would need authorization.”
Van Basten blinked. “You should ask Prime Coordinator Odia.”
“No. No, she stopped the tour because she thought I’d be upset. She was right. That’s why I must watch it on my own first. Once I’ve done that, I will be able to see it with her and Miyu.”
The head of the Sodality raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure, John. If Uma didn’t think you’re ready?”
“I know they sacrifice babies,” John said, taking a punt. What else could the sacrifices be? He’d seen the Sodality Jisha load in boxes of what Uma had called fuel. If the Entity needed energy, how could you travel with enough sacrifices, unless they were small? “I just need to see the process. I’m fine, Darrison. I just need to see it, and then I can move on.”
Van Basten lowered his eyes away from the recorder he gazed into. He seemed to contemplate his decision.
“Okay, John,” he said after a moment. “I will allow you access. If you need to talk about this after, please call me.”
John smiled and nodded, then realized that Van Basten couldn’t see him. “I will. Thank you.”
Van Basten nodded and cut the call.
John stood in the concrete clearing surrounded by trees. High on a branch near him, John heard birds call. He understood birds would call out to each other to warn of predators. He gazed up to see if a larger bird circled, but the sky was clear. Then he realized they were cheeping about him. The birds thought he was the predator.
Behind him, John heard a click. He spun and saw the Sodality Jisha stood in his black robes by the now open door. John walked back to the drive. The light looked dim beyond the dark figure. He stepped inside. The room, dark and smaller than the side which he, Miyu and Uma normally sat in, had a counter along one wall with a small Ubiquity device on it. Another wall was covered with black cupboard doors. To his left, a young man sat behind a gray slab of stone. A Wilcox clone.
“Where do you want to go?” The Sodality Jisha said from behind John, startling him.
“Oh,” John said, realizing he’d been holding his breath. He released it and took a fresh one. “Anywhere. Actually, no.” He turned to face the Sodality Jisha. “Take me to the planet Uma took me to. The one with the unusual bio-luminescent flora.” The Sodality Jisha nodded and turned to the Ubiquity device on the counter.
John approached the Wilcox clone. The boy was a little younger than he was. Sixteen, maybe. He looked nervous. His eyes locked on the stone slab in front of him, his lips pressed tightly together. John kneeled and looked up into the boy’s eyes.
“I’m John. What’s your name?”
“He doesn’t have a name,” the Jisha said from behind John. “Please don’t speak to him.”
John sighed. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure the Sodality Jisha wasn’t looking, then leaned closer to the boy’s face. “I am like you. A clone.”
A cough from the Sodality Jisha made John pull back and stand. The Jisha held out the Ubiquity device. The Wilcox clone took it and began to study the display. John was about to ask what was on the device when the Sodality Jisha turned away and opened a cupboard door. He slid out a box and placed it on the counter. John watched as he reached inside the box and lifted out a baby.
John gasped. He thought they must… but he had hoped it wasn’t…
The Sodality Jisha placed the sleeping baby on the stone slab in front of the Wilcox clone. John now noticed the slab had gullies stained red that led to a drain. John’s heart pounded. The Sodality Jisha turned away as John stared at the helpless little human. It is true.
A hand on John’s shoulder made him jump. He moved backward under its pull and watched as the Sodality Jisha placed a kykeon on the slab by the baby, then next to it, a razor-sharp obsidian blade.
The young Wilcox clone raised his gaze and met John’s. Then he reached down and picked up the kykeon and the blade.




Chapter Thirty-Seven:
Jagger Jakowski
She listened to the whole story without interrupting, even when he broke down describing Tobias’ death and how an ersatz in a rotocar hunted them. He’d felt ashamed of crying. That wasn’t what he did. And he knew the tears weren’t for Tobias, they were for Aisling, Dursan and Phife. Once he’d started talking, the emotion burst out of him like water breaching a dam, and he couldn’t stop it. It had to run dry before he could put his defenses back up.
She’d listened and nodded, and when he finished, she told him he needed sleep and brought out a blanket for him. He’d refused. He didn’t want to trouble her. But when he’d tried to stand, his legs failed to cooperate. So, he’d sunk back into a beanbag and let her drape the blanket over him. The sleep he fell into was deep and dreamless. He was glad of that.
Now Abby held a plate of food out in front of him. His stomach lurched, trying to eat itself at the smell of the simple dal and bread. She walked back to her small kitchen to get herself a plate.
Jagger dipped the bread into the golden dal and ate with relish. He gave Abby a warm and earnest smile. “Thank you.”
Abby smiled back and continued to eat in silence. Jagger watched her bring the dal-soaked bread to her delicate mouth and suddenly had a deep feeling of regret. Why had he not appreciated Abby for how amazing she was when they were together? She was kind and generous and had a plain beauty which didn’t require the frills of make-up or body mods to make it shine. He shook his head slightly and went back to eating his dal. He knew why he hadn’t appreciated Abby. He couldn’t see her because he was always in the way. His issues always dictated how he felt about things, clouding the truth of the situation. If he could only have gotten out of his own way, maybe things would have been different. As if reading his mind, Abby spoke. “Jagger, I hate to see you so damaged,” she said placing her empty plate on the floor. “If you’ll let me, I want to help you.”
Jagger nodded. His body ached. “The bruising is getting better. You should have seen me a few days ago.”
Abby smiled, her large hazel eyes warm and caring, but they also reflected back something else to Jagger—sadness.
“I don’t mean your body. Though I do have a spare drug patch if you need. No,” Abby sighed. “Jagger, you’re holding a deep pain inside you. It was fresh all those years ago when we were together. I was too young to know how to guide you to the help you needed.” Abby reached forward and lay a hand on Jagger’s leg. “I can help you now. You just need to trust me.”
Feeling the warmth of Abby’s soft hand on his leg made Jagger want to cry again. He hated this. He hated that his emotions were so volatile, so out of his control. This was not what he was taught. Discipline. Discipline was what he was taught. Discipline over your body, over your actions, over your thoughts. Suck it back in. That’s what he had to do. Never show weakness. Never show—he tried. He tried to push it back down, to bury it in the dark cellar of his soul, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t. It overflowed now. It overflowed, and if he didn’t do something, he thought he’d go mad. His feelings were out of control. He despaired at the idea of trying to push them back down. But maybe he didn’t have to. Maybe there was something else he could do? Something to free him of the tight grip that held him? To help him let go?
“Okay,” he said in a quiet voice. “I trust you.”
#
Jagger wanted her help, but inside, he thought it sounded stupid.
“I just say what I want, and it gives it to me?” he said.
“No,” Abby said, clearly trying to be patient with him. “It’s just good to have an intention. It can be pretty overwhelming when you go in. If you have an intention, you have something you can hold on to, something to help guide the experience.”
It had been a few hours now since they’d eaten breakfast. Abby had spent that time talking to him about Egosh. She’d been very careful not to push it on him. It had to be his own idea—he had to want to do it. After she’d explained what it might be like, how it might help, he decided to give it a go. What was the worst that could happen?
“Okay,” he said, still feeling self-conscious. “My intention is to understand what the pain is inside me, and to accept—” He looked at Abby.
“Any healing the Egosh thinks I need,” she said.
“And to accept any healing the Egosh thinks I need.” He paused. “That it?”
Abby smiled. “That’s it. Are you ready?”
He wasn’t sure he was, but he was here now, so it was too late to turn back. “Ready.”
Abby passed him the kykeon which she had filled from a small vile. The Egosh was a fine, white crystal powder. He took the kykeon from her.
“I just tap that and suck?” he said, pointing to the small display on the side.
Abby nodded. “Remember, it will come on in three phases: the descent, the search, and the ascent. That’s it.”
“Okay.”
“Okay.” Abby touched his arm. “You’ll be fine. Trust me.”
Jagger looked into Abby’s hazel eyes and thought how could he not trust her? He nodded and put the kykeon to his lips. He didn’t know why, but his heart pounded. Jagger tapped the display with his finger, inhaled as deeply as he could, then closed his eyes.
#
Rushing, tunneling, shooting along, weight pressing down, ears ringing, holding on tight, then emerging into a cathedral of a thousand eyes. Throbbing, pulsing, changing. It’s the most beautiful thing. The cathedral dome, a thousand intricate interlocking kaleidoscopic triangles, squares, diamonds, pulsing, changing, every color in the spectrum and more. Massive, overpowering, constant change, but beautiful, so beautiful. This is home. It’s so good to see you. Focus on an interlocking shape. Edges made up of fuchsia, lime and cyan lines pulsing, changing. Dive into the line. Expand outward, inward, into new shapes. Interlocking, pulsing, changing. A shadow dancing in the lines. A woman. Dances, twists. The shape of a woman in the pulsing colors. A thousand geometric feminine shapes, dancing, interlocking, so vivid, so spectacular. Get closer. Notice the lines that form geometric shapes comprised of faces. Thousands of cartoon faces. Millions of eyes. All of which pulse through a rainbow of color, constantly changing shape. They don’t speak, but you understand. They are happy to see you. It’s so good to see you, they’ve missed you so much. Like a love embrace, you tumble toward a face on the corner of one of the pulsing geometric shapes. You fall into it. It becomes more faces, more eyes, a fractal at the base of reality. You fall through the eyes, lost in a kaleidoscopic tendril of existence. Warmth. Love. Universal beauty. You give yourself. You open yourself. A new shape in the cathedral dome. In the pulsing spectrum rushing lines. Sharp. Points. Fangs. A snake’s head above you. The cathedral dome opens. Not a dome. The mouth of a snake. Darkness inside. You can’t pull back. The darkness grows. Envelops you. You want to hold on. There’s nothing to hold on to. Rushing. Something glimmers behind you. A thought. Your intention. Rushing through darkness. Your intention is to understand. Rushing darkness closing in. Your intention is to understand what the pain is inside you and to accept. Tighter. Darker. Your intention is to understand what the pain is inside you and to accept any healing The Empty thinks you need. Darkness rushing, closing, you’re stripped away.
Then.
Then you.
You can’t remember your name. You’re nothing. Memories gone. But you know you’re you. You’re a kernel. Core. Inherent. Eternal. Peace. Rest. Motion. From nothing. Color. Love. Movement. You’re standing on the sidewalk. Your childhood town. They’re there. Tommy, Arisu and Petra. Recognition. Love. Childhood acceptance washes over you. Everything is okay. They’re laughing. You’re not sure why. You laugh too. You look down. You’re holding a glass of water. You’re holding it out for the group huddled around to see. You are the water. They’re laughing. Tommy, Arisu and Petra. Their mouths wide, grotesque. They’re laughing. Their eyes vulgar. You’re the water in the glass. They’re laughing at you. It’s not them. It’s your team. Aisling, Dursan and Phife. They’re laughing at you. It hurts more. It hurts. They pour you. They pour you down. Into the gutter, you flow. You stretch, liquid. Along the gutter into the drain. Into darkness again. Here you want to stay. Ashamed. Ashamed for what you did. A shape pushes through the darkness. A face. It’s huge. Over you. It’s Tsai Bevan. Bruised. Tears run down his bruised face. Tsai’s face cracks open. It splits and falls apart. Inside are three faces. Your team. Aisling, Dursan and Phife. They’re looking down at you. Sad. You’re sorry. You want to say you’re sorry to them. You’re sorry you let them die. They’re gone. You’re talking to command, holding the order in your hand. This is a bad idea, you say. We’ll be pinned down. You’ll have cover, they say. It’s an order. You go anyway. Bullets fly from both sides. You’re pinned down. No cover. Aisling, Dursan, Phife die. Why aren’t you shot? Cover comes. Comes too late. Collapse into a pool of hate and rip yourself apart. Your fault. Your fault. Your fault. It’s your fault. Wait. Trying to rip. Trying to rip yourself apart, but you can’t. Something’s stopping you. In the darkness, the commander’s face appears. That’s an order. But no. You could have refused. A shape points, jabs out of the darkness into you, into your mind. That’s an order. But. The darkness jabs into your mind. That’s an order. You stop. Weight. Pressing down on you. Splinters. I had to. It’s not my fault. Weight splinters. Truth. Weight splinters and breaks. It wasn’t my fault. Acceptance. Weight splinters and breaks away. The darkness shatters and falls in a thousand drops. There’s nothing. No weight. No heavy burden. Nothing. You’re free. 
Then.
Then you.
You can’t remember your name. You are bodiless. Bodiless, but not without form. Then something. Something back somewhere, some thought, some… thing you’ve forgotten, it scratches, scratches at the back of your mind. It makes no sense. You feel a pressure on your chest. You’d forgotten you had a chest, you can’t breathe. Are you? Are you breathing? A buzzing starts in your ears, a buzzing growing louder and louder as the pressure on your chest starts to press. To press down. Presses you into a tunnel. You are shooting along a tunnel fast, so fast the pressure is too much; you don’t want this, your ears, your ears are bleeding from the buzzing, you race along, so fast you’re ripping to pieces, you’re tearing up, the pressure. Everything is neon lime green. Totality. Lime green. It’s so bright it would hurt if you had eyes. Geometric shapes are dotted around the landscape. The neon lime green landscape. Some near, some much farther away. A diamond approaches you. It seems angry. It’s jabbing at you. You don’t know what to do. You don’t want to be here. Another shape appears. This one pulls an image out, like a sheet of paper, and shows it to you. It’s a memory. A memory from someone you at recognize as once being you but also not. It’s your father. He’s home from work. He has his coveralls on. They have a logo on the chest. DEC Thrips. The shape pulls the memory away and jabs at you to go. The diamond in the lime green landscape tells you to go.
Slowly, you rise.
Piece by piece, you reassemble.
Until you are he.
#
Jagger opened his eyes. The colors in Abby’s living room still had a richness to them. He didn’t sit up. He just lay on the beanbag, letting it envelop him in a big hug. He felt content. More content than he’d felt in years. Since he was a small child even. The anxiety that normally sat on his shoulders had vanished. He felt free. He supposed the feeling would be fleeting, but for now, he welcomed the tranquility.
He tried to remember what had just happened. It was hard to pin down the memories. The whole journey had been so intense and rapid, an onslaught on the senses. He vaguely remembered the geometric dome being beautiful but couldn’t see it clearly in his head. It was like remembering someone from long ago; you had a vague sense of who they were, but their face didn’t resolve.
Then he’d been… a glass of water? He understood now that people of authority caused a large degree of the pain he carried. Caused pain for the people he loved, as a young man leading his attack squad in battle. They were more than just his team; they were his friends; they were his family. Until that one order. Jagger knew it hadn’t felt right, but he led them in anyway. That was the order. They got slaughtered. It had exposed the enemy, though, who were swiftly dealt with. He realized now they’d been used. Used like Shi was using the girl. He carried pain. For years, he’d been pushing it down. Now he realized he didn’t need to. Now he knew the reason he felt the pain. It was valid. Maybe after all this was finished, he’d go get help. See if he could ease it. But for now, he had it, he had pain. He wouldn’t suppress it any longer. The pain was an energy he could use.
The final part had been the strangest. He laughed to himself. It had all been so strange, but the final part. What was that? A landscape made of color populated by shapes that… that were, somehow, conscious. That could show him his memories as simply as handing him a bit of paper. He remembered the image they had showed him. His memory from the sacrifice. He sat up in the beanbag.
Abby, who had been staring into space, probably viewing Ubiquity, turned to him and smiled.
“Why do they call it The Empty?” Jagger said. “It’s not empty at all.”
Abby laughed. “It’s something to do with what they called Egosh on Old Earth. How was it?”
“I know where she is.”
Abby frowned. “Who?”
“The girl. The girl Seb is using. I know where she is.”




Chapter Thirty-Eight:
John Odia
Bright sunlight carved wedges of gold through the windows into the white drawing room at the prime coordinator’s residence. It caught dust particles floating in the air. John ran his hand through the fabric of the nushmere sofa he sat on. He hated waiting.
He stood and walked to the window, thinking a view of the grand gardens may ease his nerves, but the light was too intense. Instead, he moved to one of the many statues in the room. He played with the hem of Degas’ Little Dancer, knowing he shouldn’t touch it but not caring. This was probably the last time he’d lay eyes on it. He’d always felt an affinity with the statue, the young ballerina frozen in time, looking uncomfortable holding the fourth position. Like him, it wasn’t the real thing. It was one of many casts made of the original. Made for the pleasure of others. Now he felt a different connection he’d never thought of before. He was the same as her, not the statue but the girl, the real girl. Marie was her name. Like her, he was being forced to perform, to contort himself for the delight of the wealthy, for the amusement of his protector.
Like him, Marie must have grown up too fast. A childhood stolen. John wondered what normal children’s childhoods were like. He’d aged so quickly that it was all a blur. John had spent most of his time studying with Professor Ruben. His only respite had been combat and tactical training in immersion or the sanctuary of the gardens which he threw himself into. If only he’d had the chance to age normally. To have a conventional childhood spent playing with friends. He didn’t have any friends, apart from Miyu, but he wasn’t sure she really counted. John felt self-pity grow within him. Catching himself, he gripped the emotion, not letting it grow any further. How dare he think that? How dare he lament over what he might have lost when there were hundreds, no, thousands of clones who would never experience a proper childhood? Who lived their lives in cages. All to oil the mechanism that was the Governance. He hated he was like everyone else, bemoaning his existence, when in fact he had it pretty good. And that others suffered for his comfort. When you thought about the dark truth behind your entire existence, behind the reality you live in, it was hard to remain selfish. People were dying so he could live in luxury, and he barely noticed.
Well, no more.
John blew air out of his nose sharply. His jaw bulged where he’d unconsciously been clenching it. He relaxed it now. One thing I can control is my body, he thought. Don’t let outside influences dictate how I feel, that is a choice I always have.
The sound of the door opening made him turn. As if on cue, Uma and Miyu walked into the white drawing room, looking as regal as ever. Uma wore a dark dress suit, as she always did. Imposing with just the hint of femininity. Miyu was in yet another designer outfit. This one was banana yellow with a garish print on it and the ridiculous puff sleeves that seemed to be the fashion at the moment. Their heels clinked on the marble floor as they walked over to the nushmere chesterfield sofas and sat down.
Silence settled in the room.
For a moment, John had the distinct impression that he was inside an immersion. One which had been paused while a player attended to a matter in real life.
“Well,” Uma said, breaking the tension. “You wanted to speak with us?”
John didn’t turn to them. Instead, he stepped into the blinding light by the window. He gazed out at the gardens he’d found such pleasure in, such fulfillment in. His heart sank a little as he realized he would never get to enjoy them again.
“I’m leaving.”
Silence again held the room.
John turned to face his clone counterparts and stepped out of the light.
“I’m leaving. I’m leaving this place. I’m leaving you.”
John watched Uma for her reaction. Nothing. Not a muscle moved on her brown, oval face. Her eyes stared out at him, but she looked right past him.
It was Miyu who spoke first. “What are you talking about? Leaving. Where would you go?”
“The Demesne system.”
“The Demesne system?” Miyu snorted a laugh. “What? To be with the residuum?”
“Yes,” John said, moving behind a sofa near them, putting his hands into the nushmere fabric. “Yes, I’ll be one of them. I’ll work in the factories. I’ll write poetry.”
“Work in factories?” Miyu said, her face contorted like she’d smelled something bad. “Why would you do that?”
“To live. I want to live, Miyu.”
Miyu frowned. “We are living, John. We’re living better than most people. Certainly better than the Demesnech.”
“I want more than this. I want to know what it’s like to do a day’s work and feel tired. I want to know what it’s like to drink wine. No, beer, with my friends at the weekend. I want the depths of the lows to illuminate the richness of the highs.” John held his arms out wide. “I want to feel that I have a reason for being. That I’ve earned my place in this world.” He stared at his female counterpart, waiting for a reaction. He hadn’t noticed his heart beat harder. His skin felt clammy.
Uma looked up at him. “What did you say?”
John dry swallowed. “I said I want to feel the way th—”
“No.” Uma voice was flat and calm, which worried him. “What did you say about poetry?”
“Poetry?” John said.
Her face darkened with a frown. Then her eyes grew larger. “I’ll kill Ruben. He put you up to this. He’s been filling your head with nonsense. I should have put a stop to it, but you enjoyed the arts so much. But I can see now that I was wrong. It’s made you soft.”
“It’s made me care,” John said, slapping the back of the nushmere sofa. “It’s not just my life. It’s what we’re doing, what you’re doing to those clones, to all those…” John turned away. He moved back to the light of the window. He couldn’t bring himself to face Uma.
“Miyu,” he said. “Didn’t you feel anything? Seeing all the Wilcox clones growing up in cages?”
Miyu sighed. “I felt pride, John. Pride in what the Governance has done. Pride in what Uma has done as prime coordinator. Those Wilcox clones. Don’t think of them as people, John. They’re not. Think of them as objects, as tools. The way humans used to use animals. Like a horse pulling a cart in those old paintings you like.”
A tear ran down John’s cheek. It devastated his heart how callous Miyu was. That Uma was. That every fucking body was. He turned back to them. “Do you know how they power the Wilcox drives?”
Both Miyu and Uma stared at him, but neither said a thing.
“Well,” John shouted, and spit flew from his mouth. “Do you?!”
Miyu stood and walked around the sofa to where John stood. “Yes,” she said in a voice so calm that it highlighted how deranged John’s had sounded. “I guessed it must be some sort of sacrifice. I asked Uma, who confirmed it and took me into our drive to see for myself.”
“What?” John couldn’t believe what he heard. She knew. She knew babies were killed. Slaughtered. And she didn’t care. She didn’t care that each time Uma blinked them to some unknown planet for a lavish meal, a baby died. That every time she ordered a new designer dress made in the Demesne system, a baby died. That every day, hundreds of babies died just so the Governance could keep on running. What sort of hell of reality was he living in where this was normal?
The anger in John made his hands tremble. He lunged for Miyu. His hands stretched out to grip her neck.
Miyu took a step to the side, grabbed John’s wrist and twisted it behind him. He screamed in pain as she forced his hand upward to the back of his head.
“Enough,” Uma shouted.
Miyu released John. He fell to his knees on the floor and sobbed. He didn’t care that he cried in front of them. What was the point? What was the point of anything?
Uma appeared next to him, her patent leather high heels blinding in the sun. John looked up at her. He hated her. Not just for the atrocities she enabled every day but because she should have acted like their mother. Instead, she’d abused them. Sexually and mentally. She was evil.
Uma held a hand out to him. He instinctively took it. He rose to his feet and stared at her sunlit face. Why hadn’t she been a mother to him? Why hadn’t she cared?
Uma reached a hand out behind his ear, like she was performing a magic trick. But instead of pulling a coin out, she caressed the top of his neck. In spite of himself, he let her pull him toward her. She hugged him, and he hugged her back.
“It’s okay, John,” she said in a whisper. “You can go. You can go.”
He squeezed her tight and stared out the window into the grand gardens beyond. In the yellow sunlight, Trey Ullman strode toward the residence with two other security behind him.
#
John’s head hurt. He opened his eyes and stared at nushmere fabric centimeters from his face. He tried to push himself to sit, but the pounding in his head was incapacitating. Moaning, he think-told Ubiquity to patch him some NoPain and ClearHead, but nothing happened. He reached a hand up to his neck. His uLink node was missing.
“Ugh.” He turned onto his back and slid off the sofa onto the floor. Where was he? The room’s walls were black. He looked around. Another sofa lay perpendicular to the one he’d woken up on. A bar laid out with crystal glasses and bottles of liquor ran along the far wall.
Why am I in the Wilcox drive?
Annoyed, he tried to push himself up, but the pounding in his head crippled his action. He flopped back to the floor and pulled his shirt off his shoulder. With narrow eyes, he winced, trying to read the display on the slim endocrine patch on his arm. After a moment, he heard the patch whirr and felt relief as it administered NoPain. Muscles across his body he hadn’t realized were clenched, relaxed. John took a breath and went back to the drug patch display. He smiled as ClearHead washed over his brain and the fog lifted from his thoughts.
The smile dropped when he remembered where he was. Why a Wilcox drive? Was Uma playing a cruel trick on him after he said he wanted to leave? After she said he could go? He shook his head. He hated her.
Claustrophobia tightened in John’s mind. The black walls of the Wilcox drive felt like they were closing in on him.
He stood, his legs shaky. He staggered to the exit and placed a hand on it. It gave way, and he stumbled outside, almost falling. The light blinded him. John shaded his eyes with his hand. Above him, an animal screeched as he stumbled forward. He craned his neck and saw a giant bird. No, not a bird. Something else. Whatever it was, it was enormous and circling above him. He glanced around. Where am I?
The ground was flattened where he stood, but the flora surrounding the area was massive. Everything was over-sized.
Ahead of him, a few meters away, something lay on the ground. He staggered over and picked it up. A gray jacket with pink trim. John recognized it instantly. It was Carmine Pirozzi’s jacket. John swallowed and dropped the jacket. He spun around and ran for the Wilcox drive. His finger was a centimeter from the black rectangle when it blinked out of existence. John crashed to the ground in the space where the Wilcox drive had been. Laid out on his back, John stared at the circling animal. He heard another caw and realized more were coming.




Chapter Thirty-Nine:
Jagger Jakowski
“Are you sure this will work?” Abby said as she fiddled with the controls to the rotocar she’d borrowed from the House of Lumination.
“Yeah, it’ll be easy,” Jagger said as he forced the rotocar’s window down.
The memory of his father’s mining uniform the geometric shape had shown him kept flashing across Jagger’s mind. It was from the final stage of his career, when all the mines were shutting down on Viribus B. His father had worked mining indium. Viribus B had the only location where indium was found until they discovered deposits on a moon around Onfroy in the Demesne system. His father had always worked for Monmar Corp, so that was the company Jagger associated with his father and mining, but at the end, he’d spent a year working for DEC Thrips. That was the name he’d seen on the wall where Shi conducted his sacrifices to Quetzalcoatl. The True Light must be hiding in that mine.
The rotocar shuddered as Abby switched it to manual mode. Behind them, a rotocar blasted its horn as she took control. The strong winds that whipped through Pherson City made them swerve and drop speed. Abby’s foot quickly found the accelerator and matched the speed of the rest of the traffic.
Jagger’s plan was to storm the mine, rescue the girl, and destroy whatever equipment they used to create the cult’s immersions. He just needed some weapons. For a minute, he’d considered contacting his old buddies from when he worked security but didn’t want to involve too many people. He was also not sure whether they’d rat him out. After all, Jagger Jakowski was still wanted. No, his best option was his apartment. He had a Sig Sauer P526 Legion XS handgun and a KEDR PP-919 W Series submachine gun stored in a concealed box in his kitchen. Private citizens were prohibited from carrying guns, but that didn’t mean you couldn’t buy them. You just had to know who to speak to.
“That’s my building over there,” Jagger said. He pointed to one skyscraper lit up mauve by the perpetual half-set sun. Sector 61 of Pherson City was a jumble of buildings reaching to the sky and rotocar traffic lanes cutting through the space between them. “Ninety-first floor, around the other side.”
Abby pulled their rotocar out of the designated flying lane toward the metal and glass building. Jagger gripped the seat as they banked around toward his apartment. There was no way he’d try entering through the front door. He was still wanted for Tobias’ murder, and even though his Ubiquity profile was for Curtis, he didn’t think he’d get through his building’s main entrance without his face being ID’d. Hell, there might even be security waiting for him.
“That’s mine, up there.” Jagger pointed up a couple of floors. Abby pulled the rotocar up to his apartment and hovered by the drop-off box meant for delivery drones. Jagger hoped the managing agency hadn’t got around to fixing it. The metal, rectangular drop-off box projected from his apartment window. As they got close, the guide arm detected them and flailed about uselessly. Good, Jagger thought, it’s still broken.
“Can you get me closer?” he said to Abby. She edged the rotocar nearer, so the rectangular drop-off box was a few feet away. Jagger leaned out of the passenger window. The box swung about in front of him.
“Can’t you hold it more steady?” he said, trying to grip the box.
“I’m trying. It’s the wind,” Abby shouted over the sound of the air rushing past the open window. The extreme temperatures on either side of Viribus B caused constant high winds. The tall buildings in sector 61 made it worse by creating wind funnels. None of that helped Abby hold the rotocar still.
“Okay.” Jagger maneuvered himself up. He crouched on the passenger’s seat with his arms and head out the window. “Just pull in close for a second, and I’ll jump.”
“Jump? We’re ninety floors up,” Abby said, looking at Jagger like he was mad.
“Just do it.”
Abby sighed. “Okay. Get ready.”
The rotocar pulled closer to the rectangular drop-off box. Jagger didn’t look down. From his early military years, he’d learned to ignore the things that would prevent him from doing what he needed to do. Take action and then worry about the consequences. He leaped from the roto. His torso made it into the metal rectangle. The high winds jerked the rotocar. The window caught Jagger’s dangling foot and pulled him backward. Skin on the palms of his hands burned as he gripped the inside of the metal box. His hands began to slide. He couldn’t get enough purchase on the smooth surface to stop being pulled out. The rotocar dropped away just as Jagger’s head left the box. He pushed his arms out as hard as he could inside the box to stop himself from falling. His legs swung wildly beneath him, bashing into the flailing guide arm.
Wind roared across Jagger’s face. He glanced down to see if there was anything he could land on. His stomach did a somersault at the view below him. Ninety-one floors of air were between him and the ground. Between him and being turned into spaghetti sauce. Then his dangling feet connected with a something. He looked down again. Abby had maneuvered the rotocar under him. The roto rose enough for Jagger to crawl into the metal rectangle before it banked away, clipping the box. Jagger heard a metallic creak. He scampered the last meter and dropped into his apartment, crashing into a chair by his dining table. That was too close.
Jagger stood and peered out the window. He realized how hard it was for Abby to keep the rotocar level. He wondered what the hell he was thinking.
He think-told Ubiquity to call Abby.
“You’re alive,” she said. Jagger could hear the relief in her voice.
“Just about,” he said. “Right, get back in the traffic lane before a security roto spots you. I’ll call when I’m ready to be picked up.”
“Out the window?”
“No, not again,” Jagger said, frowning. “I’ll make a dash downstairs.”
“Okay. See you in a few,” Abby said and cut the call. The rotocar banked away and rejoined the nearest line of traffic.
Jagger scanned the room. He’d only been gone for just over a week, but it felt like years since he’d last seen his apartment. A feeling of violation quickly replaced the sense of nostalgia. The place was a mess. Drawers were open. His clothes had been pulled out. And whoever did it had scattered the meager possessions he owned all over the floor. Jagger hoped they hadn’t discovered his guns.
He moved to the kitchen. It was in a similar state to the rest of the apartment, drawers and cupboards open and the contents emptied. Jagger moved to the electric hob and used a knife to pry it open slightly. He got his fingers under the surface and lifted. The hob came up with wires hanging from it. He gently placed it on the counter and looked inside the gap. Sitting there was a metal case. He pulled it out and put it on the counter.
There was a creak.
Jagger held his breath.
A thud. A footstep. How did they know he was here? Jagger looked over at his wall display and realized the Ubiquity recorder must be active and had detected him when he entered. He’d have to be more careful if he got out of his apartment.
The footsteps grew louder as they came down the corridor toward the living area. How did it get here so fast? Another footstep. It was heavy, metallic. It could only be a security ersatz. Shit. They must have left an empty one stationed outside his door. When his face had been detected, it must have flagged a security officer in immersion at the station, who swapped into the ersatz body. He only had seconds before it entered the living area.
Jagger grabbed his case and crouched down behind the counter that divided the kitchen from the living area. The case opened with his thumbprint. The handgun slotted nicely into a special pocket he had inside his jacket. He loaded a magazine into the submachine gun.
Another clunk told him the security ersatz had now entered the living area. It had to step around the bed and past his dining table before it got to the kitchen.
Jagger think-told Ubiquity to send Abby a message.
Security in the apartment. Gonna need to leave quick.
“Come out from behind the counter,” the ersatz security officer said.
He heard it take another couple of steps closer. Jagger’s mind raced. If he swung out low to the side of the counter, maybe, just maybe, he could get a shot off before the ersatz obliterated him.
“I know you’re behind the counter. I can see the infrared radiation you’re leaking.” The ersatz stomped a step forward. “I don’t want to have to shoot you, Jagger.”
He recognized the voice. Collins. He’d dealt with the security officer on and off for years. He wouldn’t say they were friends, but he thought they had a mutual respect for one another. More than any other officer.
“Okay, I’m coming up. I have a weapon. I’ll keep it above my head.” Jagger slowly stood up with the submachine gun over his head.
“Place the weapon on the counter,” Collins said. Jagger paused for a moment. The metallic ersatz took another clunking step forward, kicking the fallen chair Jagger had crashed into a few minutes before. “Do it, now.”
“Okay,” Jagger said, lowering the gun onto the kitchen counter. He pushed it away from him slightly. He didn’t want the ersatz to think he was going to dive for it.
“Collins.” Jagger used the security officer’s name, hoping to illicit an emotional reaction. Sympathy for someone he knew. “I know I’m wanted for Tobias Berger’s death, but I didn’t do it.”
“That’s what they all say.” The ersatz had its automatic guns on each forearm aimed at Jagger. They were computer targeted. No way could he try to grab the submachine gun off the counter or the handgun from his pocket before it shot him. He’d just have to hope he’d have time to use the handgun when the metal beast was bringing him in. The chance was slim, though.
“It’s true,” Jagger said, his mouth suddenly dry. “I saw newscast footage from my Ubiquity recording. If you look at the rest of that footage, you’ll see I didn’t kill Tobias. A rotocar driven by an ersatz blasted the hell out of him, then came after me. I’m lucky to be alive.”
The ersatz stood frozen for a moment, it’s chrome body reflecting the mauve sky out the window. Jagger hoped the pause was Collins accessing the footage.
“I don’t know about any recording,” Collins finally said. “All I know is that there’s a warrant for your arrest.”
Jagger shook his head. “Come on, Collins. How long have we known each other? I wouldn’t kill someone like that.”
Again a pause.
“Look,” the security officer said. “If what you say is true, we can clear it up at the station.”
Jagger sighed. He didn’t like the idea of trying to prove his innocence at the security station. But if he played along with Collins, maybe he’d get a chance to jump him.
“Fine,” Jagger said. “You can take me in.”
“Good.” One of the guns on the ersatz’s forearms retracted, and a compartment on its leg opened. Collins took out a security binding from the compartment. “Come forward and turn around.”
This was it. When he turned around, he would grab the gun. He started to make his way around the kitchen counter. A loud engine roared. The ersatz turned to face the window. A rotocar was directly outside, swaying in the wind. The ersatz fired, but the rotocar swung in toward the window, smashing into the drop-off box. The heavy metallic rectangle flew into Jagger’s apartment, crushing the ersatz into the wall, its arms pinned out sideways.
Jagger stood opened-mouthed.
“What are you waiting for?” Abby shouted from the rotocar outside.
The ersatz security officer tried to push the metal object off but failed. Jagger ran to the gaping hole in his apartment where the drop-off box had been. Abby’s rotocar was a few feet away, the passenger window still lowered.
“Jump.”
“What?” Jagger looked down at the ninety-one-story drop. Behind him, the grinding sound of metal on metal told him it wasn’t long until the ersatz was free. “Okay, get as close as you can.”
Jagger backed up as Abby tried the wrestle the wind-battered rotocar closer to the hole in the exterior wall. It swayed around like a kid’s kite. Here goes nothing, Jagger thought. He ran full tilt toward the hole, jumped and cleared the two meter gap. The top half of his body landed in the open window, but his legs dangled out. Abby grabbed the back of his jacket and banked away so the rest of him fell into the passenger’s seat.
Jagger maneuvered himself into a sitting position, which was tricky with his large boots, and pressed the control to raise the window.
He turned to Abby. “See, I told you it would be easy.”
“You’re one lucky guy, Jagger.” Abby hit Jagger with the back of her hand and wrestled the rotocar back into the line of traffic. “Let’s hope that lucky doesn’t run out.”




Chapter Forty:
Uma Odia
Uma sat at a long dining table in the Viribus B Governance HQ, which used to be the HQ for all the Governance before the Orini system had been discovered. Normally, she hated these kinds of dinners. The food was always splendid, the wine always wonderful, and the people always dull, but after recent events, she welcomed the distraction. Miyu sat opposite her, which had been a mistake. Now, whenever she gazed into the face of her female clone, all she saw was John. He’d be dead by now, she was sure. Devoured by some prehistoric type beast on that awful planet. She hoped it was quick.
Uma took a bite of the filet de bœuf that lay on her plate.
“More wine?” a waiter said from beside her.
Why did they always ask just as you’ve taken a bite? she wondered.
Uma nodded to the waiter who filled her glass and moved on to the next person.
Viribus B. She normally hated the wretched eyeball planet, but tonight, the perpetually half-set sun was a welcome sight. The red dwarf star half over the horizon, close but weak, bathed Pherson City in somber colors that matched her mood.
“That’s exactly what I thought. Nevertheless, I made the shot,” Wei Gao said loudly, his laugh disturbing the long table. Gao reveled in the fact he had the prime coordinator at one of his dinners. He sat next to Uma’s left and to her right was the Head of the Sodality, Darrison Van Basten, followed his two immediate subordinates, Viggo Lüdeke and Omari Diya. Opposite Gao, next to Miyu, sat Pherson City Coordinator Mike Beck. Then, along either side, the sector coordinators and their underlings. This evening was entertainment after the long, and no doubt boring, meeting everyone but Uma had attended earlier.
“As I was saying,” Van Basten said to Uma once Gao’s voice had settled down. “This is the second occasion in three standard years the star Viribus has released a CME and disrupted Egosh production. Geological stu—”
“CME?” Uma said.
“Coronal mass ejection,” Van Basten said. “Explosions on the surface of star Viribus propel bursts of particles and electromagnetic fluctuations into the planet’s atmosphere. Those fluctuations induce electrical spikes at ground level that blow transformers in our power grids. Part of the problem is we’re mining for Egosh on the hot side of the planet, which is constantly exposed to the temperament of the red dwarf star. Geological studies show there are large deposits of Egosh on the dark side of the planet. Obviously, mining the cold side has its own challenges. The thick layer of ice for one, but the dark side is always facing away from the star so is much better protected from any CMEs that could occur.”
“Okay.” Uma took a sip of her wine. “So, what’s the problem?”
Van Basten gestured with his fork across Uma to where the Viribus system coordinator sat.
“Gao doesn’t seem to understand the danger of a drop in Egosh production. I’ve asked for funds to build a mine and production center on the dark side, but Gao is preoccupied in helping Viribus based companies stake their claim on contracts for the new system. He tells me it’s to ease the overflow of residuum he has here, by sending them off to work out in Haydar. But I’m sure he’s doling out favors thinking of his retirement on that new planet in Haydar. What’s it called? The one that’s all blue seas and sandy beaches?”
“It’s currently called Haydar C,” Uma said. “But I think we’ll rename it.”
“Whatever it’s called, his mind is elsewhere.”
Uma nodded and turned to Gao, who was having an animated conversation with the person next to him.
“Wei,” Uma said.
The Viribus system coordinator turned. So caught up in the conversation was he that it appeared he’d forgotten Uma Odia was there, or he’d had one too many glasses of wine and the alcohol was affecting his memory.
“Uma, it’s so good to have you here,” Gao said, then leaning in closer, “I have a dinner with Viribus’ top CEOs next week. It would be great if you could attend that also?”
“I will attend—”
“Great!” Gao said. “I was g—”
“I will attend,” Uma said in a louder, stern voice. “If you meet with Van Basten and approve the…Wei, are you okay?”
As Uma talked to Wei Gao, the relaxed drunken look fell from his face and was replaced by puzzlement. His cheeks, which seconds before were flushed red, suddenly drained to a pale green.
Gao pushed his seat out from the table and stared at his legs. His eyes grew large. Uma looked at the man’s black suit trousers, wondering what was wrong. Gao grabbed his steak knife off the table and started slashing at his legs. Uma felt sick as the knife cut deep, revealing the tissue of Gao’s thigh muscle. Blood seeped out of his leg. As Gao slashed, Uma felt the warm liquid splatter her face. It surprised her she didn’t cry out; she didn’t even move. She froze. Hands clamped onto Uma’s shoulders and lifted her away.
Around the table, there was a collected inhale as the guests watched Gao frantically slash at his legs.
“Wait! I want to see,” Uma said, pushing the head of her security’s arm from around her. She turned back and watched as two of her detail grabbed hold of Gao’s wrists. The small Viribus system coordinator managed to turn and push the much larger men off him. A wild look flared in Gao’s eyes. She’d never seen him like this. He looked inhuman. As the two security men approached again, Gao moved fast and slashed at them with the knife. The men reeled backward, blood gushing from their hands.
Another member of Uma’s security moved forward. Gao, now standing despite the injuries to his legs, breathed heavily, blood and spit hanging from his loose mouth. His eyes went wide again. He slashed at the fingers on his left hand.
“Drop the knife!” The security member had his gun raised and pointed at Gao.
Gao either didn’t hear him or was lost in his frantic attack on himself.
“Drop the knife!” the security guard said again and took a step forward.
This time, Gao looked up. For a second, Uma thought she glimpsed recognition and confusion on the man’s face. Then the twisted grimace contorted his face once more, and he lunged forward with the knife. Two shots to the chest flung Gao back onto the dining table, sending crystal glass and gold candelabras crashing to the floor.
The manic last thirty seconds were over. The silent room was frightening. Someone screamed, and the shocked chatter of conversation began.
Uma pushed free of Ullman and walked over to the table. Wei Gao laid sprawled out with his arms spread wide and two gaping holes in his chest. His eyes sat open with the same frantic look he’d had before they shot him. People covered their eyes, hugging each other. Somewhere in the room, someone vomited. Uma noticed Miyu staring at the body with the same fascination that she was. Her heart raced, but it did not scare her to look at Gao. The opposite was true. It intrigued her to have seen the weapon in use.
“Prime Coordinator. We need to go.” Trey Ullman’s firm hands gently gripped Uma’s shoulders and directed her away from the dead body.
#
“Are you okay, Prime Coordinator?” Darrison Van Basten asked from the Ubiquity display in the war room at the prime coordinator’s residence.
Uma sat at the head of a long table with Miyu at the first seat along the table to the left. Uma felt an emptiness in her heart. Not for Gao. She couldn’t give a toss about Gao. She glanced at the empty seat to her right. It was John she was hurting for.
“I’m fine,” Uma said to Van Basten’s image on the display. “That was quite the scene.”
“Do you think it was poison?” Van Basten asked. “Do you think you were the target?”
Uma waved her hand. “My security has detained everyone. If someone poisoned him, we’ll find out,” Uma said, not wanting to reveal the cause of death to Van Basten. “What is it you want?”
The long face of the head of the Sodality blinked at Uma’s abruptness.
“I’ll get to my point. As Gao is dead, probably the result of an attack on you, and his deputy Hort has been sent to the Demesne system, I’m worried about what this means for the stability of Viribus B, and more importantly, for the Egosh production that is so vital to the Governance.”
Uma glanced at Miyu to see if she was paying attention. “Go on.”
“There are a few good senior managers under the deputy coordinator’s position, but we need them to keep the planet running. The same with Mike Beck. Pherson City needs their coordinator steering the ship right now.” Van Basten paused, but Uma said nothing, so he continued. “I think the Sodality should take over the Viribus B coordinator role. None of the sector coordinator heads understands the importance of Egosh production. If production drops, we might have an issue making as many jumps as we need to keep the Governance moving.”
Uma stared blankly at the display.
“I know we don’t always get on eye to eye, but let me do this for you,” Van Basten added in. “Just until you can find a replacement for Gao and Hort.”
Uma smiled at the large image of the man. “Excuse me a moment.” Uma think-told Ubiquity to mute the audio and paused the recorder. She turned to Miyu.
“What do you think?”
Her female clone placed her hands face down on the table and thought for a moment. Uma was glad to see her not rush in with an answer.
Miyu looked up at Uma with her large brown eyes. “We thought Pirozzi was behind the attacks, bu—”
“He still might be,” Uma said. “Maybe this was planned before he got left on a planet.”
Miyu nodded. “True. But he’s gone, and someone is still carrying out these attacks. Promoting upward on Viribus B could cause stability issues as Van Basten pointed out, and we don’t know who among the sector heads and planet managers we can trust. Until we know who is behind the attacks, we can’t trust promoting someone we don’t know into that position. We could bring Hort back? The people of Viribus B loved her.”
Uma smiled. “Hort is a good idea, but with Pirozzi gone, and Gao’s death, which will be in the news soon enough, it’s important we have someone steering the ship in Demesne. The last thing we want is uncertainty in our leadership in that system.”
“Okay, put Baldwin in temporarily then?”
Uma laughed.
Miyu frowned and looked hurt that her suggestion had induced such a reaction from Uma.
“I’m sorry, Miyu,” the prime coordinator said, composing herself. “It was a good suggestion, it’s just that—Baldwin? We need someone who the people can look at and feel confident is going to be there for them. Baldwin is too—he’s too Orinian. Plus, he doesn’t know jack shit about Egosh production. You must remember that the citizens of Viribus B, like the Demesnech, have an open hatred for the elite of the Orini system.”
“So, you’re going to put Van Basten in charge then?” Miyu said.
Uma shrugged. “I guess I am. Van Basten understands Viribus B. All the sector heads and managers are familiar with him. He’s not super well-known among the Viribians, but they are aware of the presence of the Sodality on the planet, so it shouldn’t be a total shock.”
Miyu pouted and rolled her eyes, no doubt annoyed at her ideas being knocked back, Uma imagined. Just like she would have done at that age. She reached out and touched Miyu’s hand.
“Your suggestions were excellent.”
Miyu’s pout fell from her face, and she smiled at Uma.
“Right,” Uma said. “Let’s give Van Basten the good news.”




Chapter Forty-One:
Jagger Jakowski
“That ersatz could have killed you. I could have killed you.”
Jagger looked sideways at Abby in the roto driver’s seat. Genuine fear gripped her face.
“Whoa,” Jagger said, placing a hand on her arm. “I’m okay. I’m here, aren’t I?” The rotocar jerked in the wind, making Jagger pull his hand away to grab hold of something.
Abby cursed and wrestled the rotocar back into a traffic lane and switched on the automatic control. The rotocar leveled up, and they barely notice the wind now. Outside the window, towering apartment blocks loomed over them. Huge adverts blasted light out into the sky.
“You can’t do this,” Abby said. She had turned to face him.
“What? Because of that? There won’t be any ersatz at the mine.” Jagger shrugged. “I think.”
“You think?” Abby looked away from him. “You thought getting your weapons would be easy. I don’t want you to die.” The city lights caught the trail of a tear on Abby’s face.
“That’s not going to happen. I’ll be all right.”
Abby screwed up her lips and shook her head. “You don’t know that. Tobias isn’t all right. Tobias is dead.” The last words were a sob. It was the first time she’d mentioned his name. Jagger realized they should have talked about Tobias earlier. He’d just wanted to bury the memory of what he’d seen. He’d been selfish. He hadn’t thought about Abby. About what she was going through.
“Hey.” Jagger put an arm behind Abby, and she moved into his embrace. They hugged. It wasn’t just Abby who cried. Jagger had never felt comfortable crying in front of people. Hell, he’d never felt comfortable crying on his own, but he did now. Something in the Egosh had changed him.
After a few minutes, they broke their embrace and gazed at each other. Smiles spread over their wet faces. Abby used her sleeve to wipe Jagger’s face dry. He did the same for her.
“You’re a good man, Jagger, but you can’t do it on your own,” Abby said, staring into his eyes.
He’d always been a sucker for her hazel eyes. Nothing had changed. “Okay. But I will not hand myself in. I don’t trust security.”
“What about the people you were with? Elkie and… was it Radix?”
Jagger nodded. He’d feel like a dick, going back to them with his tail between his legs, but Abby was right. As much as he preferred to work alone, this was bigger than him. If he wanted to stop more innocent people from being sacrificed and free that girl, he required help.
“What about the girl?” Jagger said. The rotocar juddered as the line of traffic came around a building and hit a cross wind. “These guys are Governance. They’ll want to take the girl in.”
Abby took a slow breath in and exhaled it. Jagger smiled, remembering this was what she did when she was thinking. She slapped the rotocar controller.
“I know. And if this girl can do what you say she can, you must get her away. You said you thought the commander, Radix, was a decent guy?”
Jagger shrugged. “So?”
“So, perhaps he wants to stop the sacrifices too but can’t go against a direct order,” Abby said.
“Maybe,” Jagger said, frowning. “But what about the girl?”
“Bargain with him. Say you’ll tell them where the girl is, only if they promise to give her to you.”
“Yeah, right.” Jagger laughed. “The girl’s a weapon. There’s no way they’d give her up.”
“What about Ellie?”
“Elkie. What about her?”
“You spoke fondly of her,” Abby said. “Could you trust her not to give the girl in?”
Jagger thought about Elkie. Even though he’d only spent a short while with her, he’d really fallen for her. But did he trust her? He thought back to their time on the roof. She pretty much said she didn’t like the current Governance leadership. And if she didn’t, did that also mean Radix didn’t too? He guessed there was only one way to find out.
“Okay, I’ll go to Radix.”
“Great,” Abby said. “Tell me the address, and I’ll feed it into the roto.”
“Actually, I think I should drive,” Jagger said. “And where do I go if I do get the girl out?”
“I know someone you can take her to,” Abby said as she crawled into the rear seat.
“You sure?” Jagger slid over to the driver’s seat. “Viribus B will be crawling with people looking for her.”
“Don’t worry.” Abby smiled. “The person I know is a long way from Viribus B.”
#
Jagger pulled the rotocar down into the LZ outside the old superstore Radix’s team used as its base.
Radix and Elkie were waiting for him when he stepped out alone. He’d dropped Abby near a SkyTaxi rank and told her to say the Lumen’s roto had been stolen.
“You knew I was coming?” Jagger said. Dust from the slums whirled up around them. It was good to see Elkie again. The cheeky grin on her face made him think she was glad to see him too.
Radix tapped his uLink node. “You think Dev would give you one that we couldn’t track?”
Jagger automatically moved his hand to touch the connection to Ubiquity at the top of his neck. Now he was glad he hadn’t spoken the location of the mine out loud.
“You hoped I’d lead you to the True Light?”
The hard look on Radix’s enormous face broke into a flashy smile. “I hope you still can.”
For a moment, they said nothing. Jagger looked past them and saw Milo and some of the other kids playing. Farther back, Boom-Mee and Kaid leaned against the wall of the old superstore. There was no sign of Dev, which didn’t surprise Jagger. He’d never seen the techie leave the building.
“So,” Radix said. “Can you?”
“I can tell you where the True Light is on one condition.”
Radix raised an eyebrow. “Which is?”
“You let me take the girl.” Jagger waited for Radix to laugh, or reject the idea, but the large man didn’t. Instead, he fixed him in his stare. Jagger glanced at Elkie so he didn’t have to look into the commander’s eyes.
“Why?” Radix finally said.
“Why?” Jagger scratched his head. “Because… because if you don’t, she’ll be used as a weapon again.” Tsai Bevan’s pale face popped into Jagger’s mind. Tsai’s hazel green eyes staring out imploringly from under the shadow of his sharp brown eyebrows. “That means more citizens will have to be sacrificed to kill the targets. I know you fight for the Governance, but I also know you’re a good man. You don’t want to see innocent people killed. Especially not for this leadership.”
Radix’s eyes narrowed. Jagger wondered if he’d gone too far by hinting that Radix didn’t like the current Governance leadership. After what seemed like an age, Radix turned, and he and Elkie stepped a few paces away. The large man loomed over Elkie as they talked. From a distance, it might look like he was threatening her. Jagger hoped Elkie would put a kind word in for him.
They turned back toward him, and Elkie made eye contact. She winked at Jagger, which gave him a brief flutter in his chest, as well as confirming it had gone well.
“Okay,” Radix said, his voice serious. “Once we have extracted the girl, we’ll get you to a safe house. From there we ca—”
“No.”
“No?” Radix cocked his head slightly. Jagger didn’t think he was used to being contradicted when dishing out orders.
“I have somewhere I can take her. Somewhere far from here, somewhere safe.”
“And you won’t tell us?”
Jagger shook his head. “Best that only I know.” In fact, Jagger didn’t know. Abby said she would tell him after he’d gotten the girl.
Commander Radix looked up to the horizon and drew a deep breath in through his wide nose. With the exhale, he gazed back down at Jagger. “This stays between the three of us. Okay?”
“Fine with me,” Jagger said.
“Right, then we’d better get ready to ship out,” Radix said. He turned his wide shoulders and headed back to the base.
Jagger fell in line with Elkie as they walked behind the commander.
“Good to see you, dickhead,” Elkie said. To Jagger, her blue eyes looked brighter, but maybe it was just the smile on her face.
Jagger returned the smile. “It’s good to see you too, Elkie. Real good.”




Chapter Forty-Two:
Uma Odia
“Do you think we need any more men?” Uma asked General Hixson. “We could blink in some troops.” The two were meeting in immersion so the general could show her the tactical display of Viribus B. Both their immersion avatars stood on a grid the immersion had laid out in space. It allowed them to walk around the eyeball planet that hung in the area in front of them.
The general shook his head. “It will take too long. The death of Gao shows that Shi and the True Light are no longer satisfied attacking your mob bosses. We need to act now before they come for you. Besides, my team on the ground is more than capable of dealing with this cult. Look.” The general spun the planet with a flick of his wrist and zoomed into the outline of a city. A dotted line showed a route away from the city toward the hot side of the planet.
“Commander Radix’s team departed their base at the periphery of Pherson City at seventeen-oh-five, local time.” The general swung the planet around to the location of the indium mine. “They will arrive at the mine, where the local agent believes the True Light to be located, at nineteen-thirty. The nearest military base is the other side of Pherson City. It would take them two hours longer to get to the mine.” The general turned to Uma. “And to be honest, the troops there are our least experienced. Viribus B, in the one hundred and forty years of the Governance, has not once had a disturbance that warranted military action. Any violence is normally gang related and is dealt with by the local security, which is run by the private company, SerTek Corp. We could get them involved, but we’d risk them discovering what the True Light has been doing.”
SerTek Corp. Uma cursed her predecessors who’d allowed private organizations to gain such power. She looked at the sand covered area of the planet. “And we trust the agent about the location? This Jakowska?”
“Jakowski. Jagger Jakowski,” General Hixson said. “Yes, Prime Coordinator. He’s ex-military, served a short stint in the Dissidence War. Since then, he’s worked security and more recently as an immersion investigator. Local security say he’s a bit of a lone wolf, gets in the odd fight, but he has a sense of justice.”
“I don’t care who he is,” Uma snapped. “Can his intel be trusted?”
“He says when he was in the immersion that almost killed him, he recognized a sign up on the wall. It was for DEC Thrips.” General Hixson zoomed in on the area where the mine was and tapped on it. An information panel appeared, floating by the mine. The logo read DEC Thrips.”
“DEC Thrips didn’t have more than one mine?”
“They did, but only this one mined indium,” General Hixson said. “The sign he observed had their logo and the word Evalen. He knew it was this mine because his father worked here. We’ve since confirmed that.”
Uma nodded. “How many in Commander Radix’s team?”
“Five; two combat, two field agents and a Ubiquity expert,” the general said. “Plus the local agent.”
“Two combat. That’s all?”
“We estimate that the True Light would have only ten, maybe fifteen people. None have military experience. Radix’s team should have no problem against that number.”
Uma stepped closer to the floating planet. The habitable band encircled the planet in an area that was in permanent sunset. Fine threads rose from the surface at each city, with nodules at the ends. Space elevators, Uma realized. The nodules at the end acted as a counterweight and also as docking stations for the small vehicles that transported the passengers and cargo on to their next step as the Viribus System was essentially barren apart from Viribus B. The only next step would be to travel to a ship that would connect with the jump ship. To blink out to one of the more richly populated systems. Uma was glad she had a personal Wilcox drive, so she no longer had to travel in the precarious space elevators. All it took was a technical failure with the tension and the cable would snap, sending you either crashing to the planet or flying off into space. Neither death sounded pleasant.
“The girl,” Uma said. “They’ll bring her straight away to our facility on Falcor?” Falcor was the smallest planet in the Orini system. Unlike Elyssia and Alexandria, Falcor was not inhabited by the Elites. Instead, the planet was one large military base, home to the Governance forces made up of Orinian officers and enlisted personnel from the Demesne and Viribus systems.
General Hixson nodded. He swung the planet around. “There is a private space elevator, used by the Sodality to transport Egosh off planet, here. An hour’s flight from the mine.” The general pointed to the fine thread rising from the surface.
“I don’t trust that something will go wrong. Tell Commander Radix to get a uLink node on the girl so we can identify her,” Uma said to Hixson. “I want to know who this girl is. Straight away.”




Chapter Forty-Three:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger snapped awake as the roto-transport juddered in the wind. He’d been dreaming of his old attack squad again. This time, it wasn’t a nightmare. He saw their faces. They were happy.
“What time is it?” Jagger asked. He pushed himself off the window he’d been asleep against. It had grown much hotter.
“We’re just over thirty minutes out,” Boom-Mee said from the driver’s seat behind Jagger. “Good to see you, Jakowski.”
Jagger looked over his shoulder. “Good to see you too,” Jagger said. Out the front window, he noticed a soft wall of beige in the distance. “Is the mine through that?”
Boom-Mee nodded. “Dust storm. It’s nothing the autopilot can’t handle. It will only be a problem if I need to go into manual.”
Jagger nodded and turned back. He sat next to Elkie on a long seat. Facing them were Radix and Kaid. Even though Kaid was not small by any means, he was dwarfed by the enormous frame of the commander.
“You actually going to bother to be awake for this?” Kaid said. Jagger laughed to himself. Kaid still had his same charming bedside manner.
“Sorry, long day,” Jagger said. He had only slept a little after taking Egosh at Abby’s. And it was this morning that he’d nearly died retrieving his weapon from his apartment. He glanced out the window, remembering how he thought he was going to fall to his death only a few hours ago. “So, what’s the plan?”
Kaid kissed his teeth and looked out the window.
“The objectives are to obtain Shi and the girl alive and destroy any equipment used to create the sacrifice immersions.” Radix pulled out a Ubiquity handheld display showing the layout of the DEC Thrips indium mine. “Do you have any clue where the girl might be located?”
He looked at the plans. The mine’s entrance was at the foothills to the Evalen mountains. An entrance shaft with an elevator and emergency staircase descended to the mining level, but there was also a conveyor belt leading up from the mine twenty meters from the entrance. The belt had been used to transport the indium ore out to be processed in the conditioning center a hundred meters away.
Casting his eye over the plans of the interior of the mine, Jagger felt his chest clamp up. After the initial rooms, the computer control room, staff and maintenance areas, the mine was made up of a system of interconnecting, spaghetti-like tunnels, each carved into the rock following the indium deposits. He scratched his head, looking at the maze.
Jagger cast his mind back to his experience in the sacrifice. His memory was distorted by the pain. He couldn’t remember much except them dragging the girl in from a tunnel to the right. Looking at the plans, that could be anywhere.
“He ain’t got a clue,” Kaid said. It was almost a snarl.
Jagger held his hand up. “Just… just give me a minute.” He breathed in deeply and tried not to show his rising panic. He wiped sweat from his face and closed his eyes. Come on, Jagger, think. Where would the girl be?
Then it hit him. His memory of the sacrifice was blurry, but the image the diamond shaped… thing… entity? Whatever it was. The image it had showed him, that was clear. His father’s coveralls with the DEC Thrips logo. Jagger had seen that logo on a sign in the sacrifice. And he remembered writing beneath it. An arrow pointing left with the text C100 to C117. The arrow to the right said C119 to C134. God, he hoped this memory was real, otherwise he’d look pretty stupid.
He opened his eyes and looked at the map. It was pretty straightforward. Each tunnel leading away from the front of the mine was assigned a letter. A, B, C, etc. Jagger found C and zoomed in on the map. He moved along the curved line until he came to the area labeled C118.
“In the sacrifice, I was here.” He pointed a finger to the room. “The girl should be somewhere to the right of there.”
They all look at him.
“Are you sure?” Radix asked.
“Not a hundred percent,” Jagger said. “I was being crushed to death, but I remember a sign. It said I was in this room. They dragged the girl in from that tunnel.”
Commander Radix held him in a stare for a moment. Jagger wondered if he was trying to see the truth in his eyes. Satisfied, the commander looked back to the map on the handheld Ubiquity display.
“Here,” Radix said, pointing to the map. “There are storage areas on that tunnel at the 120 marker. They could keep the girl there.”
Elkie and Kaid nodded.
“The conveyor belt starts in this open area,” Elkie said, pointing to the 134th row, which was wider than the others. Jagger assumed the miners brought the indium ore to row 134 to be placed on the conveyor belt, which brought it to the surface to be taken off to the conditioning center. “I’ll use the belt to gain access and retrieve the girl.”
“Whoa,” Jagger said. “I thought I was going to retrieve the girl?”
Kaid shook his head. “If you hadn’t been sleeping, you’d hav—” The roto-transport jerked hard, sending them all to the left.
“Sorry,” Boom-Mee called back to them. “We just entered the dust storm.”
Jagger glanced out the window. The world was a blur of light and dark browns. He tried to guess the visibility, but without an object to focus on, he couldn’t tell if it was one meter or ten. He swallowed and looked back at the map and the conveyor belt.
“I’ll get the girl,” Jagger said to Radix.
The large man opened his mouth to say something, but Elkie beat him to it.
“Think about it, Jagger,” Elkie said, placing a hand on his arm. “You said it looked like the girl was being held by force. That means she’s probably scared. Now, no offense, but if I was her and you appeared, I’m not sure I’d trust you.”
Jagger’s forehead creased. “Oh, and just because you’re a woman, she’s going to trust you?”
Now she frowned at him. “Well, yeah.” Elkie turned Jagger toward her. “I’ll get the girl out safely. Everything will go to plan after that. Trust me.”
Jagger looked into Elkie’s blue eyes. He was falling for her. And was sure that she knew it. Jagger averted his eyes to the roof of the roto-transport and sighed. “Fine. But after, we carry on as agreed?”
“Affirmative,” Elkie said. She gave him a quick wink.
Jagger turned back to the others. “So, what do we do?”
Radix zoomed back out and pointed to an area near the main entrance. “This was the mine’s control room. If they’ve set up any special computer equipment to process the immersion, it will be in here.” He moved his large finger over another area. “This used to be a staff area where they could get changed, have their breaks. We believe they’d use this area, and maybe the surrounding areas, as living quarters.”
“What?” Jagger said. “We just go in the front door, guns blazing?”
“You afraid of a little firefight?” Kaid said.
Jagger ignored him and said to Radix, “Won’t they see us?”
“The idea is to draw them to us so Elkie can escape via the conveyor belt with the girl,” Radix said. “Besides, your contact said Shi only had ten followers when he left the Lumen.”
“Nine,” Kaid said. “Tobias Berger ain’t around no more.”
Jagger winced inside at the mention of Tobias’ name.
“Okay. Nine,” Radix said. “We draw their fire while Elkie gets the girl out, and then we take Shi and destroy the computer room.”
The dust storm howled outside the roto-transport window. Jagger didn’t like the plan, but what choice did he have? He just hoped Elkie would stick to her word and give him the girl afterward.
“Okay. That’s the plan,” Jagger said.
Radix nodded and put the handheld Ubiquity display away. Jagger turned and gazed out of the window at the swirling storm.
“Oh,” Radix’s deep voice said. “I have something for you.”
Jagger turned back. The large man had his wrist held out.
“What is it?”
Radix opened his bear claw of a hand. In the center of his palm was a small metal disc. A Ubiquity uLink node.
“Go on, then,” the commander said. “Put it on.”
Jagger, keeping his eyes on Radix, slowly pulled his uLink node off his neck and replaced it with the new one.
“Dev created a new profile for you,” Radix said. “One that’s clean and you can use as your new identity. It has all your biometric data and images.”
Jagger think-told his uLink node to show him the profile. His face appeared, floating a meter in front of him. Next to it were his details. Age, height, DNA identifier, name.
“Mert Maçon?” Jagger said.
“Yes,” the commander said. “Dev figured you were familiar with the French quarter of Pherson City, so, if questioned, you could convince someone off world that you’d grown up there.”
Jagger nodded. “But Mert Maçon? Isn’t the name kinda… stupid?”
Elkie laughed. “What? More stupid than Jagger Jakowski?”
He turned and gave her a withering look.
“Oh, and Jagger Jakowski is dead,” Radix said.
“What?”
“Dev updated your profile to say you are dead,” Radix said. “You won’t have security actively looking for you. He also wiped your biometric data, so no one can link you back to that name.”
Jagger slumped back in the seat and peered out the window. His jaw bulged where he clenched it, and the muscles in his forehead twisted together. He shook his head, pissed off that Dev had killed him without even asking.
From the opposite seat, Kaid laughed. “Mert.”




Chapter Forty-Four:
Warren Underwood
“You must rise! You must fight! Use your pain!” Brother Shi said, his arms held out wide.
This is it, Warren thought, we’re making history.
Brother Shi moved out from in front of the Ubiquity recorders to where Sister Mwatabu sat in the computer chamber, her near black skin lit by the display.
“Show it to me,” Brother Shi said. Sister Mwatabu tapped the display, and the recording played.
After a few seconds, Brother Shi shook his head. “No, no, no. What is this? Why didn’t you say something?” Brother Shi leaned over Sister Mwatabu. “It should be more passionate. I need to inspire people.” Brother Shi sighed and wandered back to the recording area. “Let’s do it again. This time, tell me if you don’t think I bring awe.”
“Of course, Brother Shi,” Sister Mwatabu said.
This was the third recording they’d sat through, and knowing Brother Shi, there’d be at least three more.
After delivering yet another rousing speech, Brother Shi stepped out from the Ubiquity recorder’s gaze and went over to Sister Mwatabu. He slapped the woman’s back and smiled, happy that he’d delivered the speech he’d wanted to this time. Now it was the turn of the True Light’s technical genius to place Brother Shi in the computer-generated world where everyone could join to witness the speech.
“Brother Warren.”
Warren turned. Sister Candice had appeared next to him. She slipped her hand into Warren’s. “Not long now,” Sister Candice said.
Warren smiled and turned back to where Brother Shi stood over Sister Mwatabu’s shoulder, watching her work.
“Not long at all. Brother Shi has been here all day recording various messages. He’s made Sister Mwatabu send them to Hari Bhat. It worries me.”
Sister Candice turned to face Warren. She placed a soft hand on his cheek and wiped some sweat away. Warren felt his anxiety melt away with it. “Do not fear. Brother Shi knows what he is doing.”
Warren smiled. “I know. It’s just… why record them now and send them to Bhat? Why not record and release them as events happen? Then he could call out the actions of the Governance as they scramble to regain control.”
Sister Candice’s hand fell from Warren’s face. “Citizens of the Governance will see the speech he’s recording now in the next couple of hours. A lot will happen fast, Brother Warren. Our leader simply wants to be prepared.”
“And the girl?”
“They won’t be happy we’ve used her this way. But what can they do? If they are angry, we’ll just send Quetzalcoatl their way.” Sister Candice placed a hand on Warren’s chest and drew close. He felt the heat of her breath on his face, her lips moist, her eyes gazing into his. “Let’s make use of the little time we have. In a few hours, the world will have changed, and we might not get a chance for a while.”
Sister Candice pushed off him, turned and walked away. Warren cast one final look over his shoulder. The playback of his historic speech illuminated Brother Shi’s pale face. There were times Warren had been jealous of Brother Shi bonding with Sister Candice, but now the great man wasn’t interested. Warren left the control chamber and followed the swaying hips of Sister Candice toward the sacred room where they held their communal coitus sessions.




Chapter Forty-Five:
Jagger Jakowski
Boom-Mee had landed the roto-transport on a level area of the Evalen foothills fifty meters above and back from the mine’s entrance. Elkie had gone straight down after they’d landed. That was ten minutes ago. They said they’d wait in the roto and give her twenty minutes before they made their way down and went in.
Jagger hated waiting. He pulled out his pistol and checked it over again. Ten rounds in the magazine and it was in good order.
“What you got there?” Kaid said, his eyes on Jagger’s pistol.
“Sig Sauer P526,” Jagger said. “Legion XS.” He held up the gun for Kaid to inspect, but there wasn’t a chance in hell he’d hand it over.
“Nice,” Kaid said. “That all?”
Jagger nodded. “I had a KEDR PP-919, but I couldn’t get it out of my apartment.”
“Shame.”
“What you guys carrying?” Jagger said. He’d been eying up the submachine guns Kaid and Radix had slung across them. He was confident there was more in their arsenal.
“HK MP25.” Kaid lifted the gun he had on a strap. He lowered it, then pulled out a slate gray handgun. “HK95 Compact Tactical.”
“You guys like your Heckler and Kochs,” Jagger said.
Kaid shrugged. “Governance standard. Oh, and don’t forget about this.” He reached down, pulled up a duffel bag and opened it. Inside the bag were several metal discs ten centimeters wide by two high. A black display caught the light in the center of the disc.
“What are those?”
“RDX-80s.” Kaid grinned like a little boy. “Ain’t going to be much left of the place when these go off.”
The door to the utility roto-transport opened, and Radix got his enormous frame into the vehicle.
“What’s the visibility like?” Jagger asked.
“About eight meters, but we have a problem,” the commander said, pulling off his goggles. “I lost contact with Elkie.”
“What?” Jagger leaned forward and grabbed the door handle. “We’d better get down there and help her.”
Radix placed a large hand on Jagger’s. “Slow down. She’s not in trouble. It’s the rock.”
“The rock?”
“Yes, we thought this might happen.” Radix spoke while he pulled out a box from under his seat. “The rock is interfering with the connection.” He opened the box and pulled out two goggles that he handed to Kaid and Jagger.
Jagger looked at him in shock. “You guys are special operations. Don’t you have military communications?”
“You forgot the clandestine part,” Kaid said. He put the goggles on his head. “We’re on our own out here.”
“The problem is not that we can’t contact Elkie. I trust her to do her job. The problem is that we can’t set these off remotely.” Radix patted the bag of RDX-80s.
Jagger sighed. He didn’t care about the explosives. His only goal was to get the girl out safely. “Okay. How about we don’t use them then?”
“No,” Radix said. “I have orders to destroy computers that cause the N-Tac suits to malfunction.”
“Why?” Jagger said, frustration coming through in his voice. “Once we’ve taken Shi down, you can take the kit in.”
Radix shook his head. “I’ve orders to destroy it.”
Jagger held the commander’s gaze for a second. Why wouldn’t the Governance want to recover the hacked N-Tac code? There was something Radix wasn’t telling him about his team’s operation, Jagger was sure of it.
“We’ll go in as quietly as possible, so we can rig RDX-80s in the computer room and set a timer,” Radix said.
“That wasn’t the plan.”
“It is now.” Radix pulled out a long jacket and handed it to Kaid. He offered another one to Jagger.
“What about Elkie?” Jagger waved away the jacket. His own was long enough to protect his weapon from the dust. “Aren’t we supposed to be drawing attention to the front of the mine?”
“Elkie will survive for a few minutes more,” Radix said. “Right. Let’s go in.” The door to the roto-transport opened, and they stepped out into the storm.




Chapter Forty-Six:
Uma Odia
“Uma Odia will die tonight. When she does, you must rise! You must fight!”
Uma think-told Ubiquity to stop the playback. General Hixson, who’d been on hold, replaced the image of Shi on the display. Uma sat at the table in the blue room at the prime coordinator’s residence with Miyu and the head of her security, Trey Ullman.
“How far away is Commander Radix’s team?” Uma asked the general.
“They should have landed by now,” the general said. “Though they won’t engage for at least another thirty minutes as they will need to access the mine. I have instructed the team to bring the girl in unharmed. Second, I’d like Shi and the person or persons who developed the cult’s immersion environments to be captured.”
Uma cleared her throat. “Did you inform the team I want an ID on the girl as soon as possible? If something goes wrong, I want to know who she is.”
General Hixson nodded. “Yes, Prime Coordinator. The capture and identifying of the girl are the team’s top priority.”
“And what if something goes wrong? If Commander Radix’s team fails?” Ullman asked.
“Governance Planetary Force is on its way. They will arrive at the target in two hours,” General Hixson said. “If Commander Radix fails, the Planetary Force will bomb the mine, destroying everything.”
“So,” Ullman said. “How do we defend against this attack? I’ve called in extra personnel to guard the exterior of the residence.”
Uma shook her head and turned to face Ullman. “I don’t think you understand. There is no need for extra guards. There’s nothing they can do. The only person who can fight this attack is me.”
“I don’t understand,” Ullman said.
Uma and General Hixson described the various accidents and suicides they now attributed to attacks by the True Light.
“Jesus,” Ullman said. The large security leader shook his head as he thought. “I think our best course of action would be to remove your uLink node, then sedate and restrain you until we know that Shi and the girl are captured or killed.”
“Restrain me, but I don’t want to be sedated,” Uma said. Her voice was calm.
Ullman turned to face the prime coordinator, confusion creasing his forehead. “But Prime Coordinator, if what you say is true, this attack will do something to your mind. It might drive you cra—”
“Tie me up so there is no way I can harm myself, but I want to be lucid. I want to know what this girl is capable of.” Uma stood and moved to the exit. “Come on, then. It could start at any moment.”




Chapter Forty-Seven:
Elkie Sorensen
“Shit.” Elkie’s boots skidded on loose gravel. She slid the final meters down the Evalen and dropped onto the flattened area at the front of the mine. The dust storm made it hard to see anything, but she knew the conveyor belt was only ten meters from where she’d come down. If she kept the rock to her right, she should meet it in a few seconds. She just hoped the True Light hadn’t placed guards by it.
Dust whipped up into her mouth as she moved. She cursed Commander Radix for only bringing goggles and not full face masks. After what felt like far too long, the dark form of the conveyor belt emerged from the dust above her. It was higher than she’d expected. She considered the trucks that would have backed up to it, then the height of the belt made sense.
Elkie stepped back a pace or two, then ran and jumped. Her fingers caught onto a section of the metal belt that curled back under and into the rock. She swung a leg up and, using it to stabilize herself, reached a hand to the top of the conveyor belt and pulled her body up.
The old conveyor belt was three meters wide. It was swallowed by a dark opening in the mountainside. Elkie stepped into the dark, relieved to get out of the dust, though it was no cooler there. She pulled off the oversized jacket Radix had given her and wiped her face. Elkie maneuvered her MP25 submachine gun around and turned its light on. She pointed the gun ahead, illuminating the dark tunnel the conveyor belt led down into. It was dusty, but otherwise unobstructed. Elkie made her way down.
The mountain swallowed her until she saw a semi-circle of light that marked the end of the belt. She turned off the light on her MP25 and crept forward in near total darkness. She hated it. Ever since she was a child, she’d been afraid of the dark. She knew exactly when the fear had started. Her family had blinked out to Old Earth for a vacation. Her brothers thought it would be funny to lock her in a cellar of the old country house they were renting. It terrified her, being six years old and locked in a cellar. She’d felt the walls closing in, the stifling heat and stale air suffocating her lungs. She’d struggled to find a breath, although her body tried desperately to release its panic. Then she got angry. Angry at her brothers for locking her in the dark, then angry at herself for being so afraid. She promised herself that day that she’d never be afraid again. She wasn’t afraid now, she just hated it. The darkness finally surrendered to light at the end of the tunnel. Elkie crept the final few meters as quietly as she could.
The belt emerged from the mountain down into a cavernous space lit by small lights strung along the walls. Elkie checked either side of the conveyor belt for signs of activity and, once happy the area was empty, she hopped down the final meter from the end of the belt to the mine floor.
It was cool inside the room, and the air tasted stale. The walls of the mine were covered with wire mesh and the occasional steel post. She’d been concerned the abandoned mine might cave in, but the walls looked pretty solid. Elkie think-told Ubiquity to show her the directions to Tunnel C. She’d loaded the directions onto her uLink node in case she had trouble connecting to the Ubiquity network. Which the blinking warning in the corner of her vision confirmed was the case. Elkie cursed under her breath. Radix would use timers rather than detonating the RDX-80s remotely. That meant she didn’t have a lot of time. She needed to locate the girl and get out of the mine fast.
Every tunnel led to the conveyor belt, so all she had to do was find the girl without drawing the True Light’s attention. They’d decided she would take an indirect route to Tunnel C to avoid going past the area they guessed would be used as living quarters. This awkward route through the maze of tunnels should bring her to the girl from the far end of the mine, avoiding any of the True Light.
On either side of her, tunnels ran off farther forward into the mountain. The wide cavern she stood in allowed vehicles to bring the mined indium ore to the belt to be brought to the surface and transported to the conditioning center for processing.
The cavern was clear of debris and machinery now. Elkie moved along the wall in the direction the uLink node was pointing her, into a tunnel, farther into the mountain. As she approached the edge of the tunnel, she kept a meter from the wall and slowly edged around it by degrees, gun raised, ready to fire. Once she’d confirmed the space was empty, she stepped into the new tunnel. It was six meters wide and offered no cover. She’d have to travel along it and hope no one entered from the opposite end or from any of the interconnecting tunnels. She treaded along the tunnel, keeping herself to one wall.
At each intersection, she slowed, pressing herself against the wire mesh that covered the wall. Elkie checked the opposite way was clear before stepping out and slicing the pie of the opening she’d just been using as cover. After a few minutes traversing the tunnels in a sweeping arc to avoid the front of the mine, she was getting close. She had one more tunnel to cross before she got to Tunnel C. This one was a risky one. The tunnel she had to cross was almost perfectly straight for hundreds of meters, and it led back to the area where the True Light most likely kept their living quarters.
This time, Elkie crouched low in the damp, dirty tunnel and glanced around the corner. Until now, every tunnel had been empty, but in this one, a couple of True Light members stood near the living quarters. It was hard to be certain, as they were over a hundred meters away, but she thought it was a man and a woman. They both wore the same dark orange color that Jagger had described, also the same color Shi wore in his towering speeches.
The two stood close to each other. Talking, Elkie guessed. She didn’t have time for this. The readout in her vision said she’d been inside the mine for ten minutes already. Radix and the others should enter soon. She wanted to have freed the girl before that happened. Giving the distracted True Light members one last look, she thought fuck it and stepped in a few quick strides across the space to Tunnel C. With her rear to the wall, she peeked back down the tunnel she’d just crossed. The two orange clad people still stood talking. Good, she thought and started to travel along Tunnel C.
Tunnel C led straight into the mountain from the front of the mine, twisting and turning into the rock before DEC Thrips had decided they’d had enough and abandoned that route. Elkie stood at the far end where the tunnel twisted and turned every ten meters. She moved as fast as she dared, stopping only to check the way was clear around the twisting bends of the tunnel. As she neared the area that might hold the girl, she slowed down. She had one more twist before the tunnel straightened out for three hundred meters.
Slowly, Elkie sliced the pie around the corner. She pulled back. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she spotted an enormous person dressed in silver standing against the wall seventy meters away. Elkie raised her MP25 again and moved the mode selector to Einzelfeuer for single fire. She peeked out again. This time, she realized what she’d mistaken for a person was actually an ersatz. For a second, her heart jumped. She wouldn’t stand a chance against a fully equipped security ersatz. Then she remembered Jagger’s description of the sacrifice. They had transported him into the ersatz, which they then used to crush him remotely. Elkie checked a third time and confirmed it was in fact an ersatz and not a living person. In front of the empty metal humanoid lay a small stage. That meant the girl must be somewhere between her and the ersatz. Strangely, the tunnel floors here were covered in rugs Elkie recognized as being of Oriental design from Old Earth. Nothing she could do now except continue along Tunnel C and make it to the girl as quick as possible.
Elkie ran along the tunnel, panting. God, it’s hot down here.
She checked any interconnecting tunnels before crossing them. Finally, she arrived at a storage area carved into the side of the tunnel. In it sat a metal cage bolted to the floor and ceiling. Metal beams ran around the edges of the cage, as well as horizontally and vertically along the wire mesh sides. A sliding door sat in the side closest to her. Standing at the doorway would leave her exposed to anyone coming into the tunnel, but she didn’t have any other option. Inside, the cage was empty except for a bundle of blankets on the floor. Shit, she thought. Then the blankets moved. Gently, they rose, then fell. Breathing.
“Hey,” Elkie whispered. The bundle continued to rise and fall. “Hey, wake up,” she said as loud as she dared.
The bundle stirred, and a mess of red hair appeared. Behind the hair, a pair of sad blue eyes gazed out at her. The girl’s skin was pale and dirty, her lips dry and cracked.
Elkie went down onto her knees and clutched the cage. “Are you okay?”
The girl blinked but didn’t speak.
Elkie reached a hand through the wire mesh. The girl shifted backward in the dusty blankets.
“We don’t have much time. Here.” Elkie opened her hand, revealing a uLink node. “Put this on.” With her other hand, Elkie pulled back her blue hair, exposing her own uLink node at the top of her neck.
The girl glanced at the small device in Elkie’s palm. She gave a quick shake of her head, her lips pressed tightly together.
“These people who have you locked up. They’re using you to kill people.” Elkie paused to gauge the girl’s reaction, but she still had the same stoic expression. “I can get you out of here, but if I fail, others can track you using this.” She held the uLink node out farther. Still, the girl didn’t move.
Elkie placed the uLink node on the floor inside the cage, then stood to inspect the door. A cryptolite lock stopped it from sliding open. “Shit.”
If she could speak with Dev, he might have been able to help her open it. But she couldn’t speak to anyone, so it was up to her to figure out a way to free the girl. She considered blasting the lock off with her MP25 but decided against it. It would frighten the girl and probably bring the True Light to her before she could get the girl out of the mine. No, she’d need something quieter. Elkie looked around the floor. Maybe a rock would smash it off. 
She couldn’t see anything that would help. And she didn’t want to step back into the tunnel in case someone spotted her. Elkie squatted down and wedged the barrel of her gun into the wire mesh and began to twist it. To her surprise, the mesh bent. Not a lot, but with more pressure, it might give way.
Smiling, she looked up at the girl. The look of fear on the girl’s face confused Elkie. Suddenly, the girl’s eyes grew large, and a sharp pain exploded on the back of Elkie’s skull. Her face hit the metal cage, splitting her lip. Elkie’s body gave out from under her. Everything went red for a second. Vaguely, she felt her MP25 being taken from her. She tried to grip it, but her hands were weak.
As her vision came back, Elkie saw two figures, dressed in orange, standing over her. A man and a woman. Goddammit, Elkie, she thought to herself as they turned her over and bound her wrists.




Chapter Forty-Eight:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger followed Radix and Kaid down the Evalen to a flat area at the front of the mine. Boom-Mee stayed with the roto-transport, so he could bring it to the mine entrance when needed. The dust storm whipped up around them, making visibility only a meter or two. Jagger cursed as he tried to keep Kaid in sight. He hated not being the lead, but this was Radix’s team. He just had to fall in line.
The world was a beige blur. Jagger knew the big concentration center was close, but with the dust storm limiting visibility, you could never tell. After hugging the side of the mountain for twenty meters, Kaid stopped. Jagger did the same. He checked around him for signs of any guards, but the place was empty. Well, the two meters around him were empty, anyway.
Kaid moved forward slowly. A dark entryway in the mountain side emerged from the beige. Jagger followed Kaid through it. It led to a dimly lit space. Jagger pulled the sweaty goggles down around his neck. They were on a metal platform. In front of them, a large yellow cage sat with some controls on one wall. The elevator, Jagger realized. To the right, a metal spiral staircase descended. He eyed Commander Radix, who had also removed his goggles. The large man gave the signal for them to halt. Radix moved forward onto the metal staircase and peered down. The stairs must have been clear of enemies because the next signal he gave was to follow. Radix’s large shoulders disappeared down and around the metal staircase before Jagger even put a foot on it.
They descended in the dim light, trying to keep their footfalls as quiet as possible. After spiraling down a good hundred meters, Kaid stopped. Jagger couldn’t see anything other than the metal staircase and the back of Kaid’s head. He rolled some dusty saliva around in his mouth and resisted the urge to spit. Finally, Kaid moved forward, allowing Jagger to step off the metal staircase into the mine proper.
They were standing in a large, cavernous room. It was hot and clammy and not what Jagger had expected. Rather than the dirty interior of a mine, the room resembled the inside of a large tent. Rich orange cloth covered the walls, sagging between the points it was secured. On the floor, red rugs with a design Jagger didn’t recognize, covered every nook and cranny. Small tables set up along the walls had lamps which cast a soft yellow light into the room.
Jagger frowned. He hadn’t anticipated the True Light’s base to be so nice. For a mine anyway. Radix stepped to the left wall of the room and moved forward slowly. They’d assumed the entrance would be guarded, but the place was empty. At the end of the room, several tunnels led off into darkness, and on either side, wide openings led into other rooms they presumed the True Light used as living quarters.
They edged slowly along one wall, monitoring the opposite opening. As they moved forward, they noticed the True Light had decked the opposite room out in a similar fashion, but this one had a large wooden table in the center with chairs around it. By the items left on the table, Jagger figured this was where they ate their meals. Apart from the table and chairs, the room was empty.
Radix stopped two meters from the opening along the wall they were against. The commander stepped off the cover of the wall, and with the muzzle of his gun tilted down but ready to fire, he slowly edged around the corner in a wide arc, looking from floor to ceiling. Jagger recognized the technique from his days in the Governance Attack Force. The room got the slightest bit brighter as adrenaline coursed through Jagger’s blood and his eyes widened.
Radix continued to edge around the corner when a noise came from the room opposite. Before Jagger could even look, Kaid let off a shot. Jagger turned just in time to see a figure dressed in orange slump to the ground.
Radix stepped around the corner faster now. Jagger followed Radix around the corner as the big man fired two efficient shots, then entered the room. Kaid moved across to the room opposite. The sound of metal hitting metal confused Jagger for a second before he entered the room and identified a large refuse chamber sitting in the middle. Back in childhood, when his dad worked the mines, he’d dreamed about seeing one of these. He followed Radix into the room, clearing the front as they entered.
The refuse chamber was a metal, rectangular container miners could seal themselves into if there was an accident. The emergency shelters were fully sealed environments built to sustain life in case of a hazardous event. By the chamber, two bodies dressed in orange lay dead. Both held weapons. Radix signaled for Jagger to cover the metal door to the chamber as he moved around the large object, clearing the rest of the room.
Within a minute, Radix had rounded the refuse chamber, and Kaid had returned from clearing the other room.
Inside the emergency environment, a woman with large afro hair, dressed in the same orange as the other people, sat at a desk. She had several Ubiquity displays and input devices in front of her. In the far end of the chamber, an immersion pod lay. The woman was talking, but Jagger couldn’t see anyone else in the metal room. He moved around the chamber until he had a view in the window behind her. One display showed a frozen image of Shi, the True Light’s leader, hands held wide, his mouth open like he was mid speech. Another display showed a room with six people dressed in orange. One of them was Shi. Jagger felt his breath quicken. The last time he’d seen Shi, they had crushed him to near death. Shi said something, and three of the orange figures ran off. Jagger recognized the room. It was where they’d tried to sacrifice him via the ersatz.
“Guys, we’ve got three targets on their way,” Jagger said.
“Which direction?” Radix said.
Jagger think-told his uLink to bring up the map of the mine he’d stored on it. “Yeah, they could come in from the far end of the entry room back there, via the left-hand tunnel. Or they could come in from down there.” Jagger pointed to a dimly lit tunnel behind the refuse chamber.
“This room’s too cramped,” Radix said in a low, deep voice. “Let’s move to the DFAC opposite. We can pick them off as they come into the large entry room.”
Jagger nodded. He hadn’t heard the term DFAC, meaning dining facility, in years. A feeling of nostalgia and dread swept over him.
“What about her?” Kaid said, pointing to the woman inside the refuse chamber. “I tried the door, but she’s locked the CHU from the inside. We could blow it open?”
“You could bring the whole mine down,” Jagger said.
“Rig an RDX-80,” Radix said. “Thirty minutes should give us enough time to clear the six remaining and meet Elkie back at the roto-transport.”
Kaid nodded and quickly set to work setting up the explosive on the refuse chamber. He finished in less than thirty seconds. They moved across to the dining area opposite and took positions to cover the large entry room. It annoyed Jagger that Radix had sent him to watch the rear where no one was likely to come from.
They sat and waited. Silence was just discernible over the blood pounding in Jagger’s ears. Then he heard something.
“Radix!”
It was Elkie.
Jagger turned from his spot by the rear doorway. “Did you hear that?”
Radix waved him back down with his large hand. “Stay in position. We’ll clear the targets, then—”
Rapid fire from an assault rifle cut Radix off. Kaid pulled back from his position by the room’s entrance as the wall exploded into fragments. They had not expected the True Light to be so heavily armed. Kaid grabbed a small side table from the wall where he took cover and threw it into the entry room. The table disintegrated under a barrage of bullets.
“Radi—” Elkie’s scream cut off this time.
Jagger looked at Kaid and Radix pinned in at the other end of the dining room. Screw this, he thought. If Shi is in the sacrifice room and he has Elkie…
Jagger pulled up the map of the mine in his vision. He could get to the sacrifice room. He’d have to take a roundabout route, but he could get there.
More assault rifle fire blasted out in the mine as Jagger sprinted down the tunnel at the end of the dining room. He’d have to be quick if he wanted to use this convoluted route to get to Elkie in time.




Chapter Forty-Nine:
Elkie Sorensen
Elkie was pissed. She’d insisted on being the one to rescue the girl, and now she was captured, needing to be rescued herself. They led her along Tunnel C to the area where the small stage and ersatz were. She didn’t have time to be annoyed; she’d have a lifetime to ruminate. Well, she hoped she’d have a lifetime outside of the mine to dwell on the stupid mistake.
The two True Light members who attacked her, a man and woman dressed in orange, now bound her to the wire mesh bolted to the mine wall, next to the two ersatz. They weren’t military ersatz. Not big enough and they lacked the compartments for weapons. No, these ersatz were designed for dangerous construction jobs. Fixing the outside of spaceships, space settlements or the transportation docks at the top of the space elevators. She guessed a mine could make good use of an ersatz. A graphene-flex cable bound the metallic bodies to the mesh with a cryptolite lock on each limb. They weren’t going anywhere.
The man and woman turned from her. Elkie followed their motion and noted four more orange clad people enter the area. Three men and one woman carrying a canvas bag. Elkie immediately recognized one as being Shi, the leader of the True Light. He was taller than she’d expected, and even though he had a strange tattoo on his forehead, his eyes looked kind and reassuring.
“We found her by Mag,” the woman who’d caught Elkie said.
“Thank you, Sister Candice,” Shi said. He stepped closer to Elkie and stooped, so she could feel his breath on her face. Elkie stared into his blue eyes, which seemed to catch the dim light in this area. Shi raised a hand to her face and wiped something from her lip. Elkie forced herself not to recoil from his touch. She didn’t want to give the prick the satisfaction. When he pulled his hand away, she noticed blood on his thumb. Shi wiped it on Elkie’s chest and stood.
“Brother Warren, fetch the girl,” Shi said. “We don’t have much time.” The man who’d caught Elkie disappeared off to her right, his footsteps silent on the Oriental rugs. Shi turned and started talking to his True Light members in a voice too low for her to hear.
Elkie tried to pull the binding off the mesh behind her, but it wouldn’t budge. She curled her hand together to try and make it small enough to fit through the bind, but the metal just cut into the base of her hand, so she stopped.
Then she heard it.
One shot. Then two shots in rapid succession.
“Brother Shi.” A tinny female voice came from a speaker somewhere in the room. “Intruders. Two, no three men. Armed. I’ve locked myself in the computer chamber.”
Shi turned to face Elkie, his eyebrows lowered over his blue eyes. “Who are you? How many of you are there?”
Elkie smirked at Shi.
Shi’s face hardened. Elkie expected a fist to strike her, but instead, Shi moved to her left and pressed something on the wall.
“Sister Mwatabu,” Shi said. “We need to do the sacrifice now. Are you ready?”
“No, Brother Shi,” the tinny voice of Sister Mwatabu said. “We weren’t supposed to start for another forty-five minutes. The volunteers have not entered the immersion yet.”
“Radix,” Elkie screamed at the top of her lungs. Sister Candice bounded over and covered Elkie’s mouth with her hand.
Brother Warren returned with the girl they’d called Mag.
“Don’t worry, Sister Mwatabu,” Shi said into the device on the wall. “We have someone else we can use as a sacrifice.”
Elkie raised her unbound foot and kicked Sister Candice in the crotch. The woman crumbled to the floor.
“Radi—”
Shi’s fist smashed into Elkie’s jaw. Pain exploded through her face, and the metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. The room darkened for a second.
#
When Elkie opened her eyes, Shi was crouched by the girl, talking to her. He signaled to Sister Candice, who opened the canvas bag and pulled a kykeon out and handed it to the girl. It looked similar to the one Elkie had seen used in the House of Lumination. Even though Jagger had said the True Light used Egosh, Elkie realized she hadn’t quite believed him. Now it felt very real.
“If the volunteers aren’t in the ersatz, how are we going to perform the sacrifice?” Brother Warren asked.
Shi turned to him. “We don’t need the volunteers. We have her.” Shi bent down and rummaged through the canvas bag. He stood and raised a long needle point knife for them all to see. “This will do nicely.”
“Why not have the girl shoot her?” Sister Candice said, raising her gun.
Shi shook his head and moved to the girl. “It’s not just death that Quetzalcoatl feeds off.” He yanked the girl to her feet. “It’s pain.”
Shi moved the girl in front of Elkie, who was trying to get her endocrine patch to administer some NoPain and ClearHead. She’d forgotten Shi had removed her uLink node. Through her foggy vision, Elkie stared at the long knife that came to a thin point, then to the girl who’d she’d expected to look scared. Instead, the girl’s face held no emotion. At first, Elkie thought she might be drugged, but her blue eyes appeared clear. No, Elkie thought, it’s something different. Resignation.
“Okay, let’s begin,” Shi said. He pushed the kykeon in the girl’s hand upward toward her face. The girl carried on the movement. She checked the display on the side of the kykeon, then placed it to her mouth and closed her eyes. She tapped the display with a finger and inhaled deeply. With her eyes still closed, she withdrew the kykeon. Brother Warren took it from her hand. The girl held her breath. After an eternity, the girl exhaled.
“Quetzalcoatl,” she whispered. “Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl.”
Elkie swallowed blood that had pooled in her mouth. This wasn’t good.
“Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl.” The girl’s voice grew as she repeated the entity’s name. “Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl, Quetzalcoatl.”
Her eyes opened slightly. Elkie watched her pupils roll back. The girl reached out a hand. Shi, who now stood behind the girl, placed the needle point knife into her hand and wrapped his fingers around them both.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds, creator of worlds. Take this offering. Take her as tribute in exchange for the life of Uma Odia.”
Shi guided the girl’s hand and knife, so they were in line with Elkie’s left eye. The knife caught the light. Blood pounded in Elkie’s ears as she realized what was going to happen. She turned her head away from the thin point of the blade that bared down on her.
“Hold her head,” Shi said harshly. Brother Warren and Sister Candice were suddenly at her sides, forcing her head to look forward.
“Quetzalcoatl,” the girl repeated in a louder voice. “Destroyer of worlds, creator of worlds. Take this offering. Take her as tribute in exchange for the life of Uma Odia.”
Elkie struggled against Brother Warren and Sister Candice, but their hold was too strong. She couldn’t turn away. The knife’s blade, centimeters from her eye now, caught the light and sparkled. Elkie gritted her teeth, panting heavily. She didn’t want to die. She didn’t want this to be the way it happened. The knife was so close now that she couldn’t see the tip of the blade any longer. Where the fuck are you, Radix?
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds, creator of worlds. Take this offering. Take her as tribute in exchange for the life of Uma Odia.”
Elkie felt something sharp touch her eye. No, no, no.
White hot pain shot into Elkie’s head as the needle point knife slowly pierced the surface of her eye. Bright light flooded her vision. Elkie released a scream so raw, so primitive, that it became one with the searing pain.




Chapter Fifty:
Uma Odia
Uma wished she had blown her nose before they had tied her up, but it was too late now. She breathed in deeply and tried to position her tongue in a spot that was comfortable, which was hard with a jaw forced apart by a piece of wood. Saliva dripped into her windpipe. Uma coughed. Swallowing was difficult with your mouth tied open, but they didn’t want to risk her biting her tongue, or one of them.
“Is it starting?” Ullman said, turning to face her. The head of security had paced the room non-stop since he’d secured Uma. They had chosen Uma’s bed chambers as the location for her to be bound. They figured once the ordeal was over, Uma would either want to wash or collapse into bed.
Uma shook her head to let Ullman know it had not begun. Apart from her head of security, the only other person in the bed chambers was Miyu. Unlike the large man, Miyu did not pace. Instead, she had pulled up a chair and sat opposite Uma. The best spot in the house to watch the show.
Uma looked at her hands, tied to her replica throne chair used by Queen Anne of Great Britain, an Old Earth country, back in the year seventeen-oh-two standard. Gold leaf overlaid the ornately carved wood, and gold and red silk embroidery covered the seat, arms and back paddings.
She had changed into a loose dress so she would stay cool. Her feet, tied to the bottom of the chair, pressed into the cold white marble floor. She looked into her female clone’s large brown eyes. Miyu was becoming as tough a person as she was, though Miyu had some way to go before Uma gave her any genuine power. But John, her poor lovely John. If only he had been stronger of mind. If only he had bee—
Something scratched at the back of Uma’s mind. An odd sensation. It was not alien; it was definitely something within her, something she had not felt in years. Since childhood, she was sure. That feeling you got when you travel to a new place and everything overawes you. Your brain is making new connections. It felt like that. It was not unpleasant.
Uma tried to smile, forgetting for a moment the piece of wood tied between her teeth. Goose pimples appeared on her skin as a cold shroud spread over her. She wondered if the other people who had gone through this had noticed these sensations? Probably not, considering they were not expecting them, and they could not be questioned now as they were all dead. Uma did a difficult open jaw swallow again and wondered if she had made the right choice to stay awake.
Something tingled on her arms. The air in the bed chamber suddenly took on a thick, liquid-like quality. Uma pulled air in sharply through her nose and wondered if she would suffocate before anything actually happened. She closed her eyes and tried to lower her heart rate.
Then she felt it. Something crawling on her hand. Uma clamped her eyes shut, and for all her efforts to slow her heart rate, she panted. Uma peeled her eyes open lash by lash and looked down. Her breathing increased. Her middle finger, it was… it was… a snake. Her middle finger was a tiny snake. It bent and curled upward in a way only a serpent could, using its tongue to sniff the air.
Uma looked at Miyu. Her female clone still sat watching her but showed no sign of seeing the snake. Uma looked back down. Now a snake had appeared on her other hand, her left hand. It did the same thing, sniffing the air. Uma’s heart pounded in her chest. What the fuck is happening? Then both snakes, as if acting on command, turned and bit into the fingers next to them.
Pain shot through Uma’s hand. She let out a muffled scream. Miyu jumped up, and Ullman sprang over from where he had been pacing.
“Is it happening?” Ullman asked, leaning over Uma. Miyu came to her other side.
Uma tried to tell them what was happening, but only unintelligible sounds came through her gag as the pain shot through her arms.
Ullman laid his hand on hers, concern in the large man’s green eyes. Uma's own eyes widened, and she looked down, but the snakes had vanished. Her hands were just hands. The reality of the room crashed back in. Am I going mad?
Uma gazed up at her head of security. His face now seemed kind and caring. She was glad he had insisted on being in the bed chambers. She stared into his green eyes which now had depth to them like she had never seen before. Lighter rings of green around the edge of his irises gave way to flecks of gold toward his black pupils in the center. Uma felt like she was falling into Ullman’s eyes. She never remembered them being green.
Then he blinked.
When Ullman opened his eyes, they were black. Uma drew her head back where she had been craning toward him. Time slowed down. Uma swung her head in a blur to face Miyu. Her clone’s eyes were the same jet black color. Uma turned back to Ullman, the thick air clinging to her face. His eyes were no longer black. Instead, the head of a snake pushed out of each eyeball.
Uma tried to scream again. Ullman stood like a statue as iridescent scales of the snake’s nose pushed through the film of his eyes and broke out into the air. Each snake’s head twisted about, sniffing the air with their long, forked tongues as their bodies curled back into the large man’s eye sockets.
The boom, boom, boom in Uma’s ears was deafening. She kept as still as she could as snakes tasted the air in front of her, hoping by some miracle they wouldn’t sense her. Then, as if reading her mind, both snakes stopped and swung to face her. Their long tongues flicked out, nearly touching Uma’s face. She let out another muffled scream and turned to Miyu. Two snakes had protruded from Miyu’s eye sockets. Uma tried to pull her head back as all four snakes bared down on her. Terrified, she thrashed her head from side to side. Snot and spit lashed back and forth from Uma’s nose as she tried to get away from the open jaws of the snakes.




Chapter Fifty-One:
Jagger Jakowski
The dimly lit tunnels were confusing to navigate, even with the help of the map in his vision. Unfortunately, Jagger, like most citizens of the Governance, had let his connection to Ubiquity spoil him. If he was connected, he could state his destination, and arrows would appear in his vision directing which way to go. As it was, his uLink node could only overlay the map over his view and let him figure out the way himself. More than once, he’d taken a wrong turn.
Cursing himself, Jagger sprinted along tunnel after tunnel, stopping at each intersection to make sure he was on the right track. Occasionally, he came across a sign, but the spaghetti-like layout of the tunnels made reading them no less confusing.
After running through empty tunnels, Jagger spotted something ahead. An old shuttle car. The vehicle ran on wheels. Rotos would kick up too much dust to be used in an enclosed space like a mine. He considered trying to start it but rejected the idea. It was most likely broken, hence why the mining company had left it, and even if it would start, it would telegraph his approach, losing him any chance at catching them unawares.
In the distance, he heard short bursts of gunfire. Worryingly, it didn’t seem to be definitive. If Radix and Kaid hadn’t cleared the targets yet, he’d be on his own dealing with the True Light at the sacrifice. They’d guessed there would be nine in total if Shi hadn’t recruited anymore people. So, that meant only three left at the sacrifice. One versus three weren’t bad odds if he could get the drop on them.
Jagger ran on. The only thing he heard was his footfalls in the tunnel and his heavy breath as he ran. Then a scream echoed through the tunnels of rock and metal, so loud, so terrifying in its shear primal pain.
Elkie!
Jagger put his head down and sprinted along the dim tunnel of the mine.




Chapter Fifty-Two:
Uma Odia
Uma opened her eyes. Her jaw rested against her chest. She lifted her head and winced as her neck ached. She must have passed out. Her body felt icy. She stared at her arms and legs to make sure they were just that. Just arms and legs, no snakes. Sweat soaked her body. The cool breeze from the balcony across the room made her shiver. The gossamer drapes blew open gently from the breeze. It was dark outside, but beyond the balcony, she glimpsed the majestic glow of Li-Sedol.
The lights in her room reflected off the white marble of the walls, floor and ceiling of her bed chambers. It made her squint. She felt exhausted. She knew from the reports of how Kai Novikova and the others died that she would hallucinate, but she had not expected it to feel so real. Uma normally prided herself on having tight control over her thoughts. She never wallowed in self-pity or let the feelings of others affect her, but this, this was different. This experience had terrified her. A nightmare come true, except it felt more real than any nightmare. It had felt more real than normal reality even. She shook her head. That did not make any sense.
The bed chambers were quiet. She looked around but could not see Miyu or Ullman. Was it over? Or had something happened to them? Why was she still tied up? From behind her, she heard the voice of her head of security.
“Okay, we’ll wait until we hear from you.”
The sound of running water came from the bathroom. A door opened, and she heard heels tap on the marble floor behind her. Miyu.
“What did he say?” Miyu said.
Uma let out a muffled cry, annoyed they had not noticed she was no longer passed out.
“She’s awake,” Ullman said. Miyu and her head of security walked over to where she was tied up. Ullman kneeled down and placed a hand on Uma’s arm while Miyu stood a few paces back in her lapis blue dress.
“Good to have you back, Prime Coordinator,” Ullman said and attempted a smile. It didn’t fit the large man’s face. “You had us worried for a while there.”
Frustrated, Uma let out another muffled cry. She did not care about how Ullman felt; she wanted a briefing on Commander Radix’s team.
“Is it over?” Miyu asked. Her voice was calm and measured as usual. “Can we untie her?”
Ullman stood and turned to Miyu. “No. He said he beli—”
A loud garbled sound from Uma cut Ullman off. When they turned to look at her, she met their gaze with a furious stare.
How dare you ignore me? Uma thought.
“I think you’d better address the prime coordinator, not me,” Miyu said with the slightest smile on her lips.
“Apologies, Prime Coordinator. I spoke with General Hixson, and he believes Commander Radix’s team has engaged, but the deep rock of the mine is creating problems with the Ubiquity signal,” Ullman said. “Until they are out with the girl, I’m afraid we need to keep you secured. For you own safety,” Ullman added on at the end.
Uma’s face relaxed. She nodded and took a deep breath in through her nose. She felt disgusting. Miyu was staring at her. She caught her young female clone’s attention, and with eyes pointed downward, she pushed her snot covered nose and mouth forward. Miyu nodded and disappeared before returning with a tissue. She wiped Uma’s face and nose and then held a fresh tissue to her face so Uma could blow her nose.
Miyu disappeared again. When she returned, she had a damp cloth. She wiped Uma’s sweaty brow. Uma grunted and moved her head away. Miyu nodded and pulled back. Not that she did not appreciate Miyu’s gesture; it was just that she had the feeling again. That itch at the back of her head. Uma frowned and took a deep breath in through her nose. She was not sure if she could handle another round.
The reality of the room changed. Uma studied it this time. Everything got a little brighter, the colors a little richer, the air a little thicker. Her skin tingled with goosebumps. It was electric. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, and for a second, she felt excited.
Ullman, who had stood while Miyu wiped her, glitched and was suddenly kneeling by her arm. Uma turned away. She could not bear to look into his eyes. She did not want to see snakes again.
Uma stared at the white marble floor in front of Miyu’s feet. She frowned. The marble, it had taken on a strange look, with an iridescent overlay on top of the surface. No, it was not on top of the surface; it was part of the surface. Something that was always there but you could not see. Faint geometric patterns formed on the floor. Uma looked around the room. Every surface revealed the iridescent lines of geometric patterns that flickered and fluttered in and out of existence. Truly beautiful. Uma tried to smile, but the piece of wood between her jaws kept her from doing so.
Uma did a hard swallow of spit that had built up in her mouth. Her heart beat faster. She felt something. Something inside her. Something painful. Uma let out a long groan and pushed her body upward. The thing, the thing inside her. It was pushing through her. Pushing through her cervix.
“It’s happening again.” Miyu's voice came through the clawing sludge of air.
Uma’s vision blurred as a searing pain spread between her legs. It wanted out of her. Uma felt her labia tear as whatever it was forced its way out. Uma muffled screams as her legs spread wide in the chair, and the head of a snake appeared from under her dress, tasting the air toward her knees.
Panic swept over her. Uma gulped for air, making her breathe in spit. She coughed hard, nearly choking, and automatically bent forward. Snot, dangling from her nose, dripped onto the iridescent scales on the head of the snake. Uma froze. She wanted to pull up, but the epinephrine in her system had her locked still. The snake tasted the air in front of it, then slowly turned its large head around to face Uma. Its eyes were a pool of psychedelic color with a black gash down the center. The snake’s forked tongue licked the snot from her face.
Uma sprang away from the enormous snake. The chair toppled, and she fell backward. Something cracked. Uma thrashed about as the snake’s head came up from between her legs and hovered in the air above her. It opened its mouth, revealing two long sharp fangs.
Uma thrashed around to get away from the snake. An arm of the chair broke free from the base. She swept her hand up and connected with Ullman’s face, which had suddenly appeared where the snake had been. The wood of the chair arm, still tied to Uma, cracked as it hit her head of security. Ullman fell on top of Uma, making the chair tip sideways. Another crack rang out as the weight of the large man broke the legs of the chair, and Uma's face hit the ground, knocking the piece of wood from between her teeth.
Uma pushed herself out from under Ullman and scampered backward. This time, when Uma screamed, the sound was loud and clear and echoed off the marble walls. Pain shot through her legs and arms, but she did not care, as long as that thing was out of her. She pushed herself backward along the floor until she hit the end of the bed. She pulled herself up to standing. To the left of her, a creature, human body dressed in blue but with a snake’s head, ran toward her, its arms reaching out to get her. Uma swung at it with a fist, and it fell away. Somewhere, she heard Miyu cry out.
Another, larger creature loomed up from the floor. It jumped on her, pinning her to the bed. The snake’s head was comprised of scales which changed color with the light, like oil in water. Behind the head, a plume of feathers spread outward, each feather made up of the primary colors in geometric yet organic patterns. It opened its mouth, and Uma peered at dark concentric circles falling backward into infinity. She thrashed her head back and forth as the forked tongue of the creature flicked toward her face.
“Get off me,” Uma spat into the face of the beast.
Wriggling a leg free, she brought a knee up between the creature’s legs and slammed it in as hard as she could. The creature groaned and fell onto her, releasing its grip. Uma felt stubble on her face, and a moment of clarity cleared her mind. She smelled the aftershave her head of security like to use. He lay on top of her. Uma caught her breath, then the air in the room took on a liquidity like Vaseline. She felt the bed writhe under her. She glanced sideways. Hundreds of snakes covered the bed. Uma heaved Ullman off her and stood up. From the sides of the room, the floor filled with snakes. Thousands of snakes emerged from a crack in reality, piling onto the floor on either side of Uma. The white marble path ahead of her was clear but quickly vanishing with snakes.
Uma let out an anguished scream and ran for the balcony. If she could just make it there before the snakes blocked her way, she could jump. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of a lapis blue blur the second before it connected with her side. They crashed to the floor. Uma’s head smacked onto the marble, and the world went black.




Chapter Fifty-Three:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger turned onto Tunnel C and immediately noticed it was brighter here. He raised his handgun, muzzle tilted slightly down, and padded along the floor covered in red rugs. In the distance, he sighted the area where the sacrifice was taking place. Under different circumstances, he might have felt nervous returning to the place they had nearly killed him in, even though he was only here physically for the first time. Instead, his only thought was for Elkie.
He crept along the tunnel, trying to get close enough to discern what was happening without giving himself away. Unlike his time in the sacrifice, they all were standing together by one wall. Jagger jogged forward, keeping himself along the tunnel wall opposite where the throng of orange people were standing.
Once Jagger was within fifty meters, he considered taking a shot, but he rejected the idea as he couldn’t see where Elkie was. He covered the next twenty meters with quick, precise footsteps. They were crowded around the girl. Shi stood behind her, holding something. He couldn’t see clearly because of another man with short, wavy, graying blond hair blocking his view.
Another ten meters closer, Jagger watched Shi guide the girl’s hand, which held a knife. The man with wavy graying hair moved his head, and Jagger saw Elkie. His heart sank. Jagger raised his gun and let two shots off at Shi.




Chapter Fifty-Four:
Warren Underwood
Warren tried not to wince as Brother Shi guided the girl’s hand so the needle point knife went into the woman’s eye. He nearly released the woman as she screamed and twisted her head away from the knife.
“Hold her still,” Brother Shi said, pulling the knife back. “We can’t kill her straight away. She needs to experience pain.”
Oh, she’s experiencing pain, Warren thought to himself as he gripped the woman’s pale face, now slippery with sweat and spit.
“Quetzalcoatl, destroyer of worlds, creator of worlds. Take this offering. Take her as tribute in exchange for the life of Uma Odia,” Mag said. It amazed Warren how the girl could stay in her trance-like state with the screaming going on. He guessed this was what they created her to do, so… Warren turned his head at the sound of gunfire. There’d been short bursts for the last minute, but it wasn’t getting any closer. He knew that whoever was coming in would probably kill them, but he’d known that if he followed Brother Shi, there was a chance they wouldn’t survive. That was okay. He and his fellow Brothers and Sisters of the True Light had long ago accepted that they would have to become martyrs to the cause. Today was the day. Today was the day the evil reign of Uma Odia would finally end, and the True Light would rise.
Warren smiled to himself, thinking of all the beautiful members of the True Light across the Governance, poised to take action when they heard what happened today. In fact, it had already started. They had released the first of many recordings by Brother Shi, and Hari Bhat had been trusted to release more. By now, citizens of the Governance would know, not only of the prime coordinator’s death, but at whose hands it had come by. Brother Shi. And they would listen to the members of the True Light, who would rise and take control back from the evil ones who ran the Governance. Warren just hoped that whoever had given them Mag wouldn’t interfere. Brother Shi rarely talked about the mysterious group, but Warren knew they had some influence on Brother Shi, otherwise they would have toppled Prime Coordinator Odia long before now.
The woman screamed out in pain again as the knife twisted in her eye. It was a shame, really. This woman had the most interesting eyes. Beautifully blue. Warren looked across the woman’s face at Sister Candice. He’d grown very fond of her over the last few months. If he had any regrets about today, it would be that his time with her was so short. But who knew, maybe after they died, they’d go into The Empty and their spirits could join?
Still gripping the girl’s face, Warren moved away from her so he could see Sister Candice’s face more clearl—
Pain erupted in Warren’s shoulder, and his ear rang so loudly he thought an alarm was going off somewhere. He looked around him, dazed. The woman was gone. No. Her legs were still tied to the mine wall. Something moved on Warren’s chest. The girl. Warren realized he was lying on top of her on the floor. How had he got there?
He looked up and observed Brother Shi and Sister Candice standing above him. Sister Candice had her gun raised and was firing. Brother Shi put his hand out. Warren pushed off the girl a little and reached up. It confused him when Brother Shi raised his boot and kicked him in the chest, sending him sprawling backward. Warren smacked his head on the ground. It would have probably hurt more if the awful pain in his shoulder hadn’t drowned it out. Through half-closed eyes, Warren watched as Brother Shi pulled the girl off the ground and quickly led her away down the tunnel under the cover of Sister Candice’s fire. The sister also retreated with Brother Shi.
That’s right, Warren thought. Get the girl to safety. She’s the key to it all. She must be safe.
Warren lay on his back, staring at the twisted wires running along the ceiling of the tunnel. The ringing in his ear eased a little. He heard voices. At first, he believed they were in his head, but then he noticed a dark figure near him. The figure stood by the woman with blue hair. An agent of the Governance. Or maybe it was death? Warren lay on the red Oriental rug which lined Tunnel C and grew darker with his blood. He closed his eyes. The fatal shot would come any second, and the pain would cease.
Warren lay waiting for death when a voice called his name. It was tinny, far away. Warren wondered if it was an Entity coming to take him into The Empty.
“Brother Warren,” the voice said. “Brother Warren, are you alive? Warren!”
Warren opened his eyes. Orange and gray wires, cable tied to the tunnel ceiling trailed off into the distance. He glanced sideways. The dark figure had left, but the girl remained. She must be dead.
“Brother Warren, wake up!”
He recognized the voice this time. It wasn’t an Entity; it was Sister Mwatabu. Her voice came through the comms system on the tunnel wall. Warren pushed himself up onto his elbows but let one sag back down as the sharp sting of pain flared in his shoulder.
“Yes!” Sister Mwatabu said. “You’re alive. Quickly, Brother Warren. Unlock an ersatz.”
Warren looked at the metallic figures tied to the mesh bolted to the tunnel wall.
“Quickly, Brother Warren. He is after Brother Shi.”
The sound of Brother Shi’s name snapped Warren out of his languor. The True Light. He must save the cause. Warren rolled over and pulled himself the half meter to the ersatz. The cryptolite lock had a code on it. He’d set it himself, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember what it was. Through pain and fading vision, Warren tapped what he thought the code might be. The lock flashed red and made an angry sound. Shit.
“A hand,” Sister Mwatabu's tinny voice said. “Do a hand first, Brother Warren.”
Warren glanced up at the lock holding the graphene-flex cable around the hand and wire mesh. It looked so high up. So far away.
“Quickly, Brother Warren. He’s catching up with them.”
Warren gritted his teeth, and using his good arm, he looped his fingers through the wire mesh as far above him as he could reach and pulled himself up. He groaned as he did so and for a half second felt self-conscious at the noise he’d made. Some things would never change, he guessed. Even in his dying hour, in his moment of glory, his brain worried about what others would think.
Warren half smiled to himself and got onto his knees. He tapped out the code on the lock on the ersatz’s right hand. Again, the cryptolite lock flashed red and made an angry sound at him.
“Eight seven two eight one five nine six,” Sister Mwatabu said over the comms system.
Of course, Warren thought. He tapped the code into the lock, and this time, it turned green. Almost immediately, the ersatz’s arm moved forward, knocking Warren backward onto the Oriental rug. Pain shot through Warren’s shoulder, but it didn’t matter. He’d done it. Warren watched as the ersatz quickly typed the code into the remaining three locks and stepped away from the wall.
The metal avatar didn’t waste any time. As soon as it was free from the graphene-flex cables, it sprinted down the tunnel after the dark figure, and after Brother Shi.




Chapter Fifty-Five:
Jagger Jakowski
Jagger froze as the woman shot at him. There was no cover in the tunnel. Thankfully, her shots were wild and tore up the mine wall behind him rather than his body. She’d done enough to delay him, though. Shi grabbed the girl and retreated with the woman.
Jagger sprinted to where Elkie hung from the wire mesh. Her head drooped against her chest, blue hair covering her face. Jagger panted heavily in front of her, not wanting to know what they’d done. He took a deep breath and lifted her head.
“Elkie,” he said. Tears flooded his vision. They’d gouged away one of Elkie’s eyes. Jagger forced a mouthful of acidic vomit back down his throat.
“Elkie.” Jagger leaned in close and wrapped his arms around her. He put her head on his shoulder and his cheek against hers. It happened again. Someone he loved had died.
Elkie coughed.
“You’re alive!”
Jagger stepped back, holding her shoulders in each hand. Joy burst through the anger within him. “Thank God, you’re alive.”
Elkie opened her working eye. It was bloodshot. “Hey, dickhead,” she said before erupting into more coughs.
Jagger smiled. “Let’s get you out of here.” He reached up and tried to undo the binding holding Elkie to the wire mesh.
“The girl?” Elkie said.
“Shi ran off with her.”
“Argh.” Elkie shook her hands and arms. “Go after them,” Elkie said. Spit hung from her mouth.
“You’re injured. I have to get you out.”
“No,” Elkie spat. “Radix will get me. Don’t let the girl get away.” Elkie looked at Jagger with her one working eye. A bubble of snot and blood expanded on her nose. “Go!”
Jagger took one last look at Elkie and nodded. Then he turned and ran down the tunnel after Shi.
#
Jagger think-told his uLink to display the mine map in his vision as he ran. Which way would Shi go? The entrance was a firefight, so he probably hadn’t gone there. The only other exit was the conveyor belt. Jagger could get to it if he doubled back and took the last tunnel he’d gone past.
Jagger sprinted as fast as he could along the tunnel that led into the area containing the conveyor belt. Jagger caught sight of the light at the end of the tunnel. Then something moved ahead of him. Jagger dashed into the cavernous room and skidded to a halt. Fifty meters away, Shi stood, lifting the girl up onto the wide belt. The armed woman was ten meters behind them. She turned when she heard Jagger enter the room. He raised his P526 and squeezed the trigger. The woman spun around. Her gun flew to the side before she dropped to the floor.
“Stop,” Jagger shouted to Shi. He wanted to shoot the man, but his proximity to the girl stopped him. Jagger stepped closer, passing the crumpled heap of the woman on the floor. “Stop moving, Shi, or I’ll shoot you.”
Shi stopped and raised his hands above his head. He turned toward Jagger. Black dirt of indium ore covered his orange clothes. The girl sat on all fours on the conveyor belt, her dirty red hair hanging loose over her face.
“Get down on the floor,” Jagger shouted. The man didn’t move, he just stared at Jagger with his intense blue eyes. The eye tattoo on his forehead caught the light. “Get down, or I’ll kill you.”
“Okay,” Shi said. Jagger winced at hearing the man’s voice again. Shi slowly moved into a kneeling position. Jagger stepped forward, then crumpled to the ground as something smacked into his side. His ribs screamed in pain as he lay sprawled on the rock floor. Jagger realized he’d dropped his gun. It lay a meter away. He reached across to it. An iron bar smacked his hand. Instinctively, he pulled it back. It started to swell.
Jagger looked up. The woman stood over him, holding the iron bar. Her shoulder bled where he’d shot her, her blonde hair a wild mess.
“You killed Brother Warren.” The woman brought the bar down on his thigh. Jagger screamed out in pain. The woman raised the iron bar again. Behind her, Jagger watched Shi disappear up the conveyor belt into the mine ceiling.
“You killed my Warren.” The bar smacked into Jagger's side. White hot pain rang out across his torso. He was sure she’d broken a rib. The woman stood over him, tears streaming down her face. Jagger held his hands up to protect himself from the next strike. The woman sobbed, the bar raised high above her head.
As she swung it down, her chest exploded, and she fell backward. Jagger let his aching arms flop to the ground. He tilted his head backward and saw Kaid jog into the room. The surly agent bounded over to where Jagger lay and stood over him, gun in hand.
Kaid stared down at Jagger and shook his head.
“Elkie?” Jagger said, shocked at how weak his voice sounded.
“This place is gonna blow soon. The commander’s getting her out. Sent me to babysit you.” Kaid spat on the floor by Jagger’s head. “Well, you coming?”
Jagger looked at Kaid’s outstretched hand. He should be happy to see the man, but Kaid never made it easy. Jagger put his good hand in Kaid’s and winced as pain shot through his body in the places the woman had struck him with the iron bar.
Kaid tried to pull him up, but Jagger’s leg flared in pain, so he dropped to his ass again. Jagger’s face was too close to Kaid’s crotch for his liking.
“Shit,” Kaid said, pulling Jagger up again. “We ain’t got time for thi—”
Jagger felt Kaid’s grip tighten before a thin blade came through Kaid’s chest, stopping a centimeter from Jagger's face. The blade twisted, and Kaid fell forward on top of Jagger. The man’s dead weight was so heavy Jagger could barely breathe.
Over Kaid’s shoulder, Shi stepped into view. He held a long, needle point knife. Shi bent forward and wiped Kaid’s blood off the knife on his own lifeless back.
Shi smiled at Jagger, then looked up as the sound of footsteps stomped into the cavernous room. Jagger tilted his head backward, hoping it was Radix.
“There’s a bomb,” a woman’s voice came from the ersatz. “Get out of here.”
Shi paused for a moment, then nodded. “Thank you, Sister Mwatabu. Your actions today will go down in history. I will make sure of it.”
Shi ran out of view. Jagger thought he heard him climb onto the conveyor belt but couldn’t be sure. Then all he could hear was the stomp of metal on rock as the ersatz approached.




Chapter Fifty-Six:
Jagger Jakowski
The metallic figure stood over Jagger’s head and raised its heavy foot. Scratches on the sole looked sharp where metal had stomped across the rock. And now it’s going to stomp on me, Jagger thought.
He wiggled his arms, trying to release them from under Kaid’s dead body. He freed his swollen hand as an obscenely loud bang shook the whole mine. The bomb.
The sole of the ersatz came down and landed on the floor by Jagger’s head. The metallic body went limp and fell forward, making the pile of lifeless bodies on top of Jagger two deep. Jagger’s lungs expelled the little air they had under the weight of the ersatz.
The feeling of claustrophobia and being crushed in the sacrifice came flooding back. No, no, no, Jagger thought. Not again.
He placed his swollen hand under Kaid’s shoulder and pushed as hard as he could. The pain was eye watering, but he didn’t care. He needed to be out from under that weight. He moved the bodies a few centimeters before his strength failed, and the weight rested on his chest again. This is it. I’m going to die.
An explosion somewhere farther back in the mine rattled the floor again. Jagger knew there were other things that had probably been ruptured and would explode at any moment. He thought about Shi. He couldn’t believe he’d let the True Light’s leader get away when he’d had the chance to kill him. Jagger hated the way Shi had stared into his eyes with that calm look on his face. Memories came flooding back. Shi had that same calm look as when he watched Jagger being crushed in the cult’s immersion. Who the hell did Shi think he was? Killing all those innocent people because he believed he knew what was right. Jagger hated him. Hated him. Hated him and his stupid eye tattoo, hated how he had people worship and follow him. The image of Elkie’s bloody, gouged eye flashed across his mind. Jagger let out a primordial scream and pushed Kaid and the ersatz off his torso.
Sitting up, Jagger took a deep breath and, with both hands free, rolled first the metal machine, then Kaid off his legs. He wasted no time getting to his feet. Pain flared in his leg and ribs, but he ignored it and hobbled to the dusty conveyor belt. Standing in front of it, only now did Jagger appreciate how high it was. Two meters at least. Jagger put his hands on the belt surface and tried to swing himself up. He got one leg on, then a sharp pain made him lose his grip, and he fell back to the floor.
Dammit.
Jagger lay on the floor wishing he wasn’t in so much pain.
Idiot.
He shook his head and think-told his uLink to administer a large dose of NoPain, BeAlert and CoConfidence. The pain killer and stimulants surged through his system. Jagger jumped up to his feet. He placed a hand on the belt above him and swung himself up in one motion. He knew his body would pay for this later, but right now he needed to get out of here while he still had a body to pay with.
The tunnel leading up was dark, but it didn’t matter. Jagger just ran upward as fast as he could. After a few seconds, the dim light at the far end grew bigger. Jagger think-told Ubiquity to call Boom-Mee. Nothing. He was still too deep. Jagger continued to sprint. Behind him, he heard another explosion. He didn’t have much time.
The exit to the conveyor belt grew bigger. Jagger tried Boom-Mee again. This time, the call worked.
“Jagger. Where are you?” Boom-Mee’s voice said in Jagger’s head.
“On the conveyor belt. Can you come meet me?”
“Affirmative. Dropping down now.”
Jagger looked up as the roto-transport came into view at the end of the conveyor belt.
“You’d better open the door,” Jagger shouted. As he said those words, a thunderous explosion erupted behind him. The conveyor tunnel flashed bright. Jagger sprinted the last few meters as hot air and flames rushed past him, blowing him out of the conveyor tunnel, slamming him into the waiting roto-transport. The vehicle swung away from the mountainside as flames blasted over it.
“Hold on,” Boom-Mee shouted as the roto-transport spun wildly and skidded into the dirt outside the mine. Jagger crashed into the seats and would have been flung out of the vehicle if Radix’s large hand hadn’t grabbed him. The roto-transport took off again. Radix dropped Jagger into a free seat and pressed the control to shut the door. Elkie sat belted in the opposite seat, next to the commander.
Jagger swung around to look out the front window just as a large metal drum of the concentration center appeared out of the dust. Boom-Mee jerked the controls hard to the right, and the roto-transport swung sharply, sending everyone crashing around again.
“Where’s Kaid?” Radix asked once Boom-Mee had cleared the concentration center and leveled the roto.
“Shi killed him.” Jagger shook his head, grimacing at the thought of the knife piercing Kaid’s heart. “Did you see him? He came out the belt with the girl. Must have only been a minute before me.”
“No,” Radix said. “We had to get to a quiet spot above the dust storm. It was too wild down there.”
Out the window, the dust storm was much worse than before. “We lost him. Dammit,” Jagger said.
“No.”
Jagger and Radix turned to Elkie.
“There might be a way. She might have—” Elkie nodded off, then sat up again.
“What?” Jagger looked at Elkie. Her one good eye was super dilated. He guessed Radix had given her a huge dose of NoPain and maybe some KissBliss to numb the agony her eye must be feeling.
“I left the uLink node for her,” Elkie said, her words slightly slurred. “The one Dev gave me. Maybe she—” Elkie’s head tilted forward as she lost consciousness.
Jagger looked at Radix.
“We wanted to get an ID on the girl.” The large commander shrugged his shoulders. “Boom-Mee. Are you able to track the uLink Dev gave Elkie?”
“Already on it, boss,” Boom-Mee called out from the driver’s seat. The roto-transport swung around and increased in speed. The dust storm pummeled the roto-transport about, making Jagger slide around in his seat. “Got ‘em. Only half a klick ahead. I should catch them in one standard minute.”
Jagger pushed the control to open the door. Dust whipped up into the transport cabin as it slid open.
“Give me your gun,” Jagger shouted over the roar of the storm.
“What?” Radix said. “You can’t shoot them down. We need the girl.”
“You need the girl? What about our agreement?” Jagger’s hair flapped wildly over his face.
“Our agreement still stands,” Radix said, his brows coming together. “But you can’t kill the girl.”
“I’m not going to kill her, I’m going to save her,” Jagger shouted. “Will I be able to get off Viribus B?”
“Jagger Jakowski can’t,” Radix said. “But Mert Maçon can. We can cover you off the planet, I guarantee. But from then, you’re on your own.”
Jagger nodded, then turned to face Boom-Mee in the front cabin. “Bring us in from above so he doesn’t see us. Get the roto a meter or two above them, and I’ll jump.”
Boom-Mee glanced around at Jagger, concern on his face. “What?”
“Just do it,” Jagger shouted over the dust storm. He smiled at the man he barely knew but now trusted with his life. “I’ll be okay.”
Jagger turned back to say something to Elkie, but she was still out. Instead, he looked at Radix. The man’s wide, dark face was impossible to read.
The roto-transport dropped, and Shi’s vehicle came up toward them. Jagger crouched in the doorway. A hand rested on his shoulder.
“You don’t have to do this,” Radix said, holding his handgun out. Jagger thought he could hear genuine care in his voice.
Jagger held the man’s dark brown eyes. He thought of Natalie Bevan weeping over the death of her son. Of Tsai Beven and all the other innocent people Shi had murdered. “I do have to do this. Remember our agreement.”
Radix nodded.
Jagger took Radix’s handgun and turned back to the howling storm. Shi’s rotocar swung wildly below them. For a second, Jagger didn’t think Boom-Mee could get the roto-transport close enough. But then scratches in the paintwork on the roof of Shi’s rotocar became visible, and Jagger let himself fall forward into the air.
The free fall lasted only a second before he face planted into the metal roof of Shi’s roto. Immediately, he fired a shot through the roof into the cabin, hoping to hit Shi. The vehicle tipped to one side. Jagger slid, reaching out to grip something. His finger caught hold of the hole he’d just blasted in the roof. Jagger's legs dangled over the edge of the rotocar before it corrected itself.
A shot from inside the roto blasted out, just missing Jagger’s arm. Still holding onto the hole, Jagger leaned over the side of the rotocar and fired in through the passenger window, which fractured with the shot.
The rotocar tipped forward into the dust storm, toward the ground. Jagger used the heel of his boot to kick in the broken passenger window. He swung his lower body in while still holding onto the bullet hole in the roof. Once he was sure he wouldn’t fall, he let go and lowered himself into the front cabin of the rotocar.
Shi sat slumped sideways in the driver’s seat, dark red seeping out into the orange of his shirt. Jagger leaned over him and pressed the button for auto-drive. The rotocar immediately leveled itself. Jagger looked around. On the back seat, the girl cowered, her legs pulled up, arms wrapped around them.
Jagger reached a hand toward her. “Hey, it’s okay.”
The girl screamed. Something moved next to Jagger. Shi landed a blow on the side of his head and tried to pull the gun from his hand. Jagger turned, but Shi forced him backward, still trying to get the gun from his hand. Shi put a knee up into Jagger's stomach and rested his weight on him. Jagger clenched his teeth at the pain and tried to get his hand free from under Shi. He would not die. Not after all this.
“You can’t stop me,” Shi said. His face twisted in a manic scowl, spit falling from his mouth. “It’s already begun. The Governance will fall. The sixth sun will rise and free the people from oppression. Our destin—”
The girl’s foot came through the cabin and slammed into Shi’s jaw. The tall man released his pressure on Jagger just long enough for him to get his hand out and punch Shi in the face.
Shi fell back into the driver’s seat. Jagger pulled his legs up and kicked out at Shi’s chest, slamming him into the driver’s door. Shi screamed. Jagger was sure he’d broken a rib. The girl’s head appeared between him and Shi. For a second, Jagger didn’t know what she was doing. The girl reached out and tapped a button near the rotocar flight controls. Behind Shi, the driver’s door slid open. The girl smiled a toothy grin at Jagger, then dropped into the back seat.
Dust whirled up around Shi’s head, and the man’s blue eyes opened wide as he realized what was happening.
“This is for Tsai,” Jagger said. He pulled back his legs and kicked out with all his strength. Shi’s torso bent backward out of the roto. Shi screamed, his arms flailing wildly in the dust storm. Jagger realized his bodyweight pinned one of Shi’s legs down, so he lifted himself up. The rushing air sucked the True Light’s leader from the driver’s door into the howling dust storm.
Jagger slapped the door control, and it slid closed. He let out a long sigh and closed his eyes. It was done. It was over.
No.
Jagger opened his eyes and turned to the girl.
“Thank you.” He tried a smile. “I’m Jagger.”
The girl looked down between strands of her dirty red hair, then smiled meekly back at him.
“There’s just one more thing I need to do.” Jagger leaned forward and put a hand toward the teenage girl’s face. She froze as his hand went under her hair to the skin at her neck. Jagger plucked the uLink node off and showed it to her. “We don’t want this.”
Jagger turned to the open passenger’s window and threw the uLink node out. He watched as it disappeared into the dust. That’s exactly what they need to do, disappear. He reached up to the uLink node the commander had given him and let his fingers linger on it. Did he trust Radix?
Jagger pulled the uLink from his skin and tossed it out the window. Goodbye, Mert Maçon. The only person he could trust was himself. And maybe Abby. He felt a twang of pain at leaving Elkie, then a deep hurt remembering Kaid had died. Died saving him. They’d rescued the girl and stopped more people from dying, but it still felt wrong. Swapping one life for another. He shook the thought from his head. This was not the time for him to slip into one of his dark places.
Jagger slid over to the driver’s seat and tapped manual drive. He took the controls in his hands and glanced at the girl in the back seat.
“Buckle up, kid. It’s gonna be a bumpy ride.”




Epilogue:
Uma Odia
Blood covered the white marble. Bright red spots splattered the walls, and the pool where Uma smacked her head was dark and still.
Miyu and Ullman informed her she had been knocked out for several minutes, but she felt like she had been unconscious for a week. It had been a dark sleep. Not filled with dreams or nightmares, just her. Just her, yet she couldn’t remember who she was. But it did not matter because she was her. It was like she had retreated to her core self, away from the mental facade that made up her ego.
And when she woke, she didn’t admit to them that she could not recognize their faces. She only knew who it was because they spoke. Miyu’s short, clipped words. Ullman’s deep, masculine voice. But their faces were a mystery. She stared at them, and her brain tried to arrange their features in a way that made sense. But they did not make sense. There were individual parts that she recognized, yes. Eyes, mouths, noses, eyebrows. The eyebrows looked the strangest, like hairy insects crawling on their faces. But altogether? Nothing. Just an ugly jumble of features.
Now she lay on the bed with a doctor standing over her. Once the doctor had checked that the gauze they’d applied had stopped the bleeding, he turned away from her.
“You should not have moved her,” Dr. Sanders said, her private physician in Li Sedol. Again, Uma only recognized him because of his voice.
The large figure that Uma had identified as Ullman paced back and forth. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to make the prime coordinator more comfortable.”
“Well, if she has any spine injuries, I’m holding you accountable,” Dr. Sanders said.
“What happens now?” Uma recognized Miyu’s voice.
“I’ve called the Li Sedol medical facility. We need a stretcher to get Prime Coordinator Odia to hospital as quickly as possible. She needs a computed tomography scan straightaway to determine if she has cerebral contusions or severe intracranial blood loss. This could be serious.”
Uma felt a strange sensation. She knew she should be mad that Dr. Sanders wasn’t addressing her, and it was there, somewhere in her mind, but it couldn’t rise to the surface quick enough. Like her thoughts, her base reactions, were wading through sludge.
Dr. Sanders moved over to where the person wearing lapis blue stood.
“And how are you?”
“I’m fine,” came Miyu’s voice. “Just make sure Uma is okay.”
“Miyu.” The doctor stepped closer to Miyu and put a hand on her upper arm. “It’s not just you I’m concerned about. Have you had any pain or cramping in your lower abdomen?”
Miyu automatically put her hand to her belly. “You mean?”
Dr. Sanders nodded. “I found out this morning. I have been trying to contact you all day.”
A smile broke out on Miyu’s face. To Uma, it looked strange, like her face was broken, white shards sticking out of a fleshy gash.
Miyu moved to the bed. “Did you hear that, Uma? I’m pregnant.”
Uma smiled and thought of John. She opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by the doors to her bed chambers bursting open and a stretcher and two medics entering.
Simultaneously, a notification flashed up in her vision. A video message from General Hixson. Uma think-told Ubiquity to play the message. As they lifted her body onto the stretcher and secured her with straps, the image of General Hixson floated a meter in front of her face.
“Prime Coordinator,” the general said. His voice sounded harsher than usual. Uma wondered if it was due to the news he was about to deliver, or because he’d been informed of her injury. “I’m sorry to be sending this while you’re recovering from the attack, but I’m sure you’ll want to know straight away. The girl…” General Hixson paused and took a breath. “She got away. It looks like the local agent Jakowski squirreled her out in the confusion of the dust storm and explosions at the mine.”
Uma felt her fist tighten, though the normal shot of anger that would have left her mouth didn’t come.
“And there is something else,” General Hixson continued. “One of Commander Radix’s team managed to get a uLink node on the girl. Long enough to get an ID before Jakowski removed it. The girl…” The general paused again. “The girl. She IDs as Hort. The girl IDs as Magdalena Hort.”
The ceiling of Uma Odia’s residence gave way to stars as they wheeled her outside toward a waiting medical roto. Magdalena Hort. Uma think-told Ubiquity to send a message to General Hixson. Arrest Hort immediately. The faintest smile rose on Uma's lips. Magdalena Hort. Uma would enjoy making that girl pay for what she had done to her. She would enjoy getting her revenge.
~
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