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The lights overhead flickered to the rhythm of the DJ’s heartbeat, obscuring everything around Evie and making it all but impossible to find who she was looking for. It was just another gimmick in just another club. She guessed, even hoped, that Rhythm would close down within the month, replaced with a new designer dance club, catering to the bored and wealthy people who made their way through Centuri Station.
Orin > Evie: Any sign of him?
Evie ignored the incoming message broadcasting straight to the implant behind her ear and continued across the dance floor. Her brother’s secretary promised this was where Mason planned to be tonight, but after half an hour she still hadn't tracked him down. It could’ve been that he'd gotten bored and moved on, but he was probably tucked away in some corner, getting up to something he’d regret in the morning. And so far, Evie had checked every booth, every back corner, and had interrupted a few passionate couples in the process of getting to know one another a little better. Still no Mason.
The air inside the club was thick with the smell of sweat and alcohol, and Evie wasn’t sure how much more she was willing to put up with. But with Mason set to take off on his mysterious business trip in the next few days, this might be her last chance to do what needed to be done. She had waited for the timing to be perfect, and now it all might go to hell because her brother couldn’t stand still in one place for more than ten minutes at a time.
The sight of stars through a glass door caught Evie’s attention, pulling her gaze from the writhing crowd to the one door she hadn’t looked behind yet. The balcony. Fine, she’d try this one last place before resorting to tracking her brother using whatever devices he was carrying on him.
As soon as she stepped through the door, Evie felt better. The air outside, while still artificial, felt so much better than the heavy air of the club. The view that the balcony offered only intensified the moment. If it weren’t for all the people dancing inside, Evie might’ve considered paying the cover price just to see Mars from this angle. Centuri was one of two major stations orbiting the now massive colony on the red planet, and Rhythm was situated right on one of its three rims, overlooking space itself.
A Gentle-Nudge force field protected the edge of the balcony, keeping drunken patrons inside while not obstructing the view. Evie wished she could look all the way over the edge, take in every detail of her home planet below, but if she got too close she’d be pushed ever so slightly backward. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t seen the planet from the vantage point before, dozens, maybe hundreds of times. Even when going to university on Earth, she still made the trip home multiple times a year and always relished the feeling of skimming just over the top of Mars’ artificial atmosphere. The trip to her family’s house on the western continent, or to the condo they owned here on the space station where her father’s company kept their headquarters, always went too quickly.
Laughter interrupted Evie's sightseeing, bringing her back to what she’d come for. The voice laughing louder than all the others, likely drawing all sorts of unnecessary attention, was one she’d been hearing her whole life.
Mason.
With something to follow, it wasn’t hard to find her brother right in the center of a large crowd of partygoers. Women in tight dresses with multi-colored and glowing hair and well-dressed men in suits with long-abandoned jackets stood near the rim of the balcony, holding drinks and sharing stories. Mason stood out with his enhanced ice-blue hair that practically glowed against his dark skin, and a confident smile. The people around him looked equally glamourous, each one of them likely having been born into the same kinds of wealth that he had. Okay, maybe not quite the same. As the son and heir apparent of SolTek’s CEO, Allen Casseract, there were few people in the entire system who could claim the same level of privilege that Mason had grown up with. Evie too, if she was being honest.
She slipped into the crowd, well aware that she in couldn't possibly look as though she belonged. But when she'd been younger, Evie’s face had been broadcasted across news channels and tabloids almost as often as her parents’ and her brother’s, and no one had ever once challenged whether she was supposed to be wherever she chose to go.
Evie > Orin: Got him.
“Sorry, can’t.” Mason shrugged, smiling at the man standing nearest to him. “We’ll have to do it some other time. By this time next week, I’ll be off on my big trip. I should be back within a month or so, but I’m not even sure of that much. Call my office, and we’ll set something up.”
The other man smiled politely, making him look about the same age as Mason’s twenty-six. Because despite all the accomplishments Mason had claimed since stepping up to work at SolTek with their father, he still looked far too young to be given any real responsibility at all. But on some level that was just how Evie would always see him—the lovable, charming big brother, who always meant well but couldn’t seem to think more than two steps ahead at any given time.
“Evie!” Mason declared as his gaze swept the group and landed on his younger sister. “What are you doing here? Did I know you were coming?”
Evie leaned over to pull Mason into a hug and tried not to roll her eyes as he moved his head to kiss her on either cheek. It was a gesture that seemed to be making a comeback, one Evie wanted nothing to do with. Still, Mason decided it was the thing to do after seeing it in some old movie a few months earlier, and now people everywhere were doing the same. Just another perk of being a Casseract.
“No, this is a surprise. Helena told me you would be here.” Evie did her best to put on a winning smile, like stopping by to party with Mason was the most natural thing in the world. There was a time when there was nothing she'd wanted more than to be able to go out with her big brother. And now, the last thing she needed was for Mason to overthink any of this. “I hope it’s okay that I came, but I wasn’t sure I’d get to see you before your birthday.”
Mason grinned, clearly touched that she remembered how close he was to turning twenty-seven, despite never once letting her forget a single one of his birthdays before this one. But this time, he wouldn’t be anywhere near home when it came time to celebrate. Not surprising, since absolutely everything seemed to be different now that her brother was working for the family business.
“Nope. Dad and I will already have left by then. But I think Mom is planning something for when we get back. Whenever that is.” Mason’s eyes flitted upward, remembering their audience. It was only then that Evie realized just how many people were stopping their own conversations to observe theirs. “Dad is planning to make it up to me, though. We’re not quite ready yet to unveil my first piece of new tech, but he wants to show me how proud he is of what I've done.”
Some part of Evie understood that last line hadn’t been meant for her so much as for everyone else, but she didn’t miss its significance. It was comments exactly like that one that had set Evie in motion in the first place. They were the whole reason she had sought out her brother that night.
The fact that he was now making the same claims not just to her, but to anyone who happened to be in his vicinity was a whole new problem. If anyone from the company, or even their father himself, overheard some of the things he was saying, Mason was going to be in real trouble—if he didn't bring chaos down on the rest of them first.
There were a few things above all others that Allen Casseract had instilled in his family. When it was just them, just the family—structure and progress. When it came to the outside world, loyalty was added into the mix. Loyalty to the family, and the family meant business.
The same traits were passed on to him from his own father, the founder of SolTek. The things their family created had continuously propelled technology in the system forward, and were more often than not hailed as revolutionary, but on some level, they were the kind of things that weren’t supposed to be spoken about.
For most of her life, Evie easily assumed that this had everything to do with protecting the family’s privacy. It was only once Mason himself got involved that she suspected that there was so much more going on behind the scenes that even she was not privy to.
Mason opened his mouth to start talking all over again but before he got a word out, Evie clamped her hand around his wrist and pulled him from the group.
“Hey, I came here to hang out with those guys, not you,” Mason said, but he was still smiling.
“Can’t a girl get a few minutes alone with her big brother? I can’t stay for long, and it took me forever to find you.” Evie wanted to warn Mason against the very thing he had been about to do. But they’d been through it so many times already and the last thing she wanted to do tonight was antagonize him. This might be the last time she’d see him for a while. “I promise, you can go back to them soon.”
“Fine, fine. But only because you asked so nicely.” Mason leaned over and nudged Evie in the ribs with his elbow, something he’d been doing since they were children because he knew it drove her crazy.
All Evie wanted was to spend a few minutes talking to her big brother, reminiscing over shared memories or even just inventing a few new inside jokes. But she couldn’t risk starting the conversation down some rabbit hole that would lead to her changing her mind, or saying something that would get the wrong kind of attention from Mason. If he found out what she was planning, he would never forgive her. She needed to get in and out tonight, and hopefully after that she’d never have to think about any of this ever again. After tonight, she would have answers.
“So,” Evie said, rifling through the purse she’d brought with her entirely for this purpose, “I got you something. For your birthday. Because rumor has it you enjoy presents.”
“I have heard that about myself. And if you want in on a secret, the rumor is completely true.” Mason’s eyes sparkled as he watched Evie pull a small box from her bag. In one dramatic flourish, she handed it over to him.
But before Mason could pull the box from her grasp, Evie locked her fingers around it. Not just to bring her brother’s attention away from the gift and back to her, but for one last to enjoy things being like they used to. “In all seriousness, Mason, happy birthday. We’ve come a long way since we celebrated your last one at that antigravity party. I’m proud of you.” She released her grip on the small box, knowing that with that action she was probably setting her own future in motion.
All at once, Mason’s expression sobered, and Evie knew he suspected what was inside simply from the shape of the box in his hand. It was a box he’d seen a few times before. The last time had been when their dying grandfather gave it to Evie instead of to his eldest grandchild.
The lid of the box clicked open, revealing a two hundred-year-old watch, one that had been in the Casseract family for generations. No one remembered specifically which ancestor wore it first. Instead, its significance came from this being the one piece their grandfather was most known for, at least among the family. Even as he created technology that would shape the future, Nikolai Casseract had always had a deep respect for the past, and this watch was what he wore to show the world one small piece of who he was.
No one knew what to make of him choosing Evie to gift it to instead of Mason, as it had been worn by the men of the family for generations, and wouldn’t even fit on Evie’s small wrist. But when he’d given it to her on her twenty-third birthday, less than a year before he passed away, it had quickly become her most prized possession. And now it was Mason’s.
“Evie,” Mason breathed. “I can’t take this.” Hesitantly, he shoved the box back toward his sister. It wasn’t a response she’d been prepared for. She needed him to take this watch, and she needed him to do it tonight.
“What? I want you to have it. It should have been yours all along.”
“Why? Because I was born first? Because I was born male? You’re every bit as much a Casseract as I am, and this just proves that Granddad saw that, even if Dad doesn’t always. Seriously, I won’t take this from you.”
“It doesn’t even fit me,” Evie explained pathetically, not really expecting her argument to work. “And it needs to be out in the world, not just sitting on some shelf in my bedroom. You actually wear watches.” Evie cocked her head toward Mason’s wrist to make her point.
“Exactly. I’ve already got a watch and it can do way more than this old thing can.” But it was clear from the way Mason looked down at the old silver timepiece that he didn’t believe a word he was saying. He wanted it, but for some reason he wanted her to have it more. He could be such a sweetheart sometimes, and this reminder would only make it harder for Evie to do what she needed to do next. Assuming, that is, that she could get her stubborn older brother to take what was being offered to him.
“What if we share it? Partial custody. You get to wear it. And if I ever need it back for something, then I get a turn. Like you said, we are both Casseracts. So why can’t we share?” In that much, she was being honest. While their mother’s tone was the darker brown of someone born on Earth’s southern continents, both Mason and Evie shared their father’s dark golden skin tone. It was practically unspoken knowledge in the family that they had both gone through slight genetic tweaks before they’d even been born, in order to look like just two more in a long line of this prominent family. It was something Evie had long resented, but would never have the ability to fix for herself.
Her family held far too many secrets.
“Okay,” Mason said with a nod. It took Evie a second to realize what it was he was agreeing to until he closed the lid on the watch box and moved to pocket it.
“I come all this way to give you a present and you’re not even going to wear it?” Evie said with mock indignation, trying to mask the panic rising in her throat. “Come on, I want to see it on you.”
That was all the convincing that Mason needed. He slipped his old watch off around his wrist and slid their grandfather’s on in its place. “It looks perfect,” Evie said, meaning every word.
“It really does, doesn’t it?” Mason stared down at his wrist for a second before shifting his hand to deposit his old watch in the pocket of his pants.
“Why don’t you give the box to me? And your watch. Like you said, it’s a nice piece of tech and I’d hate for you to lose it. I’m headed up to the apartment anyway so I’ll leave them both in your room.”
Mason seemed to think it over for only a second, but the moment stretched out in front of Evie for an eternity. She wasn’t even sure her heart was beating anymore. But then Mason handed her his watch, along with the box Evie had given him, before wrapping her in a thank you hug. “You’re the best.”
Would he still think that tomorrow?
Evie felt tears forming in the corners of her eyes and guilt threatened to overwhelm her heart. Her big brother hadn’t even wanted to take the gift she’d agonized over giving him. And now she was going to turn around and betray him. Betray her entire family. And for what? Answers? She wasn’t even sure she understood what the questions were. But that was the problem.
“Get back to your friends,” Evie said with a forced smile. “You’re here with them, not with me, remember?”
Mason made a face. “Good point. Not sure how I got stuck with you anyway, beyond the bad luck of genetics.”
“Yeah, yeah. Get out of here and have a drink for me.”
“You’re the best,” Mason said with a wave before disappearing back into the crowd. And just like that, he was gone. And it was done.
Evie fingered the cool metal of the watch as she weaved her way back toward the front door of Rhythm. This piece didn’t hold nearly as much meaning or history as the one she had given away, but it might be the key to everything.
There was all manner of technology in place throughout Centuri Station to move people between various levels. But the glass lift meant for the private use of the Casseract family was by far the most efficient. For Evie, it took only a matter of seconds between leaving the lower, recreational levels and arriving at the family’s private penthouse at the very top level of the space station.
The private apartment sat one level above a complex of SolTek offices as well as a five-star restaurant commissioned by Allen Casseract himself. It was open to the public by reservation only, but was always available to any member of the family, at any time, day or night. Evie grew up knowing that the chefs there would happily add to their menu whatever she was craving at any given moment.
But on that particular night, Evie had no appetite to speak of. Maybe once she finished what she had set out to do. Then, perhaps, she could eat.
The door sensor scanned Evie without her having to do anything at all, quickly recognized that she was one of the few people allowed inside, and swung open.
Evie had always preferred the more comfortable way her mother decorated their manor on the red planet over the cool efficiency of the condo. But this home had always been meant as an escape for her father, and he preferred things organized and monochromatic. It was possible that once Mason started to treat the apartment like a home away from home as well, the space would have a little more personality.
“Hello,” Evie called out. She had checked and double-checked that no one was supposed to be home tonight, but she wasn’t about to take any chances. They had a few trusted staff members who had been with their family for years who usually popped in to take care of a few things in the house throughout the day, but it was rare for anyone to be working nights.
No response came and Evie moved farther inside, past the metallic furniture in the living room and down the hall toward the small, private gym. After taking a right, Evie quickly reached the two side-by-side office suites where her father and brother worked when not at the office. Her father had made it clear more than once that he would be happy to put in a third room for her, whether or not she was working at SolTek, but since she hadn’t even really started looking for a job post-graduation yet, she wasn’t quite sure what she had done to deserve an office of her own.
Evie’s education consisted of four years studying languages at Cambridge on the European subcontinent. She was never entirely sure what she wanted to do with the skillset for a career, but knowing she should embrace the freedom of following her passions while she had the chance. The door for her to work at SolTek was always open, but she knew next to nothing about technology and couldn’t see how she might be useful.
But until recently, no one would’ve imagined that Mason would have shared even a scrap of his father’s innovative ability either. Evie was still struggling with the idea that anyone who knew Mason was buying into this. More and more often, Mason was hinting at his first great addition to the family’s legacy, some amazing piece of tech that he himself had invented. It was the revelation that had shattered the reality Evie grew up believing in.
The Casseract name alone wasn’t nearly enough to propel her sometimes bumbling, practically learning-phobic brother into the same orbit as those who had come before him. It just wasn’t possible that Mason had created any technology, let alone something in the same realm as their grandfather’s interplanetary travel revolution, or their father’s great leap forward in communications. And those were only a few of the things that their family and the family business had invented.
There had to be more going on. Hopefully, it was as simple as their father letting Mason take the credit for something he himself had come up with, but that strategy wouldn’t be sustainable. This opened the door to the idea that the Casseracts and their businesses were taking credit for other people’s creations for three generations now. It was something Evie wasn’t sure she could live with. But she also couldn’t be sure that if she asked a member of her family outright what they were up to that they would simply tell her.
It’d always been made clear to Evie that she would only fully understand the Casseract legacy once she took her place at SolTek Corporation. And maybe that would be her only way to get answers, but if there was something more going on here, she wanted to know about it before tying herself to what might be a criminal enterprise.
She didn’t know anything for sure but even considering the idea that her family was lying to her was enough to turn her stomach. Taking it a step farther, that they had also been lying to the people who had been buying their products for decades—at this point, that basically included every person in the system—was horrifying.
Evie’s position as a member of the Casseract family had been a part of her identity for as long as she could remember. Now, facing the idea that everything their family stood for was based on lies and deception was a lot to stomach.
Evie > Orin: Going for it. If I’m about to get arrested, I’ll have my revenge!
Orin > Evie: I’m terrified, really. And you’ll be fine. Just prepare yourself to bow before my genius momentarily.
Slipping inside Mason’s office was painless, but she hadn’t expected her brother to lock the door here any more than he did anywhere else. At least here, their father was well assured of the security of the building. He would never have thought that the person he may need to protect himself from would be a member of his own family.
From the looks of Mason’s office, he didn’t spend much time here. Everything from the tan color of the walls to the deep tone of the hardwood floor screamed of their mother’s personal style. She’d decorated the office for him as a gift not long ago, and so far Mason hadn’t added many of his own things. Only a lone picture of him standing with his friends at his college graduation sat on the desk—and Evie couldn’t be sure that even that hadn’t been a gift from someone else.
Thankfully, all she needed was right there at the desk. With the touch of a button, a forty-inch portascreen rose out of a nearly invisible slot built into the desk. The same device could be folded up to be pocket-sized and taken anywhere, holding the same information on the go. But the Casseract family didn’t need to budget and so all four of them owned multiple devices, some for on the go, some designed to stay at the office and usually one just for work or play from bed. It probably would’ve been easy enough to simply borrow Mason’s primary portascreen, but the device Mason carried around in his pocket wouldn’t be networked to the office. Their father knew his son better than that.
Not only was this computer networked to SolTek systems but it stopped working if anyone took it any farther than the offices downstairs. And that wasn’t the only security in place to ensure that only those with clearance were able to see all of the files that Mason now had access to. But that was where the watch came in.
Evie hadn’t so much as slipped the watch into a pocket since leaving Rhythm. She wasn’t taking any chances. The near invisible chip embedded in its back was the last key Evie needed to get into the system. She’d been born with access to this apartment, Orin had given her a necklace with an embedded piece of tech that would convince the home computer to recognize the person that entered the house as Mason Casseract instead of Evie Casseract, Mason's passwords would be easy to guess if he'd even bothered to use any.
And finally, she could access SolTek networks with the watch.
Holding her breath, Evie logged on, only breathing a sigh of relief when the computer welcomed Mason back online. Problems might arise if anyone noticed that Mason was both at Rhythm and online from home at the same time, but the hope was that no one would even need to look. If tonight’s activities passed without incident, then tonight would be just a blip in the system. Assuming she wasn't about to have to confess what she'd found to her family in order to confront them about it.
But here’s hoping.
Even though Evie had never formally been trained on SolTek systems, she’d grown up around computers and technology of all kinds, and navigating between Mason’s personal files to those specific to his work at the company was accomplished easily enough.
The problem was that Evie had no idea what she was actually looking for. All she knew was that her brother, who was even worse when it came to technology than she was, was now claiming to have invented something all on his own, which he simply wasn’t capable of. It wasn’t a judgement, only a reality. If he’d been claiming to have created some sort of epic sandwich or even the base idea for a new communications program, Evie would have believed him. But for the last few weeks, he’d been throwing around phrases like memory implantation and sub-dermal devices. Evie wasn’t convinced he even knew what those things meant.
So what was her brother up to? And all the more likely, how was her father pulling the strings?
Thankfully, Evie hadn’t been naïve enough to assume she would be able to figure it all out in one evening. Instead, she’d come prepared. Or more specifically, Orin had prepared her. Not willing to drive her family to the wolves quite yet, she’d kept her suspicions mostly to herself. But Orin had never been the type to ask questions when it came to getting up to technological mischief. So far, all he knew was that Evie wanted to get one over on her big brother as a birthday surprise. The surprise requiring Evie to break into and covertly copy SolTek files didn’t even faze him.
There was one more item in Evie’s small, leather purse that night. The watch box had taken up most of the space, but tucked into a tiny pocket was quite likely Orin’s greatest invention to date. His mind was exactly like the kind that Allen Casseract had always wished his children had inherited from him, but since that wasn’t the kind of thing you could legally tweak genetics for, he had ended up with Evie and Mason, as is.
Evie removed the small silver cube from the pocket and twisted it in half just as Orin had shown her. As she tugged the two sides apart, one end became a simple silver ring perfectly tailored to the middle finger of Evie’s right hand. She slipped it on and prayed that she wouldn’t screw up what needed to happen next.
The other side of the box didn’t look like much, but it didn’t need to.
It only took a second for Evie to duck under Mason’s desk and adhere the device to the underside, directly underneath the hub controlling the portascreen. From here on out, until the device was found or Evie removed it herself, not only would she have an exact replica of Mason’s files saved to a chip in the ring, she would have access through her new ring to whichever portascreen computer was placed at this particular hub.
Evie sat back up in Mason’s chair and watched as the screen flickered for nearly ten seconds, something that certainly would catch Mason’s attention if Evie had done this while he’d been around. There was no message of connection established, and Evie had half expected Orin to embed some sort of joke in the program, simply to make her laugh. But instead, it was entirely discreet.
Evie > Orin: Done. I think. Did it work?
Orin > Evie: Bring me the ring and I can tell you. But unless you decided to improve it, it definitely worked. You have nothing to fear but your own ineptitude.
Evie > Orin: Then I can assure you, it worked perfectly.
Orin > Evie: Wait, are you trying to take credit for this now? Blasphemy! Are you going to at least bring the ring back to me tonight so I can admire my own brilliance?
Evie > Orin: On my way.
The task of putting everything back the way Evie had found it ended up being a more painstaking process than it probably needed to be. She quickly ran the program to sterilize the screen of any fingerprints before lowering the device back down into the desk. She put Mason’s chair back in the exact position it had been when she’d walked into the room, even though there was no chance that Mason would remember where he left it. And even then, she did one final scan of the office before she walked out, cursing herself for having almost forgotten Mason’s watch on the desk.
It would only take one stupid mistake to ruin everything.
But as she slipped back out into the hallway, closing the door silently behind her, Evie started to breathe a little more easily. It was done. She didn’t have answers yet, but she was closer than she had ever been. And as much as she teased him, she knew she trusted Orin’s tech to stay hidden from anyone who might be looking for security breaches.
So long as no one looked under Mason’s desk and noticed the new edition, and there was no reason for anyone to go looking for it, she would be fine. She had to believe that much. With a little luck, she’d find what she needed within a few days and could remove the device, just to be safe. Then she would return the ring and its counterpart to Orin, who could probably sell it for enough credits to buy his own luxury condo. Though, he didn’t need the money any more than she did.
It didn’t take long to slip inside Mason’s bedroom and leave both his old watch and the box for his new one on the sleek, black dresser near the door. It was exactly what she’d promised to do, and her brother would have no reason to think the watch had taken any other detours in the meantime.
Evie felt like a stranger in her own home as she walked back through the apartment toward the front door. If she was wrong about everything, and searching Mason’s computer didn’t reveal any secrets, and all of this went unnoticed, she would always know that she had betrayed her family’s trust. She’d always been excellent at compartmentalizing, but something this huge might be beyond even her capabilities.
As she walked by each room, lights flickered on and then off as they sensed her presence, seamlessly lighting the way and emphasizing just how ridiculously vast this one house meant for four people really was.
A light flicked on in the distance, which meant only one thing. Someone else had entered the room at the end of the hallway. Evie was no longer alone.
She briefly considered turning back, but there was really no point of hiding in her own home. The worst thing she could do right now would be to act suspicious. There was no reason why she shouldn’t be here, and that’s what she reminded herself of as she took each step toward the living room.
Stepping inside, she found her father putting his jacket down across one of the armchairs on the far side of the room. “Evie, you’re home. I thought you were down on the planet for some reason.” Allen Casseract gave his daughter a tired smile before walking over to ruffle her hair the same way he’d been doing since she was two feet tall. He didn’t seem to care in the slightest that the older she got, the harder it was to fix the damage he did to her hairdos. Now she knew that if she made a fuss over his actions, he’d only do it more.
Evie leaned in to hug her dad without even thinking. It was second nature. But as he wrapped his arms around her, the panic set in. She had on her finger something that had the potential to destroy everything her dad had built, and everything his father before that had created.
Or, a small voice in the back of her head reminded her, you have nothing. You’ve broken into your brother’s computer, have used his own trusting nature against him, and your family will never be able to look at you the same way. Because you didn’t trust them.
She squeezed her dad a little tighter.
“How was your day?” she asked as she pulled away, taking a step back to try to regain her focus. Orin was waiting for her. But she hadn’t expected to run into anybody at the house. It wasn’t unusual for her dad to work well into the early hours of the morning and then sleep until noon, claiming it was his prerogative as the CEO. He would even occasionally use his ability to sleep in as a way to lure Evie to hurry up and join the business herself. And to be honest, it did sound like one of the biggest perks of going into a job that had been decided for you before you were even born.
“Busy,” he said with a shrug. “Good. We made a lot of progress on the China deal. We may end up with a lot of great new minds working for us very soon.”
“That’s great,” Evie said on autopilot. Her dad always made a point of filling her in with at least an outline of what was going on with the business at any given time. He tended to focus more on the interpersonal relationships and international deals, correctly guessing that that was what most interested her. But she still wasn’t ready to surrender quite yet. She wanted to make a name for herself before doing anything directly tied to her family. She never would escape the Casseract name altogether, but at least she’d get to have a few experiences that were solely her own. “And I’m sure Mr. Chang is being nothing but helpful,” she added, not trying to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.
Her dad laughed, a sound that was deep and familiar. Calming.
Everything she’d been thinking about these last few weeks, worrying about, obsessing about, it all came down to her dad. Someone she looked up to her whole life. Someone that people all over the solar system looked up to.
It wouldn’t be the worst thing to give herself one last night to spend time with her father. Maybe it would help her gain a little perspective.
Either that, or it would only make tomorrow harder.
What would come next couldn’t be changed now. And if she did end up discovering some hidden family sins, maybe this one last night would go a long way to remind her dad that, in the end, she loved him.
Because she did. No matter what, she did. It was was probably why there was still a big part of Evie’s soul that was looking for an ultimate explanation, some overlooked fact that would make this all okay. She wasn’t ready to see her dad as the bad guy. The man standing nearby, pouring himself a glass of white wine and whistling Christmas songs, even though the holiday wouldn’t be celebrated for another five months… He couldn’t be the bad guy any more than Mason could.
“If you’re not in any sort of hurry,” Evie said, “you should pour me a glass.” Evie touched the soft patch of skin behind her ear, activating her communications implant. Send message to Orin, she thought.
Evie > Orin: Something came up. I’ll see you tomorrow.
Her dad reached up for another of the empty wine glasses on the buffet and set it beside his own. “I know it’s been years now, but it’s still hard to believe I have two grown kids who cannot only drink a glass of wine with me, but can hold an intelligent conversation while doing so. I’m a lucky man.”
Orin > Evie: Lame. But fine. Just shoot me a message when you’re on your way. I’ll probably be asleep all day otherwise.
Evie ignored Orin’s message and instead responded to her father. “While I am an excellent conversationalist, no question, have you met Mason?”
“You’re too hard on your brother. He has his talents, just like you.”
“Yeah, yeah.” No point getting into the same old argument they’d had a million times before. Not tonight. She took a long, slow sip of her wine and tried to still the thudding of her heart. This could be the perfect opening to ask how Mason had managed to defy all laws of nature and create something that was up to SolTek’s standards. But if even the slightest hint of wrongdoing came out about tonight, ever, there would be a neon light pointed right at her if her dad remembered her fishing around for information.
So instead of talking business or about things with any weight at all, Evie let the conversation fall away to the simple things that they had been talking about for years. Programs that Evie thought her dad should try, books that Allen thought his daughter should read, people they both knew in places they both wanted to go.
These kinds of conversations made it so much easier for Evie to forget the worries that kept her up at night. But not for long.
"Okay, hon. I actually have an early morning tomorrow, if you can believe it, so I should get some sleep. Are you staying here tonight or do you have big, dramatic plans like your brother?"
Evie considered her options for a long moment. In theory, she could message Orin now and likely wake him so the two of them could get to work. But it didn't take long for her to realize what she wanted more than anything else right now was a little time by herself. She didn't want Orin searching through her family's files unless absolutely necessary. She didn't need to deal with his judgement until she figured out how to deal with her own.
And in that moment, she hadn't even really figured out if she could pull the trigger on any of this. She could just go to bed, misplace the ring and remove the device from Mason’s computer, and pretend none of this ever happened.
But as with all the other opportunities to turn back that she had given herself before that moment, she knew she had to move forward.
"I'm staying in," Evie said, stretching for effect. "I didn't realize how late it had gotten."
"Sounds good. Your mother will be here around lunchtime tomorrow, and we were going to go grab something to eat if I can get out of my meetings for a little while. If you're still here, you should join us."
Evie nodded but didn't commit to anything more than a vague grumble. She didn't know where she would be this time tomorrow. Maybe lunch would be the perfect opportunity to confront her parents about the secrets they were keeping.
Evie's father said good night as though it was the most natural thing in the world. It might have been easier if he were somehow acting suspicious of her, like he knew something had changed. But this was business as usual. And that was the problem. It had not even occurred to him that his daughter would question the lines she’d been fed her whole life.
A minute later Evie locked herself into her own bedroom. She wasn't in the habit of engaging the security features behind her when she stepped into a room, but tonight the extra level of warning before anyone interrupted her helped to ease her mind.
She only looked briefly at her bed before dismissing it out of hand. It was almost 3 o'clock in the morning, but she knew there was no way she could sleep. Now, instead she needed to hunt. She logged onto her own computer and watched as the familiar screen sprung to life. But, as promised, when she put Orin's ring down on the input port, everything changed. Unlike on Mason's computer, where everything looked exactly the same as it had before she'd copied the system, Evie's screen now showed two new buttons. Return to native device. Update linked computer. The latter button was grayed out, currently unavailable. Mason would need to go in and turn on his own computer before Evie could take another copy. But as it was, she had access to absolutely everything he did at the time she'd taken her initial file save.
It was all there. Every communication, every transcript from every meeting, every file that Mason had access to. Evie didn't know exactly how deeply involved he was yet with the company as a whole, or if her dad was limiting Mason to only a few projects, gradually easing him into the greater picture of SolTek.
But Mason had to have done something, and whatever it was it had to be on this computer. There had to be some hint of what Mason's great invention was, or how he had come across it. Which was all well and good except for the fact that Evie didn't know what this thing was called, where Mason was going on his big business trip. Any of it.
So where was she supposed to start looking?
Predictably, the first few things Evie came across were all personal files of Mason's. Copies of communications from his personal device with various girls or a few of his buddies. She found a copy of his schedule from last week, including a list of meetings he had been involved in. But a quick scan of each itinerary didn't reveal anything out of the ordinary. But why would it? If there was something going on at SolTek, wouldn't that kind of thing be exactly in the ordinary?
There was no red-labelled communications chain named Nefarious Activity. But that didn't mean that something wasn't going on.
What Evie needed was help.
Somehow, Evie managed to get a few hours of sleep that night. But she still awoke far too early with not nearly enough rest to feel like she could take on the day she was facing. A quick check of the home computer system told her that Mason was home, and that both her parents were currently on Centuri Station.
All too quickly, Evie was dressed and out in the hall. But there was no sign of Mason that was obvious. Usually, if he was hanging around the house, watching a program or listening to music, you could hear him from every corner of the apartment. You could probably hear him on the lowest levels of the station.
But the apartment was silent.
Unable to just go on the assumption that everything was fine, she stopped by Mason's office first. But a quick peek inside showed her that no one was there. Everything looked exactly as she had left it the night before. She found Mason in his room. He hadn't bothered to lock the door behind him, probably too drunk to even remember what a lock was. He was flopped down on top of his bed, passed out and snoring.
His old watch still sat on the dresser, untouched.
As far as Evie could tell, everything was still fine.
Evie > Orin: Are you up?
Orin > Evie: No. Why are you up?
That was a good question. If Evie knew what was good for her, she would just go back to bed and get a little more sleep. She'd make better decisions on more sleep.
Evie > Orin: Never mind. Let me know when you're functional.
Orin > Evie: Fine. Come on over. I promise not to treat you like you are a massive inconvenience or anything.
With one last check to make sure Orin's ring was still on her finger, Evie was back at the door she had come through the night before, heading down the elevator into the depths of the station. Orin's father was a highly placed engineer within the SolTek Corporation, but he hadn't chosen one of the higher level suites as his home here in the station. Instead, Orin lived on the rotating outer rim of the station, a three level section that was in constant motion for no other reason than the original designer of the apparatus thought it would look more interesting. Or he realized that eccentrics like Orin's father would find extra appeal in a home that never stood still.
The trip from her family’s apartment to Orin’s home was one Evie made so often she could do it without thinking about it. Traversing the various decks of Centuri Station along the way became second nature. Back when she and Orin had met, they were both mostly living on the surface, near the elite private school where they both received their education. But like most of their classmates, their families also owned property on various stations throughout the system.
After graduating university early, Orin had been given his family’s rotating condo as a gift, how own family hoping that life on a space station would encourage their son to get out and see a little more of what the system had to offer.
So far the plan wasn’t working all that well.
Evie stood near his door, knowing the security system would be able to recognize her instantly, even though she was still wearing the necklace that would make most systems on the station think she was Mason. But not Orin’s. The security team on the station had been begging him to come work for them for months now, even just part-time, knowing he’d come up with something better than they ever could.
But Orin wasn’t interested. He wasn’t interested in much beyond the gadgets he surrounded himself with.
The door slid open, allowing Evie inside.
Inside, everything was cluttered and familiar. Even standing in the front hallway with only a view into the living room, she could already see at least six computers and countless metal parts and circuits. If anything, it looked even more chaotic than usual. It was a pretty good clue that Orin had a new project.
But even as she worked her way farther into Orin’s home, there was still no sign of her oldest friend. It was only once she’d worked her way through, maneuvering over piles of junk and weaving past furniture that probably hadn’t been clean in weeks, that she found him in the very back room, hunkered over a motherboard with a tool Evie didn’t recognize.
“Please tell me you actually went to bed last night.” She had assumed she'd woken him, but it was just as possible that he'd just gotten fully engrossed in whatever he was working on.
Orin startled at the sound of Evie’s voice, almost knocking over the mug that was sitting beside him on the desk. He let out a few short breaths and then swiveled around to face her. His black hair stuck up in every direction. “Yes, Mom. I slept. I got a solid four hours. And I’ll probably get four hours more once you leave. But I woke up with an idea, and I wanted to get it done before I forgot.”
Evie held up her hands in surrender. “You’ll get no judgement from me. Mind if I move the stuff?” She looked down at a stack of portal screens sitting on the workshop’s extra stool. Most of them seemed to be cracked or damaged in some way.
Orin stood up and moved the screens for her, placing them delicately on a shelf near the door. Apparently, she couldn’t be trusted.
Evie held up her hand, wiggling her finger around. “Well, I got what I needed.”
“So what’s next? What is this big joke you're all set to play on Mason?” Orin had known Mason technically longer than he’d known Evie, but he’d never thought her brother was as charming as she did. Mostly, he thought Mason was an idiot. A nice guy, but an idiot. And nice didn’t count for much in Orin’s book.
“I really haven’t worked it out yet. I need… More information.” But she still didn’t want to just hand Orin the ring, giving him unfettered access to everything SolTek. She needed to be the one to see it first. “Can you help me figure out what Mason’s been working on? But without actually looking at it?” She knew it sounded dumb, but she watched her friend anyway, looking for any sign of agreement. Because if anyone could pull this off without inserting themselves unnecessarily, it was Orin.
“You can’t give me anything more to go on than that?” Evie opened her mouth, though she wasn’t sure what she should say. Instead, Orin held up his hand. “Actually, don’t give me more. It’s more fun this way.” He held out his hand and Evie reluctantly handed over the ring.
Still, if Orin had wanted access to SolTek’s network, he would have had it years ago. Hell, his dad would probably just give it to him if he asked. And then he’d try to recruit him. Again. But Orin was even less interested in going into the same field as his father than Evie was. Granted, his father was merely a top engineer responsible for one of the most profitable projects in SolTek’s repertoire instead of the owner of the company. But he experienced much of the same pressure.
It only took a few keystrokes before Mason’s computer sprang to life all over again on the screen in front of Orin. “Any point in getting an updated version?”
Evie shook her head. “Mason isn’t even awake yet. And whatever it is I’m looking for, it’s already in there, so even if someone else has sent him a message about it, it won’t be anything new.”
“Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to run a system-wide search looking for anything that has popped up multiple times. It will favor anything recent or any files coming directly from Mason over general information coming off the network, but will take any frequently used keywords from there as well to compare against one another.” Evie shrugged. It sounded like as good a plan as any. “And then I’m going to go get some breakfast. You can stay here and see what happens. I’ll bring you a bagel.”
Evie didn’t bother to respond, she was too fixated on what was happening on the computer. All at once, half a dozen boxes popped up on the screen, and each of them ran through an endless string of text faster than any pair of human eyes could read.
This was happening.
“How will I know when it’s done?”
Orin stood up and then pointed to one corner of his massive screen. “It’s never technically going to be finished. But this box here will begin to list any relevant terms as they are found. It will keep going indefinitely until we know what it is Mason prefers to eat for lunch every day. As soon as you’re finished, just grab the ring and the whole thing will shut down with no saved files. You’ll either need to write down what you find or just remember it. Good?”
“Good,” Evie agreed. But what she was really thinking was roast beef sandwiches. That was what her brother preferred to eat for lunch. “And thanks,” she remembered to add as Orin left the room, shutting the door behind him so she would at least have some measure of imagined privacy. The odds were that Orin had multiple cameras set up in every room of his apartment and could probably record whatever happened next in half a dozen ways. But at some point she had to give him the trust that she was no longer willing to give her family.
Evie knew better than to assume that a program designed by Orin, even if he created it in a matter of minutes, would take very long at all.
It was less than five minutes before the first line of text appeared in the box Orin had indicated, but Evie was still standing far enough back from the computer that she couldn’t read it without focusing. And she didn’t want to focus. Not yet.
Was it too late to pick up the ring and shut this all down? Probably.
Acquisitions in the omega sector.
Evie repeated the phrase in her head. Acquisitions she could understand. But omega sector? The Sol system didn’t have any sectors. The human population had been spreading out over the system for years. They mostly lived on Earth, its moon, and Mars, with various pockets of people spread out on space stations everywhere from Earth to Saturn, with a huge array of mining settlements scattered throughout the Kuiper Belt. But there were no sectors.
It had to be some sort of business lingo that Evie had never been privy too. Though the idea of acquisitions certainly played into some of the theories she’d been working on. What exactly was it that was being acquired? And how involved was her brother?
But she wouldn’t jump to conclusions. This wasn’t enough to go on and was hardly a smoking gun.
Another line of text appeared less than a minute later, but it was only a list of names, all of which Evie recognized. These were men and women that she’d known her entire life, who had helped her father shape the second generation of the company. There was nothing unusual in Mason talking to or about them on a regular basis.
But what came next was interesting, if not definitive. What came next only offered the potential for answers, but it was a start... Spatial coordinates appeared underneath the list of names. It was a location. Something concrete that Evie could work with.
As the program continued to work, Evie punched the coordinates into her own portascreen, half expecting to find some familiar location her dad visited all the time.
But instead, the tiny computer in her hand only indicated empty space. Somewhere between the orbits of Uranus and Neptune. This had to be a mistake; there was nothing at that location. There was no point in building anything that far away, it was too distant from supplies, from the sun for energy, from other people. Maybe one day the human race would be forced to move out that far to make space as the population continued to grow. But that was generations away.
While the early days of human exploration had seen several expeditions out to the far reaches of the system, and in theory you could still go now within a matter of days, there was nothing out there. The planets had little to offer, and their moons were unremarkable.
She entered the coordinates again, just to be sure she hadn’t made a mistake. But the results were the same.
Another phrase had appeared on screen—technological development. Okay, that one seemed obvious. That was the entire purpose of SolTek. In quick succession, another three phrases arrived under the others. But they gave her absolutely nothing new to go on.
Evie tried to remember exactly what Orin had told her. Should she consider the fact that the coordinates had shown up above all this other information to mean that they showed up as a more significant term than those that came below it, or just that it was a connection that the computer made first? She had to ask.
Information was coming rapidly now, and eventually Evie resorted to taking pictures of the ever-changing list to make sure she remembered as much as possible. There was no guarantee she'd be able to find what she needed again, and it might not be safe to have such visible evidence of what she was up to. But the pictures she took didn’t even show Mason’s computer in the background, just a list of terms that would conceivably make sense to anyone connected to SolTek.
And she had the coordinates, whose purpose still remained ambiguous after attempting to cross reference them. She wanted answers, and Orin had given her something. It wasn’t his fault that it hadn’t been specifically the kind of answer she’d been hoping for.
Impulsively, she picked the ring up off the port where it sat, abruptly shutting down images of Mason’s computer as well as all the programs Orin had running.
The more she thought about it, the more convinced she was the coordinates were something she could work with. Really, unless there had been a neon sign with an arrow pointing to some wrongdoing or another, something like this was the best she could hope for.
It was a place to go. There were a million possibilities as to what she could find when she got there, but at least it was a start.
She needed to see for herself exactly what was at those coordinates. Already, images of secret labs were floating through her head. And that was the most reasonable option of the things she was envisioning.
But how could she get there without attracting the wrong kind of attention?
And even if it was some secret facility, that wouldn’t explain how Mason could take credit for something he hadn’t created himself. But this was enough to lead her further into the labyrinth of SolTek’s secrets, on her way to answers.
There were still far more question than answers.
Evie slipped the ring back on her finger because she might need access to Mason’s computer again, and soon. Hopefully, by then she would have a better idea of what it was she was looking for.
By then, she may have seen what was at those coordinates for herself.
Excited and anxious, Evie left Orin’s workshop—one of three in this apartment alone—practically jogging down the hallway, almost bumping into her friend in the kitchen.
“Whoa,” Orin said. “What’s the hurry?” He put his hand into the bag he was holding, and pulled out a toasted bagel, handing it to her as a peace offering. “Did you find what you’re looking for?”
“I’m not sure.” Evie took a bite of the bagel, realizing just how desperate her body was for food. Chewing was enough to slow her mind down, just a little. “But I think I’m going to need a ship.”
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