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      This was a woman in a lab coat.

      Women in lab coats didn’t usually fall prey to psychotic murderers wielding miniature chisels. Women in lab coats led cushy lives while their fathers looked on in the distance, radiating pride. They wore expensive perfume, funded by their state salary, and they married young.

      Smart women, pretty women.

      Dead woman.

      Charlie slapped on a pair of memory-latex gloves. The fabric melded to her skin, and she shuddered.

      Four years with the Stormshield Services Group, investigating odd occurrences, everything from murder to rape to theft, and she still wasn’t accustomed to that weird schlap-slooooop of the gloves fusing to her skin.

      “You okay there, Spade?” Eli asked. “You want to step out on this investigation?”

      She gave him a deadpan stare. “That’s cute.”

      “I’m just saying, given your track record it might be a good idea for you to —”

      “The victim’s name was Natalya Maxis,” Charlie said and tapped the pressure pad attached to her temple. Case information filtered through the contact lens in her left eye. “Technician at this memory bank.”

      “No shit.” Eli leaned against a curved, white counter.

      Charlie couldn’t reconcile that the big boss at Stormshield had saddled her with this joker. Eli was intelligent, but he wasn’t an investigator. They’d pulled his square-jawed, handsome ass right out of a cushy office job and set him on her.

      She’d fucked up once. Once! And this was the treatment she’d received.

      “Go on,” Eli said and flicked his gloved fingers at her. “I’m riveted.”

      “If you’re not going to take this case seriously, you shouldn’t be here,” Charlie replied. “This isn’t a paper you can push, kid. This is the real deal. It’s a dead woman in a memory bank.”

      “Double no shit.”

      Charlie focused on the information streaming past her retina to keep from rabbit-punching him in the forehead. “Natalya Maxis, loyal employee of the state and technician at Corden Prime Memory Facility and Bank, Pi Sector. Studied in memory extraction. She recently extracted a memory from two high-profile clients in —”

      “High-profile clients? Here? This is the middle of bumfuck nowhere,” Eli said. “Who comes to a minor sector in Corden Prime to get their memories removed?”

      “People who don’t want to be obvious about it.” Charlie surveyed the crime scene as she spoke, picking out important details.

      The reception area was minimalistic, nothing but a computer bank against one wall and two glass doors at the far end. One was misted out and controlled by retina-scanner and thumb pad. Blood on both of those.

      The other door, translucent, looked in on the memory extraction chairs and their matching apparatus. Nothing untoward in there, nothing out of place. Natalya must’ve finished for the day and closed up prior to the “incident.”

      “— all the way out here for this. I don’t get it.”

      Charlie tuned back into her new partner’s droned complaint. “That’s because it’s above your pay grade. And I’m getting to the reason we were sent.” As operatives of the state, working with and independently from them, Stormshield didn’t get involved in random murders.

      This woman’s death had to be linked to something else. Grand scale corruption or a crime which damaged the state and its constituents directly. Councilor Gregor didn’t care about the little people. He cared about “all” the people.

      “All” being just himself and his weighted pockets.

      Charlie walked to the woman’s body, face down in a pool of her own blood. She dropped into a crouch, took a handful of matted hair, then turned Natalya’s head. One eye stared at her, milky in death, the other socket was a mess of meaty drippings.

      “There it is,” Charlie muttered and let go of the victim’s head, ever so gently. She had the utmost respect for the dead, hearkened from her mother’s funeral.

      Eli retched behind her.

      “There’s a wastepaper basket next to the reception desk,” Charlie said. “Don’t hurl on the evidence.”

      Next, she lifted Natalya’s hands, one at a time, shifting over the body to do so. She examined the nails, now blue-tinged, and noted the missing right thumb. “Both her eye and thumb removed, as depicted in the preliminary report,” Charlie said and lowered the dead woman’s hands to the tiles. “Used to access the memory bank’s primary storage facility.”

      Eli hadn’t thrown up, to his credit. He held his fist in front of his mouth and stared at the body. “What for?”

      Charlie rose from her crouch and frowned at the shut misted door. “Well, these facilities store extracted memories on site before they’re uploaded to the cloud.”

      “That’s dumb. Huge security risk,” Eli said and swallowed reflexively. He averted his gaze to the padded ceiling, marked with cameras. “Why would they keep any memories on site? What if a Councilor or someone important comes in and has plans removed?”

      “The memories have to be stored on site for a minimum of two days to ensure the memory removal process didn’t corrupt the data. If they’re uploaded straight away, and the memories are corrupt, the corruption will spread and wipe out the entire bank,” she said. “Seriously, what the fuck did you do before they sewed you to my side? Flip burgers?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “No thanks,” Charlie replied. “And memories aren’t our problem here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the killer didn’t steal anything from the memory bank,” she said and tapped the pressure pad on her temple again. The scrolling data slowed. “They stole drugs. MemXor. An entire case full.”

      “Drugs? That’s it?”

      “That’s right,” Charlie said. Which didn’t technically make sense. MemXor was used to stabilize the brain during the memory extraction process and shortly after for recovery. Most versions were free, apart from the upscale “worst kept secret” versions given to the wealthy and powerful.

      She checked her timepiece, a standard issue attachment on her Stormshield uniform — lurid blue and yellow, god she hated it. “Our contact will be here shortly. We’ll use the surveillance footage to get a better handle on who did this to our victim.”

      “A psycho,” Eli said.

      Or someone who was so desperate for an overdose of readily available drugs, they’d attacked a woman with a medical implement, ripped out her eyeball, and cut off her thumb to get it.

      This time, Charlie’s shudder wasn’t from the memory-latex.
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      This wasn’t the setting Charlotte “Charlie” Spade enjoyed. The strange white chairs, coated in that shimmery synthetic material, with their attached metal suction cups and fiddly ends, gave her all kinds of chills.

      “We can view the videos in here?” Eli asked.

      Their contact, the replacement technician — which had happened before Natalya’s body had cooled — sniffed and thumbed his glasses up his nose. “Yeah,” Ray said.

      Charlie fixated on his thumb. How long before the crazy came back and chopped it off? “Talk to me about MemXor, Ray,” she said. “Is it addictive?”

      “Nope,” Ray said and dragged a pack of gum out of his pocket. He crinkled open the paper, then inserted a pink stick between his teeth. He chewed noisily.

      “Enlightening.” Charlie walked to the screen on the wall, used for uploading memories into the cloud, no doubt, then tapped on the screen. “Care to go into a little more detail before we view this footage?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said. “MemXor stabilizes the neurotransmitters before and after the procedure. We give it out for free to all our patients.”

      “In large quantities?” Charlie asked.

      “Nah, it’s prescription.” Ray chewed ever on, smacking his lips. “Easy enough to get it, as long as you’ve had memories removed.”

      “I’m not clear on that.” Eli scratched the stubble along his hero jaw. “The whole memory removal thing. Why do you need to stabilize their brains if you’re just gonna suck stuff out of it anyway?”

      Charlie opened a folder on the screen and stepped back. “I need a passcode here,” she said. “And the term ‘removal’ is a misnomer. The memories are copied, checked for corruption, then uploaded. The client retains the original memory and uses the drugs to make sure it stays that way.”

      “Crazy,” Eli replied. “You know a lot about this shit.”

      “It’s what I do.”

      “Meaning you’ve gotten your memories removed?”

      Charlie snorted. “Not even if you paid me.”

      Ray trudged over, then rapped his fingers across the screen in a particular sequence. The folder unlocked, and Charlie selected the first item on the screen, a manifesto of customers who’d entered the bank in the last week.

      Five names on the screen, all male. “Take these down and check out their alibis,” she said.

      “What am I, your employee?” Eli pursed his lips.

      “Now.”

      Ray watched the exchanged between slobbery chews. “You two married or somethin’?”

      “Once again, not even if you paid me,” Charlie replied and ruffled her hair. “All right, so we’ve got our primary suspect list. Let’s take a look at the footage. Ray, you stay here and tell me if you recognize any of these people.”

      “Not likely,” he said. “I was working over in Corden Prime Alpha Sector before I got reassigned.”

      “Right. Stay anyway, I’ll need your input on the security issues with the system,” Charlie said. “It shouldn’t be this easy for someone to waltz in and access classified information, or drugs.”

      Though, it really was this easy. In all their magnanimity, the state had become lax. They were infallible. Hints of an underground rebellion had been ignored on the surface, but the undertone for this investigation spoke to her.

      They were concerned. They wanted this fixed or finished. Brushed under the rug.

      Questions whirled through Charlie’s mind, but she had to squash them all and focus on the job.

      If she fucked up this time, she’d be out of her job at Stormshield and have a pissed off father to deal with. Daddy dearest already didn’t approve of her position with the SSG, how he’d whine if she dare got herself fired.

      Insubordination wasn’t a popular term these days. It hadn’t been since the civil war thirty years ago.

      She cleared the garbage from her brain. “Ready?”

      “To watch a woman have her eye gouged out? Sure,” Eli said in a monotone.

      Ray grimaced and glanced at the body in the other room. A forensics team had moved in for removal, and one of the innocuous overall-clad fellows drew a screen across the door and blocked Natalya from view.

      Charlie opened up the footage and scrolled through for most of the day. Natalya marched in and out of view, carrying first a massive package of drugs, then a clipboard. “What’s that?” Charlie asked. “That wasn’t with the body. Look, she put it down on the reception desk.”

      No answer forthcoming from her companions.

      Charlie forwarded the video, and they watched as Natalya greeted a client, led him through to the memory removal room, then set up the machine.

      “What’s the time stamp?” Ray asked.

      She paused the video. “Late, 6 pm. Memory banks are open that late?”

      “In special circumstances,” Ray said. “What’s weird is that she didn’t have any other clients all day.”

      “It’s a small town.” Eli shrugged.

      “Doesn’t matter. Memory removal is cheap and popular. Every grandpa and his sister gets their brain trash saved here, a legacy for their relatives. Immortality via code. Memories are the new shiny treasure,” Ray said.

      “What’s your point?” Eli asked.

      “That there’s no way she only had one client appointment scheduled for today. Unless — wait, yeah, move over.” Ray nudged Charlie out of the way.

      The corner of Eli’s lip quirked upward, and Charlie fed him a glare of doom. He wiped the mirth away, real quick.

      Ray tapped his tapered fingers across the screen, letting out a satisfied grunt whenever his gum popped between his teeth. He opened up a document, filled with numbers and squiggles, then nodded. “Yeah, that’s why. Natalya was supposed to give a large shipment of those drugs to an incoming researcher. Standard pick up of expired product.”

      “Who was the researcher?”

      “Don’t have a name. But you should be able to get it from Mem Store. You are the SSG, after all. Not like they’ll deny you the information,” Ray said.

      “Make a note of that,” Charlie said and pointed at Eli.

      “Bite me,” he replied.

      Charlie opened the footage again, then forwarded through the memory removal process. It took all of fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes and the man’s memory had been copied, stored, and he was on his way out the door with a bottle of MemXor.

      “This should be it,” Charlie said and slowed the video.

      Natalya walked to the front of the memory removal facility and checked her timepiece. She tapped her heeled foot.

      “The researcher’s late,” Charlie said. “That’s why she stayed behind.”

      “Pity. She was hot.” Eli’s addition to the conversation elicited an eye roll from Charlie.

      A hooded figure approached the entrance. Tall, definitely a man, dressed shabby, face concealed. He pushed open the door and walked toward her.

      “He’s carrying, see? Look how he holds his right hand at his side. He’s tense. This is premeditated.”

      Ray lifted both hands and placed them over his eyes.

      Eli turned his head slightly, watching from his peripheral vision.

      The two on the screen shared a few words. Natalya stomped her heel, pointed to the exit. The murderer shook his head. He gestured to the store room. Natalya turned her back on him. Bad move.

      Hooded figure pounced on her, hacked at the back of her skull, then tackled her to the tiles.

      “Good fuck,” Eli breathed. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”

      “Is it over yet?” Ray asked.

      “No.” Charlie laser-focused on the screen. On the violence, the eye-gouging, the hacking of the thumb. She’d have to examine this footage many times over the next couple hours. No use trying to hide from it now.

      Finally, the murderer detached from his prey. He directed the eyeball at the scanner. One light flashed green. He swiped the bloodied thumb. The other light flashed green. He entered the store room and reappeared with the drugs, then headed for the exit. He swiped Natalya’s clipboard on the way out.

      The entire exchange had lasted all of 45 seconds. That was all the time it took to end a life and rob a memory bank.

      Mem Store, the state’s partner and creator of the memory removal technology, was in ultimate shit if this got out.

      “That’s all,” Charlie said and closed the video. “All right. So, I’m going to need copies of all of this sent directly to my work station. You can handle that, can’t you Ray?”

      The man lowered his hands at last. “Yeah. Just leave your details, and I’ll send it to you.”

      “Good.”

      Eli swallowed. “I don’t see why you need it,” he said. “Seems simple to me. The guy was a crazy who wanted the drugs.”

      “For what purpose? They’re cheap, readily available.”

      “He was a hobo. Maybe he wanted to sell them to make some cash on the side,” Eli said.

      “Maybe,” Charlie said, but she didn’t agree. Something weird had happened here. Something that didn’t quite fit with Mem Store’s guarded and jovial aesthetic. “We won’t know until we catch him.”
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      Charlie peeled the gloves off and stretched her fingers, working the joints. The cool night air felt better than a shower and a shot of liquor. Darkness had fallen over the town’s skyscrapers and apartment blocks. An electric post flickered, bulbs fading in and out, on the opposite side of the street.

      “We should do this again sometime,” Eli said and nudged her.

      “What?”

      “It’s a joke, Spade. Lighten up.”

      “I’ll lighten up when we’ve caught the man who did this,” she replied. She placed the used gloves in the trash receptacle within her standard issue suitcase, then reached up and unbuttoned her collar. “I’m heading back to SSG Central. Why don’t you take the evening off, Eli?”

      “And leave you alone with the case work? Boss Ink will have my ass if I do that.”

      Fucking Boss Ink. He was in charge of her division at SSG — he was the one who’d attached Eli to her unit in the first place.

      “Relax, kid, I’m just going to go over the footage again. You feel like watching the vic have her eye gouged out a couple more times?” Charlie asked and smiled up at him.

      Eli’s lips thinned. “Fine,” he said. “I’m not getting paid overtime anyway.”

      “More’s the pity.” She dug around in her bag for the car remote, then brought it out and clicked the button. Lights flashed on the other side of the street and illuminated a hulking figure on the sidewalk.

      They both froze and stared. “What was that?” Eli whispered.

      “Maybe it’s Boss Ink checking in on us,” she replied.

      “Funny, ha ha. It’s probably the killer.” Eli unhooked his gun and worked his fingers around it. He eased it out of its holster.

      “Careful. You’ll shoot yourself with that.”

      “I’ve used one before,” he snapped.

      She didn’t bother contradicting him. She’d read his entire file on the sly the minute she’d received information that he’d become her “partner’” for the foreseeable future. The man had mediocre scores at the firing range and hadn’t any experience in the field.

      Charlie checked the empty street — no vehicles — then marched across it. She drew her flashlight out of her pocket, clicked it on, and illuminated the figure.

      A woman. A streeter, to be precise. The lady huddled in a big fur coat which barely covered her naked ass. She wore ripped stockings, and enough makeup to disguise whatever face hid beneath it.

      “What choo want?” she spat, wild-eyed.

      “Oh, it’s just a streeter. Thank god,” Eli said.

      “You all right?” Charlie asked the woman.

      “What’s it matter to you?” The streeter drew back and dabbed at the end of her nose. A hint of powder there, probably narcotics. Narcotics. MemXor.

      Charlie hummed under her breath. It was a nervous habit she’d picked up when she’d lived with her father. Before she’d ultimately disappointed him by going into security rather than memory research.

      “What’s your name, honey?” she asked, and leaned against the front of her car. She directed the flashlight so it lit up the asphalt, rather than the streeter’s face.

      “Mary,” she said.

      “What does it matter what her name is?” Eli whispered. “She’s just —”

      “Mary, did you see anything weird going on today? Did you work this sector?” Charlie asked. Streeting wasn’t illegal. The state turned a blind eye, probably because they’d employed a couple of the women and men themselves. Sex sold almost as well as high-quality MemXor.

      “I always work this sector. Corden Prime Pi is my sector. Mine alone. Don’t you think of stepping into my turf,” Mary said and waggled her finger. “You don’t got the tits for it.”

      “I’m shattered,” Charlie replied and placed a hand over her heart.

      “It’s all right. Your ass ain’t too bad.”

      “Mary, thank you,” she said. “From the bottom of my heart, thank you. But I’m going to have to ask you again, did you see anything strange today? Specifically at that Mem Store facility?” She jerked the flashlight in the building’s direction, though the white and blue front was lit up already. Circular, smooth lines, meant to be a comforting paradise.

      An island in a sea of buildings and lights and smog.

      “Nothin’ I’ll talk to shieldie about,” she spat.

      “This is a waste of time,” Eli muttered. “I’m leaving.”

      “Bye.” Charlie didn’t turn to look at him. “Mary, I’m investigating the murder of an innocent woman. If there’s any information you can share with me, anything at all, I —”

      Mary launched a glob of spit at her shoes, and Charlie dodged out of the way. The saliva struck the asphalt. Mary didn’t hang around for the fallout. She gathered her crusty coat and dissolved into the night, a pale wraith on the wind.

      “Told you,” Eli said. “Waste of time. Streeters like that are just an accident waiting to happen.”

      “Are you still here?” Charlie shoved off from the front of her car and moved around to the driver’s side. “I thought you’d be out drinking with your office buddies by now.”

      “Stay away from the streeters,” Eli said. “Boss Ink won’t like it if he hears you’re using filthy sources for your investigation.”

      “Ah, I’m sure he’ll be fine with it.” The one thing she couldn’t stand was a bigot. “I’m working with you, after all.”

      “Nice.”

      She yanked open her door and slipped into the interior, inhaling the scent of discarded cigarettes and coffee. Most of that scent had gathered before she’d been given this car.

      Charlie started the engine and drove off, leaving Eli in her taillights, and the Mem Store facility in her rearview mirror.
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      Late at night, the office in Central took on a weird atmosphere. She’d felt it every night she stayed after work, and that meant daily. The computers would shut down at around 6 pm, apart from those SSG stragglers who stayed behind.

      By 8 pm most of the others had filed out, shoulders sagging beneath their lurid yellow shoulder stripes. The clean-up crew arrived at 9 pm and knew not to bother her by now. After that, it was icy quiet, disturbed only by the occasional howl of the wind, or the patter of rain against the windows.

      Her Perspex cubicle looked out on the forever that was Central Corden Prime. The office building across from the SSG HQ was lit up no matter the hour, and advertisements for Mem Store and MemXor streamed across the windows in bright bands.

      All of it worked together to create an illusion of calm and quiet, but the undertone was there.

      Nights brought a chill down her spine. The sensation that someone watched from the shadows behind her, but when Charlie turned there was nothing but row upon row of empty cubicles and silent computers.

      “Get your shit together,” she whispered and focused on the surveillance footage again.

      She’d gone over it piece by piece. She’d witnessed the blunt force trauma, the stabbing, the eye and thumb removal over and over again.

      She’d initially formulated a connection with Natalya. The woman had seemed kind, even through the lens of a camera. HD quality of course. But as time wore on, she’d turned her focus to the man instead.

      The killer had a limp and favored his right side. He’d almost lost control of the situation — Natalya had fought back, albeit weakly. He’d trembled after he’d finished the deed, but he’d honed in on his target without hesitation.

      “Premeditated. But why?” In her experience, armed thieves didn’t kill unless absolutely necessary. They didn’t want to draw more attention to themselves.

      But this guy, no, he wasn’t a standard thief. And he’d wanted those drugs for a real reason, not resale. Eli was wrong about that.

      An email pinged through at her terminal, and she opened it up.

      Attention Charlotte Spade,

      The requested information is released to you under the understanding that it will not travel further than you and your assistants at Stormshield Services Group. This is highly sensitive information limited to the employees of Mem Store and operatives of the State.

      The researcher scheduled to retrieve the shipment of expired product was Researcher Droggo Boersma.

      Regards,

      Julian

      Mem Store Lead Researcher and Administrator

      Charlie tuned out the rest of his title. Operatives of the state were nothing if they didn’t brag about their meaningless job positions. Mem Store Lead Researcher and Head Cock Waggler of the Third Degree.

      But this did interest her. She had a name for her next interviewee. Perhaps, the researcher could give them some insight as to why he’d been late for his appointment, and why a random man would’ve stolen expired product.

      There was something there.

      She dragged her tablet, a thin glass plate, toward herself and unlocked the screen, then typed out a few notes.

      Droggo was late. Expired product? Why expired? What’s the difference?

      Unless the expired drugs caused an effect they didn’t know about.

      A chair creaked behind her, and Charlie whipped around and searched the cubicles. Empty. Another figment of her overactive imagination. Nothing to worry about.

      Charlie scanned again, just in case, lingering on the vacant leather-backed seats, then shook her head at herself and turned back to her notes. She typed again.

      Murder weapon was a chisel. Medical implement? Who had access to medical implements in the surrounds?

      She could pull up a long list of surgeons, dentists, folks who might’ve had access to one, but it wouldn’t get her far. She’d have better luck picking up a phone and dialing a random number, then asking them whether they’d committed a murder lately.

      Plenty of doctors had gone underground after the State had implemented strict regulations on medical practices. The murderer could’ve been one of them, or worked for one of them, or might’ve found a surgeon’s stash.

      It was all up in the air. But the drugs intrigued her.

      They were the motivation for the murder. The man hadn’t been purposeless, which meant she’d missed something with MemXor. Perhaps, they all had.

      Another noise sounded behind Charlie. Footsteps this time.

      She packed up her tablet, switched off her terminal, and high-tailed it out of there, invisible fingers clawing at her back.
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      The Mem Store Research Facility sat on hallowed ground, the site of the final battle between the old masters and the new state. Together with Councilor Gregor, the creator of the memory removal equipment, Absalon Shamood, used the technology he’d created to suck the plans of spies from their heads.

      Back then, the process hadn’t been streamlined. MemXor hadn’t existed to aid those who dared move against the rebellion and its finest. Rumors about what had become of the spies still circulated today but were weighed down by fear, retarded by the knowledge that Shamood’s original intent had been to damage rather than to build.

      And then the new order had come, and the state had reworked the angle.

      Charlie stood in the glass elevator and stared at her reflection, marred only by the opaque advert which scrolled across the panes.

      Mem Store Presents to You — The Only Way to Preserve Your Past and Your Future! The Mem Remover 8000.

      The twinkling elevator music accompanied the words.

      “You okay?” Eli nudged her.

      “Quit asking me that,” Charlie said. “I could be in the middle of a mental breakdown, and it wouldn’t matter. We have a job to do.” And a woman’s death to avenge.

      “Fine. No need to be so damn touchy. I was just trying to be nice.”

      “Well, don’t.”

      “You don’t have to be such a bitch all the time, Charlie,” Eli said. “No one at SSG likes you because of this.”

      “I’m flattered you did a social survey on my behalf.” She hadn’t entered SSG to kiss ass and win a popularity contest. Her father’s insistence that Mem Store and the State were the best thing since sliced bread had brought out the rebellious side in her.

      If you won’t accept me, then I’ll do something that will piss you off. She’d been 18 at the time, barely out of school. She’d joined Stormshield to do the right thing, to help keep the State in line, and partly to piss him off.

      The elevator dinged, the crappy music cut off, and the glass doors slid apart, soundlessly. They entered a white tiled hall, accented by blue, glowing signs.

      Primary Memory Research. Read one. Hippocampal Dysfunction. Read another. The names flicked past in a blur.

      “There,” Eli said. “Dorky guy on the right.”

      The man in the lab coat swept fingers through his shoulder-length, shining hair. He tossed it back, in a flip to rival a runway model, then sauntered forward. “You must be the people from SSG,” he said.

      “What gave us away?” Charlie asked and patted the bright yellow badge on her breast pocket. “You’re Researcher Boersma?”

      “Droggo,” he said, “come with me. It’s, uh, it’s more private in here.” He pressed his thumb to a keypad, and another glass door slid open.

      Eli and Charlie exchanged a glance. The thumb thing had gotten old quickly.

      They followed Droggo into what appeared to be his office or work space. It held a desk, as well as a centrifuge, pipettes, test tubes, and a yellow hazard bin in the corner. He adjusted the plastic splash glass on his desk, then took a seat and gestured for them to do the same.

      Charlie settled on the edge of the chrome chair. Eli lounged as if he’d gotten home after a long day pushing papers.

      “We’re investigating the murder of one of your colleagues,” Charlie started.

      “Yes, I’m aware. Poor Natalya,” Droggo said and gave a doleful shake of the head. “Such a horrible way to die.”

      “You’re aware of the details?”

      “Only that she was killed violently,” Droggo replied.

      “You were meant to fetch a batch of expired drugs from the facility in question. You didn’t arrive. Why?” Charlie asked.

      Droggo blinked. “I — uh, I was delayed. I planned on calling, but something came up.”

      “What came up?”

      “Important research. I couldn’t get away. I’m in line to advance to Shamood’s research team, and if I mess up on one of the lesser projects here, I’ll be bumped back places. I can’t afford to —”

      “Did you call Natalya?”

      “I tried to,” Droggo said, and brought his slim phone out of his pocket. A single plate of glass, lit by numbers and images. New technology. Charlie couldn’t get used to these things. “Here, see? There’s the call log. She didn’t pick up. I called late, I’ll admit, but I — it was too late.”

      “The suspect stole the expired product from the facility,” Charlie said. “Do you have any idea why that might be?”

      Droggo rolled back in his seat, placed the phone on the desk. “But that’s impossible. The drugs would’ve been secured. Natalya wasn’t sloppy. I worked with her on a few projects before she was relocated to facility duty. She wouldn’t leave drugs unsecured.”

      “They were secured at the time of the theft,” Eli put in.

      “But that would mean —” Droggo’s complexion went icy pale. “I — no, I don’t know why.”

      “Any information you can give us about MemXor and how it works would be valuable,” Charlie said. Anything to make sense of the crime. If they were for personal use, it would mean the man had been to the facility prior, yet she hadn’t found record of him in the logs on site.

      Granted, she still had hours of security footage to trawl through.

      “It’s a stabilization drug,” Droggo said.

      “Yeah, tell us something we don’t know,” Eli replied.

      “He means, we need information about MemXor which is more detailed. Things the public wouldn’t necessarily be privy to.” Charlie tapped the pressure pad at her temple and started a recording of the researcher.

      “MemXor was created to stop the degeneration of brain cells during the memory removal process. Removing or copying a certain memory, long or short term, can cause rapid degeneration of the hippocampus.”

      “The hippowhatus?” Eli asked.

      “It’s a portion of the brain responsible for memory, movement, mood, and many other functions. Degrade the hippocampus, and you degrade those functions.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning, the person who experienced the procedure might become… unstable. Thus, the stabilization drugs. MemXor is brilliant, it prevents the breakdown of neurotransmitters in the brain.”

      “You lost me,” Eli said.

      “It stops the little messengers in the brain from acting up, thus helping the hippocampus communicate with itself and the rest of the brain’s hemispheres,” Droggo said.

      “It has no side-effects?”

      “Minor and very rare, mood swings and so on.” The researcher dismissed it with a wave. “In isolated cases.”

      “Would the efficacy of the drug decrease if the product is expired?”

      “Interestingly, no. MemXor would still strengthen the neurotransmitters and allow their recycling.”

      “What’s the catch?” Charlie asked.

      “It’s a hybrid drug. In order to make it viable, Mem Store attached another drug on its end, one that combats negative physical side-effects in users.”

      “All right?”

      “That drug, RelaxIn, is the one which has an expiration date. It, uh, when it expires, there won’t be any relief from an adverse reaction to the MemXor component. Folks might potentially lose control of their behavioral functioning or — look, it’s not too serious. Minor setbacks, we call them in the scientific community.”

      Charlie pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’d call having an eyeball ripped out a minor setback, would you?”

      “Spade.” Eli’s voice took on the Boss Ink quality. As if he was in charge of the investigation.

      Droggo’s lips quivered, white around the edges.

      “Is there any reason someone would want expired product rather than the regular kind? Any at all?”

      “No. Not unless they wanted people to become unstable. Or they didn’t realize what they’d picked up,” Droggo whispered.

      “Thank you for your time,” Charlie replied. “I think we have all we need for now.” She lurched out of the chair, a sense of triumph brewing in her gut. They were closer to the answer.

      Now, she needed to pinpoint the perpetrator.
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      “You think this guy is going to come back for more thumb-chopping fun?” Eli asked and rested his head against the car seat.

      They were parked across from the Mem Store Facility and Bank in Corden Prime Pi Sector, but Charlie didn’t pay the building any attention. Ray was in there, working his magic behind locked doors — she’d spied him on their way in.

      No, she hadn’t come for him or for the murderer. She scanned the buildings opposite, squinting as the purple hour settled on the glass and steel.

      “Hello? Spade? I’m asking you a question here.”

      “No. I don’t think he’s going to come back.”

      “Then why are we here?”

      “You’ll see soon enough.” If she told him, he’d try to stop her, and that wouldn’t end well for either of them. The last time she’d had a partner, she’d broken his nose for sticking it where it didn’t belong.

      It didn’t matter to SSG or Boss Ink that the guy had been corrupt and throwing cases in the State’s favor, only that she’d gotten physical.

      “Say, uh, I’ve been meaning to ask you something, Spade,” Eli said.

      “Oh yeah?” She continued her search in the semi-gloom.

      “You’re young, early twenties, attractive, smart,” he said. “Why didn’t you do the logical thing and go into research? That’s a woman’s position, right?”

      Another reason she broke noses. She ignored the question.

      “I’m just asking because women like you are rare. I’ve never met one who takes her job this seriously. And there aren’t that many in Stormshield.”

      “Uh-huh.” The street lamps clicked on, at last, and illuminated the alleys, chasing off the growing dark.

      “You’re attractive,” Eli said. “Did I mention that already?”

      Silence. Movement at the far end of the street, and Charlie leaned against the steering column, eyes narrowed to slits, squinting. Was it the target?

      “What I’m trying to say is that I like you. We should get a drink sometime. How about this Friday?”

      Charlie gave an involuntary grunt. “I — what?” She finally looked at her too-handsome partner. “Are you kidding?”

      “No, I thought it might be fun to blow off some steam together. Maybe blow off some clothes too, if you know what I mean.”

      “Ah, the subtle humor,” Charlie said. The target had arrived, at last. And perfect timing too. “Sorry. You’re just not my type.”

      “Your type? That’s not why you’re rejecting me.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “You’re incapable of relaxing,” Eli said. “It’s the reason you got into trouble with Ink and SSG. Why is that?”

      Because her father had imbued her with a sense of urgency? That she had to be better, faster, smarter. Except none of it had made a damn difference to him or her or anyone else. And now, she was in the habit of moving full throttle, a train screaming toward the dead end of a tunnel.

      One day it would all crash down around her, she knew that now, and she certainly couldn’t afford to take anyone with her, but that day wasn’t today.

      “You can let your guard down, Charlie. You don’t have to prove yourself to anyone. You’re allowed to enjoy your life.”

      She pointed through the windscreen. “Put on your professionalism. We’ve got work to do.” She opened her car door and city smells embraced her.

      Charlie closed in on the streeter, whipped her cuffs off her belt. “Mary,” she said.

      The woman looked up from her phone. She took a drag on her pungent cigarette and puffed a cloud of smoke. “What’s up, baby? You looking for a good time?” The fear from yesterday had evaporated, and it only solidified the certainty in Charlie’s mind.

      “No,” Charlie said. “I’m looking for answers.” She struck, quick as a snake, and clapped the cuff on Mary’s mottled wrist. She attached the other cuff to her own wrist. “Let’s go.”

      Mary spat and whipped her arm back. She screeched, clawed at the cuff.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Eli sprinted down the sidewalk. “Have you lost your mind? You don’t have authorization for this.”

      “Help me get her in the car,” Charlie said.
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      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Spade?” Boss Ink practically steamed from the ears, beefy arms folded across his chest. His real name was Teddy Marshall, but he was nicknamed “Ink” for the tattoos which covered his face. There were dots and scrapes in red and black. He terrified most newbies at the SSG.

      “She’s a witness,” Charlie said.

      Mary railed against her bindings in the interrogation room behind them. She shrieked and banged on the two-way mirror. “You can’t keep me here, whore,” Mary screeched. “I’m losing money as we speak.”

      “Charming,” Ink said. “This is upsetting the men, Spade. You’re going to pay for this if it doesn’t bear fruit, and there won’t be anything I can do to protect you from what comes. Understand?”

      Glass cubicles spread outward from the interrogation room, more employees of SSG, but these part of the specialized interrogation unit. All of them bore pinched faces. They didn’t appear upset. They didn’t appear to be anything but emotionless.

      They eyed the window and the streeter, hunger on their faces.

      “She’s a witness. I’m sure of it.”

      “I fucking hope you’re sure of it. I fucking hope you didn’t bring this — this woman in on a hunch,” he said.

      “She was there on the night,” Charlie said. “Just give me a couple minutes with her.”

      “You? You go in there?” Ink knuckled his forehead. “For the love of memory, give me patience. You’re not going in there with her. One of the interrogators can do it.”

      A ratty fellow, the hungriest of the lot, popped up at Ink’s elbow bearing a syringe of silver fluid. “I’ll do it.”

      Ink sniffed. “See? Krent will do it.”

      “No, I’ll do it. This is highly classified information,” Charlie said, and the streeter walloped the glass again — boink, boink. “I don’t trust Krent with it. No offense.”

      Krent squirted a bit of the silver fluid out of the syringe.

      “Let the professionals handle their jobs, Spade. This is classified information within Stormshield. It’s not limited to your unit,” Ink said.

      “With all due respect, sir —”

      “Oh boy.”

      “With all due respect, I was the one assigned to this job,” she said and thumbed her chest. “I’m the one who’s going to solve it. Let Krent stab someone else with that thing. Leave my streeter alone.”

      “You offering?” Krent squirted the syringe again.

      Ink placed his entire hand over Krent’s face and forced him backward. The ratty dude practically folded in on himself. “Go.” Boss Ink turned back to her. “If you get hurt in there, I’m going to fire you for good.”

      “Fine.”

      “Where’s Eli?”

      “Don’t know.” He’d stormed off the minute they’d got back to SSG HQ. Probably, gone to sulk in the bathroom. “I’m fine without him.”

      “He’s your partner. He’s supposed to stick with you, whether you like it or not.”

      “Or not,” Charlie said. “This won’t take long.” She made for the entrance to the interrogation unit, hundreds of gazes boring into her back. They expected her to fuck it up, and they were probably right.

      She wasn’t an expert in this field, but something about this investigation gave her the itches. Her skin crawled. Something wasn’t right, and she wasn’t sure who she could trust.

      Eli, no. Ink, maybe not even him.

      Her last partner had been corrupt. What was to say those two weren’t? What was to say that the murder wasn’t connected to a deeper issue?

      The State purported its leniency and power, and how wonderful the quality of life was under their rule. So wonderful that eyeball-ripping murders were at a minimum.

      Charlie jammed her fists against the release button, and the steel bars slid back and admitted her into the room.

      The streeter shrieked and attempted to launch herself across the room. She struck a Perspex wall and bounced back a foot. Charlie halted in front of it and knocked on the plastic. “Can’t get to me, I’m afraid.”

      “Bitch. You’ve got no reason to keep me here. You can’t!”

      “I can do anything I want as an SSG operative,” Charlie replied. And therein lay the problem. SSG and the State, above the law. “Tell me about Corden Prime Pi Sector.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “You ever see the woman who worked in that facility?” she asked. “Pretty lady. Wore a lab coat? You must have seen her since you worked that street.”

      Mary shook her head. Eyes glazed over. “I didn’t see nothing.”

      “I haven’t asked you about that, yet.”

      “I was high. Didn’t see. Didn’t see it.”

      “See what?” Charlie asked, and drew closer, heart beating faster, faster. Krent stood outside the interrogation room, looking in and still holding that damn syringe. Ink had disappeared, off to wherever he went when he wasn’t busting her ovaries.

      “Nothing.”

      “Tell me,” Charlie said and pressed her palms against the glass. “I can keep you here for days, months. I don’t have to let you go.”

      Mary rolled her yellowing tongue across her lips. “I don’t know what he looks like.”

      “But you’ve seen him before.”

      “The hooded man.”

      “When did you see him?” Charlie asked.

      Mary shook her head and backed away, trembling now.

      “Mary, remember what I said. I can keep you here. Tell me when you saw him.”

      Again, shaking that head, left, right, on repeat.

      “How many times did he visit the facility?” Charlie asked.

      “Always,” Mary said. “Always. Every day.”

      Charlie’s eyebrows jounced upward. Every day. Then why wasn’t he on the roster? “You’re sure about that. He’s always there?”

      “Yes,” she hissed.

      Charlie lingered a moment longer, hoping for more, but the streeter remained tight-lipped. “All right,” she said, at last. “You’re free to go.” She wouldn’t get much more out of her, but what she’d gotten was lead enough.

      The murderer had been in that facility before. Either Natalya had purposefully removed his name from the roster, or someone else had. And what the hell had been on that clipboard?
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      Eli fell into step beside her by the time she reached the investigative floor of SSG HQ. He clicked his fingers at his sides, in time with his footfalls.

      “What is it?” Charlie asked. “Did you find something on the roster?” A false hope.

      “What did she say?” Eli continued that incessant clicking.

      “I thought you didn’t want to know,” Charlie said. “You lost interest the minute we got back here.”

      “Cut the shit, Spade.”

      “Nah.”

      He grabbed her arm and jerked her around, in the middle of all the cubicles. A man rose from his seat and peered at them, then sat down with a huff, muttering under his breath.

      “Cut it out,” Eli hissed.

      “Let go of me.”

      “I will when you start taking me seriously,” he growled. “I’m a part of this investigation too, Spade. You can’t keep information from me. I’m not your lackey. I’m your partner.” He shoved her back a step. “Treat me like it.”

      “Why should I? I don’t need your help,” Charlie replied, coolly.

      “No, you need professional fucking help, but this case isn’t about you!” The last three words escaped him in a desperate shout.

      The quiet between them stretched, accentuated by the tap of fingers on screens, and the occasional grumble at the interruption from one of the cubicles. Everyone at SSG had a case to get on with, some less important than others.

      Whether she wanted to admit it or not, he was right. This case wasn’t about her or her quest for absolution from memory alone knew what. This was about Natalya, their Jane Doe, and the man who’d snuffed out her life.

      And it was about the State, of course. That factored in too. Somewhere.

      But Charlie couldn’t trust him. She couldn’t trust anyone.

      Eli ground his teeth. “I know I pissed you off earlier, but we’ve got to get past that. Look, I’m not the best at this investigative shit, but I’m not a chump. Let me in. I might see something you don’t.”

      Charlie started walking again, and he chased after her. She reached her cubicle and sat down in the leather chair, then gestured for him to take up residence on the corner of her desk.

      “She said he was always there,” Charlie replied, softly. She tapped on her screen, and the computer fired up. “Always.”

      “Who?”

      “The streeter. She couldn’t identify him, apart from the fact that he was hooded.”

      “Just like on the video,” Eli said.

      “Correct. But she said he was there, always. Every day.”

      “Then his name and identification slip must be on file,” Eli replied. “But, no, I checked out all of the facility’s clients for the past fucking month. All of them had an alibi for the night it happened. And the ones who’d visited that week were high profile. Already returned to Corden Prime Alpha.”

      “And the one who was there right before it happened?” Charlie asked and tapped on her tablet to wake the screen. She preferred watching the footage there since she could keep it out of sight from the others.

      Nothing was classified in SSG, technically, all of it was shared between the operatives. If not for the corrupt ex-partner, Jones, now in prison, she’d have been all for sharing information. She couldn’t believe that Jones had been the only leak in Stormshield.

      “No. He has an alibi too. This is impossible,” Eli said. “It can’t be a regular visitor to the facility if it wasn’t recorded.”

      “The surveillance footage will tell us the truth.” Charlie pressed play and shifted so Eli could get a better look. If it prevented him from throwing tantrums in front of their colleagues in the future, all the better.

      They skimmed through days of footage prior, weeks, and the cubicles emptied out around them as the sun set, the stars rose, and that annoying building across the way lit up with Mem Store adverts.

      “I don’t see anything. No hooded figure. Nothing.” Eli ruffled his hair and leaned back in the chair he’d pulled over from his own cubicle, next to hers. “You got anything?”

      “Look here,” Charlie said. “Every day at the same time, Natalya goes to the storage facility door. She swipes, presses her thumb.”

      “So?”

      “So, look here,” Charlie said and pressed play.

      Natalya did the ritual, eyed the scanner, swiped her thumb, and in she went.

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Watch.”

      Natalya reappeared, but this time the bank’s door was closed, and both lights were red. Somehow, she’d transported from inside the memory bank to the outside of it, without the cameras catching her.

      “What the fuck?” Eli blinked. “Oh!”

      “She tampered with the cameras. I think, and this is just a theory, I think she put them on a timer. She’d go in, activated the timer, switch off the cameras, do whatever she wanted in the Mem Store facility, then reposition herself when the cameras started again.” Charlie marked the time stamp. “It looks like she tampered with the clocks too. It’s fifteen minutes worth of missing time. Fifteen minutes of black out.”

      “What was she doing?”

      Charlie put down the tablet and opened a browser at her terminal. She searched for the Mem Store removal information Ray had given them. “Ah! There,” she said and clicked on the document.

      “Memory removal?”

      “Process takes ten minutes, maximum,” Charlie said. “It’s conjecture, but I’d stake my badge on it. She was removing memories from him.”

      “From the perp?” Eli asked. “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Charlie said. “But there’s only one way we’ll find out.”

      She brought up Droggo Boersma’s number next. Ray probably wouldn’t help them, and he wouldn’t have the clearance or know-how either, as a relatively new recruit. No, they’d need researcher clearance to get access to those memories.

      “It’s been more than two days,” Eli said. “Do you really think they’ll still be there?”

      “We have to find out.”

      If the perpetrator’s memories were still in the bank, they’d have all the information they needed to make the arrest, and find out what he’d done with those expired drugs.
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      “I’m not sure how comfortable I am with this,” Eli said.

      “Relax. It’s legal.” Charlie leaned against the car and studied the outside of the Mem Store facility in Pi Sector. “Everything’s legal when you’re part of Stormshield, remember?”

      “Legal doesn’t necessarily equal right.”

      “Truer words have never been spoken,” Charlie said and checked her timepiece. There was a standard issue tracker beneath the screen, which meant that Boss Ink would know they’d been here and would correlate what’d happened with their presence.

      Too bad. They had to get access to those memories.

      Memories had become the new commodity, the hot topic. Plans laid out and hidden within the cloud. Ideas worth millions of bills lay within it, lost in a sea of concepts, summoned only by a particular access code.

      And that was exactly what they needed now.

      “Someone’s coming,” Eli said.

      Droggo had changed out of his lab coat and buried his fists in his pockets, the outlines of his knuckles biting into the fabric. He was tense, all right. It might not be illegal for them to do this, but it was for him.

      Especially, if Mem Store had a reason to keep this information confidential.

      “Evening,” Droggo said and halted in front of them. He shifted his gaze from side-to-side, scanning the empty street, the flickering lamp. Mary hadn’t made an appearance, and likely wouldn’t after what’d happened last time.

      “We need access to the facility, and then to the storage room,” Charlie said.

      “Not so loud, please,” Droggo said and tossed his luxurious hair. “I could get into trouble for this.”

      “SSG has your back, Droggo. We work independently from the State, remember? We don’t fall under Mem Store’s jurisdiction.”

      That placated him a little. His shoulders relaxed, and he moved to the entrance of the building. He swiped his wrist across the pad on the doors, activating the clearance chip beneath his skin, and they swung inward.

      “Here we go,” he said. “Hurry up, before someone sees you.”

      Thunder rolled overhead, and three arcs of lightning split the black sky. A flash of light which lit everything, the darkest corners, the rats on top of trash cans, and a distant streeter on the far corner.

      Charlie cocked her lapels against the chill, then entered the facility. “We would’ve asked the technician here, but he won’t have the clearance to access the memories once they’ve been stored.”

      “Yes. I know.” Droggo shut the doors behind them and peered out into the night.

      “Why don’t you want to be seen?” Charlie asked.

      “It’s just unorthodox, doing this late at night. It’s not within my scope of duties. I — uh, this way, this way.” Droggo had been about to say something more, she was sure of that. They’d already reassured him that the SSG would cover for him. He couldn’t get in trouble for helping them.

      So, why? Why had he broken a sweat?

      The man led them to the bank door and used the retina scanner and thumb pad. The lights blinked green and the door swished back.

      Charlie anticipated a flood of fog from within, but the inside of the memory bank section of the facility underwhelmed her. Shelves filled the space and stretched backward a few paces. Bottles of MemXor, the tiny pink pills inside squashed up against the glass casing, lined them.

      “This way,” he said. “You’ll need the access codes for the bank itself.”

      They followed Droggo down the aisle, and the bank’s door slid shut with a pneumatic hiss.

      “When do you think the rest of these expire?” Eli asked, in hushed tones, and nodded to the drugs.

      “Let’s hope not today,” Charlie replied. Though, it’d make it easier to catch the perp if he came rocketing back in here ready to kick ass and take thumbs.

      Droggo led them through the silence and cold, their boots clacking on the white tiles. They rounded a corner and blue lights overhead cast an eerie atmosphere over their expedition.

      “Here,” Droggo said and halted in front of a terminal.

      “This is it?” Eli asked. “It’s a computer?”

      “Of course,” Droggo replied. “What do you think memories are?”

      “I don’t know, like fluid filled test tube thingies?” Eli scratched his temple.

      “Memories, thoughts, they’re all impulses, they’re data. Just like the data you store on a computer. Same thing, different make up. The extraction machines find a way to copy and make sense of the information in the mind. They translate them into binary, understandable code.”

      “You lost me,” Eli said.

      Charlie patted her partner on the back. “It’s not important. What’s the feedback like on these things? Do we read them? View them?”

      Droggo pressed his thumb to the screen, and it hummed and switched on. A passcode box appeared. “View them. They’re like videos. Movies, if you will. Translated snippets.”

      “How many times can you watch them?” Charlie asked.

      “An infinite number. Unless they get corrupted by a virus. Highly likely, since most hackers are focused on memory corruption these days. Memories are money. Give me a moment.” Droggo touched his hair, that obsession had to be unhealthy, then raised his fingers again. They danced across the screen in a specific sequence.

      Thumb, pinkie, forefinger, thumb, middle finger — Charlie lost track of the rest.

      “That’s it? No numbers?” Eli asked.

      “Too easy to crack. We’re in,” Droggo said. “I brought two incorruptible drives. One for each of you. They’ll take the memories, and you should be able to view them wherever you need to.” He removed the small sticks from his pocket. He inserted them, then tapped on the screen and started a copying process. “It should be relatively simple from here on out.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning once we’ve copied, we’re leaving this area and not coming back,” Droggo said and rubbed his forearms. Charlie noticed. Still on edge?

      The copy process took a few minutes, shocking since Charlie was accustomed to the blistering speed of high-tech devices. Perhaps, the memory data was just that complex.

      “That’s it,” Droggo said. “That’s my part done. I’ve got to get back. They’re expecting me in a meeting.” He handed them each a drive, and they pocketed them.

      Just like that, they had the case in their pocket. “Your cooperation is appreciated,” she said.

      If he hadn’t cooperated, she probably would’ve forced him, anyway.
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      She took her tablet home with her and set it down on the coffee table in her tiny apartment. Charlie hadn’t spent much time decorating the place. She moved a lot, whenever SSG sent her on an assignment to another city, or even to the other hemisphere, she packed up what she had and left.

      What she had culminated in: a sofa, a double bed, a couple lamps, her tablet, and a photo album which contained pictures of her mother. That was it. That was all she needed, apart from consumables.

      Charlie hurried to her kitchen, the drive burning a hole in her pocket. She tugged a pre-made meal out of the freezer and banged it into the re-heater, then punched a couple buttons. It pinged almost instantly, and she brought out the steaming bowl of noodles and greens.

      She grabbed a beer from the fridge, a plastic fork from the drawer, then returned to her spot.

      The view from her living room window provided a glimpse of the horizon free of city skyscrapers, but even on the twentieth floor, the noise from the traffic drifted up to interrupt the serenity.

      She’d have given anything for an assignment out in the wilds. Where green things grew and murderers didn’t care about drugs.

      Charlie gulped back some beer, set the food down next to her tablet, then brought the drive out of her pocket. She examined it.

      “Incorruptible drive. Incorruptible.” Wonderment should’ve been the response, but no, she had only questions. If memories could be transported in these, why store them in the cloud in the first place?

      Access codes cost money, storing memories was a roaring trade for Mem Store, but these drives could add to the revenue stream. The letters “RO” were printed on the side of the drive. Research Only. These weren’t for sale and probably wouldn’t be anytime soon.

      She inserted it into the side of her tablet and let it sit there.

      Charlie picked up her noodles instead and forked them into her mouth. She tasted nothing, saw nothing. She withdrew into her mind.

      Natalya Maxis had known her killer personally. That changed everything.

      This wasn’t just premeditated. It was targeted. It was purposeful, in that Natalya had made contact with this individual. Perhaps, she’d agreed to give him something, but when it had come down to the wire, she’d refused.

      Or she’d been unaware that he’d used her. Then why switch off the cameras? Why extract memories from him in the first place?

      Natalya had known something about those drugs. Perhaps, she’d wanted to protect the man she’d extracted from. It explained why she’d turned her back on him, why she hadn’t been alarmed at his appearance. She’d trusted him.

      But why hadn’t he killed her before? There had to have been ample opportunity, and with the cameras switched off no less. What could’ve possibly spurred on the urgency for this attack?

      Dots wriggled toward each other, loose ends which wouldn’t quite connect. Charlie was on the brink of something. A tenuous link between the expired drugs, the memories, Natalya Maxis and… who?

      “Who are you?” she whispered. Her fork hit the bottom of the bowl. She shoved it aside and picked up the tablet.

      It was time she found out who he was.

      Charlie clicked the button on the side of the tablet, and the screen lit up. A long list of videos, each labeled by date, popped up. She selected one which fit the missing fifteen-minute time slot, held her breath.

      A passcode box popped up.

      “What? Impossible.” Charlie clicked again, but the box jerked on the screen, demanding the code she couldn’t provide. Had the researcher played them?

      Charlie set down the tablet, burning frustration in her belly — could’ve been the crappy dinner — then slipped her phone out of her pocket. She tapped the slim pane and brought up Droggo’s number, accompanied by his ID image.

      She dialed him and hit the pressure plate at her temple. Ringing filled her ear. She drummed her heels on the carpet.

      “Fuck’s sake,” she muttered. “Pick up.”

      Droggo’s mailbox responded. “The number you have dialed is unavailable at present, please leave a message for Droggo Boersma after the tone.”

      “Droggo, it’s Charlie Spade with Stormshield Services Group. It seems the memories themselves are encrypted. I need the key from you if it’s numeric, or your finger code if it’s not. Contact me as soon as you get this. Thanks.”

      The call clicked off. Thunder rolled outside, and the black sky finally broke. Raindrops pelted from eternity and struck the window, the roof, burying her in a rush of sound.

      A strange feeling developed in her solar plexus. Droggo would’ve answered his phone. Surely, his meeting would be over by now. It was after 11 pm. Even researchers at Mem Store needed their sleep.

      Charlie dialed Droggo’s number again, pressed the plate a second time.

      A formal tone screamed in her ear. “The number you have dialed does not exist.”

      She froze. Called again.

      Another shriek of noise. “The number you have dialed does not exist.”

      Charlie’s gut rebelled. She placed the cell on the table and doubled over, clutching her middle and shaking her head. “Fucking re-heat meals,” she grunted. But this had more to do with that sense that Droggo hadn’t lost his phone or coverage. Someone had lost it for him.

      She’d been blocked from the evidence which would blow the case wide open.

      Charlie had one option left. Memory preserve her, this would hurt worse than a bullet to the brain.
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      “This is an inappropriate hour to call.”

      “Hi to you too, Dad,” Charlie said and clenched the beer bottle in her right hand. She’d knocked one back to work up the courage to make this call. Speaking to Nathaniel Spade drove her blood pressure up even when she didn’t want something from him.

      “It’s 12 am, Charlotte. What’s the urgent news?”

      “News?”

      “I assume it must be something of great import if you’re interrupting my studies, girl.”

      “Right, your studies.” Her father was one of the head researchers at Mem Store, and Absalon Shamood’s right-hand man. He’d helped create the MemXor drug, though he’d never shared much about what he did at the research facility.

      Less was more when it came to his daughter. Everything she knew, she’d taught herself. For a while, she’d seriously considered joining Mem Store to placate him, but the realization that nothing would appease him had hit home in time to save her from that fate.

      “I want to know what happened to Droggo Boersma,” she said.

      “Who?”

      “He’s a researcher at Mem Store. Junior. He was meant to be in a meeting there tonight,” Charlie replied.

      “A meeting? I’m afraid there weren’t any meetings at Mem Store tonight. If there had been, I’d surely know about it.”

      Charlie’s blood turned icy. No meeting. A trap? Had they lured Droggo to the building and locked him up? Or worse? No, that was too paranoid. Surely, the State wouldn’t do that. They didn’t have a good reason to.

      Unless there was something in these memories they wanted to keep a secret.

      “I know he’s at Mem Store,” Charlie said. “He’s working closely with me on a case.”

      “Ah yes, the Natalya Maxis case.”

      “H-how did you know about that?” Stupid question. Her father had the inside track on all things in Corden Prime. Always watching, waiting, plotting. It was part of what made him perfect for the company and the State.

      “Oh dear, you know how I know about it,” Nathaniel said, then sniffed. “When are you going to give up the foolishness at Stormshield and join me at the facility?”

      When pigs rained from the sky.

      “Don’t start this again, Dad. I didn’t call you to talk about career choices.”

      “No, only about a junior researcher. Ridiculous. Do you really think I have time to keep track of everyone who works at the facility in Central?”

      “It’s incredibly important. He has something I need,” Charlie said. Something she couldn’t ask her father for since he wasn’t directly connected to the Corden Prime Pi Sector Facility. And one she wouldn’t ask him for, even had he been.

      “What do you need from him?”

      “It’s case-related. I can’t discuss it.”

      “You know better than to hide things from me, sweetheart. I always find them out in the end.”

      A chill shuttled down her spine. “Can you at least try to put me in touch with him? Ask one of your secretaries to find him.”

      “No,” Nathaniel replied. “I’m not going to do your job for you. You’re a grown woman, now. You made this choice all by yourself.”

      “That’s right, I did. And no amount of persuasion on your part is going to change that.”

      “Why do you always disappoint me?” Nathaniel heaved a sigh. “Don’t I deserve better than this? I’ve dedicated my life to providing people with a way to live on, to be remembered. I’ve given so much of myself, and in return, what did I receive?”

      “Money? Awards? Power?”

      “A child who’s willful and disobedient. You should have listened to me after your mother died.” Nathaniel’s voice was a drone. It helped her to think of him by his first name. It was better than the alternative — a constant reminder that she was related to him. “I care for you, so I’ll keep the offer on the table. Leave Stormshield and take up a position at Mem Store. They’ll fund your studies, dear.”

      “No,” she replied. “No. This isn’t why I called, and I won’t be pulled into this. Good night, father.” She moved to hang up.

      “Wait, Charlotte, wait,” he said.

      She faltered in spite of her better instincts.

      “Don’t forget where you came from. What you are. You’ll never be better than those who made you. Tread very carefully, dear. People are watching you. So many people.”

      Charlie jammed her finger on her temple pad, and let out a yowl of anger. Why did he have to be like that every time? She couldn’t call him up and have a regular fucking conversation with him, without the detached, passive-aggressive bullshit. That part about people watching her was new. What was that, some new tactic to make her screw up?

      Ever the disappointment, Charlotte. They should fire you before you mess up again, child.

      Not so subtle persuasion. Part of her wanted to believe that he said these things to encourage her to follow in his path so that she’d spend more time with him. But Charlie knew better than that.

      In all her twenty-two years, the man had never spent quality time with her. Dinners had been eaten in separate rooms, him poring over the latest research paper, her staring at the clock on the wall.

      Mother’s death had brought an era of silence and suppressed anger.

      Charlie jammed her eyes closed and refused the tears, the lump in her throat. She had no one and no help. That was fine. That was the course her life had taken. It was what she’d chosen.

      A message pinged through on her timepiece — an issued alert from SSG.

      She frowned and pressed the screen. Words drifted across it.

      Emergency meeting scheduled. Eli Yoke and Charlotte Spade to attend. State members present.

      “State members?” Charlie stared at the message. “Why?”
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      Eli and Charlie had been assigned seats on the left side of the conference table, a long, sleek black slab which separated them from two State heads and Boss Ink.

      Ink sweated beneath his yellow and blue uniform, dark half-moons gathering under his armpits. He didn’t like formal meetings and never had. Bureaucracy was beyond him — he was an enigma in the SSG. One of the best because of his lack of fucks to give.

      But boy, he gave a lot of fucks right now. The two Councilors on either side of him could strip him of rank if they chose. The State was independent, but complaints to the head of the SSG from these two? That was a recipe for early retirement.

      “Everyone settled?” Ink asked. “Good. Councilor Herod.” He gestured to the gray mustachioed man on his left. “Councilor Orcation.” The hand moved to the woman on his right, sharp, hooked nose, and hawk eyes. “These are our two operatives working on the Natalya Maxis case.”

      The name should’ve been upgraded to project, by now. Quivering loose ends. Positively quivering, and she still couldn’t grasp them.

      “Eli Yoke and Charlotte Spade,” Councilor Herod said and touched two fingers to the center of his mustache as if it was a fake and he worried it’d fall off.

      “Charlie, please, Councilor,” she said. “It’s what I’m known by.”

      The Councilors eyed her, and the sausage breakfast mushed around in her belly and protested. If Ink was scared, then she had a right to be too. She wasn’t that much of a hard-ass.

      “We’ve come to discuss your progress on the case,” Councilor Orcation said. “We’re interested to hear your theories.”

      Why, though? Why would the State care about an SSG investigation? Stormshield was encouraged to answer questions from Councilors, but it wasn’t a legal necessity. They were the investigative force which supposedly kept the State in check.

      Eli shifted next to her. He was uncomfortable with it too. Had he tried the memories last night and come to the same conclusion she had?

      Boss Ink rapped his knuckles on the table, and they both sat up straight.

      “So far, we’ve connected the murder to a single suspect. He was caught on tape.” Charlie kept her tone nominal. “As far as we know, he’s working solo. We did discover evidence that Natalya knew the perpetrator.”

      Both Councilors raised perfectly penciled eyebrows. “She knew him?”

      “That’s correct. We have reason to believe that Natalya performed memory removal operations on the murderer prior to the incident.”

      “And how do you figure that?” Orcation asked, patting the end of her nose with one stick-thin finger. “It sounds far-fetched to me.”

      “It appears that Natalya tampered with the recording devices in the facility in Pi Sector. The time missing is more than enough for her to perform removal on the murderer.”

      “But what makes you think the murderer visited the facility at all?” That was from Herod.

      Eli shifted again, and this time his discomfort sprang from the unorthodox method she’d used to garner that information.

      “I received a tip off from a witness at the crime scene which led me to believe that the killer had visited the facility prior to the murder,” Charlie replied.

      “Which witness?”

      “Her name is Mary,” Charlie said.

      Orcation’s brow wrinkled, defined lines which could’ve mapped out an underground tunnel system. “Who is this Mary? How do we know she’s a trustworthy suspect?”

      “She wasn’t,” Eli said. “She’s a streeter. But her information led us to the skip in the camera times and the knowledge Natalya Maxis was performing memory removals during the missing minutes.”

      “Bullshit,” Herod said. “Sounds like a load of bullshit to me.” He twirled his mustache. “You’re trusting a streeter with this? I thought Stormshield was supposed to be an elite investigative force.”

      Boss Ink’s complexion reddened. “That’s not all they’re basing this on. Right, Spade?”

      “Actually, it is, sir,” she replied.

      Interesting, how a man’s skin could go from red to purple within minutes.

      “Then we’ll call off that avenue of investigation, don’t you think, Herod?” Orcation looked at her fellow Councilor.

      “Call it off?” Charlie asked. They couldn’t call off shit. This was an SSG investigation.

      “That’s correct. We’ve received intel that the perpetrator is associated with Black Mars.”

      “Black Mars.” Charlie barely contained her skepticism. So, this was what they wanted? They’d had a problem at a facility, a vicious murder which looked bad. Publicity was everything to Mem Store and their State funders.

      What was their next logical step? Blame it on their only enemy. The underground rebellion, Black Mars.

      “I thought they were a myth,” Eli said. “Or they’re really good at hiding.”

      Both Councilors turned their gazes on him.

      “Sorry, I just figured that the State operatives would’ve caught them by now.”

      “Law enforcement is good, but they’re not magic workers,” Orcation said. “Many of Black Mars’ members are defectors from the ranks of enforcement or, memory forsake, Stormshield itself.”

      Boss Ink spluttered incoherently.

      “Don’t take it as an insult, man,” Herod snapped, then patted Ink on his arm. “There are bad apples in every bunch.”

      “And you think Black Mars risked exposure for this? For drugs?” Charlie asked.

      “That’s a valid question, so I’ll allow it,” Orcation replied.

      Charlie’s hair stood up on the back of her neck. Fuck this. Fuck the Councilors. This felt like a setup.

      “The drugs in question were expired. The side-effects of taking those drugs would be harmful to anyone who’s had memory removal in the past.”

      “Which would mean most of the population,” Charlie said.

      “Correct. And if Black Mars manages to distribute those drugs, it would make us look very bad. Which is ultimately their goal,” Orcation finished. “They are your prime suspect. I suggest you work off this basis. The sooner you find and persecute their leaders, the better.”

      “Their leaders! With all due respect, ma’am, we were assigned to this case to find Natalya’s murderer.”

      “Oh yes, of course,” Orcation replied. “Then perhaps, you should be reassigned.”

      The words left a sense of finality hovering in the air. The meeting was done, and they had their orders. From the State. Not from Boss Ink or one of the high ups in SSG. The State, itself.

      This was illegal on every level, but what could she say?

      “Thank you for meeting with us, Councilors,” Charlie said. “I hope you found the information we provided satisfactory.”

      “Oh yes,” Orcation replied, eagle eyes zoned on Charlie’s. “It was enlightening, to say the least.”
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      “Are you fucking crazy?” Eli hissed.

      They quick-marched down the hall, away from the conference room and past restrooms and other SSG personnel, all yawning at the early hour. Folks had just started heading into work, most still clutching cups of coffee or tea.

      “I’m crazy? That bitch was crazy,” Charlie replied, in equally hushed tones. “She’s lost it if she thinks I’m falling for this.”

      “Falling for what?”

      Charlie searched up and down the tiled hall, ignored the cameras watching them, then grabbed Eli by the lapel and dragged him into the women’s restroom.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m flattered, but this is hardly the time.”

      “Shut up.” Charlie latched the bathroom door, then walked to the two gated stalls and checked that they were clear. She spun and caught sight of her reflection, hair still mussed from sleeping fitfully on the sofa, and turned her back on the mirrors.

      “You’ve got to realize what they’re trying to pull, Eli. You’re not stupid.”

      “Pull what? What are you talking about?” He shook his head.

      “Black Mars, for fuck’s sake. They’re trying to pin this on their imaginary rebellion, but we both know that’s not the case. That guy, whoever he was, acted with Natalya alone.”

      “How do we know that for sure?” Eli asked. “I mean, the only testimony we’ve got is from a streeter.”

      “So what? That doesn’t make her less of a person than you or me.”

      “It does in my books. But even if it didn’t, she’s still not a reliable witness. You saw what she was like. She was hopped up on drugs when we brought her in,” Eli replied. “She would’ve told you she was the fucking Councilor of the State if it meant you’d let her get back out there to whore around again.”

      His opinion incensed her on too many levels. “Stop being obtuse. You wanted to partner with me on this case, so start acting like you have a brain separate from the State’s machine and think!”

      “I am thinking,” he replied. “I’m thinking you’re an asshole.”

      “Great, Eli, just great. That’s very productive. Case closed, let’s move on.”

      “I’m just saying that Black Mars is an option.”

      Charlie groaned and gripped her forehead in both hands. “No. No, no, no. There’s no such thing. Jones was corrupt. He worked for the State on SSG salary. He wasn’t a Black Mars agent.”

      “Who the fuck is Jones?”

      “My ex-partner.”

      “Okay?”

      Charlie dropped her arms to her side. “I’m telling you, they’re not infallible. They’ve got a finger in every fucking pie across the globe. Even in SSG. Even in our investigation. It’s wrong. We’re supposed to be separate from them.”

      “Fuck, okay, relax. You’re getting worked up.”

      Damn right, she was worked up. They’d taken control from her and twisted the investigation to their benefit. It was a miracle she hadn’t had a fucking aneurysm, by now.

      “Look, you don’t think it’s a little weird that they turned up the day after we swiped those memories from the Pi Facility?” she asked.

      “I didn’t consider it.”

      “Did you take a look at the data last night?”

      “Didn’t get the chance.”

      “Right, well, there were plenty of files on the drive, and there were several labeled within the blank time slots when Natalya turned off the cameras,” Charlie said. “She did removals. With him.”

      Eli’s cogs worked behind those baby-blues. “Why didn’t you tell them that?”

      “Because I didn’t want them to know. They’d already decided which agenda they wanted to push on us.” Charlie took a breath. “And there’s more. Droggo is missing.”

      “What?”

      “His phone has dropped off the grid. I can’t get ahold of him. The memories we received have another access code attached. We can’t view them until we’ve cracked it,” she said, then ruffled her hair. “This is utter bullshit. They’re moving in on our investigation.”

      There wasn’t much she could do about it. Boss Ink would demand they followed the new avenue. Black Mars. If she had to investigate them, she’d die of embarrassment. They were a myth.

      “I don’t know, Charlie, it sounds to me like you’re the one jumping to all the wrong conclusions here. You’re too involved. You’re acting like this is the only lead we have, when it’s not,” Eli replied.

      “It’s the only viable lead we have,” she snapped. “We’ve got the memories. We just need Droggo’s code to view them. It’s logical.”

      “No, it’s the opposite. Everything we’ve done so far has been driven by memory alone knows what. Your desire to take revenge on your corrupt ex-partner? Your anger at having me around? I don’t know, but you’ve led us on a path which has dropped us in deep shit with the State.”

      “Do you really care what the State thinks? You’re not their poster child, Eli.”

      “I’m not you either. I just want to do the right thing here. If the State thinks Black Mars is behind this, then we should at least consider it. I mean, what if they do what Councilor Orcation said and release the drug to people? What if that happens and then —”

      “Stop. I don’t want to hear any more fairy tales. Especially, not from you,” Charlie said. “I’m going to find Droggo. You can either come with me or stay here and try to find the imaginary rebellion leader.”

      “I’m staying.” Eli folded his arms.

      “Fine.” Charlie walked to the door. “Fine. But let me tell you something, Yoke, you’re either with me or you’re against me. I don’t suggest you select the latter option.” She slammed the bolt back, then tore out of the bathroom, anger driving her to a point of focus.

      Droggo. Find Droggo and get the codes. Then all of this would be over.
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      By the time she reached the Mem Store Facility in Central, her fumes had run out, somewhat. The focus remained, however. She had to find Droggo before it was too late, and the case was wrested from her control.

      They’d turn it into a wild goose chase. It would be shunted from group to group until Natalya Maxis’s murder was finally shelved. And that was exactly what the State wanted.

      Which meant there was something in those memories they didn’t want Charlie to access. Could it be incriminating for them? Evidence of… what?

      Charlie entered the lobby of the Central Facility and walked to the reception desk at the front.

      The woman behind it pressed a finger to her temple. “Mem Store Research and Operations, how may I help you?” She smiled at Charlie and mouthed, “Just a moment.”

      Charlie took that time to study the lobby and its inhabitants. Folks in lab coats, or visitors who were there for tours. Oh yeah, Mem Store had turned their labs into a tourist attraction. Folks from halfway across the globe come here to witness the glory of the original laboratory where it all started.

      She’d bet her badge they didn’t do retellings of the torturous methods Shamood had employed during the civil war. No, that wouldn’t suit the Mem Store aesthetic.

      “May I help you, ma’am?” the receptionist asked.

      “Yeah, I’m looking for a researcher here? Droggo Boersma.”

      The woman’s expression didn’t change a whit, but something else shifted. Something in the air around her. A change of attitude, by the slightest degree. “Of course, just give me one moment while I check whether he’s logged in for the morning. Could you spell that name for me, ma’am?”

      Charlie spelled it out.

      The receptionist tapped on her screen, then scanned through lines of text and images. She looked up and shook her head, a practiced rejection with a smile. “I’m sorry, ma’am, it doesn’t come up.”

      “Pardon?”

      “The name you’ve given me.”

      “Oh, he hasn’t checked in yet?”

      “No, he doesn’t work for us, ma’am. I don’t have a record of anyone named Droggo Boersma at this facility.” She tapped on the screen again. “Or at any facility in Corden Prime.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me.” Already? They’d erased his data already? Did that mean he wouldn’t be able to get her those access codes? Granted, she’d have to find him first. He might be at the bottom of a standard issue Mem Store pit. “Please, check again.”

      “Ma’am, I assure you the system indicates that we don’t have an employee here by that name. If you’d like to speak with —”

      “I don’t want to speak with anyone other than Droggo,” she snapped.

      The receptionist went pink and patted her white hair. “There’s no need to be rude, ma’am.”

      “Is there a problem here?” Another researcher in a lab coat, name tag read Jordan, strode up to the front desk. “Matilda?”

      “This woman is insisting she speak to a researcher who doesn’t exist. I’ve tried telling her there’s no one working here by that name, but —”

      Jordan held up a hand and stalled her, then turned a blinding white smile on Charlie. “Who are you looking for, ma’am.”

      “Yeah, I’m with the SSG. I’m looking for Droggo Boersma. He was meant to meet with me today,” she said. A lie, but it served its purpose here.

      A practiced frown marred the researcher’s expression. “I’m sorry, that name doesn’t ring a bell.”

      She ground her teeth until they squeaked. “He’s a junior researcher here.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss Spade, there’s currently one junior researcher at this facility, and that’s me,” he said and patted his chest.

      “You called me Spade,” she said. She hadn’t put on her name tag this morning, and she certainly hadn’t shown anyone her ID. “How do you know my name?”

      “I didn’t call you anything but ma’am,” he replied. “Right, Matilda?”

      “Right.”

      “Ma’am, I think you’re feeling ill. Perhaps, you’d better take a seat. Or better yet, get some fresh air,” Jordan said, still with that shit-eating grin.

      “I know what you’re doing,” she said and prodded him in the chest with her index finger.

      “There’s no need to become physical, ma’am.”

      “That’s it,” the receptionist said, “I’m calling security.”

      “Perhaps, that would be for the best.” Jordan took a few steps back.

      “You’ve done something to him, haven’t you? You’d better not have killed him,” Charlie hissed.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “If you killed him and I find out, you’re on my list. Understand?” She pointed at him. “You’re next on my list.”

      Two security personnel rushed at her from the opaque, blue doors, printed with Mem Store’s logo. They grabbed either of her arms and pulled her back. She let her heels drag — fighting them would be futile, and walking was impossible at this pace.

      She hung between them, suspended like a sack of potatoes, and stared daggers at the junior researcher. “You’re next on my list,” she yelled.

      Jordan turned his back on her and nodded to the receptionist. The pair separated, the receptionist returned to her phone calls and temple tapping, the researcher strode to the set of doors which led into the laboratory proper.

      They’d erased him. The State had erased him because he’d helped her get the memories. What were they hiding?

      The security men tossed her out into the street. She hit the side of her car and flopped into the gap between the sidewalk and the asphalt. “Thanks, gents,” she yelled over her shoulder. “I thought I lost this thing.” She patted her car, then used one of the mirrors to pull herself upright.

      The men in blue and white stood on either side of the lab’s entrance, staring at her, impassive, but alert.

      She flipped them off, then got into her car and drove away.

      Back to the SSG HQ to convince Eli that they had to find Droggo before time ran out.

      Her timepiece had pinged with an alert even before she hit the freeway.
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      What was a memory?

      It was pain. It was pleasure. It was a collection of reactions in the brain. Remembering served an evolutionary purpose. She remembered every time she’d fucked up and the consequences thereof.

      And yet, she’d made the same mistakes again.

      She remembered crying herself to sleep after the last time she’d loved a man, years ago. She remembered her father’s disappointment in every movement, breath, spoken word.

      Charlie Spade had become a collection of those memories. That was all they were, every person in every sector, in every city on the planet: collections of memories. Moving, talking collections, and Mem Store and the State had figured out how to capitalize on that.

      To take the one thing which should’ve remained private, untouched, sacred, and to change it, sell it, repackage, rebrand.

      Now, they weren’t so much walking bags of memory, as they were walking sacks of cash. Bottomless because of their psychological need to preserve themselves.

      Little Danny probably wouldn’t care that his great-grandfather had taken a shit on a Sunday morning before his eggs and bacon breakfast, but great-grampa had saved it for him, anyway.

      “What have you done, Spade?” Boss Ink pressed his fingers to either eyelid. “What have you done?”

      “I followed the leads. I did what I was meant to do,” she said. “I did what I’m paid for, sir.”

      “No. No, don’t you dare use that excuse. You pissed off half the folks over at Mem Store. Don’t get me started on the Councilors,” Ink said and dropped his hands. “For fuck’s sake, Spade, I’m having a hard time keeping your job for you. The least you could do is try to stay in line.”

      “I did try,” she said. No, she hadn’t, not really. Trying to be something that she wasn’t was beyond her capabilities. And she was nothing but that bag of memories, throw in a pinch of morals for good measure. “Sir, they’re spinning this their way. They want to make it look like Black Mars did this when it wasn’t them. They’re hiding something.”

      “That’s enough!” Ink slammed his fists down on his desk. The glass cracked. They’d already replaced it once this week. “That’s enough. Memory help me, you’re making me lose my fucking hair. You’re shaving weeks off my life.”

      “I’m just doing what I’m paid —”

      “You are NOT paid to go off on your own tangent and compromise Stormshield! You are NOT paid to harass members of Mem Store! You are NOT paid to illegally remove memories from a Mem Store Facility.”

      “It wasn’t illegal. I’m within my bounds as an SSG investigator to remove information which I deem integral to the case,” she said in a monotone. It was a direct quote from the SSG handbook.

      “It isn’t integral to the case,” Ink said, “and that makes it illegal. Look, Spade, I’ve tried to help you out here. I know you’re a fantastic investigator. I understand you’ve got whatever baggage you’ve got.”

      “I don’t have baggage,” she said, stiffly.

      “You’re off the case,” Ink said.

      The walls caved in around her. Charlie lost her breath.

      “Do you hear me, Spade? You’re off the case. I’m giving it to Eli. He’ll have to fly solo until you’ve recovered from whatever this is. This breakdown you’re having.”

      “I’m not.” She shook her head, and it was like the room had filled with water. Everything moved in slow motion. Eli? Eli couldn’t handle the case. Eli wanted to investigate Black Mars.

      “I don’t know what happened to you, Spade. Highest scores in a century of SSG graduates. So ambitious. Maybe too ambitious.” Boss Ink’s tattoos transformed into dancing, squiggly snakes. They zipped across his skin. “This isn’t the end for you, Charlie. I’m putting you on paid leave until further notice. You’ll have to get a psychological evaluation before you rejoin the force, and even then, it will be pencil pushing for a while. I think that’s for the best. Don’t you?”

      She blinked. Didn’t speak. Couldn’t formulate thoughts or words that would make sense to him.

      “Listen, do you want me to call our therapist? I’ve got her on the line, here. I can call her up. You can talk about this. She’ll prescribe you something to help you sleep.”

      “No,” she managed and stumbled to her feet. “I’m fine. I think I’ll go home, now.”

      “That would be for the best. I’ll be in touch, Spade.” Boss Ink’s concern was comical. Since when did the big man give two bills about her?

      She turned on the spot, and the room hurried to catch up. Charlie trundled to the exit, maintaining an iron grip on her sanity. She just had to make it to her car. That was all. The car.

      Charlie opened the door and entered the hall. Eli stood at the end of it, hands in his pockets.

      “Spade, are you okay? I – I’m sorry. I didn’t want this to happen. I thought we were a good team.”

      “Fuck away from me,” she whispered and pushed past him. Heads turned and watched her exit.

      Charlie Spade the spectacle. The failure. Disgraced.
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      Damn key wouldn’t go in the lock. Curse of these swipe door pad things. God damn, it’d be better if she got one of those thumb pads. Charlie grimaced and tried again with the key card. The light on her apartment door flashed green, and she pumped her fist in triumph.

      Perhaps, that last shot at the bar had been overkill. Better than staying home and obsessing over Natalya Maxis and the State. And Droggo, wherever they’d carted him off to.

      Charlie inhaled a breath heavy with alcoholic vapor, then pressed her palm to the steel and fell into her apartment, face first. She groaned into the carpet. “Good game,” she muttered.

      “Here, let me help you up.” A man spoke above her.

      It took a second for that to register. “What the fuck?” She rolled onto her back and met his gaze. An upside-down face, dark skin, smiling, crinkles around the eyes, cute in that ominous “how the fuck did he get into the apartment” way.

      He bent and hooked his arms under her pits, then dragged her into a sitting position behind the sofa. She leaned against it and worked the current problem over.

      Charlie was plastered. Her legs wouldn’t move. She couldn’t defend herself. She couldn’t get her phone out and call security. All she could do was accept the fact that a strange man had entered her apartment.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

      “Ain’t that a relief.” She snorted a laugh.

      The stranger shut her front door, locked it, then picked up her keycard and placed it on the entrance hall table. “I’ll get you a glass of water.”

      “Whatever. I’m just gonna throw it up later.”

      He disappeared and clinked stuff around in her kitchen. The water ran, a bottle rattled, and he strode back into view. He crouched in front of her and held the glass of water to her lips. “Here,” he said.

      “I can hold it.” Her lips moved against the rim. She lifted her right hand and managed to grab the middle glass out of the three copies which floated in front of her. She drank from it, then smacked her lips.

      “And two of these.” He popped the top on the pill bottle and handed her two of them.

      “I’m not big on drugs,” she said, words slurring.

      “Headache tablets. They’re from your drawer,” he replied.

      She took them anyway, because fuck it, if he wanted to murder her, he could do it without drugging her first, then finished off the glass of water.

      He took it from her and placed it on the carpet close by, then sat down opposite her.

      “All right,” she said. “So who the fuck are you, and what are you doing in my apartment?”

      “Levi Daniels,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Pleasure’s all mine. But that’s still as clear as a nun’s nipple.”

      “What?”

      “You know what I mean,” she said and flopped her arms at him. “Who are you with? Who do you work for?”

      “I’m Black Mars.”

      “Get out.” Charlie pointed at her door. “Get out of my apartment.”

      “Not the reaction I was expecting,” Levi said. “You’re supposed to be the operative with the highest chance of transforming.”

      “Transforming into what?”

      “Someone who isn’t brainwashed by the State?” Levi sighed.

      “I don’t know who sent you, but this isn’t funny,” she said. “I got fired today.”

      “I know.”

      “I know you know. That’s why you’re here. To rub it in. You think I’m going to call Eli and tell him that a Black Mars rebel is in my living room? Think again. I’m not adding fuel to that bullshit fire.”

      “I’d love to know what all of that,” Levi said and gestured with his palm at her face, “was about, but I’m here on a clock. Could we cut past the disbelief? We need to discuss something important before I scamper back from whence I came.”

      “Fine.” Charlie folded her arms, but they didn’t want to comply and flopped down again. “But I’m not believing any of it.”

      “Short version is I’m a Black Mars operative. We have eyes everywhere. You were on the right track with the case before they let you go.”

      Okay, so he had her attention now.

      “We didn’t do this. We don’t know who did, but it wasn’t one of ours. We suspect the State is trying to conceal something by pinning it on us,” Levi said. “It has to be something big since they’ve tried to deny our presence since our inception.”

      “They’re up to something,” she said, then rammed her mouth closed. She hadn’t meant to let it slip out. “Not that I believe you.”

      “Believe what you want, but know that something is coming, Charlie. Something big, and it’s going to be up to the sane among us to stop it before it destroys the rest.”

      “What do you mean? What something big? Is it bad?”

      “Yes. Why would I warn you about something big that was good?” Levi rolled his eyes. “I think you need some rest.”

      “Whatever, dude, you’re the one who broke into my apartment.”

      “Stay alert,” he said. “Don’t give up on this case, Spade. It’s the first step.” He got up and walked off, toward the window.

      “Just leave through the front door,” she called out. “I’ve already seen you.”

      “Cameras in the hall.” The window slid open and icy wind gusted through. How he planned to scale the side of the skyscraper was beyond her booze-addled brain’s reckoning power.

      The window shut again, and the sound from outside cut off, apart from a dull scrape-thunk, scrape-thunk.

      Charlie sat in place and stared at the glass he’d left on the carpet. Her thoughts drifted through a mess of pain and memory. Her phone buzzed in her pocket, but she didn’t have the coordination to get it out and read the message.

      She sagged and let her eyes close, let the world spin in darkness, Levi’s face at its center and the rest confusion.
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      A blinding headache wouldn’t stop her from viewing the surveillance tapes again. Perhaps, there was a clue she’d missed within them, something that would give her the answer she needed.

      Sunlight filtered through her window, the glare blocking her from viewing the city outside. Noises drifted up, as usual, folks going about their normal business, untouched by the drama which had befallen her. Or perhaps, she’d befallen the drama.

      She was the one who’d stepped right into it. She’d tried doing the right thing, but it hadn’t paid off, just like the last time.

      Charlie massaged her forehead. The reality had already hit home, but she’d refused to accept it. There were no clues in the videos where the woman had her eye ripped out. They’d scoured through this footage already, found everything unusual and made note of it.

      She shut down the video on her tablet, grabbed her glass of water, then massaged her neck — cricked from the weird sleeping position behind the sofa.

      The appearance of the Black Mars agent had to have been a dream. A fever dream or a drunken vision induced by her subconscious seeking to torture her further.

      But Levi Daniels’s words remained with her, even now. “Something big. Destructive,” she muttered.

      If only she could access the memories. It seemed the only answer left to her, and it was locked behind a code wall. Fiddling with the code, guessing, would alert Mem Store to the fact that someone had a memory they shouldn’t.

      Three tries, and if each one failed to unlock the data, the memory would be locked down indefinitely.

      Droggo Boersma was the answer, but he’d likely died or been wiped from Mem Store’s database, had his authority removed.

      Her timepiece pinged, and Charlie squeezed her eyes shut. “What now?” She clicked the button on its side and text scrolled across the screen.

      Call in — Eli Yoke — immediately.

      She gritted her teeth. Now, he had the authority to order her around? Wonderful, this would be a fantastic way to start the week. A lovely chat with her former partner turned megalomaniac boss.

      Charlie brought out her cell and noted the text notification in the top right corner of the screen. It’d have to wait. She dialed Eli’s extension at work, then tapped her temple plate and listened to the shrill rings.

      “This is Eli Yoke,” he said. Sounded self-important. It pushed all her buttons at once.

      “That’s how you’re answering the phone now? This is Eli Yoke. A simple ‘hello’ would suffice,” she replied.

      “Charlie.” A plangent sigh. “I’m glad you called. How are you holding up?”

      “What do you need from me, Eli? I highly doubt you pinged me on my timepiece for a meet and greet. So, what is it? What do you want? Should I hand in my badge to you? Did you get Boss Ink’s position?”

      “What? No.”

      “Then what do you want? Make it quick. There’s a bottle of whiskey with my name on it here.”

      He hesitated again, hovered on some imperceptible ledge. What he wanted would likely anger her if he’d stalled this long. “I need the incorruptible drive back. The memories you took.”

      “The memories I took. I see. It was me alone, was it? I stole the memories from Pi Sector, is that what you’re putting in your official report?” Her insides twisted into knots. Not a fucking chance she’d give them back. That drive was her only link to this case, now.

      “That’s not what I meant, Spade. Do you have to blow everything out of proportion? I’m in charge of this investigation, and I need to operate with all the evidence at my disposal.”

      “You have all of it. You have your own drive, remember? All your own copies of the memories from the bank,” she said. As if he wanted the memories to view them.

      “I can’t have you in possession of State evidence.”

      “State evidence?!”

      “You know what I mean. That data belongs to Mem Store. Just bring it in, or I’ll send someone over,” Eli snapped.

      She let the comment sit for a second. Time was the issue here. If she had more of it, she might find Droggo.

      “Hello?”

      “Yeah, fine. But I’ll come in later. I’ve got a shit-kicker of a headache, right now.”

      “Fine,” Eli said. “As long as it’s today.” He clicked off the line before she had a chance to curse him for pulling rank with her.

      Charlie grunted and tapped her temple plate. The dull tone in her ear cut off, and she stared at the canceled call indicator on the phone in her hand. So, that was that. Bring in the evidence, then get out of the building and don’t come back until we’ve buried the memories in the cloud.

      They would be truly unreachable, then. At least this way. she had some leverage.

      The notification light on her phone flickered, and she touched her thumb to the message icon — she’d almost forgotten about the text again.

      It opened on the screen. A single line of dialogue.

      Come to the Mem Store Facility in Pi Sector tonight at 10 pm. Urgent. Levi.

      Levi. So, he was real then. Last night hadn’t been a fever dream. He was either a psycho or a trap. Or he was legitimate, and this was a chance to find out more about Black Mars and that something big he’d mentioned the night before.

      What was in it for him? What would colluding with an SSG operative help him?

      Another text pinged through in the same chain.

      Bring the incorruptible drive. Delete the messages. L.

      Charlie’s finger hovered above the screen, caught between reporting this and deleting the evidence like it’d never happened. If Black Mars was real, it was entirely possible he’d use her to cover his own tracks, and that those annoying Councilors had been right about Natalya’s case.

      But her gut told her differently.

      Charlie deleted the messages, then set an alarm for 10 pm.
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      Nothing.

      Only an empty street, flickering lamps, and the distant moans of streeters earning their living in dark alleys and the backs of cars. The Pi Sector facility lit up its surroundings, a glowing egg of blue and white, the Mem Store logo glaring down at her, judging her for having embarked on this bullshit journey.

      Levi was a no show. She’d wait five more minutes, and then she’d admit defeat and head over to SSG HQ. Hand in the drive, bury herself in another bottle of booze, pray for the day to end and a new one to bring anything but the inexorable draw of depression.

      Appetizing.

      “Where are you?” she muttered. “Come on, Levi.”

      Footsteps approached the end of the alley behind her, the slow clip of a man who had all the time in the world. She spun and watched the end, hand straying to her belt, though she’d handed in her weapon the day before.

      “Levi?” she whispered.

      A figure exited the alley, stopped just outside the circle of light from the closest street lamp. Charlie skirted the vignette, put the light behind her, then gasped. “Droggo?”

      The magnificent-haired man jerked back. “Spade? What — what are you doing here?”

      “I can’t believe it. You’re alive,” she whispered. Hope exploded in her chest. “You’re alive!” She took him by the shoulders and shook him on the spot. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

      “I know,” he said in a monotone. His face was wan, skin tighter against his skull than it’d been the last time she’d seen him.

      “What did they do to you?”

      “You don’t want to know,” he muttered. His gaze darted past her and to the front of the Mem Store Facility. “I can’t talk long. I’ve got something I have to do.”

      “Okay, that’s fine. Listen, I’ve got the incorruptible drive you gave me, but they kicked me off the case. The State believes Black Mars is behind the murder, but I know it’s bullshit.”

      “Typical.”

      “Exactly. I need your help. I need you to give me the access code to the memories. They’ve got another one built in.”

      “Right. I forgot about that. I was distracted when we were here the last time.” He stared past her, still focused on the building. What was with him?

      “Droggo, are you okay, man? You look kinda pale.”

      “I’m fine. I can provide you with the access codes you need.”

      Relief seeped through her veins. She didn’t dare ask how Levi had orchestrated this little meeting, but she could’ve kissed him for it. “Wait, how do you still have access codes for this shit? They didn’t take your clearance away from you?”

      “No,” Droggo said. “They did at first, but that was until I was cautioned. Cautioned is the word they used for what happened. Now, I know better than to mess up. The consequences will be dire.”

      “You were punished?” Charlie said.

      “Cautioned.” He loosened the collar of his shirt. “Give me your phone.”

      She brought it out, handed it over.

      “The code on memories is numeric. There aren’t enough finger tap combinations in the world to create a unique code for each stored memory. Memories that’ve been stored all have the same code until they’re uploaded to the cloud,” he said and typed on her screen. “This is the code.”

      “Thank you. You have no idea how much this means, Droggo. This will change everything,” she said. She’d have the proof, at last.

      “I don’t know how you knew I’d be here,” he said, “but I’m glad I did this last thing. I’m glad I could help.”

      Charlie held the phone and smiled at the ten-digit code on the screen. A thought struck her, and she looked up. “Wait, what? What do you mean, you don’t know? I thought this was an organized meeting.”

      Droggo shrugged. “My time’s up, Spade. Keep safe. Do the right thing. For memory’s sake, look after yourself. They’ll come after you next.” He checked the road, both ways, then walked across it, toward the facility.

      “Your time is up? What does that mean?” she called out.

      But he didn’t give her an answer. He didn’t look back. He approached the front of the building, then swiped his wrist across the pad. The light flashed green, and Droggo entered. The doors swung shut behind him. Droggo disappeared from view.

      A weird sensation brewed in Charlie’s gut. She backed off toward the entrance of the alley, and closed down the screen of her phone, cut off the light. “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      Silence, even the moaners had shut up.

      Run. Run. Get the fuck out of here. Now! Her mind screamed instructions at her, and for once, she listened. She turned on her heel and sprinted into the darkness, away from Droggo and the facility and whatever the hell was about to happen.

      Buildings flashed by, streeters and cars, and folks who should’ve been in bed. Late night workers on their way home, shoulders sagging beneath their suits or uniforms. Happiness, the life the State provided was idyllic, right?

      The explosion rocked the city block.

      Charlie slowed to a standstill and cast her gaze to the night sky. A black plume of smoke arced across the stars, warm yellow light hazed beyond the buildings, a glow from the burning Mem Store Facility.

      He’d killed himself then. Whatever they’d done to him had been bad enough that he couldn’t move past it. Droggo had made his stand.

      What could’ve driven the motivated researcher who’d hero-worshipped Absalon Shamood to this point? Whatever it was, the State was responsible.

      “Solve it,” she whispered. She had to do it. For Droggo, for herself, for the rest of the regular folk in Corden Prime. If she didn’t, who would?
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      “I thought you wouldn’t show.” Eli held the same cubicle he’d had a couple days ago. It was a good sign. Perhaps, Boss Ink hadn’t lost his damn mind, after all.

      “I wasn’t going to.” Charlie sat down at her terminal and fired it up. Through some miracle, perhaps Boss Ink’s soft spot, her passcode didn’t reject her from the system. Her background screen flashed a view of wilderness. A mountain shrouded in fog, trees lining the meadow below it.

      Serenity.

      She brought the incorruptible drive out of her pocket. Set her phone on the table and unlocked the screen. The stink of smoke clung to her flesh, even now. Emergency services screamed by in the street below. Panic hadn’t spread. Oh no, panic was just another emotion which was State-owned.

      “What are you doing?” Eli asked.

      “Pull up a chair, kid, this is about to get interesting.”

      “I’m in charge of this case,” he said.

      “That’s nice. It’s nice you think you’re in charge of anything,” Charlie replied. “We’re both lackeys. But for once, we’re going to do the right thing. Isn’t that what you said? That you wanted to do the right thing. Consider this your chance.”

      “Seriously, what the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Grab a chair and take a look,” she said. She inserted the drive into her screen, and the list of memories popped up.

      “You’re supposed to return that.” Eli hovered behind her like an oversized fly.

      “Sit down.” She scrolled through the notes on her phone and found the one Droggo had typed, then clicked on the memory which corresponded with Natalya’s missing camera time.

      The passcode box popped up.

      “Where did you get that?” Eli finally dragged a chair over. “The code?” He lowered himself into it, folding his muscular limbs into a semblance of comfort. “I thought Droggo was missing.”

      “He was,” she said. She typed in the digits, excitement building in her core, then hit enter.

      The memory opened on the screen, in the form of a video, and they both leaned in. She’d never watched a memory before, though her father had sent her the access codes to many of his own. Likely, more disappointment addled recollections of her failures as a child.

      “It worked,” Eli said.

      “Quiet.”

      The memory focused on Natalya Maxis, smiling underneath blue skies, out in the countryside. Long, dark locks fell around her shoulders. She shook them back and laughed. “Isn’t this the most perfect day?” she asked.

      “It could be better,” the murderer replied.

      That voice. Charlie recognized it. It couldn’t be. Good fuck, this couldn’t be happening.

      “Come on, Jones, you’ve got to learn to relax. Everything’s going to be fine. You did what you had to do, right? You looked out for Mem Store’s best interests, and that’s all that matters. They’ll reward you for that.”

      “That’s a lie,” Jones said, bitter as bile. “I got caught, and they’ll punish me for that. You’ll see.”

      “Eh, you’re overreacting,” Natalya said. She came closer and kissed Jones. Jones, the man who Charlie had partnered with. The same man whose nose she’d broken, after discovering he’d betrayed the SSG.

      The man who was supposed to be in prison somewhere.

      The couple separated again, and Natalya’s eyes flickered concern. “You’re not the same as you were,” she said. “Before all of this.”

      “Of course, I’m not the same. I’m disgraced. The rewards I was offered were taken away from me. The bills? All of it. I can’t afford to live right now, Natalya. I can’t afford to support you. Our family.”

      She smiled softly and touched her belly. Horror bubbled in Charlie’s throat. “I make enough for all three of us,” she said. “We won’t have to hide our relationship anymore, Jones. Look on the bright side.”

      “You think that’s the kind of man I am? That I’ll let my pregnant girlfriend work herself raw because I can’t provide. No,” he said. “I’ll find a way to fix this. Maybe, get back at them.”

      “What?” Natalya’s head snapped up. “What do you mean, get back at them?”

      “I mean, get back at them. The State. Mem Store. I was supposed to be their golden boy. They reduced me to dirt. Rubble, fuck all.”

      “No,” Natalya said. “That’s not going to change anything. I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

      “I won’t get in trouble.”

      “Jones, please. We’ve got a child and our future to worry about. I don’t want to lose you because of this — this anger,” she said. Sunlight glimmered on her tan skin and probed the cleft of her slender neck.

      “Don’t worry, you won’t have to do anything. Just more of the same. Keep extracting my memories. We’ll build a database of everything they did, and when the time is right, we’ll release them. Or sell them to the highest bidder.”

      “I don’t think we should continue with the removals,” Natalya said, and her tone told of a long-hidden thought. A truth she’d kept to herself, a fear that had grown until she couldn’t hold it back a second longer. “You’re not responding well to MemXor.”

      “Not responding well? It’s the same drug everyone else uses.”

      “There have been clinical trials. Some people respond differently to the —”

      The memory cut off short, and Charlie rolled back in her chair, forced herself from the desk and the horrible realization that had slammed home.

      It was Jones. The person who’d placed her in this shitty position. The corrupt asshole had turned tail for the State, then flipped again after he hadn’t gotten what he wanted. He’d had plans to release his memories.

      That must have been what was on Natalya’s missing clipboard. A record of all the memories extracted from Jones.

      What had been in them? What incriminating evidence had been uploaded to the Cloud prior to this last week’s memory?

      And the drugs. He’d known they would make people unstable if taken. What he couldn’t see was what the drugs were doing to him. Natalya might have been giving him the expired drugs which would have made it even worse.

      It had been as Natalya had said, he’d already become unstable, and that was why he’d flipped out and killed his girlfriend. His pregnant girlfriend. Jones had always been a bit of a jackass, but he’d showed kindness to criminals. He’d never been violent.

      But just in case Natalya didn’t cooperate, he had brought the medical implement with him that day. He probably got it from an underground contact leftover from his SSG days. Bastard.

      Charlie shoved the chair back and stood up.

      “Stop,” Eli said and took her wrist. “I’ve got to call it in. I’ve got to call Boss Ink. You can’t come with me when I make the arrest.”

      She tried tugging from his grip. Didn’t work. “I solved this,” she hissed. “I should be there.”

      “No. You’re personally invested. This was your partner, Charlie. You can’t go. There are too many risks involved. You don’t even have your weapon on you. You’re not technically part of Stormshield right now.”

      His words washed over her.

      “Let me handle this,” Eli said. “I’ll tell Boss Ink what you’ve done.” He finally let go of her wrist.

      Charlie hovered on the brink of sprinting off, but she couldn’t find Jones without help. SSG had the resources. “Fine,” she said.

      The case was solved. Natalya’s death would be avenged. But the answers she’d received only muddied the waters further.

      What else had the State hidden from them? What was wrong with the drugs?
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      “You’re back.” Boss Ink placed the gun on the desk between them, followed by her badge. “Well done.” The sun had only just crept over the tops of the buildings, and cast orange-yellow hues on the carpet and her scuffed boots.

      “Well done?” Charlie said. It didn’t feel like it.

      “Yeah. I received messages from both Councilor Orcation and Councilor Herod. They’re impressed by your deductive reasoning.”

      “They are?” She would’ve thought the operatives of the State would hate her, after this. She’d exposed their corruption twice, now.

      “Yes, Orcation, in particular, sent her thanks. They’re giving you an award, Spade. Naming you a friend of the State.” Ink presented each sentence in a matter-of-fact tone which belied his own disbelief. She’d gone from zero to hero in a day.

      “I — are you fucking with me?”

      “No. You uncovered a dangerous operative of Black Mars. They’ve arrested him and put him on trial for treason. It’s an open and shut case. He’ll be dead by next week,” Ink said.

      “Black Mars?” She pinched the bridge of her nose and inhaled, sharply. So, that was it. They’d twisted this to their advantage and buried whatever truth Jones had had to share. Finding Natalya’s killer had equaled a win for the State.

      How had it come to this? At the beginning of this week, she’d been just another SSG trooper. Now, she walked with eyes wide open, constant backward glances had become the norm.

      The State had to know she’d found something they didn’t like. They wanted to keep her close, it seemed. Keep track of her movements. Had they bugged her apartment yet? Her terminal?

      “You okay, Spade? I thought you’d be happy about this.”

      “I’m ecstatic,” she said and picked up her weapon. She stood and strapped the holster to her body, then attached her badge to the front of her uniform. “Can’t you tell?”

      “I never know with you,” Ink said. “Listen, the Councilor suggested I give you an extended, paid vacation. They’re offering to send you out to the countryside as a reward to rejuvenate.”

      Ah, the countryside. Had Droggo gone to the countryside too?

      Droggo had acted nervous before he’d disappeared. As if he knew they were watching him. Why would the State be watching a researcher?

      He had been evasive about his reason for not picking up the expired drugs the night Natalya died. And how did Levi know Droggo would be at the Mem Store at 10 pm? Could it be… that Droggo had been a Black Mars agent?

      Charlie was definitely going to ask Levi Daniels the next time he contacted her. And she was sure there would be a next time.

      The State had already covered up the explosion. The news said it was a freak accident with the wiring — they’d blamed shoddy workmanship. Somewhere, an innocent electrician had taken the fall. Droggo Boersma had ceased to exist for the second time this week.

      “A holiday?” Charlie asked and checked her weapon hadn’t been tampered with. All looked normal, but she’d have to take it apart and put it back together again to be absolutely certain.

      “Yes,” Ink said. “What do you think? Should I put it through?”

      “No,” she replied. “No, boss, I want to stay on. A couple days of sabbatical was more than enough for me. In fact, if you have any cases for me, I’ll be happy to start, right away.”

      “Right. That’s probably for the best.” Tension he’d withheld leaked out of the boss man. Perhaps, he’d realized that the vacation equaled something other than down time, too. “I don’t have anything for you today. In fact, take this day off, at least. Go enjoy yourself. Do something you enjoy. Hang out with friends.”

      “I don’t have any friends,” she said.

      “Family?”

      She shook her head. She’d rather be choked out by Councilor Oration.

      “Fine. Just get the fuck out of my office and smile for a change. You did a good thing, Spade.”

      “For once.” She gave him a smile, one of the rare genuine ones, then left his office behind.

      Eli was outside it again, this time wringing his hands, those broad shoulders hunched over. “Listen, Spade, I’m sorry about this week. I had to take the case over. Ink said if I didn’t do it, he’d have my badge too. I didn’t mean to go against you, I just wanted to —”

      “Do the right thing. I know.” Charlie sniffed. “You drink, Eli?”

      “Who doesn’t?”

      “Fair point. Did the boss give you the day off too?” Charlie asked.

      “Yeah, they wouldn’t even let me make the arrest on Jones. Not that I was keen to meet the eye-ripper, thumb-chopper in person,” Eli said.

      “Good,” Charlie said and clapped him on the back. “I’ll buy you a shot. I get the feeling that next week is going to be a long one.”

      “Why?”

      Charlie caressed her gun. “Just a hunch.”
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