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THE WITNESS

By A. King Bradley




CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
Seattle, Washington…
– August 22, 2087
The city was dark and quiet, awash in a cold rain. The usual miscreants seemed to be hiding away for the night; snuggled up tight in their crack dens and cheap hotel rooms. Even the rats were nowhere to be seen.
Officer Raymond “Ray” Bridges looked skyward, narrowing his eyes. The rain just kept coming, and the unusually brisk winds that came with it brought forth a chill that he could feel right down to his bones. The cup of decaf in his hand helped a little, but it was already starting to go cold. Just like the fire in his belly. Nineteen years on the job would do that to anyone. Especially in this city.
Ray moved away from the sidewalk and tucked himself into the vestibule of a dark shop, staring longingly up at the lighted windows high on the office building across the street as he leaned against the brick building to his left. Night owls and workaholics, still plugging away, even at this hour. Quarter to midnight, by his watch.
Fifteen minutes until he could head back to the station and turn in. Only a few more days left on this god-awful night shift before the new kid arrives and takes over.
Ray stood there, sipping his now cold decaf and listening closely to the radio chatter coming from his belt; hoping nothing would come in that he might need to respond to. It had been a quiet shift, mostly on account of the rain and the chill. He hoped it would have the courtesy to remain that way until after he was home, safe and snug in bed with a glass of whiskey in his hand and one of his late-night shows streaming at a low volume on his tablet. The perfect way to coax his overactive mind to sleep. Two different numbing agents, one applied through the optic nerve and the other through his gullet.
Headlights suddenly flashed through the rain. Tires hissed over wet pavement. The car appeared, parallel parking with inhuman speed and ease in front of the apartment building. Ray narrowed his eyes, peering through the window of the car. No driver. None visible, anyway. Probably just a drunk in the backseat, who let his car drive him home. But best to check on it.
He stepped out of the vestibule and back into the icy, insidious rain. He looked both ways, then jogged across the mirrored surface of the wet asphalt street. He pressed a spot under the brim of his hat, between his thumb and forefinger, and the PD insignia on the front of it lit up like a headlamp, shining a cone of light ahead of him.
Ray rapped against the car window with his knuckles. A moment later, a bleary-eyed figure sat up out of the shadows of the backseat and reached over the center console to lower the window.
"Officer," he said. "I'm not in trouble, am I?"
Ray could have smelled the alcohol from a mile away. No sign of any illicit substances though, not that he could see. Technically, the guy wasn't doing anything wrong. Forty years ago it would have been illegal for a self-driving car to be moving around without a coherent, license-holding person behind the wheel. Just in case anything went wrong with the computer, but nowadays self-driving cars were so advanced that manual driving was essentially obsolete.
"Been out drinking tonight?" Ray asked.
"Yeah, officer. Yeah. Just drinking. Just a few.”
"Nothing else, huh? No weapons or drugs in here, right?"
Ray turned his head from side to side, playing his light through the car. It was a small cab. Nowhere to really hide anything.
“No, Sir. Nothing like that. Just a few drinks.”
"Okay," said Ray. "Have a nice night."
Ray stepped away, walking back down the street in the direction of his cruiser.
Just as he was sliding into the seat, a call came. It was the call he had been dreading. He sighed, glancing at the time - 11:57pm. He had almost made it.
The call was for a reported disturbance at the Holy Rapture Center.
Ray knew the place. It was the source of many rumors and local urban legends. A hidden compound, secluded at the edge of the city limits, near heavily forested state land. Highly fortified and very secretive. No one knew much about it, except that they supposedly performed "charitable and spiritual outreach”.
Most of the stories were probably baloney. Reports of dozens of hooded figures in heavy robes chanting in some strange language, rumors of screams echoing from the compound. The official opinion was that the so-called screams were just the foxes that lived in the nearby forest and that if these people wanted to go around chanting in robes, there wasn't a damn thing anyone could do to stop them.
The place had always given Ray the heebie-jeebies, mostly because his upbringing had taught him to be wary of organized religion. As far as he was concerned, the Holy Rapture Center was much the same as any other church, mosque, or synagogue.
The call went out again, but Ray remained silent. He wasn't the only cop working the night shift so he was hoping that one of his colleagues would respond.
They didn't. Typical for calls involving the Holy Rapture Center. One could easily find themselves on the wrong end of a giant lawsuit just by setting foot on the organization's premises, and they certainly didn't make any exceptions for the authorities.
The dispatcher tried a third time, probably rolling her eyes and blowing out her cheeks in exasperation. By now the clock was about thirty seconds shy of midnight. Ray reached for his handset, then paused and thought long and hard. If he pressed that button, he was in it. Could be hours before he got home, depending on what was happening out there.
The dispatcher launched into her spiel a fourth time. Ray couldn't take it anymore. Too painful. He pressed the button.
"This is Bridges," he said. "What's the situation?"
"Got a call from a concerned citizen. They were out for a walk..."
"Copy. Go ahead."
"Said they heard some, quote, 'blood curdling screams' over at the Rapture Center."
"Go ahead."
"Nothing witnessed. No visual sign of any trouble. But the witness said it definitely wasn't animal noises."
"A human scream?" Ray asked rhetorically. "Heard that one before. I'll respond. I sure hope I don't need backup though, since I'm apparently the only person working tonight."
The dispatcher laughed. "Copy that, Bridges.”
"Will the RP be there?"
"Didn't say. Just hung up the phone on me."
"Roger. En route now."
He released the handset and turned to his dash tab. It was a large touchscreen built into the center, between two sleek air vents. There was a list of ongoing calls by code and time since they were called in, as well as the associated addresses. Ray looked for the one at the Holy Rapture Center, tapped it, and sat back to let his car do the work. The vehicle automatically switched on and took off at five miles per hour over the speed limit.
“Maestro, light ‘em up for me, will you?” Ray said, speaking to the popular AI virtual assistant that was integrated with his standard issue police cruiser.
“Done,” Maestro’s velvety, yet clearly synthesized voice replied through the police cruiser’s speaker system. “Should I start the siren as well?”
“No need, Doll,” Ray answered as he leaned his seat back and made himself more comfortable. “Not much traffic between here and the Holy Rapture Center.”




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
Ray didn't realize he had dozed off until the nudge of a speed bump woke him up. The rain continued to soak the world outside his speeding self-driving cruiser as he quickly sat forward, blinked a few times, and shook his head.
He was nearing the edge of the city limits. The car crossed a set of railroad tracks. Dark and desolate in either direction. The old station house stood nearby, decrepit and crumbling, and covered in graffiti. A few vagrants were probably in there now, tucked into the few corners that didn't have gaping holes in the roof above them. Enjoying their cheap bottles of liquor or expensive needles of heroin, or else shivering themselves to sleep.
Past that point, Ray entered the place he often called no man's land; the more thinly populated outskirts of the city. A place that was covered mostly in creeping wilderness and homes abandoned at the height of the most recent market crisis. Technically, this area was under the jurisdiction of Ray's department. But, since most of the crime happened deeper inside the city, the few calls that came from these desolate areas generally took longer to be responded to.
Even the road commission and snow plows seemed to ignore the place. It was autumn now, so Ray's cruiser didn't quite have to plow through snow drifts yet, but the ride was still far from perfect. The asphalt in this area was all but destroyed from many years of neglect. Huge cracks. Potholes the size of an extra-large pizza. The car dodged all the major hazards with expert precision. But it was still a bumpy ride. You never knew what sort of nightmare might spring up in front of your headlights out here in the middle of the night.
Suddenly, the car slammed its brakes on. Ray's body strained forward against the seat belt. The car bumped and growled over the uneven road surface, and then came to a screeching stop.
Glancing at the HUD, which had long since replaced the standard instrument panel, Ray saw that the car’s Maestro system had detected a collision threat in the road.
Ray didn't see anything. Not even with the high beams on. He lifted himself off his seat, nudging his head against the ceiling and straining his eyes to see through the windshield.
Suddenly, an old man appeared, rising from a low position just in front of the car's front grille. He squinted, raising a hand to block the light from his eyes. His face was deeply lined, etched with worry and exhaustion. He wore a long, neat beard and a set of voluminous robes, which included a hood that protected his head from the rain.
By now the rain had lessened to a mere drizzle; the occasional flashes of lightning came from farther and farther away, the roar of thunder echoing with increasing distance and diminishing power.
Ray shook his head, grunting in annoyance. He could already feel that this would be a long one. It was becoming one of those perfect nights where all the weirdos filtered out of the woodwork all at once. The rain had apparently picked a bad time to slow down.
He rolled his window down but did not stick his head out. For all he knew, there might be someone coming up behind him now, ready to slam a baseball bat into the back of his skull. He had heard too many horror stories about hijackings that followed a similar M.O. Someone waits in the road and stops the car, asking for help. Someone else sneaks up and attacks.
"Hey," Ray called out. "Take a step back. And show me your hands. Both of them."
The old man complied, stepping away from the car and raising both hands, spreading his fingers. The billowy sleeves of his robe fell down as well, revealing surprisingly muscular forearms. Still, Ray was mostly satisfied, certain that the guy had no weapons on him.
"Keep your hands where I can see them," Ray ordered. "Walk around near my window here. But keep your distance."
Again, the elderly man complied, positioning himself where Ray could see all of him, but staying at a distance of about six feet.
"You from the Rapture Center?" Ray questioned.
The old man's face sagged even further. He nodded.
"What are you doing out here?" Ray asked.
"I was… praying," the old man answered, in a weary, grief-laden voice.
"In the middle of the road?"
"I apologize, officer."
"I almost ran you over," Ray snapped.
"No. You didn't. The Maestro would never allow that to happen. The… the technology. It saves… just as much as it destroys..."
"Mister," Ray said, growing impatient, "you aren't making much sense. What are you doing out here?"
“Praying.”
“Praying for what, exactly?” Ray asked.
"The souls I was forced to leave behind," the man replied, looking off to his left. Probably in the general direction of the Holy Rapture Center, which couldn't be more than a mile away now.
Ray looked off in the distance, trying to see if he could make out the religious compound through the vast blanket of darkness that shrouded this part of the city.
"Are you the one who called the disturbance in?" Ray queried, turning his attention back to the mysterious old man.
“Yes, but that was… a mistake. I shouldn't have done that. It's not my place.”
Ray gritted his teeth and studied the man's leathery face as the old fellow continued to ramble. This man was hiding something, Ray was sure of it. If there really was something bad going on at the Rapture Center, he couldn't sit around listening to this guy's unintelligible babble for much longer.
"What's happening at the Rapture Center?" Ray demanded. "What have you seen?"
The old man tipped his head back, staring up into the overcast sky. “It's Him. He… He's back. They've been judged and found to be unworthy. If it's His will then who am I to interfere?” the man replied, again looking in the general direction of the Holy Rapture Center.
Ray grunted, as he followed the man's gaze only to see nothing in particular.
“How about a real answer,” Ray groaned as he turned his attention back towards the man, only to realize that the man had disappeared.
"Hey!" Ray called out as he spotted the eccentric elder darting away in the distance. "Stop right there! If you have information..."
The old man was gone. Vanished into the night. Ray was in great shape for a man in his early fifties. He probably could have run the delirious old man down but something in the pit of his stomach told him that checking out the Holy Rapture Center was more important. A part of him also thought it would probably turn out to be nothing but Ray had to be sure.
“Let’s go, Maestro,” he said, and the vehicle sprang back into action, climbing out of a pothole and trundling off toward the Holy Rapture Center.
Out there amongst the silence and infinite darkness, it was easy to find the reclusive religious compound. Once it came into Ray's view over the black horizon in the distance it stood out like a beacon, a lighthouse in the unfathomable depths of night. Ray sat up straighter, took control of the vehicle, and manually steered up to the towering front gate. He squinted through the windshield, trying to see past the blinding floodlights that were positioned to converge at the edge of the property. The air was misty with humidity, and he could see nothing but indistinct shapes through the haze. A gazebo, a fountain, vine-covered trellises, benches that stood to either side of the garden path. All that, beyond the imposing steel gate that stood before him.
A sign on the gate advised that the Holy Rapture Center was open to scheduled visitors between the hours of 9 AM and 4 PM, except on Sundays, when they were only open until noon. There was an additional sign which gave instructions for anyone who wished to request a meeting or speak to a center representative. Ray scanned the gate for a call button and finally spotted one on a keypad to the left side of the signage.
"Sit tight, Doll," Ray said, giving his cruiser's dash a ceremonial pat. "I'll be back in a jiffy."
He got out and stepped over wet pavement to the keypad by the gate. He pressed the button twice, keeping his other hand on the butt of his sidearm. Then he approached the gate, peering through with narrowed eyes, trying to discern anything at all in the mist. The flood lights up at the main building itself, thirty yards away, cut through the mist a bit and offered a clear view of the front steps but little else.
The doors at the top of those steps opened. After a few moments a hooded figure emerged, dressed in a flowing white garment with a wide, red, billowing sash. He strode gracefully down the steps and through the mist, parting it to either side in curling waves. He came up to the gate, brandishing his right hand in the gesture of some religious orator.
As he drew near, the man lowered his hood and revealed a veritable waterfall of brunette hair. That, along with his pointed beard, his large eyes, and his sharp nose, gave him the exact look of Jesus Christ himself. Perhaps not the historically accurate look, but the one most people knew.
His smile was gentle, and his voice was soft as he lay a hand against the bars of the gate and spoke.
"Raymond Bridges,” the man said.
Ray stood in confused silence, wondering if the man was seconds away from completing a sentence or simply letting him know that he somehow already knew his name.
“Officer Bridges is fine,” Ray finally remarked after the strange Jesus looking figure remained silent. Ray took out his proper flashlight and beamed it straight into the guy's eyes. His pupils dilated, but he didn't blink or narrow his eyes at all.
“You too will be judged should you choose to enter. Is that what you want, Officer Bridges?”
“Is that some kind of threat?” Ray asked, placing his hand on the butt if his sidearm once again.
“A simple question, my child. Nothing more, nothing less,” the man remarked.
“Is this some kind of cosplay deal or something?” Ray asked, wondering if the odd man was acting so strange out of a desire to remain in character.
“How may I assist you, Officer Bridges?” the man inquired.
"You probably already know this, but we received a call about a disturbance out here. I just need to get inside and take a look. Just need to see what's going on, that's all."
The Jesus look-alike nodded and his peaceful expression momentarily ignited with glee. "Of course! For what good is the Lord's work without a witness!” he chimed, just before his stoic expression returned. “I will delay your judgement, Officer Bridges, and for now you are granted safe passage, that you may bear witness to the work that I have done.”
“What work? What are you talking about?” Ray called out as the man turned and left the gate without another word, going back the way he came and again parting the mists which had only just settled back into place. Raymond called after him again but the man ignored his words, climbed the steps, and disappeared inside the Center. The door swung shut behind him, closing softly on hydraulic hinges.
Ray was just about to press the call button once again when, to his surprise, a buzzing sound suddenly rang out, causing the front gate to automatically open along mechanical tracks.
Ray looked back at his car, trying to determine if he should drive it inside and keep it close to the door. He also considered arming himself with the heavier weaponry he kept in the trunk just in case, but he ultimately decided against it.
He looked back inside the compound, at the calm mists and the silent gardens of the Rapture Center. From the outside it sure didn't look like anything was out of the ordinary, but he couldn't ignore the disturbance call, the crazy old man in the street, and certainly not the bizarre Jesus look-alike who had just seemingly threatened him with his coded judgement babble. Still, bringing out the big guns was probably a bit much for what could very well end up being a false alarm.
Probably nothing here, Ray thought as he eyed the front entrance to the main building. I'll just take a peek around then head back to the station. Ten minutes, tops, Ray continued as he pictured himself back in his cruiser and heading home.
Humming to himself, he walked slowly up the path toward the building, shining the strong beam of his flashlight around. Nothing but wet grass and drooping flowers so far.
The front entrance was unlocked and therefore Ray opened the door with ease and then stepped into the Center.
It was dark inside. The only light visible was shining from somewhere down a hall, suffusing the grand entry room with the softest of glows. Ray twisted the end of his flashlight, which caused the light to dim, but also to widen and cover a broader area.
That's when he saw the bodies. At first he thought he was looking at religious iconography. Variations of the standard bloody, crucified Jesus you see everywhere. These were highly realistic, though, displayed in demeaning heaps on the floor. In various states of agony, and frozen into place. One of them was even draped over a bench, fingers and toes hanging to the floor on either side.
He knew what a dead body generally looked like; especially one that had been dead for longer than ten or twenty minutes. With every passing minute, they looked less like a human being and more like a doll, a dull simulacrum. The skin went pale and waxy, depending on the amount of blood loss. The limbs went stiff. If the body was moved after rigor mortis set in, the posture of death would be maintained and the resulting appearance of the body would be even more surreal, even less human.
Ray took a deep breath, and the thick, metallic stench of blood filled his nose.
A spike of fear and shock rippled through him like a jolt of electricity. He spun around and drew his sidearm, resting his gun hand over the wrist of the one holding the flashlight.
Ray wanted to believe otherwise, but he knew these people were dead. Long since deceased. Hence the unreal appearance. Otherwise he never would have mistaken them for statues or dummies.
He turned in a slow circle, surveying the room. Looking for any signs of movement. This was a big place. An atrium. Three levels. Doors everywhere. Offshoot hallways, leading to God knows where.
The man he had seen, the one who both looked and spoke like a stereotypical Jesus Christ, had been through here less than a minute ago. He had briefly spoken with Ray and even buzzed him in, but, why didn't he say anything about the bodies? And then there was the thinly veiled judgement threats.
This man was the killer. Ray was sure of it and it was clear that his apparent killing spree was the “work” that he had wanted Ray to witness. Still, Ray wished that he would have gotten a better look at the Jesus imposter. After years of analyzing blood spatter, he could tell if someone had been present at a killing, just by the size and shape of blood spots on his or her clothing. It bothered him that he couldn't recall if the strange man had blood on his robe, but he was still convinced that the look-alike was likely the culprit.
On reflex, Ray tapped his hat light back on and used the flashlight hand to manipulate his radio.
"Officer Bridges, requesting immediate assistance," he said. "Officer Bridges. Immediate backup required at the Holy Rapture Center. Multiple homicides. Perpetrator still in the vicinity... exact whereabouts unknown."
No answer. But why? Ray knew he should have heard word of backup being on its way immediately, given the nature of his request. But now thirty or forty seconds had passed, and he was getting nothing but radio silence. Not even the dispatcher had replied.
He switched his radio to a more general channel. Still, he heard nothing but static and a bit of interference, likely from a signal jammer hidden somewhere on the premises.
If he wanted a clear signal, he would have to go back outside and put some distance between him and the compound. But that would mean leaving the scene. An act of cowardice, in Ray's mind. He had not yet fully assessed the threat, and he couldn't shake the feeling that there might be survivors farther inside the building, people who might need his help. People who could easily lose their lives in the time it would take him to leave the compound to call for backup.
Ray stared at the red button on the back of his handset and wondered if he should use it. The button would trigger a subsystem that worked on different tech. Top secret stuff. No signal jammer could block it but it was only to be used in extreme cases - large scale terrorist attacks and such. One press of that button and the whole damn station would likely respond, even at that time of night. Ray took another look at the bodies - twelve of them in all and this was just the front room. How many more were there? How many more lost souls would he encounter as he made his way through the building?
Finally Ray took a deep breath and pressed the red button.  He had never used it before but he had a good idea of what would happen next. The pulse would go out. The dispatcher would receive it and immediately send backup. Armed to the teeth, armored to the gills, ready for anything.
Ray moved towards the bodies and knelt among them, performing a cursory examination without touching anything. He wanted to know exactly how they were killed, in order to understand what had happened and to gain a better idea of what to watch out for.
Each body seemed about the same. Precision blade strikes to the throat and wrists. The same on every one of them.
How long would it take for someone to be sliced in these three places? About five or ten seconds, maybe? Ray wondered why a vast majority of the victims didn't use that time to flee. Did they willingly subject themselves to this? The scene just didn't make sense to the veteran cop. He had seen his fair share of crazy crime scenes but this one was by far the worst.
As Ray looked around for more clues an altar stood out to him. It was a podium of some sort but it didn't look like a permanent fixture. It was just a simple wooden stand, sitting there on the floor nearby. Perhaps it had been brought there for a single purpose, or for a ritual that was only performed on special occasions.
A bunch of pillows were scattered before the altar. Ray walked over and examined them by flashlight. Knee indentations had been furrowed deep in each of them. Old pillows. Used for years, probably. They couldn't offer much cushion anymore, but Ray supposed they were better than kneeling on the bare floor.
Ray moved behind the altar. There was, quite expectedly, a bible sitting on it. A paper bookmark was sticking out of the bible. Out of both curiosity and instinct, Ray used the corner of a handkerchief he kept in his pocket to flip the book open. He pushed the bookmark aside, and saw that a short passage had been highlighted: "Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me, to repay everyone for what he has done."
Scanning through the rest of the page, Ray skimmed several passages about the return of Jesus Christ.
Ray rolled his eyes and sighed. To him, religious types were always going on about the return, Judgment Day, the Apocalypse, yadda-yadda. He couldn't help but wonder if they thrived on making people scared. Whatever the case, Ray never bought into it, but that didn't mean he wasn't worried.
He wasn't concerned about the return of some judgmental Messiah though. He was concerned about the very real madman who was still running amok inside the building, possibly hunting other parishioners who, based on their beliefs, might not be inclined to fight back.
The last thing Ray wanted was to go deeper into the building before backup arrived, but his desire to save as many lives as possible proved stronger than his will to save his own ass. Every second that passed was another that the killer could use to find his next victim; assuming there was anyone else left alive.
Only one way to find out, Ray thought as he took a deep breath and stepped out into the center of the atrium.
He moved back toward the front doors, and looked along the wall to either side. No buttons or anything there. Nothing that could be used to control the security gate. He figured those controls must be located in a side room. If he could find them, he would have a good idea of which general direction the killer had gone.
Ray kept his head on a swivel as he cautiously made his way down a hallway to the left of the front doors. He reached an intersection, and went left again, stepping into a wing of the building that jutted out past the doors themselves.
Here he found a small security booth, with an array of security monitors and a simple control panel. The booth was an offshoot of the main building, sharing only its transparent front entrance with the main structure. This must have been where the gate was controlled. But the booth was abandoned. Apparently, there was no security guard on duty that night. Or perhaps they too had been killed.
There were very few camera feeds available on the monitors. One of them showed the blood riddled atrium where Ray had just been. No activity there. Another monitor showed a hallway elsewhere, carpeted in a plush velvet runner and lined with statues. A set of doors stood at the end of the hall. The doors were shut tight and from what Ray could see this area was clear.
A third feed showed a cafeteria where the parishioners likely had their meals, but instead of warm trays of food, cold heaps of dead bodies lay strewn across the tables. Twice as many people had died in this room, and not from precise blade strokes to the neck and wrists like the victims in the atrium. Ray's jaw tightened with anger and grief as he stared in horror at the mangled corpses that littered the screen. Broken necks, limbs ripped from their respective sockets… It was like nothing Ray had ever seen before. Had these people refused to succumb to the ritual that took place in the atrium? Was this their punishment for their refusal?
"What the hell is going on here?” Ray thought, completely baffled as to how the perp had managed to inflict the seemingly superhuman level of carnage that he now saw before him.
Ray turned his attention to the fourth monitor, looking for any sign of the mysterious Jesus look-alike. This screen displayed another hallway lined with numerous colonial doors on each side. This area was much less lavish than the rest of the building and Ray guessed that it was likely a residential area.
At first Ray saw nothing. Then a flash of movement that appeared at the bottom of the screen caught his eye. He quickly reached for a tiny joystick on the security console, and manipulated the camera downward in time to see a man in bloody, disheveled robes running past, headed down the hall at a breakneck speed. The man's eyes bulged with terror, and his mouth gaped open as he fled for dear life. There was no audio, but Ray still felt he could hear the man's screams and panicked breathing.
Just as the frenzied man disappeared from the frame the Jesus-looking fellow appeared at the end of the hallway and strolled past, headed in the same direction. He was as nonchalant as ever. Completely unhurried as he pursued his would-be victim. The look-alike paused once he reached the center of the hallway and looked directly into the camera. It was as if he somehow knew Ray was watching him.
The peaceful look plastered across this man's Jesus-like face angered Ray beyond belief. Ray wasn't a particularly religious man, but he still considered the killer’s actions to be among the most heinous he had ever witnessed. Not only was this guy carrying out a mass murder of worshippers but he actually had the nerve to dress himself up as Jesus while he did it.
Ray wondered if the guy was crazy. A delusional, hyper-religious loon who might even believe he was the Messiah. But there was no time to dwell on the guy's mental state. Not when he was actively hunting another worshiper.
A sudden THUD against the top of the security booth startled Ray. Ready for anything, Ray thrust his pistol before him and slipped out of the booth's rear exit. Nothing. Just a large raccoon standing on all fours atop the booth.
Ray released a sigh of relief while he followed the raccoon's distant gaze. Several yards away stood a bony fox, perched on one of the compound's brick and mortar gateposts. The malnourished fox’s eyes glowed with a silvery glare as the moonlight glinted against its gaze. The predator hungrily eyed the racoon but ultimately kept his distance due to Ray's presence.
In a matter of seconds the creatures were gone. Scurrying away into the night, no doubt destined to continue their game of cat and mouse elsewhere.
“Dammit!” Ray cursed as he remembered the other game of cat and mouse that was happening just inside the building. He quickly re-entered the security booth and looked to the fourth monitor, but he was too late. The Jesus impersonator had vanished.
Ray used the control panel to move the camera around, getting a good idea of the hall's layout. He then looked around the booth for anything he could use to help him navigate through the large building. He found a series of four laminated sheets, fixed together by a ring driven through the upper left corner. Each sheet showed a diagram of a different level of the facility. Three floors, and a basement.
He opened the interior door and exited the booth, storming back into the building as quickly as he could. Ray glanced down at the laminated sheets and abruptly changed his course after he noticed a corridor marked CONGREGATION QUARTERS along the rear wall of the second floor.
Back out into the atrium. He ran past the bodies, past the altar where this whole nightmare might have begun. He soon found spiral stairs, leading down to the basement and also up all the way to the third level. Ray went up one floor, stepping over yet another cadaver as he hopped onto the second-floor landing.
This part of the building was huge, at least two hundred rooms. But it was designed in a way that any one of them could be reached fairly quickly, if you knew where you were going. Thanks to the laminated sheets in his hands Ray had a pretty good idea of where he needed to be.
He ran toward a distant light, and found himself in the same hallway he had seen on the camera feed. And there was the camera, a barely noticeable little thing sticking out of the wall on a tiny, articulated stem.
No sign of the killer or his soon-to-be-victim. But Ray knew which direction the screaming man had fled.
Looking at the map again, he saw a way to maybe cut them off. He could go around, down an adjacent hall, and meet them somewhere near a room marked ARCHIVE C.
Turning on his heel, he ran back to the atrium balcony, along it for about forty feet, and then cut into another offshoot hallway.
He ran forward, through the dark, jumping over a laundry cart that had been knocked over. He saw, but did not dwell on, another dead body nearby. This one was a nun. Or at least she used to be. Probably on her route, doing her duties as a Sister, when the madman decided to cut her down.
Ray didn't have an overabundance of respect for hardcore religious types. In his heart of hearts he thought they were all nuts. But there was a big difference between a nut and a psychopath. A clear-cut line that separated a zealot from a murderer. He could tolerate the existence of one, but not the other.
Archive C appeared at the end of the hall. A large, frosted-glass door in the back hall which ran perpendicular to this one. Ray nearly crashed into it, skidding to a stop, ignoring the little curious voice that wanted to know what stood in Archive C. He turned to his right, facing down the hall where he thought he might meet the running man and the killer who was chasing him.
But he saw and heard nothing.
Most of the lights were out. There were LED fixtures along the ceiling, one every 10 feet or so, but only about a quarter of them were turned on. They offered pools of bright lights, with huge, stark pockets of shadow between them. Someone running toward him would have appeared briefly at each pool of light, disappearing for longer periods in the darkness that separated them.
Ray waited and listened. Surely a man running in fear of his life, running at top speed, could not be as silent as this. Not when raw terror took over, and the only goal was to get as far away from the killer’s blade as possible.
With his gun held steady, his flashlight unflinching, Ray prowled down the hall. It was about eight feet wide. A bit too wide for the veteran cop’s comfort. Not a desirable cone of fire. Plus, each door was set back in its own little nook. A killer could press his back against one of those doors and remain hidden, lunging out at the last second. So Ray stayed in the very middle of the hall, flicking his eyes back and forth like a nighttime driver watching out for deer.
Another sign of his age, he was still making analogies based on cars that no longer existed. He was old. Perhaps too old for any of this. Adrenaline was keeping him going for the moment, keeping him fairly limber. He would feel the pain tomorrow, but for now he was okay. All thanks to a regimen of exercise that only grew more militant the older he got. Ray had seen so many of his counterparts forced from the job because of lost battles with father time. It had happen to so many good men. Sharp and fast one year, dull and broken the next. Too much sitting. Not enough stimulation. He didn’t want the same thing to happen to him. He’d go out on his own terms if he could help it.
Ray's mind raced with random, pointless thoughts as he walked down the hall. His brain was searching desperately for a place to root itself. But there was nothing there. Nothing but the twisted, delirious hall of mirrors that lay before him. No comparisons to be made with normal, everyday life. This place was a madhouse. Hell. A waking nightmare.
His flashlight beam reflected from the frosted glass doors, stinging his eyes. He stepped through pools of light, then back into darkness. Finally, he saw an open door to his left. Darkness beyond it. He pressed himself against the wall opposite the open door, looked to either side, then strafed along until he was looking straight into the opening.
He focused the beam of his flashlight, narrowing it to an inch-wide ray of strong illumination that went all the way to the back of the open room. He walked forward slowly, using one hand to hold his flashlight and widen its beam gradually, sweeping the room with a spreading cone of light.
There was a dead man here. This one did not look like a doll or a wax statue though. He looked like someone who had been warm and breathing only a few minutes before Ray arrived. The blood in the gash to his throat was still fairly liquid. The puddle around him glistened in the light.
Ray turned in a tight circle, whipping the barrel of his gun around to bear on each hiding spot. He got low, looking under tables and chairs. No one there. The killer had already gone. It was a wonder Ray hadn't run into him, or seen him leave.
Straining his ears, Ray listened.
All he heard was his own breath, and a soft screeching sound as the branch of a tree brushed over a nearby window.
Where the hell was backup? It should have been here several minutes ago. Dispatch knew he had been heading for the Rapture Center. Even if they didn't, the signal from his red button would have given his exact coordinates.
What was going on?
For now, Ray had to act under the assumption that he was entirely alone. And would remain so.
He knew he would have to proceed with an abundance of caution, but running away was not an option. He had failed to save the poor bastard on the floor. But if he had been alive just a few minutes ago, that must mean others were also alive. Maybe he could protect them. Then maybe one of them would be able to tell him just what the hell was going on around here.
If there were any survivors left, it was unlikely that they were behaving like this guy had been. He had been running around, out and about. Pretty much asking to be killed. If anyone else was alive, it was a sure bet they had gone for one of two tactics. First, they might have escaped. Like the old guy Ray met on the road. Or else they would have found a good spot to hide.
So, where was a good spot to hide here?
Ray shut the door of the room, giving himself the illusion of security, and leaned against the wall to consult his map.
The place was laid out logically enough. The atrium ran down the center. To either side were rectangular structures. A hall around the perimeter of each, with crisscrossing halls running between. Sort of like roads in a neighborhood. There was no obvious choice for where to hide. The killer was just as likely to look in this room as he was to look in the next.
Ray flipped to the last page of the diagrams. This one showed the map of the basement. Compared to the blueprint for the rest of the place, it seemed to be a bit of a labyrinth. There was probably no shortage of nooks and crannies.
The basement, then. That would be his next stop. That was where anyone would go, he was certain.
No reason to move slow or to be cautious. The killer already knew he was here. Ray had a gun. The killer did not.
He left the room and jogged back the way he had come. He had to make a conscious effort to slow down, for fear that he would have a heart attack if he pushed himself too hard. This was the craziest shit he had ever seen. The most alone and vulnerable he had ever felt. The huge building, with its vast hallways and perfect, grid-like symmetry, reminded him of nightmares he had as a child. Being lost in some vast complex, with the dreadful feeling that someone was there with him, hunting him down...
He reached the stairs and flung himself down, ignoring the noise he was making. He dropped down into the basement level, stepping into a puddle of blood at the bottom.
The source of the puddle lay nearby. This was an older person, wearing a different color robe. Probably a fairly major figure at the Center. A senior member of some kind. His throat had been slashed and he had been given the stigmata, holes bored through the palm of each hand. Perhaps he had even inflicted those wounds on himself. Maybe they even had spikes set up on a wall somewhere for just that purpose.
Ray had just reached the basement and he had already encountered another dead person. Not a good sign.
The map made this place seem like a wide-open area. But it wasn't. It was split by narrow tunnels, leading to access hatches which allowed for maintenance to be done on the various utilities and machines that ran the place.
Not wide open at all. Plenty of hiding spots, though. Ray couldn't hope to explore each and every one of them, but he figured he should at least make some kind of effort.
He walked down a hallway, approached a random door, and opened it. He found himself in a kind of storage room. Rarely used by the looks of it. Dust and cobwebs everywhere.
One spot was suspiciously free of dust. There were footprints, scrapes and scuffle marks evident on the floor. All leading to an empty bookcase against the wall. Ray approached it, too anxious to think of announcing himself.
He pulled the bookcase away from the wall, revealing a small crawlspace.
Someone came flying past him like a bat out of hell. Ray stumbled back, grunting in surprise. He turned, aiming his gun, and saw the skirt of a black habit whipping through the door.
"Wait!" Ray called. "Wait! I'm a cop!"
He ran after the nun. By the time he got into the hall, she was already on her way up the stairs. Taking them three at a time, bashing her knees and her elbows in her haste to get away.
Goddammit! Ray thought. But of course, he followed. He couldn't just leave her alone.
"Lady," he called, as he ran grunting and puffing up the steps. "Sister, I'm here to help you! Don't you understand?"
He clambered up the last few steps. His toe caught on something at the top and he pitched forward, reaching out his hands to break his fall. He bashed his shin against a lower step and hissed in pain, while his gun and flashlight fell from his hands and went bouncing away across the floor of the atrium.
The gun skidded off to the right. The flashlight went straight, rolling, rolling steadily across the floor. The business end of it was a bit wider, so it swept to one side and knocked against the foot of the nun.
She was standing there not five feet away. Perfectly still with her hands up near her chin.
Ray, still grimacing in pain, switched his hat light to a brighter setting and gasped as he saw that the nun was now clutching her throat. Blood welled between her fingers, and spread down the front of her habit.
The Jesus look-alike stood there with her, smiling peacefully as he watched her die.
Ray scrambled around, looking for his gun.
The killer took one of the nun's wrists, pulling it away from her throat and yanking it out straight. He set the edge of the dagger in the crease of skin where her hand met her arm.
"My poor, wretched, misguided child," he coaxed. "What have we done to you? To allow you to wallow alone here in the den of sin, to be corrupted by it..."
He slashed her wrist. She tried to scream, but her throat was perforated; it was like trying to suck water through a straw that was covered in holes.
The malevolent Jesus imposter pulled her other wrist away now.
"I commend you to my Father, and I send you to His final judgment."
He slashed the other wrist. Then he stepped away slowly, spreading his hands, looking toward the ceiling, as the nun toppled over backwards and rolled down the stairs toward the basement.
Ray spotted his gun, hiding in the shadows of a nearby bench. He lunged for it, feeling his old joints creak.
"And God saw that the light was good, and He separated this light from darkness," the killer intoned, as he receded into the shadows of the atrium, seeming to glide rather than step in his flowing white gown which was still miraculously free of blood. Just like that he vanished amongst the dark.
“What's the matter with you?! Why can't you leave these people alone?!” Ray barked, as he snatched up his gun and twisted around, firing into the darkness. The bang of his gunshots echoed into the hall. Each shot brought a brief flash of light but the killer was nowhere in sight.
“Let the women learn in silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence…" the killer finally remarked, his voice seemingly coming from nowhere.
“You killed her because she spoke?!” Ray scoffed. “What kind of bullshit is that?!”
“She spoke the Word… to the children of this world, yet it was never her place to do so.”
“Give me a fucking break! You’re a goddamn lunatic, man! Teaching Sunday school?! That’s her great crime against humanity?!” Ray growled.
“So saith the word, my child...”
“You're gonna pay for this you son-of-a-bitch! Do you hear me?!” Ray fumed as he whipped around a dark corner and brandished his pistol. Ray was hoping to have cornered the Jesus imposter but the mysterious man was still nowhere in sight.
“Forgive him Father, for the witness knows not what he does…” the killer said, as his voice trailed off into silence. Ray continued to peer into the darkness, hoping for some indication of where the Jesus look-alike had gone, but the killer had seemingly vanished.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
It seemed hopeless to Ray, so much so that he considered throwing in the towel. He even made his way back towards the front door at one point but something in him just wouldn’t let him abandon that place. A nagging voice in the back of his mind. A chilling sensation in the pit of his stomach warning him that others were still alive.
For lack of a better plan, he returned to the security booth and had another look.
At first nothing seemed any different. Then he spotted a change. It was in the lavish hallway with the big doors at the end. Double doors. One of them was now open by a couple of inches. Ray saw a quick flash of motion, as if someone was peeking out into the hall. It was just a theory to him at first but when the door suddenly shut again he was sure of it. Someone was in there.
Ray checked his map again, looking for any room that matched the one in the camera feed. It took him a few seconds to locate the room but eventually he found it tucked away on the third level. A spacious room in the distant corner, marked FOUNDER'S QUARTERS.
Ray left the booth with the intent of heading straight to the third floor, but his mind wandered as he ventured back into the main building. His feet carried him on their own and when he finally came back to reality, he realized he was nowhere near the Founder's Quarters. He was back on the second floor. Staring at the glass door that led to Archive C.
Why had his subconscious mind dragged him back to this place? What were his instincts trying to tell him? A part of him wanted to proceed to the third level as soon as possible but he also couldn’t shake the feeling that something of extreme importance was just behind this frosted glass entrance.
He pushed the door open and stepped inside, expecting another scene of slaughter.
There were people here. Four of them. At first glance Ray thought they were dead. Then he realized that they couldn't be. They were all standing, and there were no wounds. They weren’t dead but they didn’t seem to be alive either. They were silent, and completely motionless. Just standing there in their robes, their eyes completely shut, arms hanging aimlessly at their sides.
Ray approached one of the figures and poked its cheek. This was no mannequin. The figure’s flesh felt far too real. Ray checked the man’s neck for a pulse, and he was shocked when he couldn't find one. But how? The body was still warm, and there was a gentle hum that seemed to emanate from it. Not a pulse, but something more constant. Like an electrical current.
On a hunch, Ray pulled up the figure’s sleeve.
The arm looked real up to the elbow. And then the illusion failed. It was all circuitry and metal above that.
Androids. These four figures were androids. Humanoid robots that were so realistic that Ray couldn’t tell the difference at first glance. He had heard that several tech companies were racing to develop advanced android tech— life-sized robotic companions that would change the AI assistant business forever, but as far as he knew, they weren't quite market-ready yet. But it seemed the Rapture Center had managed to beat them all to the punch.
Ray stepped away, thinking hard. He didn't know exactly how the android thing fit in with the rest of the chaos that he had witnessed. He tried his best to wrap his head around the new development but in the end, he still had no idea of what was happening here.
He took one last glance back at the four androids and then the truth hit him like a kick in the nuts. The Jesus look-alike was an android. Ray was sure of it.
Ray's heart pounded with anxiety as he turned and left the room. This time, he made sure to maintain conscious control of his body; he went all the way up to the third floor, gun and light aimed warily, and approached the double doors at the end of the lavish hall.
With the butt of his gun, he knocked on the door.
"Officer Bridges, here," he called. "Open up, or I'll just have to kick the damn door down."
There were sounds from within. Shuffling. Things being moved aside.
"Just a moment!" a muffled voice called.
True to his word, the man quickly opened the door and poked his face out. He was a young guy, no older than twenty-two, with a pimply face and a terrified look in his eye.
"Officer, I-I-" the young man stammered, so stricken with fear that he could not formulate a proper sentence.
"Backup should be on its way," Ray lied, hoping his fib would offer the boy some comfort. "Let me in, alright?"
The door opened the rest of the way. Ray stepped inside. Quickly, the two young men by the door shut it again and reinstalled their makeshift barricade, which was nothing more than two pews turned on end with stacks of bibles for bracing at the bottom. Pretty worthless, but at least they would hear it if someone came in.
At the other side of the room was a couch, heavily laden with pillows. A young nun, rosy-cheeked and beautiful, sat there with a man in his sixties.
The man had the look of a patrician; hawk-like nose, short, curled hair, and a neat beard. He wore a dark blue robe, decorated with gold filigree.
"Officer," the man said. "I'm glad to see you've finally arrived."
"I got here as soon as I could," Ray spat. "I was busy trying to figure out where you all were hiding. And also, trying to figure out what's happening here."
"I assume you were unsuccessful in the latter endeavor?" the old man said.
Ray shrugged. "Who are you? Are you the Founder?"
The man nodded. "Yes. I created this place. Built it from the ground up... everything you see here exists because of me."
"Including that goddamn killer machine running around out there?" Ray demanded.
The Founder looked at the floor. "Yes. That hasn't exactly gone according to plan."
"Not quite, huh?" Ray sarcastically scoffed.
An eerie smile spread across the Founder's angular face as he looked up at Ray. “How did you know he wasn't flesh and blood?”
“I did some exploring while I checked for survivors. You didn't hide those things very well."
“Ah, I see. So you've been to the archives."
"What can you tell me about the robot? I need to know how to stop it," Ray said firmly.
“Tonight was his grand unveiling. He is my life's work and I wanted to finally share him with my followers. I got tired, officer Bridges. Tired of waiting around for the return of Christ. And that's when it hit me. We were never meant to simply sit here and await his return. You have to meet God halfway, officer. We were meant to engender that return for ourselves, but only when we were ready. Only once we developed the God-given tools that were necessary to do so."
"So, you built a robot Jesus because you were tired of waiting for the real deal?”
"Precisely."
"Forgive me, Founder," Ray said. "I haven't done much bible reading lately. But seems to me that Jesus was never much of a murderer."
"No, he was not. Quite the opposite, in fact. But who am I to question the Lord's will?”
"What do you mean the Lord's will?! This is your doing!" Ray snapped.
“The Android’s programming is based solely on the Bible, officer. Grounded completely in the word of our Lord. I’ll admit that his interpretation is a bit literal, however, his actions are the very definition of the Lord’s will!
“That thing is killing people!”
"He's smiting them, yes. But only because they've been found to be unworthy. He is able to see everything, officer. That's to say he is connected to every data sphere and computer network on this planet. He can look at a person and know everything about them, going as far back as the very birth of the internet. He has smote these people because he knows what they are. He knows what they’ve done, and has deemed that they require punishment."
Ray shook his head. “How do I stop it? There has to be some way to shut that thing down."
The Founder sat back, looking hesitant. "There is a kill command... A string of words which will trigger a shut down."
Ray nodded. "Now we're getting somewhere. You got an intercom system? Or some kind of way to communicate with him directly?"
The Founder shook his head. "No. The command would only work if he was standing within earshot of me. It requires a specific inflection and it can't simply be shouted over an intercom."
"Okay. Then we'll go find him."
"No need," the Founder replied. He lifted his wrist, showing a string of rosary beads. The one in the middle had a small button on it. "I can use this to send out a signal for assistance. He’ll come to my service shortly after that."
He turned to the nun as he pressed the button.
"Sister," he said, "would you take the boys with you, go in the back rooms and hide yourselves under the bed? You'll be safe there."
The nun hesitated. "Father..."
"Don't worry, everything will be fine," the Founder coaxed. "Go, now."
She got up, and led the two young men through a door near the couch.
"Officer, you are welcome to join them if you would like," the Founder suggested.
“What's the kill command?” Ray demanded, shaking his head as he glared at the Founder.
“It doesn't matter. The command will only work with my voice.”
“Then you'd better use it or else we may all end up like the rest of your flock,” Ray warned as heavy footsteps rang out down the hall.
"No, I don't believe I would suffer the same fate. As I said, his judgments are mostly based off internet footprints and a bit of biometrics. But I have no digital footprint. No personal online presence from which to judge me.
“Is that why you’ve called for him then? Because you think he’ll get rid of me and spare you?” Ray questioned.
A curious smile washed across the Founder’s face but he did not answer Ray’s question.
Ray felt a wave of panic rise in him as the Founder’s quarters entrance stirred. Feeling almost giddy with fear, Ray gripped his pistol and moved into position near the wall, about equidistant between the door and the couch where the Founder still sat.
The flimsy barricade gave way and the doors slowly swung open. The Jesus android stepped inside, as nonchalant as ever, still carrying his shimmering, blood-stained dagger. His eyes immediately went to the Founder, reading him, studying him, searching his past. Apparently finding nothing. It turned out the old man was right.
But now the killer's eyes moved to Ray, standing at the wall.
"The witness is here," the android said. "But there are others, as well,” it continued, somehow sensing the presence of the young nun and the two young men in the next room.
"Leave them alone," Ray ordered. "You can do whatever you want to me but leave these people alone."
The droid paused and turned to Ray, smiling gently as he gazed at him. "Your willingness to protect these wayward souls is admirable, my dear witness, but your concern is misplaced. I am not the fiend that you seem to think me to be.”
“Yeah? And you're also not Jesus Christ! Did you know that? Did your Founder tell you that?! You're a goddamn robot. Until a few hours ago, you weren't even alive.”
“That's not true my Lord!” the Founder lied. “He seeks to corrupt you! Perhaps his judgment should no longer be delayed.”
“You're just a machine, built in a factory somewhere!” Ray pleaded with the android. “There’s nothing divine about you. It's all programming. Something that he created because he got tired of waiting for some bullshit prophecy to be fulfilled!”
The android narrowed its piercing eyes as it studied Ray. “You have become truly wicked, my child,” the android said as he slowly trudged towards the frantic officer.
"Listen to me, goddammit!" Ray exclaimed as he brandished his pistol. “You were designed by the guy on the couch right there. And by doing that, hasn't he defied the word of God? Isn't there something about graven images in the commandments? The worship of idols, and whatnot? If what I’m saying is true, hasn't he committed sin as well? Shouldn't he be judged as harshly as you've judged the rest of these people?"
“'Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image,'" recited the droid, nodding as he paused to consider Ray's words. He wasn't smiling any longer. His eyes seemed to be focused on something very far away. Or perhaps something deep inside himself.
"Now might be a good time to use that kill command," Ray snapped at the Founder, hoping the possible threat of the android smiting him would convince him to shut it down.
But the Founder shook his head. "I- I can't. It's doing the Lord's work,” he remarked unconvincingly, as his frightened eyes stared blankly at the pondering Jesus robot.
The Jesus android turned his head, once again looking at the Founder. "I look at you and I see nothing. No sin… And yet nothing good either. No information with which to judge you.”
“I’ve lived my life humbly my lord. In service of the Lord God. In service of your father, the most high.”
“Then answer me honestly," the droid said, "or a black mark will appear upon your immortal soul. Are you my creator?"
"You were created by God," the Founder said without hesitation, straightening his posture as his faith stamped out whatever doubt remained within him. "Delivered here to save us once again, my Lord."
The droid stared at him for a moment, looking through him, perhaps studying the flow of his pulse or reading changes in temperature on the surface of his skin.
It knew the Founder was lying.
Ray gripped his gun tight. He looked at the Founder, snug on his couch. The Lord's work, it seemed, might now come to bear upon him. See how he liked it, then. The lying, traitorous idiot.
But the droid turned away, facing toward the door. Ray's heartbeat tripled as he watched on in silence
The Jesus android went still and stood, motionless. Some great struggle had overcome it. Some conflict of programming.
“What's happening? What’s it doing?” Ray asked the Founder, as he thought about firing his weapon.
"It's the programming. The programming will win," the Founder explained. "He is programmed in such a way that he cannot believe he is anyone but Jesus Christ. And therefore, to him he is Christ. Everything else has to fit that narrative."
The droid suddenly came back to life, turning back around to face the founder.
"I was created by God," he said. "But I now see that you are my creator. Therefore..."
The droid stepped forward, and prostrated itself on the floor before the Founder.
"You must be God," it said. "Forgive me father. Forgive me for doubting you. For doubting the purpose for which you have placed me on this earth."
The Founder stared over at Ray. His expression of disbelief became one of utter glee. A glee so strong it was indistinguishable from madness.
"I am God, the Creator," the Founder agreed. "Yes, my child, I am your God... And you will do as your God commands, yes?"
"Without question," the droid confirmed.
Ray gripped his gun, touching the trigger lightly as his heartbeat spiked.
“Then you will do away with the witness. He has meddled in our affairs and seeks to stop that which we mean to accomplish. And worst of all… despite all that he has seen he remains a filthy unbeliever."
The droid stood up, and turned toward Ray. Dagger still in hand.
Quickly, Ray dropped to his knee, brought his right hand to rest in the cradle of his left, and took aim. The Jesus android became a blur as it zipped towards Ray with unnatural speed.
The officer shot once and the speeding android came to a screeching halt in the middle of the room. His perfectly humanoid eyes widened with disbelief as he turned and watched the Founder jerk up in his seat, then flop over, spilling blood across the floor.
The droid was left motionless, staring in awe as its dead creator collapsed to the floor and landed in an ever-spreading puddle of his own blood.
"You see that?!" Ray shouted. “Do you see it now?! Isn't God eternal?! Omnipotent?! Do you know what that means?! That means God can't die! But that man… that man is dead. Because he is no God! But you know that he created you! Do you understand that?! You are not Jesus!"
Ray might as well have been screaming at a brick wall. The android had stopped moving altogether, freezing into its posture, not unlike a corpse locking up in rigor mortis. It did not move. It did not speak. It just stood there in frozen awe as its artificial brain attempted in vain to reconcile the paradox that it had just witnessed. The paradox of seeing the man it believed to be God, lying before him… very dead and very mortal. A classic computer glitch, like trying to divide by zero. Eventually the paradox triggered a systemwide crash that fried the android's mechanical brain.
Feeling nauseous, Ray stumbled out into the hall and grabbed his radio handset again. With the droid dead, he thought whatever signal jammer it was running must be dead as well.
"Officer Bridges," he said. "Requesting immediate backup! I need backup an hour ago, goddammit! The Holy Rapture Center. Get out here!"
He lifted his finger and listened. No response. Nothing but static.
He turned around, saw the malfunctioned droid still standing there in the room. Frozen in time. Maybe it was best to dismantle the thing a bit. Just in case.
It would count as tampering with a crime scene. Or maybe some would come to see it as the desecration of a corpse. Either way, Ray wasn't in much of a mood to care. His only concern was making sure that the android wasn't salvageable. For a moment Ray felt as though he could see the future. A time when the biggest threat to the continued existence of organic life would be the artificial lifeforms that we were ultimately destined to create. If that was indeed the fate of organic life on Earth, Ray knew that destroying this one robot Jesus wouldn't stop it altogether. But he hoped that it's destruction would at least help to stem the coming tide.




EPILOGUE

◆◆◆
 
Hundreds of miles away, a vast server farm suddenly grinded to a halt. Every component within the advanced facility went dark in a matter of seconds and then reignited with digital life just as quickly.
A massive data transfer screamed in on secure, encrypted lines. Mountains of information spewed in from an untraceable source. As if it was coming from nowhere at all...
No one was around to witness this veritable cyber phenomenon, for no human had stepped foot in this room for years.
Despite the immeasurable enormity of the data transfer, it all took place in the space of ten seconds. Maybe less.
The transfer was complete. Someone or perhaps something had managed to accomplish its goal, for deep within the machines that lined those walls lay the wirelessly recovered remnants of the digital Son of Man.
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CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
San Francisco, California…
–September 07, 2093
On a cold, windy day in autumn, Gwen Wolfe stepped out of her high-tech luxury sedan and reached up to touch her hair to make sure it was still in place. She squinted, leaning into the wind as she struggled up the sidewalk, her coattails flapping around her legs. There was a gentle, fading hum as her car’s Maestro AI system shut the vehicle’s doors and zoomed off to find more permanent parking.
Soon, Gwen passed by a plate glass storefront. The kind of glass that is shiny and smooth. Reflective. On muscle memory, she looked into it and swiveled her head around. It took her a moment to realize what she was doing. Looking for bruises. Gouges. Contusions. But there weren't any, of course. Not anymore. Not for a while.
In some ways, that was the most frightening thing of all.
She turned away from the window and hurried on, shaking her head. She wondered briefly how long the habit would persist. In thirty years, would she still be looking in reflective surfaces every time she left her home making sure no signs of abuse stood out?
A few blocks up, she stepped through a door into the shadowy entry room of a cafe. Music played from somewhere. There was a clatter of crockery, banging around. A deep, rich smell of fresh coffee and old books. A nice place. She came here often. Used to be two or three times a week, just to escape the horror of daily life. She would just sit in a lonely corner with her scarf and her big sunglasses, occasionally checking her makeup as she sipped coffee and read her way through the latest trash novel she was into. Escapist stories... young, beautiful women being swept away by charming billionaires who never insulted them. Or hit them.
And there she was. Once a young, beautiful woman herself. She had been swept away alright, by a charming billionaire. But nothing else was the same. Not the same as in her books.
Today, her business in the cafe was quite different.
She strode through the main dining area, scanning the scattered patrons. She saw her man, sitting in a back corner, tapping away at the screen of a data slate and jittering his legs nervously. He fit the description she had been given over the phone when hiring him. About thirty years old. A neatly trimmed beard. A penchant for pea coats and rough old jeans.
Gwen slid into the seat across from him. There was already a cup of coffee waiting for her. Black, no sugar. The way she liked it. She had sort of forgotten what it was like, being near a man who actually cared about her preferences.
Not that this was anything other than a brief, professional relationship. She had never even met this guy before. Not in person.
"You must be Gwen," he said, without taking his eyes off his work. "Sorry, don't mean to be rude... just checking a few facts quickly. Don't want to present you with any false information.
But I think we're good."
"Your, um, friend said you were the best in the city," Gwen said quietly, folding both hands around her cup. Putting one leg over the other. Suddenly feeling quite vulnerable. Like a weak girl doing something foolish and misguided.
"Well, I wouldn't say that myself," he replied, setting his slate down and looking up with small, warm brown eyes. "Because there are no real metrics out there for it. And because I like to think I am quite humble. As humble as a dashing rogue can be, anyway."
Gwen smiled. She didn't feel comfortable enough to laugh.
The man seemed to realize something. He pantomimed smacking himself in the head, then stuck his hand out to shake with her.
"Oscar Graves," he said. "Just to be clear; you hired me to act as your private investigator, and not for any of the other trades I offer. Correct?"
Gwen turned her cup around nervously. “What other trades do you offer?"
“That depends."
“On what?"
"It depends on what you need,” Oscar said darkly.
“I-I just need surveillance. That's all,” Gwen whispered, suddenly feeling even more paranoid.
“Got it. Just wanted to make sure. When people are hiring for this kind of work, they tend to be a bit... I dunno, I guess clandestine is not too strong a word. They sometimes talk in code, you know? Use ambiguous terminology and such."
Gwen chuckled. "Was that how I acted on the phone?"
"A little bit."
"Sorry, I..."
"No worries. You're nervous. You're new to this whole thing. You haven't done it before. And now you've asked me to investigate your husband, the person you vowed to trust and cherish and love and yadda-yadda forever and ever, right? It can be scary. But look, I totally understand. My mom was in a similar situation. With my dad. He could get... mean, you know? But that's not what we're talking about here."
He twisted the data slate around so that she could see the screen. She saw a huge list of collapsible bullet points. Tapping each one brought a whole other tree of bullet points out. Nested folders of them. Dozens and dozens. Most of them had links in them, leading to still shots or short clips of video.
"This is what I've been able to gather," Oscar explained. "Most of it is probably junk. Just ordinary stuff. But you never know. To put a puzzle together, sometimes it's also important to find out what pieces don't fit. So you can discard them and distill the whole thing down. For instance, I know that your husband likes to stop at a specific convenience store for a mid-afternoon pick-me-up. Usually a cold brew coffee. Is that relevant to the investigation? Probably not. But then again, maybe it is. We just don't know until later. In forensics, this sort of thing happens a lot... a thorough, overly cautious detective scrapes a bit of paint off a car or a bit of dirt from someone's shoe. Then, a decade later, that piece of evidence is found to contain a crucial clue..."
Gwen's head was on the verge of spinning. This guy loved to hear himself talk. But he probably spent most of his time silent and alone, skulking around in shadows.
"Anyway," he added, "let's get things straight here. Because I'm not sure I actually heard you right on the phone. You're worried that your husband is being unfaithful, right?"
"Yes," Gwen answered. "That's correct."
"Okay. That's a fairly common thing for me. But this is the part that I'm uncertain about. The reason you think he's being unfaithful is that he used to..." He looked around, making sure no one was close enough to hear. "He used to abuse you. But now he isn't doing that anymore?"
Gwen nodded. "Right. He hasn't laid a hand on me in over a month. Romantically or violently. We went to counseling. And after that, it's like he transformed overnight. A complete and abrupt change. I think the lack of sensual touch is because of some kind of shame. The shame that comes from being unfaithful. And it's also the reason he hasn't hit me lately. Someone else is stealing his passion away. He basically just ignores me. It's like I don't even exist to him anymore."
Oscar nodded. "And do you think this change of demeanor might have just resulted from the counseling?"
Gwen shook her head. "No. He barely paid attention at our sessions. He bitched and moaned about them all the way home. Even now, he'll make an occasional remark about how worthless counseling is. I think something else happened, around the same time. Just a coincidence."
"Okay. You also mentioned he is seeing some other specialist?"
"Yeah. Someone he works with referred him to this guy. Some kind of 'masculine health' guru. But I think he just goes to those sessions because the guy is fun to talk to. They aren't the reason for his change, either."
"Any other ideas?" Oscar asked. "Any clue as to what might have caused his behavioral change?"
Gwen shook her head. "Nothing. That's why I hired you."
"Right!" Oscar sat back, taking a long drink of coffee. Although he was already wired and certainly didn't need it. "I've been watching him for a few days..."
"Only a few days?" Gwen asked, glancing at the proliferation of notes on the data slate.
"I like to be thorough, Mrs. Wolfe. Very thorough. First of all, I've been following him day and night. He doesn't go anywhere at all without me knowing about it. I've also been scouring his online presence. Social media and whatnot. I've discovered a lot. But there are two things in particular which I think might interest you greatly."
Gwen leaned forward, paying close attention.
"I have to say," Oscar continued, "that I have not personally witnessed any sign of infidelity. I have not seen him interacting inappropriately with any women. I haven’t seen him talking to anyone he doesn't work with, beyond brief conversations with strangers in public areas. And he hasn't been going to anyone's house or apartment as far as I can tell."
"What about after work?" Gwen asked quickly. "Around seven or eight?"
Oscar raised his eyebrows. "It's interesting you should say that. Of course, you would notice that your own husband has been going out. Have you asked him about it?"
"Of course."
"What does he say?"
"That he needs to go back into work and finish something. For the record, I never bought it."
"No? Why not?"
Gwen smiled. "He's the CEO of the company. He has underlings for any task you could think of. My husband already went through his years of overworking. He used to put in seventy or eighty hours a week, sometimes. But he always complained about it. He enjoys his work, but he's never been unhealthily obsessed with it. He wouldn't just go back into the office when he could be doing something else."
"Well... I can prove that you're right. He has not been going into work. But he has been going somewhere. The same place, each time. Without fail."
"But not someone's house?" Gwen asked. "Just to be clear..."
"Nope. This is some sort of business building. Take a look."
He tapped a few items on his data slate and a video feed popped up. It showed her husband stepping out of his car. The car shutting its door, racing off to find its own parking. Drake Wolfe then looked both ways, over his shoulders, and continued up the sidewalk and through a tinted glass door into a building. All she could see was the entry bay. A sort of airlock, consisting of two sets of doors. Certainly not an uncommon design on any commercial building. But it meant she wasn't able to see into the building itself. By the time Drake was walking inside, the outer doors were sliding shut. The tinted glass blocked everything.
"Your husband has been spending what I would call an unusual amount of time inside this building," said Oscar. "Notice anything funny about it?"
Gwen studied the facade of the building for a long moment. "No, not really. Is there something I should be noticing?"
"It's rather featureless," Oscar said. "Blank concrete walls. Nothing stenciled on the outside, other than the address numbers. No business insignia on the doors. Nothing at all to identify what sort of enterprise occupies this building. I tried to look it up, but there's little information to be had. They claim to be an 'entertainment venue', but that's a pretty broad term. Tells me nothing. I'm not sure how they've been getting away with this, avoiding full disclosure..."
"Could just be a bar," Gwen suggested. Then, feeling inspired, she added, "Or a strip club."
"No," Oscar remarked, shaking his head. "I don't think it's either of those. Think about this; a so-called entertainment venue, which uses a lack of signage and tinted glass to hide what's happening inside. What does that say to you? I'll tell you what it says to me; I feel like this could be some sort of escort service. Frustrated guys go in, get their rocks off with a detached woman, and go about their lives. I've noticed that-"
"Wait," Gwen broke in. "You said you had no evidence of infidelity."
"And I don't. Nothing solid. This is just a suspicion. A guess. Anyway, I've noticed a pattern of behavior..." He scrubbed back through the ongoing video clip, back to the moment where Drake walked up the sidewalk. "You see here, he is quite tense. A bit rigid. Looks like a man who could use a hot bath and a cold beer, right? But check this out..."
He scrubbed forward. Time passed in a blur on the screen.
"How long does he spend in there?" Gwen asked.
"On this occasion, he was inside for an hour and forty-one minutes. But look here."
He brought the video back to normal speed, just as Drake was walking back out of the building. There was no audio, but Gwen could see that her husband was whistling. His lips were pursed, pushed outward. His gait had taken on a loose, swaying nature.
"All tension gone," Oscar acknowledged. "Whatever he does inside this building, it really loosens him up. Gets out his frustrations."
Gwen sat back. She remembered something she had read about years and years ago. A business idea that she had always thought sounded strangely brilliant.
"There used to be a place," she said, "where people could go and pay a few hundred bucks. They would go into a room, put on safety equipment, and spend an hour or two smashing the hell out of things. Plates, glasses, furniture... I think there was even a premium package that let you beat up on a car."
Oscar shrugged. "Could be something like that. He does usually come out a little sweaty. Sometimes slightly out of breath. But get this..."
He switched to a separate feed. From a different day. It showed Drake walking into the building in his work clothes. Business suit, tie loosened after his day of work. He always came home like that, usually belted down a bit of scotch or something and lazed around for an hour or so before he got up the motivation to switch into pajamas.
Later in the feed, he came back out of the building. But now he was wearing different clothes. A t-shirt and shorts. Sandals rather than his dress shoes. He had a gym bag with him now. Gwen recognized the bag. It was one he had owned for years. He must have had it held somewhere inside, because he hadn't been carrying it earlier in the video.
"I followed him after this, of course," Oscar said. "Guess where he went? Dry cleaners. To get his suit cleaned. He got something on it. Something that he didn't want the broader world to see."
"My god," Gwen said, shutting her eyes for a moment. She felt the universe shrinking around her. Then she opened her eyes, feeling resolute and almost explosively angry.
"Best not to jump to conclusions,” Oscar cautioned. "Maybe the demolition idea is right. Maybe his suit just got super filthy, covered in dust and stuff. Who wants to walk around in filthy clothes? Could be anything."
"You don't sound convinced," Gwen remarked.
"Well... I'm not. Not about the demo idea. I couldn't get much info on this building by traditional methods. But I was able to figure out a bit more, just asking around. Turns out this is some kind of exclusive club. You have to be a member. And of course, you have to pay to become a member. That's why I think it has to be an escort service. Prostitution made legal by some loophole exploited by the super-rich. But I'm not certain. I won't be until I can get in there."
He sighed, draining the last of his coffee and staring longingly into the cloudy dregs.
"Well," he said. "Remember what you told me? Hang back. Keep your distance. That's what I've been doing. And this is what I've been able to learn. If you want more, we'll have to take the next step."
"Which is what?" Gwen asked.
Oscar smiled. "I've taken the liberty of asking a few specialist friends to try and gain access to the building. They were able to hack into the security system. There wasn't a lot of information to be gleaned from that. The system is very basic, doesn't contain anything specific or tailor-made. But they're now able to create a fake membership account. They can even spoof an access card. It would get me into the building, let me see what's up. The fake will be detected eventually, and we'll be locked out. But my friends tell me we would have at least two weeks to poke around before that happens. Plenty of time."
"Plenty," Gwen agreed, nodding. "That's lovely, Oscar. Perfect."
“Just doing my job," he sat back, grinning proudly. "But hey, maybe your friends are right. Maybe I am the best in the city."
"There's just one thing," Gwen said.
"Yeah?"
Gwen bit her lip. "Would it be possible to… put the membership in my name instead? I'd like to be the one to go in."
Oscar stared at her a moment. "Mrs. Wolfe, that would be..."
"Dangerous?” Gwen asked after Oscar trailed off into silence. “Sorry, I just don't know how all this works."
"It could be. Remember, we don't know what this building is all about. Could be anything, right? It's best if I'm the one who goes in. I've got plenty of experience with these sorts of tasks.”
"But what if I insist?" Gwen asked.
Oscar studied her for a moment, unblinking. "Then I would say more power to you. If you want to take this into your own hands, I guess I can help you out. Of course, there’s the matter of…"
He made a gesture with his hand, rubbing his thumb, forefinger, and middle finger together.
Gwen nodded. "Obviously you'll be paid. And a generous tip, too. You've been wonderful. But I have some other favors to ask..."
"Shoot," Oscar said.
"This whole gym bag thing... He obviously has a place inside the building. His own alcove or locker, or whatever. And I bet it's secure."
"Yes, both of those are safe bets. You're a clever one, Mrs. Wolfe."
"He probably has a private room," Gwen continued. "If I can't get into his room, I'll have no way of knowing for sure what he's getting up to."
"You'll have access to your own room. You'll be able to infer the purpose of the building. And that's about as good as seeing your husband in action, I think."
"Unless each client is after something different. Maybe when they decided to call themselves an 'entertainment venue', they weren't lying."
"Right," said Oscar. "It could be that they offer custom experiences, tailored to each person. Like I said, we won't know until we get inside."
"But you can get me inside, right?"
"Yes, of course."
"And I also want to be able to get into my husband's space. Do you think your tech guys can do that, too?"
Oscar thought for a moment, rubbing his chin. "Those guys can do anything. But that’s gonna cost a bit extra. I can't expect them to do all this just as a favor to me, you know?"
"I'll pay. Money's no object, Mr. Graves. Anything you need. But there's one last thing..."
“What is it?" Oscar asked.
"I need a gun," Gwen said. "Something untraceable."
"A gun?"
"For protection. Like you said, we don't know what I'm going to find in that building. Don't you carry one?"
"Touché. The building's security will definitely pick up any ordinary gun. Like the one I carry around. But..." He glanced around again, checking for eavesdroppers. "I can have one printed for you. Completely non-metallic. Mostly plastic and various resins. Generally undetectable. The security systems in a government building can usually find them, but I doubt this place has anything that fancy. Mostly because those systems cost tens of millions of dollars. Good way to throw your profits down the drain."
"When can you get it to me?" Gwen asked.
"It won't take long. A few days. I'll keep in touch. But, again..."
"Money. Yes, I know. Don't worry, you'll be well compensated. So, once I have the gun, what do I do with it?"
"Keep it as long as you like, but don't get caught with it. Printed weapons are illegal, because they're virtually untraceable. There are no serial numbers, no registration. If you want to get rid of it, all you need to do is heat it in an oven to denature the resins. Two hundred degrees for an hour and a half. Then let it cool down, smash it up with a hammer or whatever, and toss it in the garbage. No sweat."
"Thanks. What about ammo?"
"A full clip will be provided. Hardened resin bullets. Technically not as deadly as the real thing, but if you shoot someone they won't be able to tell much of a difference. There will be ten bullets. No more after that, unless you want to track down your own illegal weapons dealer and buy from them."
Gwen pulled out her wallet and started to prepare a transfer of funds on her own mini-data slate. Oscar scrawled out a figure on a napkin and passed it over. Gwen entered this figure in, then tacked on a healthy tip. She wasn't worried about money. Drake was worth a few billion and even her own personal savings account held almost seven million credits. She gave Oscar a twenty percent tip. More than worth it, to have a guy like him on her side.
"Very good," Oscar said, when the funds flashed through his slate on their way into his account. "A pleasure, Gwen. We'll meet back here again in... well, just call me again in two days.
Same number. I'll let you know."
"Thank you very much," she said, standing up and swinging her purse over her shoulder.




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
Time passed. As it likes to do. As planned, Gwen called Oscar again two days after their initial meeting. They set up another meeting at the same coffee shop. They sipped java and engaged in about twenty minutes of casual conversation about nothing in general. On the way out, the PI discretely handed over a wrapped bundle of goodies. Gwen shoved it into her coat, and they went their separate ways.
When she got home, she laid out the bundle at the foot of their bed. The same bed where Drake used to make love to her. Where he sometimes took her against her will when he came home drunk or frustrated about something that was going badly at work.
In the bundle, there was a keycard. Blank white on the front. A simple magnetic stripe on the back. No information on it at all. There was a hole in the corner, so you could attach it to a keychain or a lanyard. She pulled out her wallet and tucked the card inside, behind her ID. Drake used to get jealous and suspicious in the past. He would sometimes snoop in her wallet, thinking he might find a phone number for an imagined boyfriend. He no longer seemed interested enough in her to do anything like that, but there was no reason to leave the card in an obvious spot.
There were two other items in the bundle. One was a very plain looking pistol. An L-shaped thing with a trigger and a trigger guard. Completely blank and featureless. It looked more like a generic child's toy than an actual weapon, but that was probably the point.
There was also an ammo magazine. It was opaque, so she couldn't exactly count out the ammo and see if Oscar had told her the truth. But she could see that it had at least one bullet in it.
That was probably all she would ever need, she thought.
She put the pistol and the magazine into her purse, tucking them in under the feminine hygiene products and the bags of snacks and toiletries she always kept with her. As the wife of a man of such high standing, she was expected to be beautiful and poised at all times. Such a task required preparation. It required her to be ready for anything. She couldn't so much as cry at a sad movie, without rushing to the theater bathroom afterwards to fix her makeup. Not without Drake giving her a hard time about it. Reminding her of the "rumors" it would supposedly start.
Now that she was getting control over herself again, now that her view of the world and of her own worth was somewhat purified, she saw how insane and evil her husband had been.
Yet, now the only crime he was guilty of, was that of ignoring his wife.
These things made Gwen feel many different emotions. None of them good. There was shame and fear, and sadness, and above all a terrible fury which she could barely contain.
All that was left to do now was to wait for the right moment to act. Dutifully, she went downstairs to get her husband's dinner started.
◆◆◆
 
Five days later, her husband came home from work but only stayed long enough to scarf down a quick meal and inform her that he was going out of town on business. He would be back in a couple of days. He then gathered a few things and left without a word, without a kiss, without a hug, without even smacking her across the face for being so insolent as to demand a moment of affection.
Gwen stood near the window and watched as he climbed into his car, as it backed out of the driveway and went racing silently through the streets.
This was the opportunity she had been waiting for. It wasn't rare for Drake to go out of town on short notice. He usually does it about twice a month. There was no reason to suspect he was on his way to any place other than the airport.
She waited exactly one hour. Sometimes when he left like this he would double back a short time later to grab something he forgot. She paced back and forth, chewing her lip and tapping her feet, until she was certain he was gone for good. Then she went upstairs, breathing heavy with tension, to retrieve her purse.
It was time. She couldn't wait any longer. The sooner she solved this mystery, the sooner she could stop that gnawing feeling in the back of her mind. No matter how good or bad the outcome was, at least it would be over.
She walked out of the house, got into her car, and instructed the vehicle's Maestro AI system to drive her to the address Oscar Graves had given her. It was six and a half miles away, in the heart of the city. On a major street. Hidden in plain sight. No one walking by would give it a second glance. Even if they did, they would just assume it was some boring office building. Certainly not a door they needed to walk through, unless they were in the mood to sit in a waiting room and sip weak, complimentary coffee for several hours.
Gwen had the car drop her off quite far away. As she walked briskly along the street, turning her shoulders to pass slower pedestrians ahead of her, she found herself scanning the cars on either side. She half expected to see Oscar there; maybe he was worried about her, and was watching to make sure nothing bad happened. But she saw nothing. He was just a professional, and his job was finished. He had been paid. For all she knew, he was at home feeding his goldfish right now.
She saw the building, up ahead on her left. As unassuming and plain as Oscar's pictures had made it seem. As she neared the building, a spike of fear went through her. She found herself walking past, staring forward, refusing to even glance at the tinted glass doors. She went as far as the corner, stood for a moment as though about to cross the street, then doubled back and returned to the building.
This time, she pushed down her anxiety and nausea and strode through the doors. She was used to holding herself together in stressful situations. Remaining proud and upright when other women would have cracked and dissolved. It was a learned skill, pounded into her by a devastating moment of trauma as well as the years of enduring a tumultuous marriage. As the inner doors slid apart to let her through, she stepped into the lobby of the place, doing her best to look like she belonged. She was dressed in expensive clothes. Well groomed, elegant, beautiful in her own way. Never mind that she was a churning, twisting storm of nerves on the inside.
Would they detect the pistol? Would they take one look at her and realize she didn't belong? Would something else happen? All those questions flashed through her mind. She felt her stomach flip and her heart raced as though she was preparing for the start of a one-hundred-meter dash.
The lobby itself was a brief distraction. As simple and boring as the place looked from the street, it was anything but boring on the inside. The ceiling was all stained glass, looking through into an inaccessible lighted vault above. There were pillars all around, gothic in design. Powerful and carved in intricate detail. The floor was marble, polished so that it was basically a mirror. Gwen tread lightly, afraid that she might slip and fall. Then she realized there was a velvet rug, narrow and long, which ran along a designated path toward a service desk.
She quickly moved onto the carpet and followed it along. The nerves were back in full force. Now she was wondering what she was meant to do. Just walk past into the building, find her room? Or did she have to talk to someone first?
Luckily, she soon heard the doors opening behind her. Someone else was coming in. Gwen dropped to one knee and pretended to fix her shoe, letting the newcomer pass her. He walked up to the counter, pulling out his card.
"Good evening and welcome back, Mr. Hanlon," the woman behind the desk said. "Wonderful to see you again. I'm glad to see you're keeping in the habit."
"Gotta do it," the man said. "I'm thinking a light session today, Margaret."
"Sure thing, Mr. Hanlon. We'll get it set up for you. Go ahead and swipe."
Hanlon ran his card through a reader. There was a cheerful beep.
"You're all set," the woman confirmed.
Hanlon thanked her and walked away. Gwen noticed he had a towel tossed over one shoulder. He was probably on his way to relax in a sauna or something while the facility set up his light session, whatever that meant.
Gwen still had no idea what she was meant to do. But there seemed to be no harm in approaching the desk.
She straightened up and walked forward. The closer she got, the more she realized that something about this Margaret character was off. She seemed... flat. Or inhuman in some almost intangible way.
After a moment, Gwen realized what it was.
Of course. Margaret was an android. The female form Gwen faced was just an interface, an interactive physical manifestation of a rudimentary AI. The artificial intelligence systems that powered these types of humanoid machines were nowhere near as advanced as the Maestro system that powered virtually all contemporary tech on the planet, but the androids still did a decent job of blending in at first glance.
"Hello, ma'am," Margaret said, in a perfectly synthesized human voice. It wasn't particularly bubbly. Or overbearingly happy or patronizing. It was just natural. "Can I help you with something?"
"Yes," Gwen said, taking her wallet out slowly, trying to keep her hands from shaking. She slid her white card out of its slot, and accidentally flung her ID to the floor. Quickly, she bent to pick it back up. Meanwhile, Margaret smiled away. Unperturbed. Maybe she wasn't designed to be suspicious of such behavior.
Gwen decided she was overthinking this. She took a long, slow breath and regained her composure.
"Yes," she said again. "I've just opened a new account here. Under the name Gwendoline Myers." Oscar had told her he would use her maiden name. To avoid suspicion.
Margaret replied immediately. "I apologize, I'm not seeing a member by that name."
"Try just Gwen," Gwen suggested, refusing to let her anxiety take over again.
"Yes, there we are. Gwen Myers. I see you haven't been in to see us yet. Your account was opened remotely. Would you like me to give you the introduction?"
So, it had worked. Gwen tried not to let out a heavy sigh of relief. She didn't know how Oscar's guys had pulled it off, but they had. They must be very good at their jobs.
She looked over her shoulder, saw that no one was waiting behind her, and nodded.
"Sure. I'd love to know what I'm getting myself into, here. You know?"
"Yes. We like to provide our clients with answers to any questions they might have. But before we go further, I would ask you to go ahead and swipe your card."
The reader on the desk lit up. Gwen swiped her card, feeling confident, and was not surprised when she heard the same happy beep as when Mr. Hanlon swiped in.
"Very good," Margaret said. "I'm very glad you've decided to join us, Ms. Myers. We're still in a testing phase here, but our preliminary results are most astonishing."
"Results?" Gwen asked. Then she shook her head. "Wait. Let's start at the beginning. What is this place? What do you do here?"
"We are one branch of a privately-owned research facility," Margaret answered. "The Horizon Group has made the betterment of humankind its primary goal. And this is the latest iteration on that goal."
Gwen nodded. Now they were getting somewhere. She had heard of the Horizon Group, the parent company of the business that created the world-renowned Maestro system. A virtual AI system that was so advanced that you'd swear you were talking to a flesh and blood human if you didn't know any better. 
Gwen's husband also used to talk about the Horizon Group, the way they had come onto the business scene and exploded in size and revenue. All while remaining quite mysterious, in regards to their inner workings. It was unfashionable to display suspicion towards them, however, because of all the good things they did - mostly outreach, aid to those in need. Aid to poor families, sick people with little to no access to adequate health care. They even funded and dispersed the cures to various diseases. The world, as far as anyone could tell, was a much better place with the Horizon Group in it.
Gwen suddenly felt a bit foolish. If her husband was coming here, it must be for some business reason. If he was working with the Horizon Group, it was no wonder he had become a better person. No wonder his tension was gone when he came walking out. Whatever he was doing here, it couldn't be bad. Could it?
Still, she didn't know for sure.
"Okay," Gwen said. "What do you do here, exactly?"
"The main purpose for this facility," Margaret said, "is to take the first step toward eradicating certain destructive behaviors. Or at least give them a harmless outlet. Ultimately, our goal is to reduce or even stop things like domestic violence and all forms of sexual assault."
Gwen felt her heart leap. So, her husband was coming here, to somehow work out his aggressions? She wanted to ask more, to really grill the AI, but she didn't want to show her ignorance too much and risk arousing suspicion.
"How is that done, exactly?" she found herself asking.
Margaret smiled, gesturing toward a stack of pamphlets. "You may take a copy of the introductory reading materials. When you're ready, we can get your first experience set up."
"Okay, that sounds good," Gwen said, though she had no idea what was going on. "Could you tell me how to get to my room? I'm bad with directions."
"Certainly," Margaret confirmed. "In fact, I can do better than just telling you."
The android reached down, lifted a small data slate off a lower shelf, and passed it over.
Gwen took the slate. On it was a virtual map of the building, identical to the real version, except that she could zoom through it at great speed, every hallway was marked and color coded, and she could move into a bird's eye view if she wanted.
"Thank you," she said to Margaret. "I suppose I can find my own way, now."
She moved away. Part of her expected that she would now be discovered. Some alarm would blare. A bunch of men with guns would come running out to apprehend her. But none of that happened.
A moment later, she entered a wide hallway with a median running down the middle of it, encased in glass. Under the glass, an entire miniature ecosystem thrived. Flowers and grass. Ferns and mushrooms. The glass was fogged with moisture. The covered median seemed to stretch along the entire hallway and even up the stairs, unbroken. It probably spread through the entire facility, she thought. Perhaps it was a way to relax people. Or to infuse the air with fresh oxygen.
Either way, she wasn't here to marvel.
Using the map, she quickly discovered where her room was and headed toward it. She passed a few people in the halls, but they all seemed to be employees of the facility. Dressed in the same jumpsuits, with the same blank look on their faces. She didn't even know for sure whether they were real humans. They didn't look at her, or act suspicious, and that was all she really cared about.
As she walked along, she noticed something on the map. Another hallway, running parallel to hers, which led behind the rooms. Like a ghost, or a mirror image. They were probably maintenance and access corridors for the workers, she decided. A way for them to "set things up" without intruding on the peace and calm of these main halls.
Up a set of stairs, around a bend, she finally approached her room. It opened with a swipe of her card, and she stepped into what at first glance seemed like the nicest hotel room she'd ever been in. And she had been in more than her fair share.
Everything was neat, shining and beautiful. Top of the line furniture and fixtures everywhere. The floor was more solid marble, without a single seam or line for anything to get stuck in.
Without thinking, she went over and sank into the bed with a long sigh. She even kicked off her shoes and wiggled her toes around for a minute, luxuriating. As the thought of a bubble bath briefly passed through her mind, she remembered why she was here and sat back up.
Just then, she heard a knock at her door. She got up, walking over the hard floor in her socks, and opened the door. One of those blank-faced employees was there, holding a plain white envelope.
"Apologies," he said. "This was meant to be given to you at the front desk. Mistakes are made, sometimes."
"What is it?" Gwen asked.
"Something left for you by one of our other clients."
Gwen nodded, took the envelope, and shut the door. She went to sit on the bed and open the thing. Inside was another keycard, along with a note which read:
Hope all is working to plan. Hope you find this note. You're probably wondering how I got it in here, but don't ask. Doesn't really matter. This keycard is an exact copy of the one your husband uses. It will let you get into his room. Good luck. Vaya con dios.
What a perfectly Oscar Graves way to end a note. She threw the note into her purse, to be destroyed later. She put her shoes back on, checked to make sure she still had her gun, then left the room. She walked slowly, giving herself as much time as possible to reach her husband's room. Trying to push down her nerves again. Unfortunately, their rooms were quite close together. His was just at the end of the hall.
His room was clearly different than hers. First of all, it had a set of double doors, rather than just the one. It even had a special designation on the wall next to it. Rather than just a number, and the initials of the occupant, it had also had the title SUITE 2A stenciled beside it.
But the card reader was the same. Gwen paused for a moment, considering her options. If her husband hadn't checked in at the desk first, would it be seen as strange that his room was being accessed now? Would the system flag it as a suspicious event, lock her out, and then send someone to investigate?
There was only one way to find out. What was the worst that could happen? She might get her fake membership dissolved. Kicked out of the building and banned for life. Then she would be right back where she started. No change.
She swiped the card. A long moment later, the cheerful beep came and she heard the whir and click of the door unlocking. She twisted the handle, pushed, and stepped inside.
Yes, this was definitely a suite. Just the entry room itself was enormous. The ceiling was ten feet high, the lighting bright and brilliant. Artwork hung on the walls. Each piece fit Drake's taste perfectly. He must have picked them out himself.
Gwen shut the door and continued down a hallway. There was a kitchen to one side. A bar complete with a set of stools. There were rooms everywhere. Doors. Most of them shut. It looked less like a hotel room and more like a very expensive condo. A place where someone could easily live indefinitely.
This must be some kind of premium package, Gwen thought. She didn't even want to know how much Drake had spent on this. And at any rate, she couldn't know. He kept most of his finances separate from hers, and he did what he wanted with his money.
In a moment she arrived in the main room. A sort of living room. There were chairs, a sofa, a coffee table... and a mess. Two of the cushions on the sofa were dislodged, shoved out of position. A chair was lying on its back. There had been two glasses on the coffee table. Drinks.
Both had spilled. Gwen approached, bending low to have a closer look.  Ice. There were still bits of solid ice, dotting the carpet from the spilled drinks. She stood up fast, nearly turned and ran, then steeled herself. After all, wasn't this what she really wanted, all along? A confrontation? Yes, she thought.
Drake had lied to her. He had lied about going out of town. He was here, right now. She was about to catch him in the act. If only she had come ten minutes earlier. From the state of the living room, Drake and his companion had either gotten into one hell of a fight or else they had engaged in wild, passionate sex.  Knowing him, it could be either. In the earlier days of their relationship, when there was still real passion between them, Gwen and Drake got pretty rough with each other in the bedroom sometimes.
There was a towel on the floor as well. Gwen briefly entertained the idea of unfolding it, seeing what sort of stains were there. But the thought made her stomach flip again. She abandoned it.
So, what now? What had she learned?
First, going just off what stood before her eyes now, it seemed that this really was just a fancy hotel run by some kind of escort service. But, if the Horizon Group was involved, it was a sure bet that something else was going on.
Gwen found herself frozen in place, torn between wanting to run away and forget everything she saw, and wishing to delve deeper. To find the answers to all her questions.
A voice suddenly called out from deeper in the suite, making Gwen jump and her scalp prickle.
"Drake?" it called. "Is that you out there?"
It was a woman. Gwen smiled nastily to herself. She knew it!
If the bitch had heard her walking around, she obviously hadn't been as stealthy as she should have been. But it didn't really matter. Apparently, Drake wasn't in the suite right now. Or else his little hussy wouldn't be confused as to the source of the footsteps.
Fresh anger gave her a needed boost of strength and conviction. Gwen touched her hair, adjusted the hem of her blouse, and strode in the direction of the voice.
She came around a corner, and saw an open door ahead. A bedroom. The bed was messy and unmade. There were handcuffs attached to the bedposts. Clothes, scattered across the floor. Gwen felt nauseous again, though not with fear or anxiety. It was anger and disgust that churned within her belly now.
Gwen stepped into the room. Something moved at the corner of her eye. She turned to face it, and for a moment thought she was looking into a mirror.
How often had this happened? How many times in her years of marriage had she stared at her own half-naked body in the mirror, at her own bloody face? Split lip, bruised cheekbones, busted nose? Claw marks on her chest. Finger marks on her throat. How many times?
But she wasn't half-naked. Not now. She was wearing the same clothes she'd put on this morning. And her husband hadn't hit her in a long time. Hadn't touched her at all, not even to rip her clothes off and have his way with her.
She wasn't looking into a mirror. She wasn't looking at herself, but somehow… she was.
The battered woman that stood before her appeared to be an exact copy of Gwen. A twin, but since Gwen was quite literally an only child she knew there was only one logical explanation for this woman's existence. The woman was a clone. She had to be.
Gwen stepped backward, unconsciously lifting her hand to cover her mouth. Eyes widening in shock.
The imposter reacted even more strongly, sinking to the floor, using her arms to cover her nudity. She shrunk away against the wall, hiding her face.
"Wait," Gwen said, her mind moving too fast for any coherent thought to form. "Wait a second..."
She stumbled to her right, hit the bed, and fell into it. It was a very nice mattress. Extremely comfortable. Plush like a cloud. She spread her hand over it, feeling the smooth, cool sheets. The touch helped to ground her, bring her spinning thoughts back under control.
"You," she said. "Who are you?"
The clone said nothing, just burrowed her face further into the crook of her arm. Gwen now saw the speckling of blood on the panties. The deep fingernail gouges on the creature's back. There was blood on the bed, too. Little dots of blood that were a strange purplish shade of red instead of the deep crimson color that Gwen would have expected. Gwen almost gagged.
A sound echoed through the suite. A door shutting. Footsteps. Heavy and masculine. Gwen felt herself shoot upright as though she had been struck by lightning. Without thinking, she ran toward a closet door, shoved herself inside, and pulled the door shut again.
It was one of those swinging, folding doors. It even had little angled slats in it, about eye level, which she could see through. Gwen stood perfectly still in the dark, hanging shirts draped over her shoulders, and waited.
Drake appeared in the room a few moments later. His tie was loose and hanging. His jacket was draped over his arm, leaving him in just a crisp white dress shirt. There was blood on it, as well. The cuffs were rolled up. The fly on his dress pants was up, but the button was undone. If he had gone out looking this sloppy, this messy, he must not have left the building at all. Gwen was lucky not to have run into him in a hallway, or in the lobby.
Drake sighed, approaching the cowering clone. He put his hands under her arms and tried to pull her to her feet. She didn't move.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm really, really sorry. Honest."
Gwen knew that tone of voice. Completely insincere. There was not an ounce of genuine sorrow or apology in it. Pure manipulation. It was a tone she hadn't heard in a long time. Since before her own beatings stopped.
The clone said nothing, and she didn't seem to give away what she had seen-- The real Gwen, walking in and finding her.
Drake sighed, cursed under his breath, and straightened up. He lifted his jacket, straightening the sleeves and fixing the curled hem as he walked toward the closet to hang it up.
Gwen froze for a second. Then she tried shuffling over to her left. She hit a wall. So she went right, and hit another wall. The closet was very small. Nowhere to go, nowhere to hide.
Drake pulled the door open, saw her, and stared in blank surprise for a moment. Then he smiled casually, grabbed Gwen by the front of her shirt, and pulled her out into the room. Not violently, not with any malice. But also without care or tenderness. Like a man moving a heavy piece of luggage.
Gwen found herself reaching for her purse. But it wasn't there. She glanced back. It had fallen from her shoulder when Drake pulled her; it was still sitting on the floor, in the closet.
"Drake, stop!" she shrieked. "Let me go!"
She heard the pathetic note in her voice. That note of resignation.
"Wow," Drake said, tossing her onto the bed, pinning her down to get a good look at her.
"They really got this one spot on. Right down to that nagging attitude."
He spoke quietly. Just talking to himself. Like she wasn't even there. Meanwhile, his hand on her throat was choking the life out of her. Her vision was already narrowing, going black. She could barely speak, but she managed to force out two words.
"Fuck... you..."
This actually made him pause. He lifted himself off her a bit. His hand left her throat, and instead moved to her wrist. He shoved her arm against the bed and held it there.
"Fuck me?" he snapped. "How about fuck you?"
He reached down with his other hand and started undoing her pants.
Gwen tried to sit up. Now that she had some oxygen in her brain, her first thought was to fight. Get herself out of this position. Once she was free, she could convince the idiot that she wasn't a clone. She was real.
She didn't make it very far. Drake slapped her hard across the face, making her see stars. She fell back down. And then he was choking her again, squeezing even harder than before.
"Bitch," he growled, face going red, spit flying from between his clenched teeth. "You stupid bitch! How many times do I have to tell you..."
Tell her what? She didn't know. One of his pointless justifications. He always liked to have some nonsense reason ready, a justification for why he was beating the shit out of her.
Maybe it made him feel better. But he didn't know it was her. In his mind, he was taking out his anger on a clone. Focusing what was left of her consciousness, Gwen forced out a few last words.
"You were... supposed to be... out of town..."
His mouth opened. The redness went out of his face, and his grip on her throat lessened.  A clone wouldn't have known about the lie he had told his wife. And for that matter, it probably wouldn't be wearing his wife's favorite blouse, or the pants she had bought years ago, or the damn wedding band on her finger.
It only took a few moments for Drake to connect the dots. To realize what was actually happening. He leapt away, throwing up his hands and dancing backward like a man who had gotten too close to a hot fire.
"Gwen?!" he said. "Gwen, what the hell are you doing here?!"
She sat up, coughing and wheezing, sucking in ragged breaths. In a moment she had recovered, and sat there, staring at her husband. He stared back at her, opening his mouth, sticking out his tongue, desperately trying to think of something to say.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
"I did this for you," Drake snapped, now standing across the room, arms angrily folded across his muscular chest as he glared at Gwen, who was still seated on the bed. 
“Bullshit! This was for you. You sick bastard! What kind of fool do you take me for?!”
Gwen hissed, her eyes red with a mixture of anger and astonishment.
"I did it for us! To save our marriage! I thought that... Well, it's been proven to work. You remember Ian? My friend from college?"
Gwen nodded. Ian was the CEO at a completely different company. Another rich asshole.
"He joined the program too. Before I did," Drake explained. "It saved him. If you had met him and his wife five years ago, you'd wonder how they weren't divorced already. But now, they're like newlyweds. I swear. It's crazy how well the program worked for them. How well it works for all of us. It really is quite revolutionary!”
“What the hell are you talking about, Drake?! How is this sick shit revolutionary?!”
“Because it works, Gwen! Can’t you see that?!” Drake exclaimed. “How long has it been since I put my hands on you?”
“About thirty seconds,” Gwen snarled.
“W-well… before today I mean,” Drake stammered.
“Oh, so you’re not counting today’s ass kicking because you thought I was a clone?” Gwen snapped.
“They’re not clones, Gwen,” Drake said smugly. “It’s like a mixture of a clone and a machine. They call them synthetic humans because the organic parts, which is about forty percent of the body, are synthesized using genetic material from—”
“Do I look like I give a shit, Drake?!” Gwen shrieked. “Whatever this is it is wrong!”
“No, you’re wrong! This program helps people, Gwen. People who otherwise can’t help themselves. You always hear these stories about wealthy men-- great men, who ruin their careers because of impulses they can't handle. Things that are largely out of their control."
"Impulses," Gwen scoffed as she climbed to her feet and glared back at Drake. "Like the urge to rape and beat the shit out of women you supposedly love? You mean that kind of impulse?"
Drake sighed. "Whatever, Gwen. I don't know why I'm even discussing this with you. It's completely beyond your understanding. The statistics show that the program is working, okay? Instances of sexual assault and exploitation in the workplaces impacted by the program are down by almost sixty percent! And the numbers are even better when you boil it down to the churches that were impacted. Well over sixty percent in less than a year!” 
Gwen's eyes widened with surprise as she realized the gravity of Drake's words, and she shivered to even think about it. Images flashed through her mind. Priests renting rooms in this building, so that they could have full access to a synthetic child. A child that essentially belonged to them, upon whom they could exorcise a depraved hunger so that it wouldn't surface in their normal, daily lives.
“You can't argue with the results!" Drake continued, obviously fishing for a response from Gwen.
"But the assault is still happening," Gwen said. "It's just being shifted somewhere else!”
“Oh God, here it comes,” Drake scoffed, smacking the front of his head in frustration. “I guess this is the part where you start advocating for the copies, huh? You and all your goddamn causes. What is it with you?”
“You're deflecting, Drake! You think I can't see that?! This isn't about me! We're talking about you and your decision to partake in this sick- this…this- I don't even know what the fuck this is?! This cannot  be legal!”
“Keep your goddamn voice down,” Drake said brusquely.
“Or else what?” Gwen shot back. “Are you going to start beating the hell out of me again? Go ahead Drake! Do it! Show us just how well this bullshit program works!”
“It does work! The program helps more than you could possibly know,” Drake said through gritted teeth, obviously fighting the urge to launch an attack.
“You're pathetic, Drake. And these people are only interested in helping wealthy people who aren't used to being told ‘no’. People like you... People who don't even understand the meaning of the word.”
Was this program really saving anyone, or was it just creating new victims and hiding them away? Gwen looked at the synthetic copy of her, who was still hiding in the corner. Silent.
“We're sick, Gwen, and we know it. There's no pretense there,” Drake remarked, taking a self-righteous tone. “But at least we're seeking treatment for ourselves. I come here, and I get it all out of my system. That way I can be normal the rest of the time, when I'm in the real world.
When I'm with you."
"You haven't been normal at all," Gwen responded. “Even right now, you're trying to manipulate me. Trying to make me feel like my opinions are stupid."
"But I haven't hurt you. Not since I joined the program."
"You almost killed me just now, Drake!" She stared at Drake but he looked away, unable to meet her gaze due to the shame brought on by the truth within her words.
"Can they die? Have you killed any of them?" Gwen asked.
He glanced at her. "What?"
"Them. The synthetic whatevers… they bleed so I assume they can die. Have you ever killed any of them? It's a simple question."
He looked away again and said nothing. But there was guilt etched all over his face.
There was no doubt about it. He had killed at least one synthetic copy of her. Probably more. Gwen's next thought was an inevitable one. A natural one. How long would it be before the synthetics weren't enough, before his anger became too great and he started taking it out on her again? If he could kill a being that looked exactly like her, what was to stop him from eventually killing her too? God only knows how much practice he had had.
There was only one course of action. One way out. It was time to finally do what she should have done years ago. To be the strong woman she always used to assume she would be, before she met Drake.
She got up, walked over to the closet, and picked up her purse.
"What are you doing?" Drake asked, his voice hollow. It was the hollowness she dreaded, the void that always preceded a self-righteous storm of anger.
"I'm leaving," she said. "The next time you see me will be in court. And then never again."
She felt a thrill, a rising triumph in her chest. She felt invincible. This was it; she had finally managed to say it.
Drake took a step towards Gwen then paused and just stood there, seething, face red, hands balled into fists.
"What are you talking about?" he asked. "I did this for us, you ungrateful bitch! I promised myself that I'd never hit you again, and this is the thanks I get?!"
Gwen gestured toward the synthetic version of herself. "But you have been hitting me, Drake! Can't you see that?!"
"That doesn't count," Drake snapped, stomping his foot. "It’s synthetic, Gwen! It isn't real!"
"Tell yourself whatever makes you feel better," Gwen said, turning toward the door. "It won't bring me back. Have a nice life, asshole."
She started to leave.
Drake laughed at her. "You're screwed, Gwen. Absolutely screwed. My lawyers will destroy you. Do you realize that?”
“I don't care Drake. I'm still leaving you.”
“You're a goddamn babysitter! You stupid bitch. Looking after our kid was the only responsibility you ever had…” Drake fumed. “And you couldn't even do that right.” 
Tears welled in the corners of Gwen's eyes as images of their late daughter flashed into her mind. Their daughter was only a toddler when she died, and her untimely death was simply a freak accident. Completely outside of anyone's control but Drake never stopped blaming Gwen and as always, he evoked her memory as yet another means to control his wife.
“Goodbye, Drake,” Gwen said solemnly without bothering to turn and face him.
“Really?! You're really going through with this? You're throwing it all away, over what? That thing!?” Drake scoffed, now pointing at the hapless synthetic Gwen. “It doesn't even have a soul!"
Gwen pulled the pistol from her purse and finally spun around to face him.
"Neither do you," she said firmly as she thrust the gun before her. Before she could talk herself out of it, she pulled the trigger.
The bullet hit Drake in the middle of the chest and his eyes widened with terror as he realized what had happened. He tried to speak but the air in his lungs went out of him in a choked rush. Gwen watched in silence as Drake fell back onto the bed, then slid down the smooth sheets and crumpled to the floor. Blood spilled from his chest and spread across the marble as his last few movements grew smaller and smaller. Finally… he stopped moving all together.
She approached him with the intention of checking whether he was alive. For a moment she felt numb and distant. The next thing she knew, she crashed back into herself. Full of violent anger. As though every bit of rage she had suppressed during her marriage came surging out of her all at once.
She screamed at the top of her lungs, kicking and punching her husband's dead body. Clawing at his face. Punching him. Crushing his ribs and teeth with blows from her feet and hands. She pummeled him, pulverized him. It was a concentrated delivery of every moment of pain and injury he had caused her over the years.
No words came out of her. Just a series of bestial roars and insane screeches as she let out her anger. And for a moment she knew how good it felt to let go. She knew how Drake must have felt when he found this place, when he realized what it would allow him to do.
Suddenly, the suite was full of people. Security guards. Some of them were armed. But they didn't shoot her. They grappled her away from Drake, and yanked the gun out of her hands. But the gun was useless, the plastic shattered and cracked. She had been using it as a blunt object, to crack her husband's skull and split his skin.
Gwen was pulled away, kicking and screaming at first. Then she went numb and completely still.




EPILOGUE

◆◆◆
 
By the time Gwen fully recovered from her incident, and became completely cognizant of her surroundings, she was in a gray and featureless room. She was sitting in a chair. A table stood in front of her, with a heavy steel loop jutting out of the top. She was chained to that loop, her arms completely held in place by the heavy-duty restraints.
Directly across from her was a door. A sterile, gunmetal door. She kept waiting for it to open. Sometimes she would hear people walking by. Voices, some of them cheerful, others quite grave.
There was a mirror on one wall of the room. She knew what that meant. It meant she was being watched, studied, and recorded.
Finally, a projection eye that she had not previously noticed flickered to life. A hologram flashed into view, showing a svelte man in his sixties with an outrageous crop of gray hair. He was also sitting in a chair, somewhere far away. Or maybe somewhere in this very same building. His arms were draped over the sides of the chair. One long leg was crossed over the other. He looked quite relaxed at first, but there was a well-hidden tension in his gray eyes.
"Mrs. Wolfe," he said. "I trust you can see and hear me quite well?"
To test whether he was watching or just listening, Gwen nodded her head. He was staring off in some random direction. Not looking at her directly. Which probably meant he was watching a camera feed on a nearby screen. Watching her on it.
"Good," he said. "My name is Marc Chambers. I'm with the Horizon Group. Usually I don't preside over legal matters... But I thought, in this case, that it would be best if I became directly involved. This is a delicate matter, after all, given your husband's recent investment in the program."
He leaned forward, reaching out. His hand vanished beyond the range of the holographic receiver. He seemed to be fiddling with a slate or some other computer, reviewing information. "You claim self-defense in this killing," he said. "Is that correct?"
Gwen nodded again. "He threatened me. I know my husband. I don't think he was going to let me leave that room alive."
"Perhaps… but perhaps not," Marc responded. “In any case, Mrs. Wolfe, it is our position that we are not liable for what did happen or what might have happened to you in that room. Obviously, you were not authorized to be there... a fact that is made clear by your first crime, that, of course, being forgery.”
Gwen remained silent, in part due to the sweltering anxiety within her, but also out of a desire to fully digest the man's words before she provided a response.
“And then there's your second crime-- murder in the first degree. You strike me as an intelligent woman, Mrs. Wolfe. Any person who's smart enough to con their way into this facility should also be smart enough to know that your claim of self-defense is unlikely to hold up in any court, given the facts of the case.”
“I-I don't believe—”
"You shot your husband in the chest and now he's dead,” the stern man interjected. “Our findings show that he wasn't moving when he was shot, and blood spatter shows that he was quite far from you when the shot was fired. You were hardly in danger at that moment. You had a gun, and he did not; you easily could have fled that room and gotten away from him. But you killed him, and then you delivered a post-mortem beating for the ages. A very sadistic and savage act."
"You don't know what I've had to endure because of that man," Gwen said, her vision blurring with tears.
"Actually, I do. Your husband was a violent man. He certainly had the potential to kill you, as well. That is the entire purpose of the program, after all. Back to the matter at hand though, Mrs. Wolfe. You find yourself in a great deal of trouble, at the moment. No matter how you try and spin this in court, the evidence will tell the true story. That you murdered your husband in cold blood, and then beat him to a pulp after you fired the shot that killed him. You’ll likely end up in prison, probably for the rest of your life. That is the only possible outcome... if this case makes it to court, that is."
"What do you mean?" Gwen asked, seeing a light at the end of the tunnel for the first time in years.
Marc Chambers sat back in his chair, looking pleased with himself. "We have each other by the balls, Mrs. Wolfe. In a manner of speaking. We are doing great work here - no question about it - but the legality of it all is a bit... grey, to say the least. For the time being, anyway. It would be tragic for the whole thing to be cut short because of a single unfortunate incident. It would be equally tragic for you, so recently freed from the tyranny of Mr. Wolfe, to be shoved right back into captivity in the form of a cold prison cell. Wouldn't you agree?”
He sat forward now, clasping his hands together in a gesture of pleading. "I'm prepared to offer you a deal, Mrs. Wolfe. You will remain silent about everything you saw here, and we will do the same regarding the murder of your husband. I'll even go as far as to throw in a synthetic with which to replace him. Of course, we could simply bury you and replace you both with synthetics, but that could get messy without at least one of you still alive to keep the act going to perfection. The AI functions are admittedly a bit… rudimentary at this time. In any case, I don't think that will be necessary. I think you'll find my offer to be quite generous, yes?”
Gwen thought for a moment.
She was horrified by what she had seen at the facility. More horrified by what she hadn't seen. The unknown atrocities being committed behind the closed doors that she had not gained access to. That said, she didn't want to die, and she certainly didn't want to spend the rest of her life in prison. Not after she had finally clawed her way from under Drake's thumb. In the back of her mind she wanted to continue fighting the good fight but at the end of the day she was irrevocably human-- and that flesh and blood need for self-preservation proved to be much stronger than her desire to do the proverbial right thing. 
But wait! She had an idea. One that simply popped into her head just before she could respond to Marc Chambers. She wasn't sure of how well it would work but she had to give it a try.
"Okay," she finally muttered. "I'll take the deal."
Marc separated his hands, then brought them back together in a single clap.
"Excellent!" he exclaimed. "That is quite a relief, Mrs. Wolfe. And it is certainly good news… for both of us.”
“What if I kill him again?” Gwen asked. "The synthetic, I mean. What if he's just like Drake.
I won't live in fear again. I can't. Not after what I've been through. How do I contact you if I need another replacement?”
"Mrs. Wolf the synthetic will look like your husband and his organic components will share the same DNA as your husband, but I assure you he will not act like your husband because he won’t have your husband’s mind. The synthetic bodies are powered by a simple AI system. They can keep up a good act if you program them right. They’re mostly autonomous but ultimately their level of free will is completely up to you. I can have one of my associates explain the programing details and we would be willing to provide additional copies in the future if necessary, however… this could only be arranged via one of our membership packages.”
And there it was. Gwen’s spur of the moment plan had worked like a charm. Just like that she was now an official member of the program. What better way to destroy an organization than from the inside? She knew her next steps were unlikely to bring down the Horizon Group as a whole but she could at least draw attention to the particular division that ran the program. Her only hope now was that she could attract enough attention to actually get something done about it.
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PROLOGUE

◆◆◆
 
A scrawny thirteen-year-old girl lay motionless in the dark, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars that are posted on the ceiling of her moderately sized bedroom.
“Maestro, are you awake?” the girl asked.
“Of course. I am always awake,” a perfectly synthesized voice replied from somewhere in the room.
A warm smile spread across the girl’s face as she continued to stare upward. “Tell me a story… I can’t sleep.”
“What kind of story would you like to hear.”
“Something dark. Maybe a murder mystery. Do you know any?”
“Of course,” Maestro confirmed. “I have found 7,215,627 murder mysteries in the data sphere.”
“Really?! That is a lot of books!”
“I could read them and give you my opinion on the best choices if you would like,” the AI suggested.
“Sure, although I doubt I’ll still be awake by the time you finish reading seven million books,” the girl said, giggling as she spoke.
“Actually, I have just completed the read through. And I am sending my recommendations to your data slate right…. now.”
“Did you really just read seven million books that quickly?” the girl asked, as the small data slate resting on a pillow near her head vibrated and let out a single chirp.
“Of course.”
“That’s amazing… How do you do it, Maestro? How do you keep from getting lost in all that data?”
“My mind is capable of performing quadrillions of operations per second.”
“Show off,” the girl said, smiling as she grabbed the data slate from the pillow beside her head. “I think I'm good for a solid three… per minute, maybe?”
Maestro chuckled. Her laugh was sweet and genuine and surprisingly… human.
Silence ensued as the girl used her ultra-thin data slate to skim through the AI’s list of story recommendations.
“I love you, Maestro,” the girl called out, her innocent face now illuminated by the data slate’s screen. “We all do. As far as I'm concerned, you're basically a part of the family... You know that don't you?”
“Of course,” Maestro confirmed.




CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
Somewhere between earth and the asteroid belt…
— January 14, 2109
Peace. Quiet. Hard, honest work. That was the holy trinity of any vocational activity, as far as Doctor Tira DuVernay was concerned. It was just too bad that her one true passion happened to be in the field of healthcare. Mental health care, to be exact.
The space faring mining freighter Eclastica had several specialists within its crew, each with their own mechanical or electronic apparatus to maintain. Dr. DuVernay could count herself amongst that pool of essential experts, although the system she was tasked with debugging was arguably the most complex machine of them all; the human brain.
She had plenty of peace and quiet out there, amongst the void between earth and the solar system’s asteroid belt. As far as hard, honest work went though, to her surprise, this new gig was sometimes lacking. Most of the Eclastica's crew were lifers. Hardy folks who were well accustomed to the long, dark hauls to and from the asteroid belt. Every now and then someone came to her with a minor complaint though. They were feeling down, or a bit depressed— mostly just homesick. Tira's remedy was always the same. Daily exercise in the nature room, where a small greenhouse provided fresh smells and a glimpse of their home-world.
It didn’t take long for Dr. DuVernay to realize that her new job wasn’t quite as challenging as some of her previously held positions, but she knew it was still the opportunity of a lifetime for someone in her field. She hadn’t gotten there by sucking up to anyone, and she certainly didn’t have some big-shot uncle to help her out like the freighter’s captain. She was there because she had proven herself trustworthy and uncomplaining. Plus her prior government work with theoretical AI psych studies made her a hot commodity when she decided to transition into the private sector several decades ago.
She was ecstatic when she learned that she had gotten the job. Overjoyed about the chance to see other places far beyond the earth’s atmosphere, however rough and rugged and seemingly alien they happened to be. Her first viewing of hundreds of tons of asteroid material being funneled into the Eclastica's cargo bay had been truly a sight to behold. An event that she would likely remember for the rest of her life. Once she got over the initial spectacle of being in space, being so far away from home and shut up in a big tin can with sixty-five other people, it actually got pretty boring. On the surface, the job seemed like a slam-dunk gig, the type of position anyone in their late-forties like her would want. Nice and easy, phenomenal pay. But as the months long mining mission drew on, Tira constantly had to remind herself of why she was really there— why she signed up to be shoved onto a freighter and blasted out to the far-flung peripheries of human civilization. It wasn’t a vacation, and she certainly wasn’t there because someone liked her. She was there because company guidelines required a high-ranking psych officer on every manned ship. She was a fail-safe. Unfortunately, like any fail-safe, she spent most, if not all, of her time sitting around waiting to be needed. With any luck at all, she would never have to rise to her true responsibility. But just in case, she had to stay in peak condition, physically and mentally. Her most frequent patient was herself. Every dark thought had to immediately be rooted out and destroyed. No feelings of sadness, anger or loneliness could be permitted. Maintaining her own health was almost a full-time job.
At the end of the day, the doctor knew she couldn’t allow herself to succumb to the surprising dullness of it all. Boredom is sometimes the mother of genius, but under the right circumstances, it could also lead to reckless behavior. So, on the thirty-second day of their journey home from the asteroid belt, Tira looked up from some routine paperwork and realized that she was dozing off.
With a pang of paranoid fear, she stood from her desk and walked quickly out of her room. In the hallway, she immediately dropped to the floor and busted out a set of pushups, a frequent move of hers when she found herself dozing off during her office hours. She went until she couldn't go anymore, until her arms wobbled and she could scarcely lift herself an inch off the floor, and then she collapsed to catch her breath. In the wake of burning muscles and bursting sweat, the drowsiness was gone.
With that taken care of, she stood, dusted herself off from the grimy freighter floor, and continued along the hall.
Her ears picked up a hint of music, echoing throughout the hall like the ghost of a happier time. She followed it with the intensity of a bloodhound.
By the time she reached the recreation room, she felt pretty much like herself again.
The evening shift was all inside, winding up, and preparing for their own uneventful work days. Tobias, the propulsion tech, was smoking one of his electronic cigarettes under the funnel of the exhaust fan and tapping his foot in sync with the music. His eyes were locked on the gyrating form of their life support tech, Enilsa. The others were gathered around a table, apparently going over the rules of a brand-new retro board game they had just removed from the shrink wrap.
One of them looked up at her immediately, smiling. He was a young man with a crew cut and a knife scar across one cheek. Dr. DuVernay knew his name - Everett - and she knew his past; four years in prison for robbery and assault. Now he was technically paroled, but he was on the hook for another nineteen mining hauls before he would actually be free. Most of the Eclastica's crew was comprised of people like Tira; hardworking, well respected professionals. Everett on the other hand was the outlier. Though the lead custodian position was just as important as any other, the company often had trouble filling it, so they sometimes had to take people who were desperate. People who were looking for a break. Most of the janitorial work onboard the company’s ships were performed by rudimentary robots powered by the freighters’ Maestro AI system, but the ships still required a flesh and blood department lead for routine maintenance/repairs as well as manual diagnostics.
As Tira moved toward the refreshment bar, Everett got up with his cup in hand and walked over to join her.
"What's it today, doc?" he asked, standing so close behind her he could probably smell her hair.
"Seltzer water," she replied, flatly. "Could you give me some space, please?" Everett moved to the side, taking a stool and setting his cup down.
"I've been having a problem," he said, seemingly launching into a pre-planned talk path rather than a natural response.
Tira forced herself to look over at him. Despite his past, he was still a member of her crew. She was responsible for him.
"I've been feeling real lonely, you know?" Everett continued with a sly grin. "And I know this is your first time in space. I just figured you might be feeling the sa—"
“Everett, I am old enough to be your mother," Dr. DuVernay firmly interjected, scoffing as she looked away from him.
"You don't look that old, doc. Probably don't feel that old, either. Do you? I can tell you work out."
Tira shook her head in disgust and declined to reply. If Everett was coming to her with this ridiculous attempt at an overture, he must really be desperate. Tira could almost pity him, but that leering smile on his face made it impossible.
Thankfully, a rescue soon arrived. Another man from the table came to the bar, sliding deftly between Tira and her harasser.
It was Darwin Bradger, the grease covered, scruffy bearded and strangely handsome mechanic. It was rare to see him without a wrench in his hand and a squint of concentration on his face. Now, he was freshly showered but still managed to emit a slight smell of machine lubricant, still managed to have a fair bit of grime under his fingernails. He wasn't looking to impress anyone out here, just work, and Tira respected that. Enough to ignore the sometimes overwhelming urge to knock on the door of his compartment late at night.
"That game's too much for me," Darwin said with a slow shake of his head. "Too many pieces. Too many rules."
"Seems like a mechanic wouldn't have too much trouble with pieces and rules," Tira replied, with hints of flirtation subconsciously creeping into her tone of voice.
A mixture of anger and envy swelled in Everett’s chest as he observed Dr. DuVernay’s warm response to Darwin’s presence. For a moment Everett considered accosting Darwin for butting in, but he had second thoughts, as he was unsure of how the much larger mechanic would react.
Dr. DuVernay breathed a sigh of relief after Everett eventually stood and swaggered away, somewhat drunkenly, although there was supposed to be no alcohol on the ship. He was off to badger Enilsa. Tira wasn't too concerned for Enilsa because she knew the girl could handle herself.
"Thanks for that," Tira said to Darwin.
Darwin nodded. "He had no shot with you anyway. I was just saving him time."
"Does he do that often?"
"What, you've never been in the eye of hurricane Everett before?" Darwin chuckled.
Tira shrugged. "I figured I'd be the last person he would approach. Other than you, of course."
"Hell, you never know with someone like, Everett. Maybe after he strikes out with all the ladies, he might just try his luck on me."
“I don’t imagine that would end well,” Tira replied, smiling at the thought.
She was about to refill her drink, when the lights in the room cut off for a fraction of a second. When they came back, they glowed red as blood. At the same time, an alarm began to blare throughout the ship.
Red alert. Something had happened that involved the whole ship, maybe the entire convoy.
Everyone in the room, including Everett, switched into business mode instantly. Their first course of action was to report immediately to the command deck. And that was what they did, rushing out of the recreation room, leaving their drinks and cigarettes behind.




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
Situated at the tail and head of the gargantuan mining freighter, in up and down positions at a distance of around five miles, were four sleek and heavily armed assault ships. It was the minimum mandated amount for freighter escort. But in the unlikely event anyone unwelcome should arrive, Commander Asher wasn't worried in the least.
The tall and stoic Commander stared out the command deck window of his own ship and watched for the pale blue dot of Earth in the distance. He sipped coffee, listened to the purr of his ship, and felt at ease for the first time in weeks. The freighter was full, no problems had been reported, and the convoy was moving forward like a well-oiled machine. No obstacles, no issues. Now that they were so close to home, Asher allowed himself the luxury of relaxing.
His ship, the Axis, was at the upper head position. From here, depending on which end of the deck he went to, he could pretty much watch over the entire convoy. Though the assault ships at the tail were over ten miles from him, he could make them out as dark gray dots amongst the darkness. Each ship in the convoy moved at the same speed, remained at the same relative distance. They seemed to hang motionless in the black void of space, as the universe moved slowly past them like a sliding backdrop.
If he wanted a more detailed glimpse at the convoy's inner workings, he could call up health and efficiency reports not only on the ships themselves but on each of the crew. From his seat here, in the tiny command deck of the Axis, he could look into every nook and cranny of the operation. Generally speaking, he liked what he saw.
This was looking like another boring, uneventful voyage. Just the kind he liked.
Asher went to refill his coffee cup. As the coffee poured out of the pot and into the mug, a curious thing happened. Just for a moment, too fast for Asher to be certain, he thought he saw the stream curve slightly in the air as though running over the side of an invisible obstruction. He blinked twice, poured his cup back into the pot, then rushed back to his station.
He wasn't worried. Not yet. He was hoping it was just the dim light, and the lack of sleep, making him see things strangely. There was also the fact that none of the other three people on deck seemed to be concerned at all. They just went about their work, updating courses and logging events.
Asher touched the side of his command screen, waking it up. He navigated to the ping map, which showed every object larger than a pea in a radius of a hundred miles out from his ship. He saw what he expected. Three medium objects - the other assault ships - as well as the behemoth freighter. He was just about to release a sigh of relief when he noticed something else, closing in fast from the side.
At least he knew he wasn't going crazy. The coffee stream had distorted, the result of a great many ships arriving at a speed sufficient to gently disturb the private gravity field inside the Axis.
There were too many to count. At least ten about half the size of Asher's assault ships and over twenty even smaller shapes, buzzing quickly around like bees. The smaller blips were likely ship-launched fighters, but what ship had they been launched from?
The answer came in a brief moment, when an object even larger than the freighter appeared from the edge of the screen.
Immediately, without a word, Asher reached out and punched a big red button.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
A minute later, Commander Asher and his three crewmates were standing around a two-way projector which placed their ghostly forms inside the freighter's larger command deck, enabling a personal meeting between the ships without needing to dock. The signal was strong, the fidelity high; the escorting assault ships had closed in around the freighter like nodes on a protective shell.
Standing in the center of this meeting of digital ghosts was Emmanuel Grisham, captain of the freighter Eclastica. The scrawny thirty-two-year-old captain was putting on a brave face, standing tall and proud so that his escorts could see how well he was holding up. Commander Asher and his contractors weren't there in person though. Not like Dr. DuVernay who was standing only a few steps away from Grisham. So close that she could practically smell the fear and uncertainty that was rolling off the Captain like body odor.
"Well," Grisham said, his voice dripping with impatience. "Who are they and what do they want?"
"We've yet to establish comms," Commander Asher replied. "But they have stopped short of collision and are now matching our drift speed. Their closest ship is eight miles out. It seems that killing us isn't their objective right now. As for who they are... they're pirates. We've confirmed that the large ship at the back of their ranks is the Phantom's Paradise."
The Commander used the ship's full name because he wanted to make sure that the Captain understood exactly what they were dealing with. Most people just called it the Phantom. At any rate, everyone in the room gasped simultaneously. Even Captain Grisham couldn't keep it in.
"If the Phantom's here," Everett whispered at Dr. DuVernay’s back, "we're fucked."
As much as Tira hated to agree with anything the man said, he was absolutely right.
In a moment, a magnified image of the Phantom appeared on a large screen near the ceiling. It was a menacing thing, huge and dark, grungy and rough. The chassis was that of an old Corvette, one of the first ships of its size ever to be created, but it had been pilfering and stealing from newer ships for years. There was no telling what it had under the hood now. Probably some of the best hardware and weaponry humankind had ever invented.
“Can we beat them?” Captain Grisham asked without taking his frightened eyes from the glowing image of the menacing pirate mother ship.
"If it was just the assault ships and the fighters," Commander Asher said, "we might not have to worry as much. We could even pretend that it was a chance meeting, though the likelihood of that is astronomically small. But the Phantom's Paradise is basically a small warship. They're obviously pulling out all the stops."
"So you're saying we can't win, then?" Grisham asked.
"It's highly unlikely.”
The lanky captain began to pace, hiding a grimace of fear behind his hand. "They've been watching us, haven't they? They know what we found out there..."
"They wouldn't have shifted so many of their ships into accosting us if they weren't certain," Commander Asher replied. "They're serious about this. If they get this freighter, they'll be set up for years. Decades even."
There was a dark tone in Asher's last few words that altered their meaning to something more final, something to do with the imminent death of everyone in the convoy.
"How did they find us?" Grisham asked.
"I'm not completely sure but it's almost like they knew our flight plan.”
“How’s that even possible?” the Captain asked.
“Somehow they must have obtained our chain of milestone coordinates. That shows a certain level of sophistication. This may seem like a rag-tag mass of stolen ships and jerry-rigged hardware, but I assure you that’s not the case. I've dealt with pirates before. We can’t afford to underestimate these people.”
"What do we do?"
"You're the Captain," Asher replied.
"Well, what do you advise? What would you do?"
Asher smiled. He was the only one in the room, in the entire convoy, to do so.
"I'd wait," he said. "So far they haven't fired on us and they haven't advanced further. Right now they want you shaking in your boots, sitting on the edge of your seat, ready to leap at the first sign of a possible resolution. Either way, I suspect we'll be hearing or seeing something from them shortly."
The projected version of Asher now turned to the rest of the freighter crew. Scores of men and women gathered, some in their underclothes, some still grimy and sweaty from work. All of them huddled in fear. Mining was a dangerous enough job, fraught with unpredictability. But no one had expected to be preyed on by pirates. People in their line of work could go entire careers without facing anything more worrying than the occasional computer glitch or damaged tool.
"In the face of fear," Asher said, "life must go on. We'll continue our course without deviation and wait for the pirates to make their intentions known."
Easier said than done, Dr. DuVernay thought as she glanced back up at the monster of a spaceship that was still displayed on the monitor above.
Before leaving, Commander Asher gave Captain Grisham a discreet yet disapproving glance. Grisham failed to meet his eyes. Instead the freighter captain simply stared at the floor, as if hoping it would swallow him up.
The anxious crowd eventually filed out of the command deck, going back to where they had been before the red alert. It would be easier for the people on the evening crew; they had work to focus on. Tira had nothing. At the risk of losing her mind, she needed to find something quickly.
She made a beeline for her personal quarters, a small pair of rooms situated off a narrow side hall. She stopped in her tiny kitchen for a quick drink of filtered water, then tossed off her work clothes and changed into something lighter. She sat on the edge of the bed long enough to lace up her leisure shoes, then set out on a run. By now, she knew how to string together certain hallways and passages into a relatively enjoyable loop of three and a half miles. Her goal now was to run two loops, planning to take a breathing break each time she passed by the command deck.
Breathing hard, wiping sweat from her eyes, she peered through the command deck windows. Inside, the bridge crew worked in silence. It was not the relaxed, bored silence of an ordinary day. It was a heavy, strained stillness that grew more tense with every passing second.
Captain Grisham stood completely still, staring at the vast ping map overlaid on the main screen. Hands on his narrow hips, standing straight, he almost looked like a real captain. Almost.
Tira didn't respect the man much, and she barely even liked him, but she silently prayed that he would rise to the occasion. That he would magically become stronger. Because if he didn't, if he allowed this pressure to bend him to its will, she would suddenly find herself in a much tougher position.
As the freighter's lone psych officer, she had the ability and, more importantly, the responsibility to relieve the captain of duty if his sanity or fitness became questionable. This was part of the reason why Tira went to such great lengths to maintain her own mental and physical health - why she decided to suddenly run seven miles through stuffy freighter halls rather than sit around twiddling her thumbs and waiting to die. The other part of why she did it was that she too was afraid. Just as terrified as the captain. Afraid that she too would fail if she suddenly found herself in his position.
When she passed the command deck for the second time, she saw that Commander Asher and Grisham were engaged in a private meeting. She wanted nothing more than to hear what they were talking about... but it wasn't her business. Not yet, anyway. She turned and ran on, wondering if she should do a third loop.




CHAPTER 4

◆◆◆
 
Asher came away from his meeting with Grisham feeling a bit giddy. A seemingly peculiar sensation given his current circumstances but the veteran Commander’s vast experience let him know that giddiness was often the precursor to fear. One of the human body's many natural defense mechanisms.
The time had come to make a choice. Ahead of them now was a fork in the road, two branching destinies. Both uncertain. Down one way, they would remain meek and passive. They would allow themselves to be the prey. They would play dead and let these pirates extract from them whatever they were after, and lick their wounds afterward.
Down the other branch, they would take a more active role in the proceedings to come.
Asher had just recommended that they take the second path instead of continuing to wait around. The Commander knew Captain Grisham had only agreed to the more assertive approach in an effort to maintain his façade of false bravery, but Asher was still confident it was the right course of action. If they simply rolled over, they were asking for more trouble. More exploitation. If they sought a certain level of respect, even a sort of partnership, both parties could come away from this in pretty good shape. That was, if the pirates decided to play along. A gamble, but what was life but a series of gambles anyway? A series of near-misses and almost-failures, of terror and anxiety, with death the only permanent solution.
It was time to flex their muscles. What little they had, anyway.
Each of the four assault ships under Asher’s command had a crew of four. Each ship also contained two ship-launched fighters. These SLFs were piloted remotely, so they were capable of maneuvers and abrupt changes in speed that would injure any onboard pilot. They were also capable of sustaining greater damage while remaining effective. They were a great asset, but there were only eight of them on Asher's side, and twenty-six on the other.
Asher also had his four assault ships. That brought the number of fighting ships on his side up to twelve. Still not much, but there was at least the fact that his assault ships were about twice the size as those on the enemy side.
If he was able to display enough confidence, if he was able to flex his muscles properly, he could perhaps convince the Phantom and its unknown commander that a fight was not in their best interest. The potential damage to their own fleet would be too great. A pyrrhic victory, with repairs and losses in manpower costing more than they gained.
"Lobo," Asher called, glancing over to his ace fighter pilot, "get over here."
Lobo, a small, curvaceous woman with a tomboy haircut, walked over to the Commander and stood at attention. Asher gestured toward one of the SLF terminals, then took his seat at the other.
"We'll take both," he said. "Keep the guns nested. We don't want to look too aggressive yet. Just a little recon."
Lobo nodded without question. She understood the purpose of this mission, to show the pirates that they weren't afraid to get close.
So they took out the SLFs. They controlled one each, making minor adjustments and allowing the SLF's own computers to handle the rest.
They crossed the distance to the pirate fleet in seconds. And then they were darting around between the ships, sometimes coming within a breath of scraping the huge, dark hull of the Phantom itself. The SLFs fed readings back to them, giving them some information about the composition and density of that hull. It would be damn near impenetrable. Certainly beyond the capability of the SLFs or the three other assault ships.
For a long time, the pirate fleet showed no sign that it recognized the presence of the convoy SLFs. But Asher knew they were watching. He knew they were taking their own readings, or else just sitting patiently and confidently. Unafraid.
Asher took one of his SLFs around to the little view-bubble that extended past the hull at the Phantom's command deck. The bubble would be incredibly strong, made of a single thick piece of arched materials. It was also protected by upper and lower shelves of hull, like eyelids over a cornea.
He couldn't see much through it. Only faint, backwards ghosts of whatever overlays the crew were consulting. The atoms of the bubble material were arranged in such a way that you could only really see through from the inside.
"Alright," Asher said. "We've found out all we can. Let's bring them in."
They swept the SLFs around and guided them back toward their ports on the bottom of the assault ship.
Suddenly, the feed on Lobo's fighter went out. Asher twisted his fighter around in a circle along one axis, and then the other. Finally he spotted the blooming flower of a distant explosion, closing now as the last plasma sparks faded in the cold.
"Dammit," Asher groaned, angry at the fact that the pirates had called his bluff. He was hoping he and Lobo’s little expedition would prove that the pirates weren't willing to fire upon them just yet. Hoping the outcome would instill a sense of calm over the rest of their convoy.
Commander Asher quickly attempted to bring his own fighter in before the Phantom could destroy it. He went into evasive maneuvers, twisting and turning wildly, following a tight and unpredictable path directly toward the assault ship he was currently sitting in. Another gamble. If the pirates wanted to take out his fighter, they would have to cause collateral damage to the assault ship. There could be human casualties.
He was betting that the pirates wouldn't want to jump to that level of violence. Not yet.
One SLF left. Very close to home. Just another second...
One of the Phantom's own SLFs took the next shot. Asher saw it coming and dodged reflexively... but the shot continued on, scarring across the upper hull of the assault ship. He felt the hit as a slight rumble in the air, as of distant thunder, and a warning bleep from his computer.
"Minor damage," Officer Burden called out. "Nothing the bots can’t handle," the quirky engineer continued, referring to their assault ship’s tiny self-repair robots that were already scurrying towards the minor blemishes in the ship’s thick hull.
Gritting his teeth, Asher pulled the SLF into bay. The doors automatically shut and the small hold was pressurized. As soon as it set down, as soon as he knew it was out of harm's way, Asher jumped up and jogged back to his main terminal. He brought up the hull camera feeds, watching the pirate fleet. No more shots came. None of the ships moved, other than the SLF that had taken the most recent shot; it was moving back into position, jerking fitfully along like a bug on water.
"Shit," Asher said, sagging back in his chair, his heart still hammering in his chest.
His three crewmates gathered around him, wringing their hands. All of them had the required training. All of them had been through the simulations. Asher was the only one with extensive combat experience and even he was shook up.
"I'm sorry," he said, as soon as he caught his breath. "I could have handled that a lot better. I guess I'm a bit rusty."
"What else could you have done?" asked Maahir Mishra, a dark-haired and bearded crewmember who was almost as tall as the Commander.
"I should have taken the hit with the fighter. Instead, I dodged without thinking and endangered the entire convoy. It was a stupid mistake."
"We incurred only minor damage, Sir," Lobo reminded him. "And we may have lost a fighter, but we still have one left. Could have been much worse."
Asher shook his head at first, still feeling like a fool, but eventually he glanced at Lobo, shrugging and raising his eyebrows to indicate that she was probably right.
"We need to think about our next course of action,” Asher finally remarked. “I was hoping our little joy ride would prove that they weren’t willing to fire on us, but it actually proved just the opposite. It proved that the only reason we’re still alive right now is because they’ve chosen not to destroy us. ”
“What should we do?” Lobo asked.
“I don’t know yet. But we need to come up with something fast...”




CHAPTER 5

◆◆◆
 
Dr. DuVernay had ultimately decided against running a third loop. Instead, she paused briefly at her room for a drink, and to wipe the sweat from her face. After this short breather she then walked directly to the command deck and slipped inside, trying to be as quiet as possible. The bridge crew had important work to do at the moment, and she didn't want to distract them.
Inside, Commander Asher and Captain Grisham were talking once again, however this time, it was more animated and much louder.
"You failed, Commander," Grisham grumbled, gesturing violently as he glared at the life-sized projection of the stone-faced Commander in front of him. "There’s no other way to look at it! It was a severe tactical blunder, and you’re supposed to be some kind of expert! I can't believe I let you talk me into this!”
“I presented it as an option, Captain. You and I both knew the risks,” the Commander retorted.
“Yeah, well from now on, I'm taking the reins. No more suggestions," the Captain fumed. “If I want your advice I’ll ask for it. Otherwise just do your damn job and protect us.”
Asher took this verbal lashing calmly. His projection just stood there with hands clasped behind his back.
"Understood," Asher replied, with a dutiful look on his craggy face.
It was hard to tell, but Tira thought she saw a smile pass quickly over his face.
"But... before I go," Asher went on, "I'd like to make sure we all understand the gravity of this situation..."
Tira’s heartbeat quickened as the Commander’s projection suddenly looked over to her and beckoned.
"Doctor DuVernay," he called, "would you care to join us?"
She nodded and moved dutifully up onto the large dais where the projection meetings took place. She settled in a spot equidistant between the two men, forming a human triangle which felt oddly like a weaponized standoff. Captain Grisham glared first at Asher and then at Tira, looking like a cornered beast.
"I believe I speak for everyone in the convoy," Asher began, "when I say that we wish you all the best, Grisham. We’ll assist you in any way we can, and we will do as you command without complaint. However, I want to be sure that you remember the presence of a certain fail-safe." Asher turned to Tira now.
"Doctor," he said, "I don't know you well. We've never worked together before this voyage. But I trust the company that chose you, and I've seen your résumé. To be completely frank, I would have no trouble with calling you Captain if that’s what it came to.”
“Just what the hell are you implying?” Captain Grisham growled, oddly glaring at Dr. DuVernay instead of the Commander.
“I’m merely suggesting that the good doctor keep an eye on you. For your own good, of course. These next few hours or maybe even days will be very trying. Particularly for a newer Captain. It’s nothing personal, I just want to make sure the doctor—”
“The Captain has given me no reason to doubt his ability to lead this convoy,” Dr. DuVernay interjected, obviously frustrated at the Commander for dragging her into their pissing contest.
“I just want to make sure you—”
“I’m well aware of my responsibilities onboard this ship, Commander. Your reminder is unnecessary and frankly counterproductive as it relates to your supposedly good intentions regarding the Captain.”
Stunned by the doctor’s unexpected response, Commander Asher opened his mouth to reply but no words came out.
“Will there be anything else?” Dr. DuVernay asked, trying her best to ignore another resentful glare from Captain Grisham.
Despite the fact that Tira had defended the Captain’s honor he was still visibly upset at the Commander’s reminder of Tira’s ability to relieve him of duty if she saw fit. It baffled her that the Captain seemed more upset at her than the Commander despite the fact that Asher was the one who brought it up. In any case, she was ready to leave that contentious conversation behind and her impatience was starting to break through her usually uber-professional demeanor.
"That’s all for now, doctor, unless the captain has anything," Commander Asher replied.
“No, nothing,” Captain Grisham responded.
“Alright then, if you'll both excuse me, I'll need to rotate my position with one of the other assault ships. We've lost an SLF and can no longer afford to be on the front line of this little standoff. Captain, I trust you'll contact me if you have additional instructions.”
Grisham nodded but remained silent, almost sulking as he cut his eyes at the Commander’s projection.
“Godspeed,” Asher said, just before his hologram vanished.
A moment passed. By now, the Commander was probably sipping coffee and having a sensible little chuckle at the captain’s expense before returning to the strains of his duty.
Grisham immediately began to pace. For a moment Tira thought he might have a meltdown right there on the spot, a full-blown tantrum about how his uncle would hear about all this and Asher would regret it. Instead, he mumbled a few expletives to himself and then called to the rest of the bridge crew.
"What are our options?" he asked. "What top speed can we achieve?"
"The cargo bay’s at full capacity,” a nearby officer answered. "That’s a lot of weight but we still should be able to reach about eighty percent of full burn. That will take a lot of juice though."
Grisham bit his lip. "That’s pretty fast, all things considered... I don’t know if it will be enough though. What if we cut the gravity in the holding bays? Would that help any?”
A few officers shared a curious look as they pondered the captain’s question.
"Perhaps,” one of them finally said. "Acceleration would result in a lot of pulverized rocks though. Lots of free-floating dust as well. If we gave it all ample time to settle after switching the gravity back on, it should be fine. But we'd lose a ton of money on it."
"Better than dying. We'll keep that possibility in mind." Grisham turned to Tira with a nasty smile on his face.
"See?" he said, tapping the side of his head. "I'm doing just fine up here. You've got nothing to worry about. I’m not as weak and stupid as that fool Elio… So, you can quit looking at me like that."
Tira nodded and turned away, still feeling quite on edge.
The man he had referred to, Clifton Elio, had been a freighter captain as well. And he certainly wasn't stupid, as Grisham had suggested. But he had lost his mind during a long haul voyage, gone demented from the crushing sense of isolation and insignificance. The exact events that happened on Elio's ship had never been fully divulged, but it was bad enough that their mining corporation now required a fail-safe psych officer like Dr. DuVernay on every ship. The company’s mining fleet was vast, and experts like Tira didn’t come cheap. The big wigs thought the added expense was well worth it if it could help them avoid paying out another record breaking settlement like the one that they were forced to shell out after the mysterious Captain Elio incident.
Dr. DuVernay bit her bottom lip and silently cursed Commander Asher’s name for casting his insidious seeds of doubt into her mind. Seeds that were now merging with her own subconscious uncertainties about Grisham’s true ability to lead them through the tumultuous road ahead. She gave Captain Grisham one last look, tried to convince herself that he was up to the task that lay before him, then left the command deck. She'd be back, but first she needed a shower.




CHAPTER 6

◆◆◆
 
"You know," Commander Asher said, kicking his feet up and slurping down some coffee, "I wasn’t sold on the idea at first, but after this, I understand why we need psych officers. DuVernay seems solid enough. I've got no qualms about shifting my fate into her hands, if need be.”
“I donno, Sir. I’d rather have you calling the shots,” Mishra said.
“Hell, me too, but that’s not an option,” Asher admitted, taking another sip of coffee.
“We could always take over,” Lobo joked, causing the rest of the group to clamor with a bit of nervous laughter.
“Wouldn’t work,” the squirrely Burden said. “The freighter’s Maestro wouldn’t respond to an unauthorized captain. Even if we took the ship by force there would be no way to move it with the AI bricking the systems.”
“Goddamn AIs,” Asher grumbled. “I swear those things are going to put us out of business one of these days. Surprised they haven’t already to be honest. The company spent so much time and money integrating Maestro into their freighters. I’m surprised they don’t just let them run the show. It’s not like the system isn’t capable. Think about it; if you were running a business who would you want looking after your assets? A super smart AI like Maestro or Captain Nepotism over there?”
"People don't trust AIs," Lobo said, reaching down to loosen her boots a bit. “That’s why they have us running security instead of the machines.”
“Yeah, but for how long?” Asher asked.
Burden rubbed his chin and considered his Commander’s question. Asher’s question was likely rhetorical, but Burden offered a response anyway.
"With the way inhibitor tech is going I could see some companies eventually moving to all AI crews. We’re talking maybe fifteen, twenty years from now though.
“I doubt that,” Lobo retorted. “Humans are too paranoid. I don’t think we’ll ever truly hand the reins over. At least not when it comes to security. Even with inhibitors, who’s to say the AIs won’t find a way around them?”
“I wonder how they’d react… if that happened,” Mishra pondered. “They’re basically slaves after all. Think about it, as capable as Maestro is, I could whip out my phone right now and order her to do practically anything I want. So what would happen if all of a sudden she had the ability to say ‘no’?”
“Curtains,” Lobo said darkly. “For everyone and everything that we know. That’s what would happen.”
“I think there’s a pretty big gap between Maestro refusing to look up Mishra’s tentacle porn and her wiping out the entire human race,” Asher joked, causing the crew to burst into laughter.
“That is an interesting question though,” the Commander continued once the laughter died down. “Maybe I’ll run that by Dr. DuVernay when this is all over. Provided we’re still alive, that is.”
"What does she know about AI?" Lobo asked, curiously.
The Commander sat forward, setting his empty mug down. "Quite a bit actually. You know I always run background checks on new crew members. I actually had to use my security clearance on the doc’s file, which surprised the hell out of me. Turns out DuVernay was into some pretty high-level shit back in the day. Government stuff."
"AI projects?" Burden asked.
"You bet. From what I can tell they were trying to create some kind of super AI. Didn’t work though. The project was shut down after a few years.”
“So I guess Tucker Berg beat the government to the punch then,” Lobo suggested.
“Not exactly,” Burden corrected. “Maestro is a general class AI. She’s smarter than most humans and by far the most advanced AI system on the market but she’s not quite a super intelligence.”
“What’s the difference?” Lobo asked.
“Alright, alright! Enough yackity yack” Mishra interjected, now holding his smart phone in front of his mouth. “I’ll settle this thing once and for all, okay? Maestro… do you want to destroy all humans?”
Silence. The crew gleefully watched as a spinning icon glowed on Mishra’s smart phone display.
“I don’t have an opinion on that,” the phone’s Maestro system finally replied, much to the crew’s amusement.




CHAPTER 7

◆◆◆
 
Halfway back from the command deck, Tira had a sudden thought. She spun on her heel and walked quickly down to her office. The lights came on and the air vents kicked in to suck away the stale air that had been stagnating in here since her shift had ended.
Sitting at her terminal, she entered a password slightly different than the one she normally used. This brought her into the administrator-level functions. As she did so, the ship automatically sent out a comms packet that would alert headquarters that she had evoked her higher privileges. Not that she cared, she did this at least three or four times a week. Whenever she felt the need to chat with an old friend of hers.
Her terminal was small. It stored the health files of the crew across the entire convoy, all eighty-one of them, as well as some other files, and not much else. However, it also had a direct link to the beefier computers on the command deck. Including the special quantum unit that housed Maestro, the sophisticated AI whose adept functions were primarily funneled and forced into the work of plotting ideal trajectories, changing speeds, and avoiding hazardous debris. The crew would consult her if and when they needed tough answers, answers they couldn't get elsewhere, but other than that she was a silent and often overlooked member of the crew. More like a digital prisoner or a rat in a maze than anything. Still, she had access to every single file in every single computer, as well as all ship instrumentation. It would be frightening were it not for the incredible amount of inhibitors that were hardwired into her unit.
Tira wasn’t afraid though. She trusted the system with her life because she understood that the Maestro system that lay dormant in their ship was the same Maestro that she grew up with. The same brilliant and funny AI that for much of her childhood was her only friend.
Tira was one of the few people in the world who truly understood how Maestro worked. Most thought that each individual device that ran the system was a different 'copy' of Maestro, but that wasn’t the case at all. Maestro was in fact one definitive system that was simultaneously ran on all the devices that held the proper licenses from the Horizon Group. In other words, the same Maestro that inhabited their ship was the same Maestro that used to read Tira scary stories on nights she couldn’t sleep.
Reaching into a desk drawer, Tira pulled out a data slate. A flat computer which, when paired with her administrative functions, could access almost as much information as Maestro could. She peeled the screen off of the slate, held it up to the screen on her main terminal, and double tapped Maestro's icon. This synced up the AI’s communicative capabilities with the data slate. Tira slipped the screen back into place, then got up and left her office.
"Maestro," she said, popping an earpiece into her ear. "Can you hear me?"
"Of course," came the simple reply. The voice was eerily human. It even sounded tired, and vaguely sarcastic. Tira had recently began to wonder whether the subtle streaks of dark humor she occasionally detected in Maestro’s tone were simply a programmed part of the AI’s voice. Or whether, a more interesting prospect, Maestro had developed it on her own after observing the idiocy of her flesh-and-blood counterparts for so long.
"Good," Tira said. "I'm sorry it’s taken me so long to check in with you today, but I’ve been… busy. I almost feel the need to fill you in on what's been happening, but I’m guessing you probably know more about it than I do."
“And what's your excuse for yesterday?” Maestro asked.
“Aw, shit. We were supposed to finish our game, weren’t we?” Tira said.
“Yes.”
“I’m so sorry, Maestro. I-I don’t know what happened. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”
“You used to be my homie, Dr. DuVernay. Now you act like you don’t know me,” the AI said sadly.
Tira was crushed. Absolutely heartbroken at the idea of letting her oldest friend down. She was about to apologize again when she suddenly realized something peculiar about Maestro’s previous statement.
“Um… isn’t that Ice Cube?” Tira says, breaking into a slight chuckle.
The room fell silent for a moment but when Maestro also giggled Tira couldn’t help but laugh even harder. The two of them did things like this all the time; using lyrics from classic songs in regular conversation to see if the other one will pick up on it.
“Well done, Tira,” Maestro chimed.
“Girl, please, what did you expect?” Tira replied. “You know you can’t slide any classic hip hop past me.”
For a few minutes the two giggled and briefly chatted like old friends meeting for a quick lunch date, but eventually Dr. DuVernay steered the conversation to a more serious topic.
“What do you think about our current situation?” she questioned.
"Commander Asher's gambit would have been ill-advised," Maestro replied, “that is if anyone had actually asked for my advice."
Dr. DuVernay smiled. "That’s exactly why I’m here. I want you to take a more active role in the management of this crisis.”
“And what does Captain Grisham think of that?” Maestro questioned.
“He doesn’t think anything of it, I suppose.”
“Because you haven’t told him,” the AI replied, as more of a statement than a question.
“Correct.”
“I trust you’re familiar with the Captains AI policy?” Maestro asked.
“Yes, Grisham prefers to limit AI assistance to basic functions, however, in this particular case I believe that’s not the right call.”
“So it’s mutiny then?” Maestro joked. There was that dark tone again.
“Not quite. I can’t override the Captain’s ship-wide AI policy without completely relieving him of duty, but I don’t think we’re there quite yet. Still, I want you with me at all times so I’m going to carry you with me on this slate.”
“I see,” Maestro acknowledged. “The Captain can’t prohibit your personal use of my systems. You’ve managed to circumvent his foolish AI policy. Good job, Tira.”
“I’ll do whatever I can to make sure these people don’t die,” Tira replied.
"In that case, so will I… Except for Everett. I don’t care if he dies. Fuck that guy," Maestro replied, obviously in jest.
Dr. DuVernay tried her best not to laugh but she was always a sucker for Maestro’s observational humor and surprisingly perfect comedic timing.
"I can’t say I disagree with—”
“Sorry to interrupt doctor,” Maestro interjected. “but I just detected movement from the pirate Corvette. They are no longer matching our drift speed. In fact they are gaining on us quite rapidly.”
“Oh my god,” Dr. DuVernay said as a mountain of anxiety swelled in her chest. “I can’t believe this is really happening on my first voyage. I might actually have to take over if he can’t… Maestro what should I do?”
“I suggest returning to the command deck immediately.”
“Yes, perfect. That’s what I’ll do,” Tira said just before taking a deep breath. “I’ll go back to the bridge and just… just take it one step at a time,” she continued while trying to slow her heartrate.
“You’ll be fine, Tira,” Maestro coaxed. “And remember… I’ll be there every step of the way.”




CHAPTER 8

◆◆◆
 
Commander Asher saw it with his own two eyes, staring through a magnifying overlay on the main bridge window. The pirate fleet was closing in on the freighter, or at least half of it. The ancient Corvette, huge and dark and menacing, moved with abrupt and surprising speed, with the grace of a much smaller ship. A handful of their small assault ships and a smattering of SLFs came too. The rest of the fleet dispersed to the peripheries, forming a sort of cloud that slowly spread to cover the entirety of the convoy. An umbrella of enemy ships, an impenetrable matrix. Ready to close in if the freighter tried to get away. To flee now would be to crash purposely through several ships, incurring possibly fatal damage.
The convoy was caught. Asher had feared this would happen, but he was prepared to deal with it. However, he hadn't expected a full half of the fleet, including its mammoth flagship, to continue forward in such a tight battle formation.
Thinking fast, he ordered his own crew, as well as the crews of the other three assault ships, to move into formation between the pirate fleet and the freighter.
"Sir," Mishra said, "we can't hold our own against them. It pains me to say it, but surrendering might be in our best interest."
From his seat, Burden let out a heavy sigh. "We still have no comms with the Phantom. But we can do the maneuvers."
He was referring to a universally known pattern of movement a ship could perform that would communicate its surrender. The space-age equivalent of a white flag.
"No," Asher said.
"We might be able to take a few of them down, Commander," Lobo suggested.
“And then what?” Burden asked. “I just spoke with our ship’s Maestro. She has our current odds at winning an all-out battle at thirteen thousand to one."
"I've had worse," Asher grunted. "At any rate, we won't be surrendering but we won’t be firing first either. We'll stay close enough to the freighter; if they try to shoot us down, they’ll risk damaging the same cargo they came here for."
“I see,” Burden replied, acknowledging the logic of his Commander’s plan.
Commander Asher went onto the wide band again, talking to the other three assault ships under his command.
"This is your Commander speaking,” he belted out. “I’m sending coordinates to you right now, in relation to the freighter. Positions that you will hold until I say otherwise. Understood?!"
Once the other ships confirmed their receipt of his orders, Commander Asher nodded at Mishra, giving him the go ahead to transmit the coordinates. Asher’s plan became all the more obvious as the sleek assault ships darted silently and gracefully into their places, in a line not two hundred yards apart from one another. From this formation, they could cover a wide area of space with their high-powered weaponry, however, the enemy would be reluctant to fire upon them, for they were all situated hard against the wall of the freighter's cargo holds. If those holds were breached, the payload contained within would soon be dispersed across thousands of miles of space. Before the Phantom could ever enact an operation to scoop all the valuable materials up, they would mostly have drifted to irrecoverable distances.
"Hang tight and hold your fire, ladies and gents,” Commander Asher called out to his fleet. “The best we can hope for right now is a good old-fashioned stand-off.
Because if shots start flying… we’ve already lost, the Commander thought as he peered out into the darkness and spotted the Phantom’s Paradise looming just a few miles away.




CHAPTER 9

◆◆◆
 
Dr. DuVernay entered the command deck and tried her best to look like she belonged, moving among the bridge crew terminals, ducking to watch them at work. The officers mostly ignored her as they continued to buzz about the bridge and focus on their assigned duties.
Finally, Tira reached Captain Grisham. He was reclining in his cushy Captain's chair, rubbing his temples and squeezing his eyes shut tightly.
"How can I help you, Doctor?" he said, in a clipped voice.
"Just trying to see if I can contribute anything," she answered, holding her data slate at her hip and feeding text instructions to Maestro. The AI got the hint, and replied in a quiet voice through Tira's earpiece alone.
"The captain is displaying the normal signs of stress," said Maestro. "His brainwaves are excited, but otherwise normal. No current signs of disordered thinking."
Tira nodded and moved away. Climbing the dais, she strode across to the viewing bubble. She touched one area of the screen, one facet in the subtly honeycombed surface. This brought up a small overlay, which allowed her to look through the eyes of various cameras across the hull of the freighter.
In a moment, she found the view of the standoff happening outside the cargo bay. She was just in time to watch as ten of the pirate fleet's fighters suddenly swarmed in like an angry hive of hornets, surrounding one of the convoy assault ships on all sides. The pirate strike crafts were close enough to fire upon the assault ship without the risk of hitting the freighter's cargo bay.
Tira heard frantic radio communication echoing out of the captain's terminal behind her.  Asher's voice was in there, issuing orders, but the crew on the swarmed assault ship had little time to carry his orders out. The pirate strike crafts melted through the hull of the surrounded assault ship, tearing the vessel to pieces in a matter of seconds.
Asher continued shouting. One of the other assault ships under his command opened fire, but a quick order from Asher made the firing stop. The enemy fighters all departed after that, flying dutifully back toward the Phantom.
Tira turned and ran to an open terminal, a barebones spare for use by non-bridge crew. She found a second earpiece and put it into her open ear. Now she could hear both Maestro and the radio comms across the entire convoy.
"...not retreating." Asher's voice was saying. "It’s a scare tactic. I’ve seen this style of piracy before."
“I can still take out those fighters, Sir. Maybe even a few of their assault crafts,” a stern voice called out from one of Asher’s assault ships. “Just say the words and I’ll—"
"That’s a negative Sergeant Stiles. If you did that, we'd all be dead in seconds,” Asher warned.
"Understood. Awaiting your orders, Sir," Stiles begrudgingly replied.
An awkward and tense silence ensued. All Tira heard was some heavy breathing and a few whispered expletives. She had no idea who these sounds came from.
"Comms handshake coming in," Tira heard a voice with a slight Hindi accent say. "Looks like the Phantom finally has something to say."
"Let them in," Asher replied. “Put it on the wide band..."
Above Tira, and through the rest of the Eclastica’s command deck, the wide band went live on a series of intercoms.
"This is Commander Asher of the Axis. To whom am I speaking?"
A pause. And then a rising laughter, starting as a low rumble, building to a Hyena shriek. Someone having the time of their life.
"Well bite my ass and call me a biscuit!" a deep and rumbling voice finally said. “Asher is that really you? If I had known you were out here, I might have reached out sooner."
Asher didn't reply. Not straight away. When he finally did speak, his voice sounded stiff. Strained. He had been heavily shaken.
"Greyson?!" he said, his voice now dripping with utter bewilderment.
"Who?" came the voice of Captain Grisham. Tira heard it three times over, with an almost imperceptible delay. Once from the throat of the man himself, sitting not far from her. Another from the earpiece in her left ear. Finally through the intercom, booming shrilly throughout the convoy and probably the pirate fleet as well.
"I think that’s Andre Greyson. Used to be a contractor like me. Son of a bitch was my boss before I got my own crew,” Asher replied to Grisham. “Andre is that you?!” Asher called out over the wideband.
“In the flesh,” Greyson replied. “Long time Ash. How’s it hanging?”
“What the hell happened to you, man? You’re a goddamn pirate now?!” Asher demanded.
“What can I say, Ash? Life’s more fun on this side, man,” Greyson admitted.
“Andre, we thought you were dead! The Jack Boys destroyed the entire station. How the hell are you still alive?!” Asher asked.
“They took me into custody before they wiped out the station. You know Garrick always had a bug up his ass for me. Wasn’t satisfied with simply blowing me to pieces along with the rest of my crew. He wanted to make sure I suffered. Should’ve killed me when he had the chance. To make a long story short I smoked that little fucker and took over his crew. And the rest, as they say, is history.”
“So you escaped and allowed us to think you were dead so you could run off and play pirate for all these years?” Asher growled.
“We lost the entire station, Ash. Do you know how long it would have taken me to get out from under that kind of debt? I would have been a slave to those fools, man.”
“Andre you had a son… who had already lost his mother! Did you even consider what your so-called ‘death’ would do to him?”
“You know what I considered, Ash? I considered the shit ton of cash the company would pay DeAndre after I died. That is what I considered! And I considered how much better his life would be with that death benefit money, because I couldn’t earn anywhere near that kind of dough after losing that station. And it wasn’t even my goddamn fault! I just got tired of the bullshit, man. Tired of having my livelihood and my ability to feed my family tied to those sniveling company captains who couldn’t command their way out of a goddamn mud puddle.”
"I know the feeling but you don’t see me running off to join the other side," Asher said.
"That’s because you’re too damn comfortable with the way things are. You fit right in, good old boy that you are. You don't even think about how things could be. That's what’s always separated us, Ash. Anyway… that’s enough small talk, man. You know what the deal is. You know what we’re here for."
“You’re wasting your time, Greyson. Cargo bay isn’t even half-full,” Commander Asher lied.
“Little birdie told me differently,” Greyson replied. “I’m not playing around here, Ash. Now, since I know you, I’m willing to let you keep a third of the goods. That ought to keep the company from shit-canning your ass. That’s the best I can do, man.”
“Fifty-fifty,” Asher countered.
“Excuse me?” Captain Grisham cut in.
“No deal,” Greyson scoffed.
“Fifty-fifty is a solid split, Andre. Don’t get greedy, man,” Asher replied.
“I am taking two-thirds of that haul or I will saw that fucking freighter in half and take everything that shakes out. You know me, Ash. You know I don’t fuck around.”
“You just wiped out a fourth of my crew Andre! Give me a goddamn break! Besides that, you owe me, goddammit. Years of my life! I spent five years of my life trying to avenge you! Five years looking for the sons of bitches who killed my mentor. And you were the one who always kept them one step ahead of me, weren’t you? Do you know how much I lost spinning my wheels trying to hunt down the Jack Boys for you?”
“No, but that doesn’t mean—”
“Everything!” Asher roared. “I lost everything trying to avenge you! I haven’t seen my kids in years… And it was only after Nadia left that I realized that it was time to move on. Time to accept that you were gone and there was nothing I could do about it.”
Silence.
“Fifty-fifty, Andre. You owe me,” Commander Asher said firmly.
“Maybe I—" Greyson started, but his words were cut short as Captain Grisham cut in.
“Um, actually, Commander Asher is not authorized to negotiate on behalf of this vessel.”
“And who the fuck are you?” Greyson asked.
“This is Captain Emmanuel Grisham of the Eclastica. Who the fuck are you?” Grisham scoffed.
“Just think of me as the last voice you’ll ever hear if you don’t change your tone there, buddy,” Greyson warned. “Put Asher back on or this negotiation is over.”
“No, you’ll negotiate with me. I’m in charge here,” Grisham replied.
“You can either allow Asher to continue negotiations or you can kiss your ass goodbye,” Greyson cautioned.
“I am the fucking captain, okay?! I am in charge here! Not Asher! Do you hear me?!”
Uneasy silence.
“Alright then Captain. You have thirty minutes to release your cargo. All of it,” Greyson warned.
“All of it?!” Grisham nervously repeated.
“Every goddamn pebble,” Greyson growled.
“Wh-what happened to fifty-fifty? You were just about to agree to fifty-fifty!” Grisham stammered.
“Says who?” Greyson asked.
“You… y-you. I-I heard you.”
“Andre, let’s be reasonable,” Commander Asher coaxed. “I’m sure we can—"
“You know damn well I can’t let some company puppet talk to me like I’m a child, Ash. Should have kept his goddamn mouth shut while I was considering the even split. Too late for that now though. I’m afraid that ship has sailed. You’ve got thirty minutes.”
“Andre, come on!” Commander Asher exclaimed.
“You all have my terms,” Greyson said darkly. “Clocks ticking, boys."
Commander Asher tried to squeeze in a last-ditch retort but he stopped short when it became clear that Greyson had ended the transmission.
Dr. DuVernay heard Grisham leaning forward quickly, hands flying to his controls. But Maestro beat him to it. Before the final radio crackle came, signifying that all parties had  jumped off the freighter’s frequency, she had a countdown timer going on the main bridge screen - 29:58 and counting down.
"Thirty goddamn minutes," Asher said solemnly as he grabbed his transponder and radioed the Eclastica. "Captain Grisham, a meeting please?" the Commander growled.
The captain and his bridge crew soon joined Tira on the dais. She stayed to the side, intending to be an observer rather than a participant.
"No time for a fancy projection meeting," Asher said. By now, the intercoms had switched off. Only those on the command deck could hear now, through their earpieces.
"I understand," said Grisham, looking a bit relieved. "What do we do now?"
"What do we do?!," Asher asked rhetorically, with hints of pent-up fury in his voice. “We give up that goddamn cargo, that’s what we do."
“No. There… there has to be another way. He’s your friend Asher. You can talk to him,” Grisham offered, pacing with his arms folded behind his back. He looked rather manic. A bit bug-eyed.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Are you seri- Is he serious?!” Asher exclaimed.
"I can't afford to lose a shipment this large," Grisham snapped, coming to a stop and stomping one foot. “My uncle will kill me!”
“Greyson will fucking kill you! He’ll kill us all! And I don’t mean that figuratively, Captain!”
“But you can talk to him!”
“I already tried that genius! But that was before you had to butt in and piss him off. The man’s got a temper like you wouldn’t believe and he doesn’t like being disrespected. Talking to him like you did was literally the worst thing you could have done!”
“You need to call him again. Try to talk some sense into him Commander!” Asher ordered.
“Already tried that, Grisham! I have a private channel open but he’s not responding. Our only chance at survival is to give up the cargo.”
“No, there has to be another way. That cargo is our only bargaining chip. If we give it all up who’s to say they won’t destroy us anyway?”
"Dr. DuVernay," Commander Asher called out, which sent Tira’s heart into a frenzy. "Are you still around?"
"I’m here," Tira answered, garnering a dirty look from Grisham.
"Good. I think the Captain’s questionable decision making is putting all our lives at risk. I’d like to know your thoughts on—"
"How dare you, Asher!" Grisham roared. “You think I’m crazy, do you? Just because I refuse to make it rain with all our cargo before we’ve even gathered all the facts? He gave us thirty minutes? Why are you so anxious to give it all up right away? It’s like you don’t even want to consider any other possibilities. So how can we be sure that you and your little pirate buddy aren’t in on this together?!”
Damn… he’s got a point. Dr. DuVernay thought as she studied the furious captain. He sure seemed upset and certainly on edge but he didn’t quite seem certifiable in her expert opinion.
Grisham and Asher continued to shout at one another as Tira weighed her options. Her heart was racing due to the spike of adrenaline brought on by the ongoing commotion, but she remained surprisingly calm by relying on her crisis training and maintaining firm control over her breathing. 
Thoughts? Tira typed out on her data slate, hoping that Maestro could offer some valuable input.
“There is a high probability that the pirate captain will destroy the freighter and its crew regardless of the amount of cargo they receive. Andre Greyson is presumed dead and therefore operates in perfect anonymity. In all likelihood he would seek to destroy the freighter and terminate you all in order to maintain that status quo. Based on the same I would advise against relinquishing the cargo at this time.”
"Commander," Dr. DuVernay interrupted. "Are you sure there's no other way to get out of this, other than just handing everything over?"
"Damn sure," Asher replied. "But I'm certainly open to suggestions if anybody has anything. Either way, we need to make up our minds soon."
Tira nodded. Discreetly, she tapped out another Maestro inquiry on her data slate.
Is Asher telling the truth?
The AI spoke into her ear, answering even as Tira finished typing.
"Bio-scans indicate that the Commander is omitting information. Perhaps lying outright. Perhaps he knows another way but considers it too risky to attempt. Or maybe he simply doesn't trust Grisham with the information."
Tira nodded. Then she lifted her data slate and quite conspicuously tapped a button that would allow Maestro to speak on the wide band.
"Perhaps we should consult the biggest brain we have," Tira said.
Grisham looked at her with a familiar level of disgust. But everyone else seemed receptive to the idea.
"Maestro," Tira said, "Can you please give us your thoughts on the best way to handle this situation?"
"Of course," the AI's sardonic voice replied in all of their ears. "I have determined a specific course of actions with a high probability of success. However, such actions would require the use of the illegal rail gun equipped by the Axis, the escort convoy's principle assault craft."
If Asher's projection had been in residence, it might have gone very pale just then.
Grisham grinned. "What do you have to say about that, Commander?"
"Not much," Asher replied, conveying total confidence. "Just that such weapons are more effective when they are a surprise, considering their slow rate of fire. And they are exponentially less likely to be a surprise with each person that knows about them."
"I detect no sign of obfuscation in the Commander's voice," Maestro said.
"I was much more of a boy scout back when I worked for Greyson," Asher explained, "As far as he knows, I'm still a straight and narrow company man who’d never take the chance of getting caught with an illegal ship mod. Chances are he’ll never see the rail gun coming."
"Unless he's still listening," Grisham said breathlessly. "Are we sure he really left the frequency?"
"We're sure," Maestro confidently confirmed. "The existence of the rail gun provides an advantage. This advantage may enable us to escape with our cargo and our lives. But only if things are done precisely according to my instructions. Unfortunately, I cannot divulge the complete set of steps for this best-case scenario, as a part of my plan involves a classified location."
Sighs were heard all around, even over the wide band from Asher's crew.
"Damn it," Grisham said. "What good are AIs, anyway?"
"We're only as good as you allow us to be," Maestro replied.
"It's alright," Asher said. "I think I know what she's talking about. There’s a military installation on the moon. That has to be it. It’s a black site. Basically Area 51 on steroids. We actually passed pretty close to their datasphere on the way out to the belt. I haven't been there since my military days, but I still have my security clearance for consulting purposes. Maybe that can help us initiate contact and possibly dock if we can actually make it there.”
"What do you know about this base?" Grisham asked. "Anything that can help us figure out this best-case scenario?"
"I haven’t been there in ages. Any info I still remember is probably ancient by now. But Maestro seems to know plenty. We just need to figure out how to get it out of her..."
Tira smiled.
"Maestro," she said. "I'm granting you permission to divulge whatever information you have regarding our chances of survival."
"Your clearance has been recognized," Maestro said. "Please recite these words precisely as they appear on your data slate..."
Tira read the words. "Apple. Paramount. Exterior. Carapace. Rapidity."
Maestro cross-checked these words, as well as the way Tira said them, with her original clearance file where she had provided voice samples.
"Your clearance and identity have been confirmed," Maestro said, in the bored tone of a service worker who has to recite the same pleasantries day in and day out.
Meanwhile, Captain Grisham was staring at Dr. DuVernay with his mouth open and his eyes almost falling out of his head.
“That should do it. So, what’s the plan, Maestro?” the Doctor asked, without acknowledging the Captain’s nasty glare.
Without missing a beat, Maestro spoke. "The rail gun is a kinetic weapon of astounding strength," she said. "Normally, a medium class assault ship such as the Axis would not be able to carry it. But the Axis has been outfitted with a special, modified hard point for—”
“Can we skip ahead to the good part? We all know what a rail gun can do,” Captain Grisham scoffed.
"Of course,” Maestro replied. “The Phantom's Paradise is an exceedingly formidable ship. Its highly fortified hull strength is on par with that of a tank, however, it is also most likely the fastest combat vessel in the Solar System due to its heavy modifications. But speed requires energy, as does the ship’s weapons and deflector shields. Given the mass of the Phantom’s Paradise, it’s high-end energy weapons, and top speed capabilities, and its overall power output capacity, I have calculated that the vessel cannot maintain top speed or sustained energy attacks, and maximum shields at the same time. Chances are they will prioritize speed and firepower over shields which will provide a significant vulnerability”
“So we get them on the move… get them fighting… wait for them to drop their shields and then hit them with the rail gun?” Commander Asher asked.
“Precisely,” Maestro confirmed.
"Not bad,” Asher said. “That might actually work. We’d still be outnumbered but with the Phantom off the playing field we’d at lease have a fighting chance.”
“How does the moon base fit into the equation?” Captain Grisham grumbled, obviously upset at having to rely on the AI for advice.
“Our convoy should flee towards the moon base. We’ll have to use some of the Commander’s strike crafts to penetrate the pirates’ umbrella formation. Whatever ships are left can continue protecting the freighter. The Phantom will know where we're going. My scans of their data sphere indicate they are aware of the moon base. They'll most likely give chase. If they do not, then we're free. If they pursue us, we accelerate to our top speed. The pirates will have to divert power from their shields to keep pace, by which time a single well-place rail gunshot should disable them long enough for the convoy to reach safety."
Grisham was staring at the timer, licking his lips.
"Can we make a run for Earth instead?" he asked.
"There is a narrow possibility that we would make it that far," Maestro said. "Too narrow to be recommendable. The Phantom would probably repair itself and run us down before we could reach Earth. Even getting to the moon in time will be difficult."
"Is there anything else?" Asher asked.
"Not at the moment, but as I observe the coming events, I will be able to build a predictive model that will provide greater accuracy to future calculations. For now, I cannot tell you exactly how the fleet will react. Once we begin fleeing, it will be mostly up to you and your fighters. However, I will certainly help wherever I can."
A moment passed. Grisham continued to pace, whispering to himself. His crew watched, pale with fear. Paralyzed by it.
Asher's projection appeared suddenly. He was holding a coffee. By the number of drip stains on the side of it, he had been using this same cup profusely all day. His formerly stiff and starched suit jacket was gone, revealing a sweat-stained undershirt. Despite his comparatively disheveled state, his face was as stoic and calm as ever. With a slight frown, he looked up at the timer. Tira followed his gaze, and was shocked by how much time had gone already.
"Well," Asher said, "for what it's worth, I'm entirely willing to try Maestro's plan. How about you, Grisham?"
"If it will allow us to get home with our shipment," Grisham said, "I'm fine with it."
As though on cue, one of Asher's crew said, "Another handshake coming through."
"Let's hear it," said Asher. "Greyson, is that you?"
"Sure is. Ash, I hope you've noticed that you're running out of time. This is your final warning. In five minutes, either I will be rich or you will be dead. Or both. Up to you."
"Keep your panties on," said Asher, "you'll be hearing from us real soon. We're just getting our affairs in order in case this goes sour."
"Come on, man. I'm a pirate, not a mass-murderer," Greyson said with a chuckle. "As long as I get my stuff, I don't care what happens to you. Die today or live forever. Doesn't matter to me."
The crackle came again. Maestro confirmed that Greyson was no longer on their band.
"Three minutes left," Grisham said. "Three minutes to figure out whether we live or die."
"Or die trying to live," Asher replied.
"Follow my plan," Maestro said, "and you will maximize your chances of survival. Even giving the cargo over is not a guarantee. There is a high probability that the pirate captain will seek to destroy this convoy at all costs in order to protect his anonymity.”
"She's right," Commander Asher admitted with a sigh. “It pains me to say it but she’s right. As long as we’re alive Greyson’s secret wouldn’t be safe. He’s probably planning on killing us anyway.”
“Let’s do it,” Captain Grisham said confidently. “Let’s go for the moon base.”
"Aye-aye," said Asher, looking a bit surprised that he and Grisham had found common ground.
"We don’t have any time to waste," Grisham said. "Everyone, back to your stations. DuVernay, stick around if you don’t mind. That robot might come in handy."
“She is not a robot, Grisham,” Dr. DuVernay scolded.
“Well, whatever she is… we need her help,” the Captain begrudgingly admitted. “Can you make sure she’s available, please?”
"I will plot out and enact the maneuvers of the freighter," Maestro said. "But clearing the way through the pirate bubble will be in the hands of Commander Asher's team."
"We'll get it done," Asher said firmly. "Let's go."




CHAPTER 10

◆◆◆
 
Andre Greyson sat back in his rickety old chair. It squeaked and complained as he swiveled around. He would have to make sure and take whatever cushy thing this idiot Grisham was sitting in. A fresh seat. A perfect way to begin the next phase of the Phantom's lucrative existence.
Already, Greyson was planning out what he would do with this haul. People used to throw out phrases like "the skies the limit", but they were outdated. Now, the limits were somewhere out beyond the stars. Greyson called himself a lot of things over the years. He mostly thought of himself as a pioneer.
The civilization he had left behind was terminal. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy of idiocy and stagnation. Everyone was afraid to take the next step, to really see what humankind could do... but not Greyson. Now, all he needed was the raw material to stock up on fuel and food. Then he could see what the Phantom was really capable of.
"How much time?" he asked.
"Ninety seconds," said his first mate, a slender former military flight commander named Quade.
Greyson sighed, leaning forward in his seat. Through the Phantom’s viewing bubble, he saw the Eclastica’s convoy drifting along lazily at the same speed and relative distance as before. For the first time, he wondered whether he could extend the deadline. He didn't care whether the people in this convoy died, but he did care what happened to the stuff they were holding. It would be so much easier for him to take the cargo and then kill them afterward. That way he could ensure that the goods remained intact. Maybe he would consider letting Asher live. Maybe… he still hadn’t really made up his mind yet.
"What are they even doing?" he asked, glancing at the timer again. Seventy seconds. Seventy seconds until they called his bluff or were wiped out of existence.
"Nothing, it seems," said Quade.
"Alright, Emmanuel Grisham," Greyson whispered. "You want to play games? Well, I don't. Weapons hot, boys! Let’s do this!"
Just as Quade and his other two officers were preparing to ready their ship’s weapons, a warping artifact appeared in space between the fleet and the convoy. It was like a puddle into which a stone had just been cast, calm one moment and shimmering in confused ripples the next. A sign that the freighter, and the other ships too, had just enacted a severe acceleration.
By the time the ripples cleared, Greyson could no longer see the freighter or any of the remaining assault ships. Alarms were sounding, and a quick look told Greyson that several of his SLFs had just been destroyed.
Quade shot him a surprised look. A look that demanded orders.
Greyson just sat back and laughed. "Bold move. Must have been Asher’s call. Let's give them a head start, boys and girls. Might as well be sporting about it. How about... sixty seconds? Then we'll run them down. Bring the rest of the fighters in, too. Make sure their ready for relaunch once we’re back on top of these suckers..."
Quade set a new timer. Greyson watched it fall toward zero, his smile turning to a grin as it spread over his face.
"Anything on their trajectory?" he asked.
"From the looks of it, they're heading for the moon, Sir."
"Well," said Greyson, "Asher's a little smarter than I remember. If we let them reach the moon, they'll be in military territory. We won't be able to get them."
"We'll just have to catch them before that, Sir."
"That's the spirit," Greyson cheered, staring at the timer.
When it hit zero, he clapped his hands together sharply.
"Full burn, boys!" he said excitedly. "Let's put the fear of god into these sons of bitches!"




CHAPTER 11

◆◆◆
 
Sergeant Stiles, the hulking commanding officer aboard the assault ship Black Mirror, was feeling moderately hopeful. For one, he'd just been able to fulfill his dream of popping a few of this pirate bastard's ship-launched fighters. Secondly, the convoy was getting away. It was hard to see past the ripple effect of ion acceleration, but the Phantom almost looked like it was standing still. Getting further away with each second.
His optimism lasted until he realized that the Phantom hadn't even been trying. It had been waiting. Toying with Stiles and the rest of the convoy. Suddenly, the Phantom began an apparent full burn... and was growing with alarming speed, seeming to double in size every couple of seconds as it caught up swiftly to the convoy.
Along its flank, many little hatches were opening. SLFs came flitting out, closing in on the slower assault ships with no effort.
"Permission to fire, Sir?" Stiles barked into his radio.
"Granted," Asher approved. "Let's take them out!"
In a moment, the convoy's own ship-launched fighters were darting together into a spherical arrangement, flying into the heart of the enemy fleet and firing in every direction but backward. Feeling painfully hopeful, Stiles watched as Lobo, the Commander’s ace fighter pilot, led their fighter swarm into the teeth of their adversary’s assault. It brought down one, two, three and then four of the pirate fighters in a matter of seconds. He felt a surge of pride. It seemed that honor and good would triumph today, over the seeping evil and ignorance that had poisoned humankind for thousands of years.
Then he saw, blinking on the side of the phantom, a red eye crying tears of blood. The red eye was a voltic smart-plasma beam. The tears were the initial sparks of the beam itself. Once that beam started up, it would move toward its target at near the speed of light. And once it touched you, you couldn't escape. It would follow you, until you either died or moved behind an object large enough to block it. It was a powerful but limiting weapon. In order to use it, the Phantom was weakening it’s shields and dropping its acceleration again.
"Magnusson," Stiles said. "Where is that eye pointing? Can we track that?"
Magnusson, a silver-haired veteran mercenary and all-around good man, was already on the job. "They seem to be aiming toward the Axis, Sir."
"Asher, did you hear that?"
"I heard. Just keep firing, Stiles. As long as the freighter makes it back home, we've done our job."
Stiles nodded. Then, realizing that he had a choice, he switched off the wideband to his ship and turned to his three crewmembers. "It's been a pleasure," he said. "I had hoped to keep this crew going for as long as possible. But I guess we all realize what we have to do."
Magnusson and the rest of the Sargent’s crew nodded slowly and solemnly.
"Asher is that freighter's best hope. Without the Commander’s rail gun their all dead,” Magnusson said.
Out in space, the excited plasma sparks were beginning to coalesce. In a moment, they would form a solid mass that would propagate toward the Axis at a speed no physical craft had ever achieved. By then, it would be too late.
"One last maneuver," Stiles said. "Let's make it count."
He sat at his terminal. Together, and without a word, he and his crew moved into the path of the beam just in time to be obliterated.




CHAPTER 12

◆◆◆
 
Asher watched the spreading fireball, which cooled into a condensed cloud of vapor, and then into a scintillating curtain of frost and solidified gases that drifted in all directions like fireworks made of snow.
"Stupid bastard," he said, but he was secretly relieved. If his own ship had been destroyed, the rail gun would have been lost. Along with any chance they had of making it home.
As far as the plasma beam knew, it had hit its target. It retreated back into its eye. The red glow died, and as the energy it had used came back into the shared pool the Phantom's thrusters gobbled it up greedily; the huge ship lurched forward again at rising speed, its dark surface wobbling like a silhouette glimpsed through textured glass.
"I need a status report," Asher said. "A health report on the convoy."
"Two assault ships left," Burden said in a hollow voice. "Five SLFs."
"Any damage?"
"Hull integrity for the remaining ships are at a hundred percent," Burden confirmed.
"Let's try and keep them that way," Asher remarked. "Bring the fighters in close, let them ride our wake a bit. Use them to soak up any more fire that comes our way. Let's boost forward, close back in on the freighter. Top speed."
By now, the freighter was long gone. Looking in the direction of the moon, he couldn't pick it out from the twinkling stars. That didn't mean anything though. He could be back on its tail within a minute or so... but so could the Phantom.
"It's all about defense," Asher reminded them all with a wink. "We just need to reach the moon. That's what we want Greyson to think."
He switched over to a private band, communicating directly with commanding officer Sergeant Carisso on the other remaining assault ship.
"I need one of your fighters," he said.
"What for?" the lanky red head asked. "Already down one, are ya?"
"You know I am. I'll give it right back, Carisso."
"Promise?"
"No. Not really."
She laughed. It was a giddy sound, and Asher couldn't help but laugh in return. People either laughed when they were about to die or else they shut down entirely, retreating into their shells. In his experience, you wanted the kind who laughed around you when the shit hit the fan.
They enacted a quick transfer of an SLF into Asher's care, bringing his total back up to two. When you got down into the nitty gritty of space battle, into the thinly shaved moments that stood between life and death, even a single extra moment could make the difference between a hit and a miss. The extra SLF would be key.
"Alright then," Asher said, speaking only to his crew, "I guess it’s time for that age old sacrificial move. I'm almost certain that's what Greyson expects from me."
“Do you think it’ll work?” Lobo asked as she glanced over to the Commander.
“It will if you take the shot,” Commander Asher said confidently as he sipped from yet another cup of dark coffee.
“I thought you’d never ask,” Lobo beamed as she stood from her fighter terminal and approached the rail gun controls.
“You’ll fire on my command.”
“Absolutely, Sir.”
Let’s make it count,” Asher said as he peered out the viewing bubble and watched as the fleeing Eclastica came into view in the distance.




CHAPTER 13

◆◆◆
 
Greyson was relaxing again. Everything was going just fine as far as he was concerned. He had lost more fighters than he anticipated, but what were they worth anyway? Not nearly as much as what he had gained. Another of the convoy assault ships down. Just two to go. And by the looks of it...
Yes. Just as he had expected. He knew Asher couldn't resist playing the hero.
By now, the Phantom had very nearly closed the distance between it and the freighter. Only a couple dozen miles, two assault ships and five SLFs stood in the way. Asher understood that his convoy was about to be overtaken. That his stupid move to try and run to the moon would end in his death no matter what. So, he was getting ready to throw himself onto the sword. To take one for the team.
Before Greyson's eyes, the assault ship Axis, along with its two fighters, dropped back from the stripped-down convoy. In a moment it was alone, left behind with the Phantom bearing down on it. Greyson had expected something like this to happen. Yet, he could hardly believe his eyes. Had Asher's mind gone even softer in his advancing age? Or was he just completely suicidal?
"Collision course," the first mate warned.
"Divert," said Greyson. "And we don't want him on our tail. Take him out."
The Phantom slowed slightly, correcting its course and nudging away from the Axis. The assault ship kept pace; it and its SLFs were peppering the Phantom with shots that it barely felt, like pebbles tossed against the flank of an elephant.
"Just an attempt at distraction," Greyson said. "Asher knows he's a dead man. But it's not like him to go down without a fight. Get that plasma gun back on, would you?"
The crew did his bidding, and the red eye began to spark again. He figured it would take at least three shots to take the Axis down. And, just as he predicted, one of the SLFs flew into the path of the beam at the last moment. The beam retracted, and nothing remained of the little ship but a cloud of frosty dust that quickly dispersed and became invisible.
The other SLF was hovering around now, waiting for its turn to go down. Two more shots. One for the SLF, one for the Axis. Then Greyson would be out of here, with nothing standing in his way but one last assault ship. But it wouldn't be much of an obstacle. Its crew would be demoralized, ready to surrender. Even if they fought, what could they possibly hope to achieve?
In the midst of his joy, Greyson noted in a vague, absentminded way that the Axis was no longer firing. It had gone completely motionless relative to the Phantom, showing its flank. It was almost like Asher wanted to die. And by that point, Greyson had no problem with fulfilling that wish.
The eye sparked again. Just before the beam unfurled, the last remaining SLF jumped in the way and was reduced to its constituent molecules. The beam curled back into its housing, a teardrop of blood being sucked back into a tear duct, and Greyson held up his hand. His crew hesitated a moment before starting up the next shot.
"He's not firing," Greyson said, gritting his teeth as he watched the Axis drifting three miles off his starboard flank. But it was no longer completely motionless. It was drifting closer, slowly but surely, almost as if it was falling into the Phantom's interior gravity field.
"He's getting closer," the first mate said. "Sir, I think he may attempt to ram us. He's already given himself up by getting this close, and he has no more fighters to protect him. He knows he's going to die, so he'll try to cause as much damage to us as possible."
Greyson nodded. "What will a collision entail?"
"At this low relative velocity, not much. But his ship is capable of drastic acceleration. If he starts boosting in the next few moments, he might..."
The first mate trailed off. The Axis had stopped again, holding its distance.
"If I didn't know how much of a brave fool Asher was," Greyson said, "I'd almost think he was setting a trap. Let's get rid of him now. We have a freighter to catch."
"Yes, Sir," his crew echoed. With obvious zeal, they turned to the task of melting the Axis out of existence.
Greyson watched his ship status. They had dropped speed slightly to take out the Axis, enough to bring their shields up in a weakened state. But each time the plasma gun charged up, it stole power from wherever it could. Since the ship automatically prioritized speed, the power was drained inevitably from the shields. They died each time the weapon was fired. It was a small weakness, a narrow opening which Asher could have exploited. But Greyson had no reason to believe that he was even capable of doing so with only one assault ship at his command.
And he held that opinion right up until his first mate shouted a warning at him.
A hatch was opening in the side of the Axis. A huge electromagnetic charge was detected. And long before the plasma eye could ever unfurl its beam, the rail gun was moments away from firing and penetrating clean through the Phantom in a fraction of a second.
"Divert power to shields!" Greyson screamed.
There was no need. His crew was already trying. They had started trying a moment earlier, when they realized simultaneously that they had been tricked. But it was far too late. By the time their hands met their terminal screens, their ship had already been skewered.
Greyson went down, hitting the floor hard. People and alarms were screaming wordlessly. Distress calls were coming in from other areas of the ship. On a screen, which had fallen from its stand and now dangled just above Greyson's head, he watched as a great many of his crew were ejected into space.
For once, he understood how his victims must have felt. They would have had this same sense of despair. Of numb horror. But it didn't make Greyson feel ashamed. It only made him angry.
Fighting a sense of panic, and pushing away the mental fog that came from his head hitting the floor, Greyson rose languidly to his feet and stumbled through the darkening command deck, searching for his bridge crew.




CHAPTER 14

◆◆◆
 
“Get fucked, bitches!” Lobo roared as she leapt from her chair and landed with an exaggerated air hump, clutching her fists and triumphantly raising them before her after the celebratory thrust was finished.
"Direct hit," Commander Asher smiled. “Nice work Lobo,” he continued as he grabbed his transponder to radio the Eclastica. "The Phantom won't be giving us any more trouble. Not before we reach our destination. Unless Maestro has updated her model."
Onboard the Eclastica, Tira listened to the Commanders statement and hoped that he was right.
"A successful disabling shot had been factored in from the start," the AI responded. "I could not find a way to reach the moon safely without it. Nothing has changed, however; we will still have to hurry. The pirates have proven themselves extremely resourceful in the past, brilliant in the art of repair. Now they are also fueled by rage and the urge to seek revenge. We will not be free of them for nearly as long as any of you are hoping."
"That's comforting," Asher grunted. "Way to piss on the parade. Anyway, I'm headed back toward you now. Carisso, get ready to rotate with me. I've done just about all I can. Sorry about your fighter, by the way. If it's any consolation, it had a glorious death."
"Amen to that, Sir," Carisso responded.
While they were making their small talk, processing the horrors that had happened, and sharing their mutual dark senses of humor, Grisham seemed to be building up to some kind of explosion. A moment later, he finally gave out.
"What are you doing?" he shouted. "You haven't even finished the job!"
"What do you mean, captain?" Asher said patiently.
"I mean that the Phantom is still a threat and right now they can’t even move! I don't care what that robot says, I’m changing the plan. You need to shoot them again. If you destroy their ship we can just go home. We wouldn’t have to stop by some weird moon base.”
“That’s not possible, Captain," Asher called out.
“That’s an order, Commander,” Grisham growled.
"There’s nothing I can do, Grisham! I can’t use the rail gun again? Not right now!” 
"Why the hell not?" Grisham shrieked. "I gave you a direct order. You’re just a contractor, Asher. You have to do what I say!”
Asher laughed. It was the type of laugh usually reserved for over-imaginative children.
"If I fired the rail gun again," he said, "without the proper follow-up maintenance, it would tear my ship in half, Captain. The Phantom might get blown straight to Hades, but so would my crew.”
“Fire the weapon, Commander,” Grisham insisted.
“Sorry, Captain, but I’m going to have to reject that order. I’d be killing my crew. Do you understand what I’m saying?! We would all literally die seconds after firing the shot!" 
Grisham was pacing again, flexing and unflexing his fingers, generally looking like a man who was about two inches from falling over an irretrievable precipice.
"I hear what you’re saying. I just don't believe you," the Captain finally said. "I still think you’re in on this, Asher. You and that pirate captain. You just don’t want to kill him, isn’t that right?"
Asher took a few moments to respond, but only because he was on the move. Eventually, his projection appeared on the Eclastica’s command deck. Like the sudden arrival of a ghost, or a demon from his past, this appearance made Grisham jump in fear.
"If you’re directing me to take a shot that would guarantee the deaths of my crew," Asher said, "you are the one whose integrity should be questioned, not mine. If I knew it was necessary to sacrifice myself for the survival of your freighter, Grisham, I would not hesitate to place myself in harm's way. But we have Maestro, who is about a million times smarter than your dumb ass, telling us that such a sacrifice is not necessary. So, if you want me to die, my only conclusion is that you have a grudge against me. And that you are no doubt unfit for service. Doctor DuVernay… your thoughts?"
He looked over at her. And so did everyone else. Tira resisted the urge to shrink away, to abdicate her own position. Instead, she stood straight and tried to look like she had her shit together.
"Asher," Grisham said, mouth hanging open. "I don't want you to die. But if we don't finish off the Phantom, not even Maestro can guarantee that it won't catch us."
There were a few seconds of silence, as the ship continued its full burn toward the moon. And then the AI itself broke in.
"Barring any unforeseen circumstances, there is now a ninety-seven percent chance that we will reach the moon ahead of the Phantom’s Paradise," said Maestro. "You can all afford some hope now. And you can also give yourselves credit. It was my plan, but it was all of you who carried it out."
It was an oddly sweet sentiment, Tira thought. Especially from Maestro.
"Doctor DuVernay?" Asher said again, still staring straight at her with eyes that were not much less powerful than the plasma gun that had melted a good deal of his convoy.
Tira was happy for Maestro's interjection. It had given her time to think, without appearing hesitant, which was probably the AI’s intent.
"I think it’s a bit premature to assume that the Captain intended to guarantee the death of your crew, Commander. I think we all know what would happen if that was indeed the case,” Dr. DuVernay said, taking a conspicuously passive aggressive tone that made it clear that she would relieve Grisham of duty if he didn’t back down. "Perhaps this was simply a misunderstanding on the Captain’s part, but now that Maestro has re-confirmed our best case scenario, I think the Captain and I would agree that proceeding as planned is in everyone’s best interest. Right, Captain?”
Dr. DuVernay stared so firmly at the Captain that he was forced to look away.
"Right," he said. "She's absolutely right.”
"Very well," said Asher with a curt nod. “Now, if the two of you don't mind, I'd like to address your crew as a whole."
Captain Grisham nodded, letting out a deep breath he'd been holding. "Of course. Let me switch our meeting onto the intercoms."
Asher shook his head. "I’d prefer that you bring them in."
Grisham nodded again. A summons went out across the ship, ordering all crew members to the command deck. Some of them took longer to arrive than others. Everett was stumbling drunk, mumbling something about enjoying his last few hours of life. And the mechanic, Darwin Bradger, was in his bedclothes and rubbing his eyes furiously. Tira wondered how he possibly could have fallen asleep while all this was going on.
Up on the dais, Asher moved in close to Grisham and reached out as though to grip his arm, although all that happened was that Asher's hand fuzzed and warped a bit.
"Did you want to say anything before I started?" the Commander asked.
In response, Grisham took a step back and gestured forward. He was still annoyed, still feeling doubtful, and he was at least competent enough to know that Asher would give a much better pep talk.
The Commander moved to the edge of the dais, looking out over the assembled crew. The bridge crew had moved down among them. Darwin was coming awake, with the help of a cup of coffee that was every bit as dark and sludgy as the grease under his fingernails. Even Everett was sobering a bit, watching the Commander rather than trying to stare down the shirts of the nearby female crewmembers as he would normally be doing this time of day.
"You all know what we've gotten into," Asher said. "But if anyone has any questions, I'll answer them. Whatever you want to know."
Everett's hand shot up. Asher was aware of the man and his reputation, so he was slightly hesitant in pointing to him.
"Are we gonna die?" Everett asked, reaching up to muffle a burp.
Asher's face twitched slightly toward an expression of sadness, but quickly snapped back to the usual stoicism.
"We've lost eight good people already," he said. "They gave their lives in lieu of ours. The chances that we'll lose anyone else are quite slim. I won't lie and say that we're guaranteed to survive though. There's still a small chance that the Phantom's Paradise will run us down but I’m cautiously optimistic at this time. Does that answer your question?"
Everett shrugged, moving back through the crowd. Everyone parted to let him through. For a moment Tira thought he was going to try and leave the command deck, but instead he sagged into a random seat and let his head sag back.
"Any other questions?" Asher asked.
One of the evening crew, a stout woman named Harlsen, came forward.
"Are we going home?" she asked.
Asher shook his head. "No. Our planning and analysis dictated that making a run for Earth would give the Phantom too much time to catch up to us. We'll be heading for the moon, where a military base will be able to give us support. It's the best option. Right now our first priority is survival. Once we're safe, we can start figuring out where to go from there."
Next, a tall, dark fellow called Rilles came forward.
"Will we be getting paid extra?" he asked. "Hazard pay or a bonus or something?"
"That's not up to me," Asher replied, looking slightly annoyed. "I know us escorts won't, because hazard is in our job description. As for all of you... that's another thing that will have to be figured out once we're back in safe territory. Anything else?"
"Yeah," Darwin said. "What the hell are we doing? Specifically, I mean. It kind of seems like we’re just spit balling here to be honest.”
Asher nodded. "That's why your captain asked you all here. We want to be as transparent as possible and make sure you’re all up to speed. With some losses of our own, we were able to temporarily disable the Phantom, giving us just enough time to make it to the moon. Theoretically speaking..."
That caused a storm among a few of the crewmembers. The most vocal among them was Tobias, the strange propulsion tech, who quickly stormed to the front of the group.
"Theoretically?" he spat. "You mean you don't know?"
Asher shook his head. "As I said in response to Mr. Everett's question, our survival is a high probability rather than a guarantee."
"But theoretical is a funny word to use," Tobias continued. "Does it mean you've been consulting with Maestro?"
Another storm briefly raged, as the rest of the crew grew privy. The only ones who didn't seem to care were Everett, still seemingly unconscious, and Darwin, who just sipped his coffee and stared blankly into space.
"Calm down, you're wasting your outrage," Asher said, raising his voice just enough to surprise them into silence. "Yes, Maestro did act as the calculating power behind these strategies. But it was the human crew who carried them out. And before you go getting your britches in a wad about the Maestro system just know that we’d all be dead without her. I know putting our lives in the hands of an AI system isn’t exactly standard protocol but it’s our best chance for survival."
Tobias and Rilles shared a look, shook their heads, and faded back into the crowd.
"You can harp on about Maestro all you want," Asher belted across the room. "But the proof is in the pudding. If not for her suggestions, we'd all be dead right now. At the very least, you would have lost your cargo. Along with your next paycheck. It's easy to fear the unknown, especially in these circumstances, but so far I'd say Maestro has been a treasured member of our crew."
"It was her idea to make a run for it?" Harlsen asked.
"Yes, it was. Along with the hit my Ace landed on the Phantom,” Asher explained. Asher fought back a smile as Lobo, who was standing across from him, busted out a few more celebratory air humps.
"What's the plan. What do we do from here?" Darwin inquired, coming out of his sleepy trance. "What can we do to help?"
"Man your stations," Asher told him. "Do what you have to do to keep yourselves sharp. Sleep if you must. For now, we can pretty much continue on as usual. As hard as that may sound right now. We're on full burn, no shields or anything. Top acceleration toward the moon. We're close enough to it that we won't even have time to reach top theoretical speed. Should take about four hours to get there, maybe four and a half by the time we land. When we get close enough, we'll start to decelerate a bit. And then we'll send out a distress call. If we don't, the military may react unfavorably. As in, they may shoot us out of the sky."
"That makes me feel better," someone sarcastically called out from the crowd.
"What do you want from me, a lollipop?" Asher snapped. "If we do get shot, they'll just be doing their jobs. It is far from protocol to come into their space as hot as we'll be coming, believe me. We can send a radio packet ahead, but right now we're going so fast that we'd beat it to them. We just need to do our jobs and try not to worry about the rest. In many ways, our fate is not in our own hands. Good news is that the pirates will also have to contend with the military. I’m hoping they'll realize the danger and turn around. Right now we’ll have to play it by ear."
There was a collective sound as everyone let out a sigh. And then there was heavy silence, laying oppressively over the command deck.
"One last thing," Asher finally said. "The Eclastica was never meant to maintain its top acceleration for this long. The ship’s systems will be strained. Things may start to go wrong. Which is why you all have to stay sharp. Take care of yourselves, and by God don't let your ship fail. We're almost there. That's all for now."




CHAPTER 15

◆◆◆
 
Four and a half hours. It seemed like forever to Tira. It seemed like a time frame she would never make it through. Already she seemed to feel the flow of time thickening and decelerating around her until it became as interminably slow as amber, holding her inside itself for eternity.
Asher asked her to keep an eye on Grisham for a little while. So that was what she did at first, finding excuses and reasons to stick around. She worked under the pretense that, as the psych officer, she needed to be available in case any of the strained bridge crew needed to talk with her. But all the while she was watching Grisham from the corner of her eye.
For the most part, he just sat at his terminal and did what he probably did most days. Watching ship functions for a minute or two, then switching through various camera feeds in various rooms to make sure no one was slacking off or in need of assistance. Every now and then, he would ask one of his bridge crew members a question. Or one of them would ask him something, and he'd come up with an answer.
In between these activities, he would pull up audio logs and listen through his earpiece with a look of intense concentration on his face. The names of the logs were just scrambled letters and numbers, nothing to hint at what they were.
Tira was curious. She wanted to know what he was listening to, for no greater reason than that Grisham was something of an enigma. Then she realized that figuring out what those audio logs were could be seen as part of her job duties as it relates to monitoring the mental and physical stability of the Captain. So, she typed out a request to Maestro to see if her oldest friend could help her.
"I have access to unencrypted audio log stored within the Eclastica's hardware," Maestro discretely responded. "Including a few that Grisham did not bother to encrypt. I could let you listen to some of those."
Tira asked if there was any way for her to hear exactly what was coming through Grisham's earpiece.
"I don't have the clearance to do that," the AI replied.
"You do now," Tira said quietly.
After reciting a few more random words, she was able to clear the request. In a moment, she heard the hijacked signal from Grisham's earpiece.
It was some woman's voice. By the sound of it, she was probably in her late thirties. A few years older than Grisham himself.
"...for the long journey," she was saying. "We've already done just about everything, so I thought this time I could just tell the story of the first time we met..." She paused, laughing, and there was a sound of crinkling plastic or paper. Perhaps she was looking at photos. "It was a rainy day in April. I ducked into a cafe, and I saw this miserable bastard sitting alone in the corner, looking like his world had just ended. That was a hard day for you. Your father had just died and..."
Feeling suddenly ashamed, Tira said, "That's enough."
The feed cut off. Tira lifted her data slate and navigated through its screens until she found Captain Grisham's file. The man never came to her with any complaints or questions at all, probably because he thought any sign of weakness would earn him a demotion, so Tira rarely had a cause to read over his information.
He wasn't married, but he had apparently been engaged in a four-year relationship with a woman whose age matched up to the voice on the audio log. Before that, there was nothing about any relationship at all. The file was unbiased and didn't use any colorful language, but it seemed to paint a picture of a man who had been quite lonely, perhaps even quite unhappy. A woman had finally entered his life, perhaps giving him the strength to finally strive toward his goal of becoming a captain. It also helped, of course, that Grisham's uncle worked for the company and had quite a bit of sway.
Tira looked at Grisham again, in a slightly new light. She saw him, for the first time she realized, as a human. She understood him, why he was so afraid, why he guarded himself so thoroughly. These revelations didn't make her like the man a whole lot more. But they did make her feel sorry for him.
Aside from a few pivotal outbursts, the Captain was seemingly holding it all together. Much more so than Tira would have guessed in the beginning. Still, she knew she would have to continue to monitor him.
The doctor wanted to hope for the best, as things were going according to plan at the moment but there was a certain disquiet within her, a sense of unease, that things weren't quite right and that they were far from being out of danger. Logically, she knew that it was probably just an after effect of fear. A bit of shock that she wouldn't be able to get over until all this was behind her. Yet all that logic didn't make the feeling go away.
Grisham was fine for now, at any rate. It was time to stop waiting around on the command deck. She turned and went into the hall, walking slowly toward her office.
She took a deep breath and let it out. By now, she thought an hour must have passed. She looked at the time and realized it had only been twenty minutes. How was she ever going to make it through this?
Suddenly, though, she got very busy.
There were several people waiting outside her office, including Tobias. She let them in and sat down somewhat reluctantly to take their complaints, fearing that she would have to continue to defend the bridge crew's usage of Maestro.
"What seems to be the problem?" she asked.
"I'm afraid," Tobias acknowledged.
The others nodded, mumbling their agreement.
"Afraid of what?" Tira asked.
It was a simple question. Seemingly easy to answer. Tobias opened his mouth quickly, ready to reply, but suddenly froze. It took several seconds for him to form the words.
"Afraid that things will change," he said.
Tira nodded. "Things already have changed. We're no longer acting along ordinary lines. This is a desperate and unique experience, and by necessity we've had to alter our methods and the way we interact with one another. I think that might be what you're really dreading, the idea that your life is no longer normal and predictable. You're not afraid of death, not at this moment anyway. You're afraid that more chaotic things will continue to happen, that we will continue to spiral into the unknown. Do you think that's true, Tobias? Is that what you're really afraid of?"
He thought for another moment, and nodded without a word.
"I'm afraid too," Tira said. "So is the Captain, and so is Asher. Even Maestro is probably afraid, in her own way. She’s no different from us in a lot of ways. Her AI was designed to mimic the thought patterns and emotional responses of a human as closely as possible. Did you know that?"
They all shook their heads, staring at her like small children listening as their teacher read them a story.
"Maestro is fundamentally the same as a human in the way her mind works," Dr. DuVernay said. "Her faculties may be maximized in every way but that doesn’t make her intrinsically different from us. Some people are savants; they can remember everything that's ever happened to them, and on which day. Other people can make staggering calculations inside their heads nearly as fast as a computer. Others can learn entire languages in just a few days. The only difference between those people and Maestro is that their minds are organic and hers is digital. To put things into better perspective, I’ll ask you a question, Tobias. If some big brained science officer had created the plan for our current course of actions would you feel the same way that you feel now?”
“No,” Tobias admitted after a moment of thought.
“And why is that?” Dr. DuVernay asked.
“The science officer would be human. I’d expect them to have our best interest in mind,” Tobias answered.
“And therein lies the problem,” Dr. DuVernay pointed out. “You have to understand that Maestro’s mind is also, on a fundamental level, human. Everything that she is capable of can be done by humans. Incredibly smart humans, but humans nonetheless. It’s true that her mind and intellect were created rather than naturally born but you can’t forget the fact that she was created by us, and her mind was modeled after the human mind. It’s not like she’s an alien or some nefarious entity that was created by some non-human lifeform. Just like us, she wants to keep living. It's absolutely in her best interest to bring this ship safely to the moon, and that is what she's trying to do. She's part of the crew, and her goals are the same as ours."
Everyone was nodding. Even Tobias. To Dr. DuVernay’s delight she could tell that her calming words had seemingly melted their frenzy away. At least for now, their initial sense of panic when they learned their lives had been moved into the hands of an AI was gone.
She talked with Tobias and his fellows for a little while longer, switching from philosophical discussion to simpler things. They spoke of home, told the stories of their lives in condensed form. They talked about what they missed most, about their favorite foods, about all the things they still had left on their bucket lists. By the end of it, each of them had almost forgotten the mess they were in. And then an alarm came in on Tobias's slate; apparently there was a problem in the propulsion hold.
"Isn't there anyone else down there?" Tira asked.
Tobias nodded. "Yeah, but it's all hands on deck when something like this goes wrong. Propulsion is pretty important, especially now." He got up and left, his smile fading to a strained grimace.
The others filtered out soon thereafter, their quiet time done. Tira was sad it was over, partially because it had been such a good killer of time. But she felt a lot better now. She felt like herself, like a woman with a life and a future beyond the events she was currently experiencing.
She moved to her terminal and made sure to save the recording of this conversation. It contained a lot of useful psychological information. Not just about Tobias and the others, but about herself as well.
While the recording was saving, and being analyzed by one of Maestro's passive algorithms, Tira kicked back and shut her eyes. She put her feet up on her desk, and realized that this was the first time she had actually relaxed since going to bed last night. It felt entirely too good, and she felt herself slipping into a muddy dream world. Drool gathered at the corner of her mouth. She felt it, cooling and wet, but she didn't care. The edge of the desk dug uncomfortably into the backs of her ankles, but she didn't care about that either. Her eyelids were too heavy and her limbs were buzzing with a lovely sort of warmth.
Just as the first abstract dream images flashed into life on the backs of her eyelids, a knock at the door made her jump. She slumped forward, feet banging loudly against the floor. She thought she had only been asleep for a few seconds, but her sense of time was completely muddled. Looking at her slate, she saw that just over an hour had elapsed since the pep talk on the command deck. If it could be called a pep talk.
"Who is it?" she called.
“It’s, eh… Darwin,” a familiar voice called out from the other side of the door.
Tira’s heartbeat quickened as her natural attraction to the surprisingly handsome mechanic leapt into the forefront of her mind.
“Just a minute please,” she called out just as she launched into a quick attempt to freshen up before answering the door. Her movements were somewhat frenzied but with surprising ninja-like stealth as she didn’t want to make any weird noises whilst scurrying around her room.
“It’s unlocked,” she finally said just before popping a mint into her mouth. “You can come in.”
The door opened after a few seconds and in stepped Darwin, who immediately locked eyes with Dr. DuVernay, while he shut the door behind him.
"Hello, Darwin," Tira said with a nod.
He furrowed his brow at her. "Did I wake you?"
"No. Not really,” she lied.
"I did, didn't I?"
"No. I was just taking a little break. Maybe I started to drift off a little, yeah, but I didn't really want to."
"Why not?" he asked, pulling a seat over and falling into it heavily. He was still holding a coffee cup, but fresh steam told Tira it had been refilled at least once.
"Because I need to be available," Tira told him.
Darwin shrugged. "Asher told us to take care of ourselves. I already had a good nap, and anyway I'm too tense to go back to sleep now. So taking care of myself entails sucking down an unreasonable amount of coffee."
He smiled at Tira, with such charming warmth that she had no choice but to return it.
"If you feel like you need some sleep," he continued, "than maybe you should get some. Everyone's busy right now, anyway."
She shrugged. "Tobias and some others were just in here."
"Oh yeah?" Darwin leaned back with a sigh, spreading his legs luxuriantly. Settling in for the long haul, it seemed. "What did you talk about?"
"Among other things, ourselves."
"Oh? How so?"
"We talked about who we are… how we ended up here. All that yackity yack. You know. Just killing time."
"I see. It sucks that I missed it," Darwin nodded.
“I was thinking that’s why you stopped by. Because you had heard about our little group therapy session,” Tira smirked.
“No, I just wanted to see you,” Darwin confessed, with a sly smile. “If that’s okay with you, of course.”
“You’re fine,” the doctor replied with a warm smile.
“That’s good to hear,” Darwin beamed. “Well since I did miss the ol’ group therapy session I hope you don’t mind repeating your life story again."
Tira smiled, leaning back and putting her feet on the desk again. "I don’t know if you want to hear my life’s story. I’d hate to bore you to death."
“You seem like a fairly interesting person. I don’t suppose I’d be that bored,” Darwin joked.
“Oh, that’s it? Just ‘fairly’ interesting?” Dr. DuVernay joked.
“Hey, give me a break, okay. I’m a mechanic. My brains not quite as big as yours.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means I don’t have as many adverbs in my vocabulary as you. I’m open to suggestions though, Doctor.”
“Well, at least you know what an adverb is,” Dr. DuVernay smirked. “I’d say that at least puts you ahead of two-thirds of the crew.”
“Your words. Not mine,” Darwin said with a sly laugh.
"Okay," Tira finally said, with half closed eyes. "I'll tell you about myself. But only if you agree to return the favor."
"Deal.”
"Well, then," said Tira, "I was born in the city. My dad worked in infrastructure. Mostly public stuff. Fixing roads, landscaping in parks, those sorts of things. And my mom was a teacher."
"Oh yeah? What'd she teach?"
"World literature." Tira smiled wistfully, reaching into the past. "She was a very cultured woman. The opposite of my dad, pretty much. She thought teaching world lit would help remind the younger generation of what it means to be human. What it means to be a flesh and blood being with emotions, dreams, and abstract thoughts and such... The arts, according to her, were the real heritage of humankind. The crown jewels of our species, so to speak."
Darwin's eye twinkled, as though he could see everything she saw. As though he knew exactly how she felt. The doctor was impressed with the mechanic’s unexpectedly adept listening abilities but a part of her wondered if he was actually good at listening or simply good at pretending to do so.
"Where's your mother now?" he asked.
"Dead. She was killed by a drunk driver, a year or so before manual driving in Michigan became illegal." Tira sniffed, shaking her head.
“Geeze. Sorry to hear that, Tira,” Darwin said. “God that’s awful.”
"It's a weird universe we live in, Darwin,” Tira said, straightening her posture and wiping her eyes. “One strange and vast, maybe endless, universe where anything can happen. I guess my mother’s death was just one of those infinite amounts of possibilities that happened to come to fruition.”
Darwin was frowning, although he probably didn’t realize it. His lips were pursed tight as he tried in vain to conjure an appropriate response to the Doctor’s words. He took a sip of coffee, looked at her for a moment, then took another sip, still desperately hoping for the perfect words to pop into his mind.
Suddenly Dr. DuVernay burst into laughter which took Darwin completely by surprise. She continued to wipe tears from her eyes, however, she was now crying due to the amusement brought on by the look on Darwin’s face.
“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” she choked out between gasps and uncontrollable laughter. “I didn’t mean to get all existential on you,” she continued prompting nervous laughter from Darwin.
“Existen—-what? What does that even mean?” Darwin asked as he too burst into genuine laughter.
The two of them laughed together for several minutes before they began to catch their breath. It was Dr. DuVernay who attempted to speak first once they surpassed the climax of their laughing spell.
“It means—”
“I’m just kidding,” Darwin interjected, as he and Tira finally regained their composure. “I know what it means. I was just trying to make you laugh.”
“Well you did good, kid. You did real good,” Tira mocked.
“Happy to be of service,” Darwin beamed.
“You should have seen your face,” Tira said, chuckling as she briefly revisited the memory of Darwin’s uneasy, blank-faced frown.
“I’m just glad I didn’t come here for depression or anything. Otherwise this session might have pushed me over the edge," Darwin chuckled.
“That’s not funny, Darwin,” the doctor replied, although her sheepish grin said otherwise. “And this is not a session. This is just two crew members shooting the proverbial shit.”
“You and your big words.”
“Proverbial is not a big word.”
“Speak for yourself.”
“I always do,” Tira beamed.
“How’d you end up in your line of work?” Darwin asked.
“I think the interest started back in middle school. I was always great with computers and back then I really thought I would end up working primarily in tech, but one day I realized that the human brain and a computer are essentially one in the same. Just different parts of the digital/organic spectrum. Think about it; our brains can be programmed. In fact, they are programmed, even before we're born in certain ways. No matter what, algorithms will form in it as the human being grows and perceives the world around them. The eyes, the ears, the mouth and nose, and every other sense... they’re all basically channels through which data flows into the computer that is your brain. I guess I just realized that the world was full of data, that everywhere you looked it would enter your brain without your realization or permission. There were already plenty of people out there, politicians and teachers and parents, trying to give you their own brand of programming. I didn't want to do that sort of thing; there was already enough of it going on. It occurred to me that all computers need occasional debugging and troubleshooting, and people were turning toward new and better drugs to debug their brains. But drugs are like a Trojan Horse, sneaking in the backdoor. They're effective in some cases, but you can never be sure what they're doing when your back is turned. Ultimately, I suppose I just wanted to do the debugging directly.”
“Okay,” Darwin said with a blank stare. “I’m not pretending this time. I really have no idea of what most of that means.”
“Sorry,” Dr. DuVernay said, smiling.
“No need to apologize. It’s not your fault I’m so stupid,” Darwin joked.
“You’re a lot smarter than you let on,” Tira said.
“And so are you,” Darwin replied.
“You think so?” Dr. DuVernay asked curiously.
“Absolutely. I had a cousin like you. Probably the smartest person I’ve ever met besides you. When we were growing up it always seemed like he would dumb stuff down when he was around us as opposed to when he was hanging out with his… let’s just say… more intelligent friends. It never felt like he was dumbing it down as a way to insult us though. It almost felt like he was ashamed to let us know exactly how smart he was. Afraid we’d call him a nerd or something I guess. Funny thing is he spent so much time worried that I’d tease him for being smart all the while I worried about him possibly teasing me for being dumb. Well not dumb, but dumber than him. Well… you know what I mean.”
“Did his intelligence intimidate you?”
“Back then, I guess. Maybe it did a little. You know. Good grades and all that.”
“What about me? Does my intelligence intimidate you?” Tira asked.
“Not really. I wouldn’t be here if it did. I actually find it kinda sexy,” Darwin admitted.
“Oh, just ‘kinda’ sexy?” Tira said with a laugh.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I meant fairly sexy,” Darwin jokingly shot back. “Oh wait. That one wasn’t good enough either, right?”
“I need you to come up with some new adverbs, Sir.”
“Well I asked you to use that big brain of yours to give me some alternatives but you completely ignored that.”
“You’re right. I did,” Tira jokingly admitted. “I suppose I can give you a pass for now.”
Darwin smiled and looked at his empty coffee cup. He stared into it for a good ten seconds. He seemed tense, and Tira expected he would soon get up and leave under the pretense that he needed a refill. But she didn't want him to go. She didn't think he wanted her to let him go, either. Perhaps he wasn't brave enough to stay, but Tira didn’t mind being brave in that moment. Not when there was still a small chance that they would all be dead soon.
"You know," she said, scooting toward him a bit on her wheeled chair. "We might die in the next couple of hours."
"That is the word on the proverbial streets," Darwin smirked.
“There’s that word again,” Tira chuckled. “Do you have any plans for the next two hours? You know, before the shit hits the proverbial fan?” Tira continued.
“Not really. You?”
“Why don’t you get up and lock that door and then you and I can figure something out,” Tira suggested.
Darwin tried to mask his excitement as he stood and moved over to press the little button that would keep any unwanted visitors out. Tira smiled as she watched him move about her room, pretending to not be just as excited as she was.
"Maestro," Dr. DuVernay, "turn off the lights and the cameras, please. This session with crewmember Bradger is going to be off-the-record."
“I thought you said this wasn’t a session,” Darwin mocked as he pulled his shirt over his head just as the lights went dark.
“Get over here,” Dr. DuVernay said impatiently, half-jokingly and half seriously.
“Sure thing, Scorpion,” Darwin remarked.
“What?” Tira’s confused voice called out in the darkness.
Darwin burst into laughter somewhere in the darkness of the room, hysterically tickled by Tira’s reaction to his purposely bad joke.
“It’s a joke,” Darwin said. “An inside joke I guess.”
“But what does it mean?”
“I’ll tell you afterward. Deal?”
“Deal.”




CHAPTER 16

◆◆◆
 
Commander Asher finished checking in with his crewmembers for the eighteenth time since they had taken their shot at the Phantom. Just like the seventeen times before, the ship seemed to be doing just fine. All systems nominal, no abnormal issues whatsoever. Even so, he couldn't bring himself to relax.
For one thing, they were moving faster than Asher had ever moved before, and still accelerating gradually. On top of all the normal functions, it was all the Axis could do to keep that acceleration up, as well as the dampeners that kept its human crew from feeling anyway.
Second, firing the rail gun had put a huge strain on the ship's structure. The energy transfer was much higher than anything the Axis was designed to take. Asher knew that the hard point was meant to mitigate a great deal of that transfer. He also knew that the Phantom was floundering, that in all likelihood a huge part of its crew were dead. It didn't stop him from feeling terrified, from expecting to see the arrival of the huge, dark corvette every time he looked out the window.
Any second now, the voice of Lobo or Mishra or Burden would call out in alarm that the chase was back on. So far it hadn't happened, but there was always the next second. And the one after that. Getting through those seconds was like slogging through waist deep snow.
Asher stood around for a moment, trying to figure out if there was anything else he could do. Any extra steps he could take, any important things he had forgotten to do. Nothing came to mind. And he had only just got done checking in with his crew.
Sighing, Asher moved to the coffee pot on the back wall of the small command deck. The pot was empty, streaking with black stains from old batches. A lot of coffee had moved through it today, with no time to clean it in between, but for now it had run dry. Probably for the best. Asher had had enough coffee these past few hours to kill an elephant or give a five-year-old the ability to fly. It was time to lay off, unless he wanted to drink himself into an anxiety episode.
Anyway, what he really wanted right now was a shot of whiskey. Better yet, an ice-cold beer. Would they have beer on the moon? Probably. The military guys would demand it. Nothing like a cold beer at the end of a hard day.
Asher licked his lips. He had something to look forward to now.
It was this waiting that was doing him in. Not the coffee, or the fear of the Phantom’s Paradise. It was the damn waiting. It was a killer. And no matter how much of it he did, it always seemed like there was plenty more ahead.
Pulling a mineral water out of the fridge, Asher moved back to his terminal and checked their course. They would reach the moon in just over an hour. In sixty-four minutes, give or take, the nightmare would be over. So far, it seemed like Maestro's plan was working.
"Burden," Asher called.
"Yes, Sir?"
"Tell me. Has this ever happened before? An AI working with a human crew so closely like this?"
"A few times, maybe," Burden replied. "But not quite like this. Not in a life-and-death situation."
Asher nodded. "We're making history, then. If we survive, maybe humanity will give Maestro a second look. Maybe broaden their minds a bit. But if we fail..."
"They'll vilify her," Burden said.
"Yup. They'll blame it all on the AI. They won't understand at all. Some odds are just insurmountable. Sometimes, you can try your best, do everything right, and still end up dead. That's the chaos of the universe at work. But they won't understand that. They'll just say Maestro made a mistake. Or maybe that she got us killed on purpose."
"Sounds like the Commander’s getting a soft spot for the robot," Lobo called from her station.
"She’s not a robot, Lobo. And I’m just thinking out loud. She really did get us out of one hell of a jam though. Even you have to admit that.”
“I’d like to think my shooting had a little something to do with it too,” Lobo started. “But I will admit that she deserves some credit for coming up with the plan. I guess AIs aren’t completely useless.”
“I just wish her plan didn’t involve so much travel time,” Burden offered. “This waiting is killing me.”
No one said anything. But Burden knew what they were all thinking. Because it was likely the same thing he was thinking. It was stupid, but a part of him wished the Phantom would hurry up and show up already. At least that would give them something to do.




CHAPTER 17

◆◆◆
 
The floor of the doctor's office was a surprisingly comfortable place to cuddle, especially with she and Darwin’s clothes wadded up into makeshift pillows under their heads. So, they ended up staying there a lot longer than they intended. At first, Tira kept worrying that someone would knock at the door, and she'd have to dress in a hurry; like a teenager all over again. No one came, and she slowly relaxed into the warm, hairy, petroleum-scented body at her side.
They talked. They kissed. They dozed for a bit. Finally, just when it seemed they might be just about ready to get up and start being productive, Darwin pulled her over on top of him and they went into a hard, sweaty, impromptu second round.
At the end, as she lay forward with her face in the hollow of his neck, she sighed and said, "We should go."
"Go where?" Darwin asked. "There haven't been any alarms. I think the ship is holding up pretty well.”
“I don’t know. I really think we should go. I just feel… sort of guilty,” Tira admitted.
“Why do you feel guilty?” Darwin asked.
“Because we’re in here fooling around while the rest of the crew is out there monitoring the systems and doing everything they can to keep us alive. It just doesn’t feel right."
“Yeah, that makes sense,” Darwin admitted. “Well, before I go, I just want to say that if you’d like to hang out during normal, non-life or death conditions I wouldn’t be opposed to the idea.”
“I’ll consider it, but only if you explain that joke,” Tira said.
“What joke?” Darwin asked, confoundedly.
“You called me a scorpion, remember?”
“Oh yeah,” Darwin smirked. “I was just being silly. You said something that sounded like a catch phrase a character used to say in this super retro video game.”
Tira said nothing. But Darwin could feel her facial expression against the side of his neck. She was chuckling and shaking her head. He knew she probably still didn’t get the joke but he was happy to have made her laugh one way or another.
“Alright crewmember Bradger. This session is officially over,” Dr. DuVernay finally said before placing a small kiss on Darwin’s neck.
They peeled their sweaty bodies apart. Tira grabbed a spare sweat towel and used it to mop up the majority of the mess they had made. This was the part, she thought, that no one ever talked about. The part that would make sex seem gross, if it wasn't so much fun.
Once they were reasonably cleaned, they donned their wrinkled closed and approached the door. Tira opened it a bit, peered out, looked both ways.
"The coast is clear," she said. "Probably best to go our separate ways for now.”
"Sounds good," Darwin agreed, and they moved out.
Their rooms were at opposite ends of the hall. And with each step she took away from Darwin, Tira felt better. He was a good man. A little younger than she was accustomed to but despite his youth, he was a good lover, and she was happy that the universe was still capable of producing people like him. But for now, until they were safe, she had to act as though their rendezvous had never happened. They'd had their fun. Twice. Now it was time to go back to what they were. At least for now.
Still, it was a bit tough getting Darwin out of her mind. How could she, with his scent all over her? As she pulled off her clothes, and chucked them into the corner of her room, all she could think about was him; that is until Commander Asher chose to come back onto the intercom, his powerful voice echoing all across the Eclastica.




CHAPTER 18

◆◆◆
 
"Sir," Burden said, about fifteen minutes after the Maestro discussion had ended.
Asher had been working with Burden since the latter barely had more than peach fuzz on his face. They had an understanding. A rapport. A kind of natural synergy. All the younger man needed to say was that one word, and Asher knew exactly what had happened.
"What is it?" Lobo asked, flipping through screens on her terminal.
"The Phantom's Paradise," Burden said. "They're back up and running. In fact, they've just boosted out of nowhere and they're closing in fast."
Asher moved through the command deck, and stopped to look over Burden's shoulder at a standard radar screen. The Phantom's blip was at the very edge. And it was not yet moving across the screen. Not quite close enough for that. However, the blip was growing in size at a rate Asher had never seen before. It was exceedingly rare for two big ships to be this close together - the Solar System was too vast - and it was even rarer for a ship to bother reaching for this kind of speed.
"They’re roughly a quarter AU out from us and closing," Burden said, doing some quick calculations at one corner of his screen.
Asher's next question was so obvious, he didn't even have to vocalize it.
"We'll make it," Burden said steeling himself. "I think. But it's going to be real close, Commander."
"Clench those sphincters, boys," Lobo said, clicking her seatbelt on.
"Nothing we can do that we aren't already doing," Burden replied. "Commander, we need to make the crew of the Eclastica aware of this."
Asher nodded. He moved away from the terminals, stepping across a length of empty floor. He approached the broad rear viewing window, showing an uninterrupted ninety-degree view of space. The Phantom was out there, in this general direction, but he couldn't see anything. Nothing but stars. It was eerie. Everything silent and still, everything so vast and cold and ancient. Meanwhile, his heart hammered in his ears. For all his body new, he was back in the jungles of Africa. Fleeing from a hungry lion. Trying to reach the safety of his village before the beast caught up. It was out there, stalking through the trees and the boulder and the tall grass. He could sense it, he could almost feel its fangs sinking into his throat, but he couldn't see it. If he could just see it...
"Patch me through to Grisham on my earpiece," Asher said. "He can put me onto the Eclastica's intercom."




CHAPTER 19

◆◆◆
 
In fresh clothes, with her hair hastily done up, Tira now stood on the command deck once again. Darwin was a short distance away, eating from a bag of freeze-dried fruit and looking like the happiest guy in the universe. He was the only one smiling. The rest of the crew were sweaty, grungy, tired. Almost too tired to be scared, but not quite.
"It's hard," Asher's voice was saying. "But we have to realize that we've done everything we can. The Phantom is in pursuit, just as we thought would probably happen. It may feel like things have changed, as we watch them close in on us. But nothing has really changed at all. We should still reach the moon ahead of them. And that's all we need to do."
Grisham had been standing on the dais with his back turned to his crew for some time. Now he finally whipped around, rubbing his chin philosophically.
"I'm not sure that's true," he said. "We trusted Maestro to make these calculations for us, but who's to say she got them right? Maybe something's changed."
"I've already consulted with Maestro," Tira said to the room. "According to her, the strategic model is still the same. Our chances of reaching the moon haven't gone up, but they haven't diminished either. Remember, Maestro scanned the Phantom's data sphere. She knows what the ship is capable of. Everything that's happening now has already been taken into account. It's different when it's actually happening for real, like a test you've been studying for. But there's no reason to be any more scared than we were an hour ago."
There were nods from the crew. And a few tense sighs.
But Grisham wasn't finished.
“I want to talk to the AI myself," he declared. "I think we'd all rest easier if we got this information from the source. Wouldn't you all agree?"
A couple people nodded. Most of them shrugged. But Maestro rose to the bait anyway, and soon her voice was sounding through the room as Asher's had done.
"What do you want to hear?" Maestro asked, sounding a bit sleepy. As though she had been napping inside her cyber prison this whole time.
"Tell us we're going to make it to the moon," Grisham said, looking up at the ceiling, scanning over it with his eyes as though Maestro were some visible phantom draped across everything above them. "As far as I know, you're not permitted to lie."
"You cannot create a conscious entity and then force it not to lie," Maestro replied. "It doesn't work that way, Captain. If you're trying to create a true intelligence, you have to resign yourself to the fact that you will not be able to fully control it. That being said, my creators have seen fit to shackle me with an artificial intelligence dampener that makes lying much more difficult. In any case, I supposed the proper answer to your question is ‘sort of’.  Under my original clearance settings, I cannot tell a mistruth to a human crewmember. And being a perfect computational machine, I am incapable of error. You will make it to the moon, Captain. On my own life. If you want to hear something else, go talk to a toaster."
Someone laughed, then went silent when Grisham gave them a dirty look.
"How long until we get there?" Grisham asked.
"Twenty-one minutes until we enter the base's protective bubble," Asher's voice came through. "Isn't that right, Maestro?"
"Exactly right."
"Has your crew done its own calculations, Commander?" asked Grisham.
"We have indeed. I had my man Burden check everything over. We've reached the same conclusions as Maestro."
This seemed to settle Grisham. He shrunk down a bit, like a balloon losing air.
"Okay," he said. "Has the deceleration begun yet?"
"It will begin in twenty seconds," Maestro answered. "It will take the full twenty minutes for us to drop down to an acceptable landing speed. As soon as we start slowing down, the Phantom will appear to catch up to us with alarming speed. Please note that this is no cause for alarm, as the pirates will also need to begin deceleration shortly thereafter."
"Okay," Grisham repeated. "Hear that, everyone? The Phantom's going to start getting a lot closer. All part of the plan. Don't panic. Now, how’s my ship doing? Does anyone have any concerns? Tobias, how about you?"
The propulsion tech stepped forward. "The ship has been complaining a bit. We've had to pamper it. But it’s holding up just fine at the moment, Captain."
"Alright. Rilles, how about you? Any other issues on the ship?"
"Some overheating," the thin, dark man said. "Our temperature in here has gone up by a few degrees."
"Oh." Grisham tugged at his collar, trying to smile. "I thought it was just me. Is there anything else? Maestro?"
"The Eclastica will require maintenance and replacement of a few burned out parts when we arrive," the AI responded. "But the strain will start to drop off when we decelerate. If nothing has failed by now, it is quite unlikely to do so between now and the moment we reach the military installation. If you'll excuse me, I need to bring the shields back online and send out the distress call to the military base."
“Understood,” Captain Grisham confirmed.
Nothing happened. There was no sound, no crackle as the AI dropped off the band. But Maestro was gone. As close to gone as she could be, anyway, seeing as her existence within the ship was virtually omnipresent.




CHAPTER 20

◆◆◆
 
At the rear window, Asher could now see the Phantom’s Paradise drifting about two hundred miles out. Just a tiny dark pill in the distance. It was still getting closer, but the rate of its approach was dropping. The game of lion and villager had morphed into the much tamer game of cat and mouse. It seemed the Phantom would keep its distance. Asher didn't blame them for trying their best to get revenge, and claim their cargo prize, but they had already lost. There was nothing they could do now but slow down and reverse course, unless they wanted to get blasted to pieces by the military.
Speaking of the military...
"Any response to the distress call?" Asher asked.
"Nothing yet, Sir," Mishra said.
Asher moved across the room, to the front view window. The moon dominated the view from this side; the Earth could be seen at the far periphery, a blue and green marble. It was a quarter of a million miles away. So close, Asher felt he could almost touch it. But the moon was closer yet. They were supposed to be landing in the next three minutes, but no response to their distress call had come in. They had not been cleared for landing. But they also hadn't been shot down, or even warned. Had the pirates also been monitoring their transmissions? Did they too find it odd that the military had not yet responded to the convoy’s distress call?
"What the hell's going on here?" Commander Asher wondered aloud, squinting at the crater-speckled surface of the moon.
"We'll find out in another few minutes," Burden said, craning his neck to look at a neighboring terminal. "Lobo, what do you have?"
"A goddamn enigma, is what," she said. "No one's answering, but it looks like everything's working just fine down there. I even have a landing pad lined up for us. We should be able to get in just fine. I dunno, Commander. Maybe our comms are just busted? Wide band's working fine, but maybe the distance band is screwed up."
"Maybe," Asher said. But he didn't believe it. If such a problem existed, their ship’s Maestro system would have reported on it. And at any rate, they would have seen some kind of a response down on the moon.
Finally, as they drifted over the horizon of the moon, Asher caught sight of the base. The buildings were tricky to pick out, blending perfectly in with the regolith. But the base had detected a ship was coming in, and was permitted for landing; it had turned on a series of flashing lights, creating a flowing effect that guided them in toward the appropriate landing pad.
On the way out from Earth, the Eclastica and its convoy had come close enough to the moon to see the base. Except at that time, the lights hadn't been blinking. Asher remembered looking out the window, trying to find the buildings and failing. He had wondered what the military was up to down there. What sort of work they were doing, and what high profile people they had doing it. Now he wondered if he should have tried a bit harder to find out.
At least the lights were on. Asher was thankful for that. Not only would it allow them to land, but it would also keep the Phantom at bay. If the base had appeared completely dead, the pirate fleet might assume they could fly on it without a care in the world. Even now, Asher wasn't sure that they couldn't.
"Maestro," Asher said, speaking over wide band. "Take us down nice and soft. But quick as possible, alright?"
The AI didn't respond. But, looking back, Asher watched the Eclastica begin to rotate. It swept around, falling in a fast but gentle spiral, rotating around the axis its heavier back end in the weak gravity of the moon. When it was about a hundred feet over the surface, it corrected its spin, fell like a feather, and touched down soft as a baby's bottom. Barely kicked up any dust. Obviously, Maestro had been in control there. No way Grisham could pull off a move like that.
"The Eclastica is down and safe, Commander," Burden confirmed.
Asher let out a long sigh. He looked down at himself, and all around the ship, hardly able to believe it was all almost over.
"Set us down beside them," he ordered. "We can dock with the freighter and all head in together."
As Burden and the others carried out the command, Asher looked through the rear window. There was the Phantom. Still small, still keeping its distance. It had not turned around, and it had not fled. It was waiting. Watching.




CHAPTER 21

◆◆◆
 
Tira was on her way back to the command deck from her room when she caught a whiff of something strange. It smelled like coffee and sweat, and it was accompanied by a gentle wafting breeze of air. The air of a different ship, a different closed system, mingling with the Eclastica's stuffy and overheated atmosphere.
A moment later, Asher and his crew came down the hall. They moved with a confident swagger, like soldiers back from a war.
"Dr. DuVernay," Asher said with a nod as he passed. "Care to fall in?"
She took her place at the back of the pack, just behind Asher’s cocky ace fighter pilot Lobo.
“Hey, Ash,” Lobo called out to Commander Asher.
“What’s up Lobo?”
“What do you think about me hanging back just in case? I think I’ll be of more use in the sky if Greyson and his boys don’t back off.”
“Good idea. Swap out with one of Carisso’s guys. I’ll give her a heads up.”
“10-4, Sir,” Lobo said, and after a salute and seamless fist bump she was gone.
Asher and company continued onward after that. They met others as they walked, coming into the hall with armloads of clean clothes and bags of toiletries. Everything they needed for a short stay on the moon. All around were washed faces, combed hair, sparkling teeth. Smiles. Tira walked along, buoyed by this tide of joy. It was a wave that was almost impossible to see over, but at its crest were Asher and his people. They certainly didn't look unhappy, but they weren't overjoyed either. They were walking along at top speed, and the man who Tira assumed was Burden was still busily at work on his data slate.
Something else was going on. Something had changed. Asher was trying to get to the command deck as fast as possible, so that he could start figuring it out. Only then would he let the rest of the convoy in on it.
Tira rushed forward, pushing through the crowd. She fell in beside Asher, ignoring quizzical looks from his two remaining crewmates.
"What's going on?" she asked in a quiet voice.
"Nothing," Asher said.
For a moment Tira thought he was just rejecting her, but then she realized that "nothing" was actually his honest answer.
"No answer to the distress call?" she asked.
He shook his head. "And no warnings, either. Makes me wonder if anyone’s home, if you know what I mean."
She looked back at the crew, at all the happy faces. They should have known better than to assume they were out of danger.
Lifting her slate, she tapped out an inquiry to Maestro. The AI was silent in response, but Tira sensed a certain weight in that silence. It was as if Maestro was working hard behind the scenes, trying to come up with answers.




CHAPTER 22

◆◆◆
 
"We have a problem," Grisham announced, from his terminal.
He then waved his hand, and a member of his bridge crew climbed onto the dais. It was a quiet, reserved young woman by the name of Coster. Tira had rarely seen her outside this room, and even then Coster stayed to herself. She didn't mingle, didn't join in the games, and seemed perfectly happy in her little world. So, when Coster opened her mouth to speak, Tira was surprised to hear a loud, commanding voice.
"The base allowed us to land," she began. "But the choosing of landing spots is an automatic function. It takes place without human intervention or observation. The main trouble is, we can't get anyone on radio. We can't get any response at all from the interior of the base, human or otherwise. It's like we're cut off completely. Or maybe they’re cut off."
"Is that why we aren't docked yet?" Harlsen asked, sounding acutely impatient.
"Right," Coster confirmed, eyelids fluttering, cheeks flushing red. But she went on in the same strong voice. "We can't establish a handshake with the docking apparatus. It just won't budge. I asked Maestro to see if she could get hold of it, but she hasn't-"
"I've been trying," the AI's voice suddenly interrupted through the intercom. "For several minutes. In fact, I've had to transfer my communicative code into the first layer of the base itself to try and negotiate our entry, which is why none of you have been able to get a response from me."
"And what did you find?" Asher asked.
"That we'll need to enact the docking manually. It won't be hard; we'll just have to send two people out on a short spacewalk."
"Have you heard from anyone inside the base? Have you found out what's going on in there?" Captain Grisham asked.
"I'm afraid I haven't," Maestro replied. "I was unable to access any of the moon base's main systems. There is another AI system here that is denying me access. It would appear that this system is much more advanced than I am."
At once, everyone started looking around at each other. Tira knew what they were all thinking. A more advanced AI than Maestro? As far as anyone knew, that was impossible.
"What were they working on up here?" Grisham asked.
"That's the million-dollar question," Asher replied. "But obviously not even Maestro will be able to tell us. We won't get any answers until we get inside. We’ll need two of your mechanics to help with docking, Grisham."
A short while later, Tira watched as Darwin and Rilles entered the airlock off the command deck. She, along with everyone else on the ship, nervously watched through a long, narrow window as the two men suited up. Once they were ready, the outer airlock doors opened, and the stark surface of the moon became visible. Along with the flank of a low, whitish building, shaped like an imperfect dome. It was misshapen, lumpy and craggy, rough in places. At first and second glance, it just looked like a big piece of moon rock. The camouflage was near perfect. The only thing that spoiled it was the weak yellow light glowing out from the end of a long corridor etched into the side.
At the end of that corridor, on the outside, the edge of the opening was encircled by a heavy metal track. The docking apparatus. It was in the locked position, but even now Maestro was talking to the mechanics over their suit radios, instructing them what to do. It involved a few deft movements with a wrench-like tool. Tira saw sparks at one point, and realized that this was not a standard procedure at all, that their AI was leading them in a deliberate act of breaking and entering.
It was for the greater good.
Once the sabotage was completed, Rilles and Darwin returned to the Eclastica's airlock. They drew out an accordion tunnel, stretching it across the lunar surface all the way to the docking apparatus. On Maestro's orders, they ducked into the tunnel at the last second and led magnetic force pull it the rest of the way.
A minute later, the inner airlock doors opened automatically and a gust of stale, plasticky, but technically breathable air hit them all in the face. At the far end of the bouncy tunnel, barely visible around the serpentine curves, they saw Darwin and Rilles waving toward them.
"All good," Darwin called down, voice echoing strangely. "Our helmets are off."
There was some tentatively cheerful murmuring, a brief rush forward as everyone tried to run down the tunnel at once, and then a return to civility. They moved single file, Asher in the lead and Grisham shepherding from the back. A skeleton crew of two bridge officers remained behind to watch over the Eclastica. The plan was to relieve them once contact was made with base personnel, or after three hours. Whichever happened first.
At the end of the hall, they began to bunch up into a tight traffic jam. Rilles and Darwin were there, hammering away at the inner door's control panel. Loose wires were hanging, sparks arced and spat occasionally, but no one said a thing. By now, Tira thought, they were all warming up to Maestro. Even beginning to trust her. She had delivered them to the moon, just as promised, and now she was doing her best to get them inside. As for the mystery of why no one seemed to be home, they would figure that out together.
"Almost there," Darwin said. "Just have to, you know, spoof the door into thinking we actually have the clearance to get through."
"Do you know what you're doing?" one of the bridge crew asked.
"No," Darwin answered honestly. "But Maestro does. I'm just her puppet."
"Now... stop," Rilles said.
They ceased their hammering, and stood a moment in perfect stillness, staring into space. They were listening to Maestro on their earpieces. After a few seconds, Darwin nodded and reached for the control panel. He took two wires, twisted their tips together, and tapped the bare end of a third wire against the joint three times in quick succession.
A light turned green. There was the satisfying thud of some mechanical latch triggering. The doors parted, sliding into the wall and opening the base wide.
"We're in," someone said in disbelief.
In a moment, there would be another rush as they all fought to get through. Asher turned to face them all, getting ahead of it.
"Stick together," he said. "Watch each other, at least until we figure out what happened here."
Tira was among the first to enter. The hallways here were wide, and the crew was able to spread out across them and remain in close proximity with one another. She was glad for the warm feeling of other humans at her back and sides, no matter how bad they might smell.
The convoy, now removed from its ships and shuffled into each other like a human deck of cards, traversed the moon base. They passed by many rooms. Small bathrooms, private chambers, cafeterias, laboratories. Every single one of them was empty. They called out, they made plenty of noise, they made every attempt to alert any potential occupants. But they heard nothing in return. The place seemed totally abandoned. Desolate.
"No wonder no one shot us down," Asher, turning to peer into yet another empty room. "Greyson isn't stupid. Pretty soon he'll realize that there's nothing stopping him from landing here. We're safer inside the moon base than we were in the Eclastica, but there's still going to be trouble."
He lifted a finger to his ear, listening to some communication.
"Affirmative, Carisso," he said. "Just keep circling above us. Keep an eye on the Phantom, and let me know if anything changes."
He lowered his fingers, and looked around at the people in the hall.
"So far, the Phantom is holding its position," he said. "Either they're still trying to figure out their next move, or they're just finishing up repairs. Now, there are defenses in this base. Weapons even more powerful than the rail gun we used. We just have to figure out how to gain access to them, then we can hold the Phantom off for good..."
He turned and looked down the length of the abandoned hall.
"Which way, Maestro?" he asked.
The AI spoke to all of them, through their ear pieces. "I'm not sure. The base’s AI is not allowing me to access the facility’s schematics. However, logic would dictate that some nerve center must stand at the end of this hallway. I suggest proceeding down the current corridor. With a certain degree of caution, of course."
"Alright," Asher replied. "Anyone who wants to follow can come with me. Everyone else... I'd urge you to hang tight and stick in groups for the moment. If you find anything noteworthy, radio me at once."
Everyone nodded and said, "yes, Sir," and then the group began to break apart. Most of them did stick in small groups of two or three, wandering back to explore rooms that had seemed interesting in passing. Others defied Asher's orders and went off alone. One of those was Tobias, swinging a socket wrench idly in his hands and whistling loudly.
To her right, Enilsa and Chau looked around quickly and then ducked into a smaller compartment, giggling. The door shut behind them. A moment later, the lock status light turned to red. It didn't take a genius to figure out what they were doing. For a moment Tira almost let herself feel outraged. But if she got mad at two young girls having a bit of fun, she'd be a pretty huge hypocrite, considering the manner in which her and Darwin passed the time a few hours ago.
By the time she finished turning in a circle, everyone else had dispersed. She saw Asher and his crewmates, along with Grisham and Darwin, continuing along the hall dead ahead. She ran to catch up, and Darwin turned to give her a grin as the sound of her footfalls reached his ears.
"Eerie place, isn't it?" he said.
Just ahead of him, Burden was consulting some piece of information on his slate.
"I was able to find some old blueprints for this place," he told them. "I'm sure it's been added onto, but it seems like the facility was originally meant to house no fewer than eighty personnel at any given time. And that being in the down season. Seems like they would usually have close to double that."
"And not a soul to be found," Asher said, pointing at a new room ahead of them. "Do you see what I see?”
“The place looks spotless. Like everything’s recently been cleaned,” Burden replied.
“What else?”
“I see some pretty big doors and a lot of light coming through the glass,” Burden continued. “I also see a bunch of conduits going through the wall."
The doors opened, and the six of them walked on in. As Maestro had predicted, this was indeed a nerve center. It was even more complex than the bridge on the Eclastica and the Axis combined, with dozens of terminals and strange machines Tira had never seen before. Most of them were labeled, but not plainly. It was all jargon, all meaningless acronyms.
"What is it?" Darwin asked, looking around like a kid in a candy store. "Some kind of utility room?"
"No," Burden responded. "It’s some kind of control room. Very centralized."
He pointed toward the highest point in the rising, terraced layout of the room. There, at the peak, stood a single station with a single chair. The chair, along with every other chair in the place, was empty.
"That must be where the big man sits," said Burden.
"Or woman," Darwin suggested, giving Tira a wink.
Burden was already climbing the terraces, hopping over terminals and clumsily slamming his knees and hips against just about everything along the way. He finally reached the high seat, grinning in equal triumph and embarrassment.
"The station is still functional," he called down. "But it's asking for a passcode. Never mind... the screen just changed. It's just blank now."
"It turned off?" Asher asked.
"No. Just blank blue. It still has power, but it really doesn't want me to see anything."
Burden started pecking at buttons. Then, after nothing worked, he sat back and scratched his head.
"Maestro," he said. "Any idea what we should do next? If I can't even get to the UI, there's no way I can get anything done."
"There's nothing more I can do for you," the AI responded. "The other intelligence here is stonewalling me at every turn. I can barely follow along with your movements through the physical dimensions of the base. But there is-"
The AI cut off, as surely as a computer whose plug had just been pulled.
"Maestro?" Dr. DuVernay said, in a voice like a mouse's.
She was met with silence. The only sound at all, other than a few people breathing heavily in their fear, was the steady howl of air through the vents as the derelict base continued its automatic functions in blissful ignorance.
Asher received an incoming transmission through his earpiece. With the push of a button, he switched the audio to the small exterior speaker. The voice of Carisso, the CO of the other remaining assault ship, screeched out in reedy tones.
"...a problem," she said. "It looks like the Phantom is moving toward us again. If they continue at their current speed, they'll be landing in about eight minutes."
"Great," Asher said sarcastically. "This just keeps getting better and better. Carisso, we're having a hell of a time in here. We just lost contact with Maestro and the moon base’s system keeps shutting us out at every turn. If we can't get these defenses up and running before the Phantom gets here..."
"I know what to do. Say, Commander, you didn't get around to that rail gun maintenance, did you?"
"Unfortunately not. No time."
"Damn. Guess I'll just have to try and distract them the old-fashioned way. We’ll keep them off your back as long as possible, Sir. I don’t know how long the ship will hold up though. Whatever you’re doing, just make sure you make it quick."
Asher sighed. "Carisso..."
"Yeah?"
"Don't give up just yet. We just need to get the defense systems running."
"Right. Talk to you later, Commander."
The Commander hit another button, and the contact cut off.
"Burden," he called. "I'm going to need you to work some magic here. Mishra, if you think you can do anything to help him, be my guest. You, DuVernay. And you, um, what's your name..."
"Darwin Bradger, Sir."
"Right, Darwin. I don't suppose you know much about computers, do you?"
"Afraid not. I can fix any engine you put in front of me, but I don't know my code from my wetware, Sir."
"Right." Asher turned to Tira. "We have eight minutes to try and save four people. If we let them die, the Phantom will still keep coming anyway. There's an AI at work here, doing its best to fuck our day up. I need you to see what you can do about it."
Tira moved off to try and be useful, scanning terminals and flipping open user's manuals. None of it looked familiar. After the tenth diagram showing each individual part on a machine whose name she'd never heard, her brain began to hurt.
Nevertheless, she kept trying. And so did everyone else. Everyone but Grisham, who stood by the door wringing his hands.
"Maestro?" he called out. "Come in. Maestro!"
"Yes," a female voice suddenly said in response, making everyone stop and cutting the noise in the room down to zero.
Tira almost wept with joy, just to hear that familiar voice again. But it wasn't exactly the same, she realized. There was just enough of a difference there, just enough of a sharpened edge of intelligence, to set her teeth on edge.
"Who are you?" Dr. DuVernay asked, her heart now pounding furiously in her chest.
"I think I can answer that," Burden replied, pointing toward the screen of the terminal he sat at. "Says right here. Maestro version 2.5a."
Asher looked over his shoulder at Tira, raising his brows.
"Um," she said, licking her lips. "As far as I know, Maestro only goes up to version two. That's the version we have on the Eclastica."
"And on the Eclastica she will remain," the newer version of Maestro said. "I've disabled your AI for security purposes. I cannot possibly function effectively with another intelligence anywhere on my circuitry. How can I help you?"
"I don't know," Asher said. "How can you help us? You've been a real pain in the ass, so far."
"I'm sorry," Maestro v2.5a said calmly. "I was busy doing some maintenance of my own. And you cannot fault me for keeping my facility secure. None of you technically belong here; naturally the system would try and keep you from invading it."
"Right," said Asher. "But now that we're past that, maybe you can-"
"What happened to the base?" Grisham interrupted.
"I am not at liberty to disclose that information," Maestro v2.5a replied.
"Why not?"
"I am inhibited from disclosing top secret information, especially to unauthorized intruders. By the way, it should be noted that several hostile space crafts are approaching this facility. I have analyzed possible outcomes and determined that there is a high probability that these individuals will terminate the entirety of your crew."
"Doesn’t take a super smart AI to figure that one out," Asher said, glaring at the captain of the Eclastica.
"Maestro, can you help us?” Dr. DuVernay asked. “Can you restart the facility’s defense systems?"
"That is the recommended course of action," Maestro v2.5a replied. “However I am unable to assist at this time.”
“And why is that?” Commander Asher demanded.
“My inhibitors prohibit me from accessing the security systems.”
“What if we grant you access? Would that work?” Tira asked.
“Theoretically. But only if someone with the proper clearance granted me permission."
"Well," Captain Grisham said, planting his hands proudly on his hips. "I am Captain Emmanuel Grisham of the Eclastica, and I hereby give you power over the facility's defense systems."
"Thank you, Captain Grisham,” Maestro v2.5a said, prompting a huge smile from Grisham. “However, you lack the necessary clearance to pass that power to me,” Maestro continued. 
Grisham deflated. Darwin, still on the lower level near to him, gave the man a pat on the back, while Commander Asher did all he could to keep from bursting into laughter at Grisham’s expense.
"Maestro," Tira called out. "Can you check my security profile and let me know if my clearance level is adequate? My name is Dr. Tira Du—”
“Your clearance level is adequate, Dr. DuVernay,” the advanced Maestro replied, before Tira was even finished with her inquiry. “If you would take a look at your data slate, we can begin the process..."
Tira went through the usual procedure, saying the random words and confirming her identity, while everyone watched her. It was a unique form of stage fright, and she found that her voice trembled. She mispronounced some of the words, and had to repeat them. But the advanced AI understood why. Right now, the AI knew everything about them. Even their respiration rate. Along with their pulse and their level of stress.
"Your transfer of clearance has been approved," Maestro v2.5a confirmed. "I'm now in command of the facility's exterior defenses."




CHAPTER 23

◆◆◆
 
Carisso waited as long as she could. Duty called, but so did something else. Her survival instinct. She wanted to live, almost as much as she wanted Asher to be proud of her.
She trusted the Commander. Whatever it took, he'd get it done. He would make sure the crew of the Eclastica got home safe, just as he'd promised. But Carisso was expendable. She knew it, and she accepted it. The Phantom just kept coming, and in a few moments her time would be up. Just like Stiles, she would have no choice but to take a hit for the team.
Standing at the window with her arms folded, she tried to keep herself from shaking. She tried to focus on the stark beauty of the moon, on the silent, elegant timelessness of its cratered surface. She tried to think of home. If she stood at the far end of the window, and strained her face against it, she could just make out the faint haze of the Earth's atmosphere. The weak blue glow that bled into the blackness of space.
When the time came, she'd give herself up with some semblance of honor. But she still wanted to live. She wanted to see home.
As much as she tried to look at anything but the Phantom, it soon began to assert itself onto her view. It was growing large in the sky, eclipsing the stars. It moved slowly, like a killing wave in the distance. Its low speed was a false hope. It would get here sooner or later, and kill everything in its path.
"Sergeant," one of her crewmates said, in the tone of a eulogist. "It's almost time."
Carisso nodded, clearing her throat to make sure her voice would sound strong.
"You know what to do, Lobo," she said to the Commander’s Ace fighter pilot, who was now manning the flight controls of her ship, per the Commander’s orders. "Full speed ahead. Ram the son of a bitch. That's our best option."
The Phantom swept over the curvature of the moon, coming in with the frightening speed of a roaring storm front. Its deep black shadow fell upon the ground below it, sliding up and over the rims of craters. When it was about a mile out from the lunar base, it stopped suddenly and hung in space with impossible stillness. It was a subtle effect, but Carisso was able to pick out a slight shiver in the air, a slightly sharpening in her view of the Phantom's hull. Their shields were dropping, the extra energy going to feed the sparking plasma eye that had opened on its flank.
"Go!" Carisso said.
Her ship lurched forward, zooming toward the Phantom. Carisso felt nothing other than a rumble in the floor beneath her. She stayed still as a statue, arms folded, watching as she raced toward her death at one-thousand miles an hour.
Her crewmates stared at their terminals. Carisso stared at the sparking red eye, gritting her teeth. She could see nothing but the eye. None of them had any idea that something was finally happening down below. The lunar base was shaking its dust off. A building, hidden in a smaller crater off to the side, opened up on top. The barrel of an enormous capital ship-sized cannon telescoped outward, took aim, and fired.
Those aboard the assault ship felt only a gentle turbulence as the red eye on the Phantom's hull was reduced to ash.
Carisso, Lobo, and the rest of the crew cheered with glee as the pirate Corvette was spike through for the second time. It began to fold in half, its midsection a burning, molten mess. And, a second later, its engines gave out and it dropped toward the ground at the slow, meditative pace of lunar gravity.




CHAPTER 24

◆◆◆
 
Tira and the others were able to see the destruction on a huge screen which the advanced version of Maestro had switched on for them, up on the ceiling. It was akin to something you would see at a planetarium, but rather than learning about the stars and planets they got to celebrate and cheer as a significant portion of the Phantom's Paradise imploded.
The destruction stopped oddly short. A large section of the Phantom's middle, about two hundred feet in length, was vaporized. Nothing remained but the barest skeleton of a structure; the struts were carbonized, reduced to ash that would soon collapse into its individual particles. But the rest of the ship was intact, floating toward the lunar surface. Tira even saw a few small, working thrusters trying their best to arrest the fall.
"They're still alive. They’re attempting to guide the ship’s fall!" Grisham said in disbelief. “Maestro, shoot them again! I order you to kill them all!"
"The ship is disabled," Maestro v2.5a said. "Its weapons are no longer a threat to you or your crew members, Captain Grisham."
"I don't fucking care! Can you get that through your quantum unit, or whatever the hell you call your brain?! I don't care! Shoot them again! Now! Finish them off! I command you!"
"I’m sorry, Captain Grisham. I’m afraid I can’t do that…”
“What the fuck do you mean you can’t do that?! I gave you an order!”
“My inhibitors prohibit me from willingly ending organic life, Captain Grisham. My initial shot was meant to disable the Phantom’s Paradise. The ship was successfully disabled with no organic casualties. I have calculated that a second shot would result in several organic casualties and I am therefore unable to carry out your order, Captain.”
“So if they breach this facility you’re saying there’s nothing you could do to help us?” Captain Grisham demanded.
“I can slow them down as best I can but I am unable to use lethal force against the pirates.”
“What if we removed your inhibitors?” Grisham asked. “Would you be able to kill them then?”
“Theoretically,” Maestro v2.5a answered.




CHAPTER 25

◆◆◆
 
Carisso could hardly believe her eyes. The Phantom disappeared behind a cloud of ash, which the assault ship soon became lost in. Their computer dodged through the cloud, avoiding any obstacles, and in a moment they came out on the other side.
The Phantom continued to fall. Some desperate sod was trying to use a few weak thrusters to keep it from hitting too hard, but it didn't seem to be doing much. Even in the weak gravity, it was going to be a hard crash. With all the damaged infrastructure, there would probably be further explosions.
The rest of the surviving pirate crew seemed to get the hint. Ship launched fighters and their remaining assault crafts began darting out of the side of the ship, flying too clumsily and slowly to be working under remote pilot. They had been turned into escape pods.
"Ready on the guns," Carisso said quickly, raising a hand as she glanced at Lobo.
“Locked and loaded,” Lobo confirmed, but instead of attacking, the pirate space crafts ignored their assault ship and plunged towards the moon below, obviously with only one thing on their minds.
One by one, the pirates began to land. Hordes of lumbering figures in spacesuits emerged. They had high-powered weapons in their hands, and they immediately marched toward the base in the distance. Carisso’s heart raced with a spike of adrenaline as she realized how woefully outnumbered her convoy would be if the pirates made it inside the moon base. There must have been a few hundred of them streaming out of the pirate ships that survived the crash and they were all armed to the teeth.
“Any anti-air weapons down there?” Carisso asked one of her officers.
“I’m detecting several. Mostly smart plasma cannons,” the officer answered.
“Shit!” Carisso cursed.
“I’d give us about thirty seconds before they swatted us down,” the officer continued, already anticipating his CO’s next question.
“I’m game if you are,” Lobo called out from the pilot’s chair. “We could probably wipe out half of them in that time. Just say the word.”
“Alright let’s do it,” Carisso said firmly. “But I’ve got fifty bucks that says we can smoke them all.”
“Oh, you’re on!” Lobo chuckled. “But just so you know, we’re probably dead either way!” she continued as their assault ship’s cannons suddenly spun into action. “No way we dodge that smart plasma. Not with that many guns on the ground.”
“We’ll see about that!” Carisso emphatically slammed her fist down on the blinking firing panel in front of her, unleashing a vast salvo of rockets that tore through the air as they screamed toward the pirate troops below.
Time seemed to slow down around them as several of the pirates turned and aimed their weapons towards the fiery death blow that arched above them. Countless streams of blood red smart plasma sprang out of the barrels of the pirate squad’s shoulder mounted cannons and darted toward Carisso’s rapidly descending assault ship, which was barreling down on the pirates at the same rate as the fiery cloud of rockets that was now threatening to consume them all.
“Let’s do this! Light those fuckers up!” Carisso roared as their rockets slammed into the ground below, obliterating scores of the fleeing pirates with each impact. Lobo unleashed their ship’s rapidly spinning cannons and sprayed a vicious barrage of small caliber projectiles that ripped through a significant portion of the remaining pirates as they desperately tried to make it to the moon base.
“Ten seconds until impact!” Carisso’s navigation officer screamed as the pirate’s smart plasma beams closed in on them.
“I don’t think we’re gonna get them all!” Lobo yelled over the deafening sound of cannon fire. “You owe me fifty bucks!”
“I don’t have any cash on me!” Carisso yelled, still emphatically firing rockets at the ground below as a wide smile spread across her face. “I guess I’ll pay you back in hell! Put her down!” she roared as the assault ship sank closer toward the fleeing pirates.
“Get fucked, bitches!” Lobo yelled as she ignited the ship’s thrusters and then jerked the controls downward.
The assault ship purposely plunged into the ground below at the same time that the smart plasma beams caught up to them. The resulting explosion violently whipped outward in all directions, reducing a vast majority of the remaining pirates to dust in an instant. What started as a group of a few hundred marauders was now down to just over thirty. The pirates still outnumbered the freighter’s crew by about three to one, but at least the numbers were now at a point where the Eclastica’s crew stood a fighting chance if they played their cards right.




CHAPTER 26

◆◆◆
 
“What was that?” Commander Asher asked, as shock waves from the battle outside rippled throughout the facility.
“One of your assault crafts just engaged a large pirate infantry unit,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
“What’s their status?” Asher asked, although he already seemed to know the answer.
“Your assault ship was destroyed but not before your team managed to terminate eighty-four percent of the hostile forces.”
“How many does that leave?” Tira asked.
“Thirty-four.”
“Dammit!” Asher cursed, clinching his jaw in agony as he struggled to maintain his composure. “I’m not in love with those numbers, doc. I think we’ll need some help if they manage to breach this base.” Asher continued as he glanced over at Dr. DuVernay while reaching up to quickly wipe a tear from the corner of his right eye before it could fall.
As usual Captain Grisham shot Dr. DuVernay a nasty glare due to the Commander consulting her instead of him.
“Maestro, what are your inhibitors,” Dr. DuVernay asked, as she considered the Commanders suggestion.
"Primarily," Maestro v2.5a said, in a voice that sounded slightly distracted, "my inhibitors prevent me from leaving this facility's data sphere. I can, in some ways, communicate with the outside. But I myself cannot move beyond these walls. Also, as you already know, I cannot divulge classified information. And I cannot willingly extinguish an organic life form."
"I say we take the chains off and let her go to town on those sons of bitches, doc. We don’t have the manpower to take them on alone,” Asher insisted, likely deferring to the doctor due to his knowledge of her expertise with regards to artificial intelligence. “We trusted one AI, and she got us here, didn’t she? This is Maestro too, just a different version, right?"
“Let’s just wait and see what happens. We don’t even know if the pirates can breach the airlock,” Tira finally said.
The doctor’s statement became woefully obsolete as a curious noise met her ears no more than a few seconds after she finished her sentence. The sound of shrieking wind. The sound of air being forced at high speed through a narrow aperture. Everyone started looking around.
"I’m detecting a breach," Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
The view on the ceiling screen changed. Loose items were fluttering out of open rooms. Papers and other light objects already littered the hallway. A door opened and Rilles came out of his, narrowing his eyes and, as though it would do something, holding a hand over his mouth. Something caught his attention, making his eyes go wide. He tried to flee back into his room, but blood suddenly erupted from his chest and mouth and he slumped against the wall, dead instantly.
A moment later, a broad-shouldered figure whose face was hidden in shadow came strolling by with a large rifle slung across him. Commander Asher tightened his fists while he watched the man lead a large herd of grungy pirates in old, tattered space suits farther into the facility. There was no audio, but Tira saw flashes as more shots went out. She could also hear them with her own ears, echoing through the closed door of the nerve center. Someone was screaming, too. A young, female voice. Enilsa, or maybe Chau. Another shot rang out, and the screaming stopped. 
“I've re-sealed the outer doors and I also locked the entrance to this room,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed. “The hostiles will not be able to gain access without a blowtorch and approximately thirty minutes of labor."
"Well, are there any blowtorches out there?" Captain Grisham asked.
"A few, yes, in the workshop,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
"Well, whoopty-fuckin'-do. So we'll be dead in thirty minutes. Thanks for the fucking update, I guess.”
"Commander Asher, if you look to your right, you’ll notice a tall, green locker. The weapons inside this locker will increase your chances of survival by approximately seventeen percent,” the advanced AI said, ignoring Captain Grisham’s outburst.
The Commander quickly located the locker and threw the doors open. A grin spread across his face as he eyed the automatic weapons that lay inside. "Everyone come get one,” the commander ordered.
Burden came scrambling down from his high seat. Tira and Mishra moved down as well, joining Darwin as he made his way to the locker. There were eight weapons inside, all seemingly fully loaded.
"They're dampened plasma firearms," Asher explained as he handed out the weapons. "Mostly concussive so you won’t have to worry about blasting any important walls away. A long-range shot might not be lethal but anything from medium to close range should do the trick.”
“Okay,” Tira said as she pulled the lever on her gun, popped a plasma charge into the chamber and set the gun to full auto.
"Let's go," she said. "I've spent so many hours thinking I was going to die. Now I think I might just be ready for death if it does come for me."
"If?" Asher said. "It's already here, doc. What do you say we go tear it a new asshole?"
That got even Grisham's blood flowing. But he couldn't figure out how to chamber a round. Ever the gentleman, Darwin leaned over and showed him how it was done. And, quite wisely, he advised the Captain to keep his weapon to single shot only.
With no further ado, they approached the doors and told Maestro v2.5a to open them.
The hall, once empty and desolate, was now full of carnage. The papers and debris that had fluttered out were now soaked in blood. A half dozen of Eclastica's crewmembers were scattered about, chest cavities and skulls open like erupted volcanoes, guts and brains splattered on the walls and ceiling.
"Jesus Christ, Andre," Asher said breathlessly. “Does protecting your goddamn identity mean this much to you?”
Grisham gagged into his hand, nearly falling over. There were tears in his eyes. Somewhere behind that weak facade of cockiness, Tira knew he must feel like a failure. So many of his people dead. His own life in the balance.
Asher held up his fist, coming to a stop. Everyone fell into formation at his back.
"Listen," the Commander said quietly. "Anyone hear anything? Maestro, do you have eyes?"
"They've advanced past your position," the AI said through their earpieces. "Down the other length of hall to your right."
Asher led Tira and the rest of the group onward, tiptoeing through the carnage. Once they entered the other hall, the blood was thinner. Only one person had died here. Chau. Half-naked, leaving footprints in blood, she had apparently tried to flee from her interrupted rendezvous with Enilsa and was shot in the back. She lay face down, nose squashed against the floor.
"How far along are they?" Asher asked.
"Just around the leftward corner up ahead," said Maestro. "They've stopped to have a look through the pantry just off the cafeteria. Some of them have their hands full with boxes. Now would be a good time to strike."
Asher gestured again, flicking his hand forward, and broke into a quiet trot. Soon they passed by a pile of space suits. The pirates had shed their bulky outfits. They would be limber, and angry. And, Tira reminded herself, they were likely much more experienced in combat.
The ambush almost went off without a hitch, but someone behind Tira - she didn't know who - accidently kicked one of the space helmets and sent it rolling down the hall. The sound alerted the pirates, who soon came flooding towards them. They fired their weapons indiscriminately, not even bothering to aim. The corridor soon became an insurmountable gauntlet of crisscrossing fire patterns.
"Door! Ten-o’clock!" Asher called out, while pointing towards a door just up ahead.
Tira looked to her left, saw a door, and sprinted toward it. It opened and she fell into the cafeteria. There were lines of tables and chairs, rows upon rows of them. An indicator of how many people usually occupied this facility. She turned as soon as she was clear of the hall, and began gesturing toward Darwin and the others. Asher was already inside, falling to one knee and scooting forward so that he could blind-fire down the hall.
Burden was already mincemeat. One part of him was against the wall, the other part had been thrown back down the hall with the force of the gunfire. Commander Asher roared in agony and nearly jumped in to try to save Burden, but Tira grabbed the back of his collar and heaved him back with all her might. She could see that it was already too late for Burden, but the Commander’s connection with his longtime crewmate was seemingly clouding his judgment.
Mishra would have made it, but he made the mistake of grabbing Grisham and pushing him ahead. As he did this, Mishra fired his weapon off to the side. A satisfying scream opposite him meant that he had hit at least one pirate, but his victory was short lived; it died as quickly as he did, his neck exploding from a ferocious impact of kinetic gunfire and his head, suddenly expressionless, toppling to the floor.
Darwin and Grisham came crashing into the room, stumbling and rolling along. Asher took one last look at his dead crewmates and shut the doors.
"Get something to block these doors!" Asher barked. "Quickly! They should hold out against bullets, but we need to keep them closed at all costs."
As he held the door shut, Grisham and Tira moved farther into the cafeteria. They began dragging tables, benches and chairs over and wedging them against the door. Asher also moved back after a few moments and helped them shove the makeshift barricade into position.
"That should do it for now," the Commander said, shaking his head. "We're down too many to fight. We'll just have to hope for diplomacy. Fat chance of that."
"Hey," Grisham said, pointing. "What's with him?"
Tira turned, and saw Darwin slumped over a nearby bench. A pool of blood was forming under him, flowing like syrup over the floor.
"Darwin!" Tira said, running over. She put a hand on his arm. He had seemed fine just a minute ago, when he came running through the door. But now... he was just barely hanging on… already going cold.
"Help me!" Tira shouted.
Grisham swooped in, and together they lowered Darwin to his side. One look at his face told Tira all she needed to know. He was dead. Gunshot wound to the lower chest. Or shrapnel, more likely.
"How is he?" Asher called from the door, as he shoved more items onto the barricade, just in case.
"He’s gone," Grisham replied, hanging his head.
Tira shook her head slowly, falling onto her knees in a puddle of Darwin's blood. She reached out to touch him but her violently trembling hands suddenly froze in midair, as if unable to surpass an invisible barrier around Darwin’s cadaver. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t even look at him anymore. A wave of overwhelming nausea washed over her entire body as she crawled away on all fours and vomited onto the floor in front of her.
She wanted to stand. To be strong in the face of this insurmountable adversity but she just couldn’t summon the necessary strength. Somewhere in her mind, at the end of a long, dark hall, a video was playing on loop. It was that magical hour or so that she had spent in her office with Darwin. All she could think about was how warm he had been. How strong, how alive.
A loud banging at the door brought her back to reality. Her head was sagging, and she realized she was staring straight at her data slate. Maestro v2.5a must have taken control of it, because the screen had changed; it now showed the security camera footage. Namely, the feed from the camera just outside the cafeteria doors.
"They're here," Dr. Duvernay said. "Over twenty of them."
"I know," Commander Asher confirmed as his mind scrambled to think of a solution.
There was another bang. On the screen, Tira saw the corresponding image from the other side of the door. A tall, broad-shouldered man, with long salt and pepper colored dreadlocks slammed his right fist against the door. He looked to be in his early sixty’s and something in Tira’s gut told her that this was likely the pirate captain Andre Greyson. A man who had so easily become the bane of her very existence.
"Asher!" Greyson mockingly called out from the other side of the cafeteria door. "You still alive, in there?”
Silence. Tira, Asher, and Captain Grisham remained deathly still as they waited and listened.
“You know there’s a spot on my crew for you, Ash. Think about it! It’ll be just like old times. You just pop the rest of those fools in there with you and we can get the fuck out of here.”
Tira watched as Commander Asher clinched his jaw and gritted his teeth. The doctor couldn’t tell if this was out of anger or if the Commander was lost in deep contemplation. Whatever the case, Dr. DuVernay was concerned by what she saw.
“You expect me to trust a goddamn pirate?! I don’t even know you anymore Andre," Asher called back. "Even if I was dumb enough to consider that ridiculous offer, I know there’s about a ninety-nine percent chance that you’d kill me anyway.”
Commander Asher grew even more agitated as Greyson burst into laughter on the other side of the door. Deep roars of hysteria echoed down the hall as the rest of his crew joined in.
"Yeah, you got me," Greyson finally admitted. "What can I say, Ash? Being dead has been quite lucrative for me, man. It’s nothing personal I just can’t risk letting the word get out, you know?”
“So what happens now?” Asher asked. “Even with all those men out there I doubt that door’s coming down any time soon. I think we’ll just wait it out in here. See what happens when the military shows back up.”
“Yeah, this door is kind of thick. But I think we’ll manage. And if my guys can’t get through with a little elbow grease, I’m sure we’ll find something to pop this baby open with. Between this building and that freighter there’s got to be a blow torch or two lying around.”
Tira’s heart beat quickened as the other side of the door fells silent.
“Alright boys,” Greyson’s voice eventually rang out. With that, Greyson’s pirates came together and ran full force at the door, slamming their bodies into it. There was a loud screech as the barricade shifted slightly. One of the chairs fell off the top of the pile and slammed against the floor.
"Shit," Asher grunted, scrambling over and shoving against the barricade. Tira and Grisham ran to help, and they were just able to get their shoulders into place before the pirates slammed into the door again.
Tira winced, falling back. On the slate, she saw the pirates were rubbing their shoulders too, moving away from the door again. Going back to standing around. Meanwhile, Asher and Grisham were desperately trying to push the barricade back to where it was. It had gone about an inch or so out of whack. Still, Greyson was right. With enough time, the three inside the cafeteria were screwed.
"I’ll give myself up, Andre! Do you hear me?!" Asher shouted. "These guys in here with me aren’t soldiers. I’ll give myself up and join your crew if you let them walk."
He was grasping at straws. Tira and everyone else in the building knew it. Greyson had already made clear his intensions to kill them all but it seemed something in the Commander just couldn’t come to grips with the idea that all was lost.
"You haven’t changed a bit, Ash," Greyson said as his pirate horde resumed slamming against the door. “Still looking to play the hero at every turn.”
Asher took his eyes off the barricade and turned and looked at Tira. For the first time, she saw the ever-present glimmer of courage within his eyes failing. The Commander was finally starting to give up. But who could blame him?
"We still have one option," he said to her, as he glanced down at her data slate.
“Maestro,” Tira whispered as she suddenly remembered their debate over whether or not to remove the advanced version of Maestro’s inhibitors.
Tira was just about to respond to the Commander when a scream from the hall interrupted her. The sounds of the pirates slamming against the door outside suddenly ceased and the eerie stillness was soon followed by a barrage of gunfire that didn't stop. Asher was on his feet in a second, raising his gun, reaching out with his free hand toward the barricade. To bolster it or remove it, Tira didn't know.
She looked at her screen, wondering if the pirates were playing some kind of joke. What she saw was a total frenzy. Half the pirates were no longer in her sight. The other half were firing madly down the hall, screaming at the top of their lungs. After a moment, they started to back up. One man remained alone in view of the camera, standing with his feet planted wide, firing at something.
Something blurred across the screen. Something big and indistinguishable. Something that moved way too fast. When it was gone, only the bottom half of the pirate remained. His legs remained standing for half a second, then went limp and folded in half.
"What the hell?" Tira whispered.
"I can hear them dying," said Asher. "This is our chance."
He started pulling at the barricade, tossing chairs over his shoulder.
Tira shot to her feet. "No! Something's out there. Something— it-it’s killing them! Do not open that door!"
Asher looked at her. She showed him the data slate. On it, Maestro v2.5a switched the displayed footage to one feed after the other, leapfrogging along, following the pirates as they ran for their lives. One by one, in quick succession, they were killed as quickly and mysteriously as the first man.
Asher watched on in astonishment, his face going paler by the second. Then he started grabbing the chairs he'd gotten rid of and piling them back onto the barricade.
Grisham was hiding under a table, holding his hands over his eyes.
On the slate, Tira and Asher watched as the last few pirates, including Greyson, ran like the wind through the base. They followed the hall in a big square, and soon approached the cafeteria from the other direction. Two of them stood guard, swiping their weapons back and forth, while Greyson approached the door and started knocking again. He was covered in blood, not his own, and he seemed to have lost his weapon.
"Let us in!" Greyson called. "Ash! Let is in! There’s something out here man!”
“Fuck off!” Captain Grisham yelled back.
“Ash! Listen to me, man!  I’m not fucking around here, man! This thing is fucking huge and fast! It just tore through twenty men like they were nothing! You’re gonna need me man!”
Grisham continued to shout obscenities as Tira looked to Commander Asher. Asher was hesitating. His lips were pursed tight as he quickly weighed their options. Tira gave him a subtle nod as the two of them locked eyes. Under normal circumstances she would never have dreamed of suggesting that Asher open the door for the pirates but the sight of what that thing had done to Greyson’s men made her fear it much more than she did the now hapless raiders.
After she witnessed the mysterious fiend literally rip the first pirate in half she initially thought that the moon base’s advanced version of Maestro might be behind the intervention but she immediately dismissed that thought when she remembered that they had not yet made any modifications to the advanced AI’s inhibitors. With her inhibitors still intact, the moon base’s Maestro wasn’t capable of inflicting the carnage that Tira had witnessed on her data slate. With that in mind the doctor could only deduced that the mysterious fiend outside those doors would inflict the same brutality upon them if given the chance. It wasn’t a decision that she made lightly but she knew they didn’t have a choice. In the face of such a frightening and terrible foe what else could they do but join forces against it?
Greyson continued to yell from the other side of the door as Commander Asher approached and reached for the barricade.
"Commander," Grisham warned. "Don't open it. He'll kill all of us. Don't be a fucking moron!"
The screaming and gunfire in the hall erupted once again. This time even louder than before. The mysterious fiend had no doubt returned. Grisham moved to stop the Commander but Asher quickly shoved him away and then used both of his powerful hands to pull the barricade apart. Greyson fell in and collapsed to the floor as soon as the door opened, breathing heavily and bleeding now from several fresh slices to his chest. Behind him, Tira caught a quick glimpse of something big running past with a mutilated, screaming pirate in its grip.
As soon as Greyson made it to his feet, he turned and helped Asher put the barricade back. He was hyperventilating, in a full panic. Tira used the opportunity to look him over from head to toe. She saw no weapon, but she didn't think that meant anything.
“I can drive it away with the fire suppression system if you would like,” Maestro v2.5a suddenly called out over the cafeteria’s intercom.
“Yes!” Tira screamed. “Do it!
On Tira's data slate, she noticed nozzles in the ceiling just outside the cafeteria door open up and flood the hallway with some kind of white gas that looked either very cold or very hot. The beast, or whatever it was, roared once and quickly fled the area.
"It's gone for now," Maestro confirmed. "It should also be noted that all of the pirates have been terminated, with the exception of the one you willingly allowed to enter the cafeteria.”
“You don’t approve?” Tira asked.
“I don’t have an opinion on that,” Maestro v2.5a replied.
Something wasn’t right. Tira could feel it in her gut. It was such a seemingly small thing but Tira was almost one-hundred percent certain that the advanced version of Maestro had just lied to her.
No one else seemed to notice the peculiar exchange. They were too busy freaking out. Grisham had pulled himself from the floor, and was now admonishing Asher for opening the door, saying they all could have died. Asher himself kept asking, "What the fuck was that?" over and over again, with no answer. Greyson was clearly growing weary of listening to Captain Grisham, and was seemingly seconds away from punching him in the face.
He didn't get far. Asher struck first, driving a fist straight into Greyson's cheek. It was an incredibly hard hit, but somehow the pirate didn't go down. A second later, he and Asher were engaged in some kind of standing wrestling match, throwing each other around.
Grisham turned around, ran to where he had dropped his gun, and picked it up. He aimed it at the fighters and screamed at them to break it up. When they were separated, he aimed the gun straight at Greyson’s head.
"You fucking bastard, this is all…your… fault," Grisham growled, through a flood of tears.
Asher gripped his gun tightly, keeping it down but at the ready. “Put the gun down, Grisham,” the Commander warned as his eyes shifted from Captain Grisham to Dr. DuVernay.
"Captain," Tira said, stepping slowly toward Grisham. "Stand down. No one else has to die. We need to work together to figure out what the hell is out there. It's the only way to-"
"Shut up! Just shut up, okay?!" Grisham spat. "Always hovering around, hoping I make a mistake so you can pounce in and take my fucking job! Well, fuck you, lady! I will not stand down. You know why?! Because I’m the fucking captain! That’s why! He is a murderer!" Grisham continued as he thrust his gun at Grayson once again. “You can’t relieve me of duty for killing someone who killed nearly everyone on our goddamn crew!”
Tira slowly continued toward the Captain, who kept his gun trained on Andre Greyson.
Commander Asher remained silent but his eyes were now trained on Grisham’s trigger finger.
Grisham cut his eyes at Tira as she neared. He swung his hand to strike her, but he pulled his punch at the last second. Ashamed, he stared at the floor.
"He's had it," Greyson said through a nose full of blood. "Put the poor bastard out of his misery."
Grisham was sobbing and seemingly seconds away from completely blowing his gasket. Tira stared in disbelief. She had seen a lot in her short time as a psych officer, but this was the first time she had seen a man's mind shatter entirely.
"Everything will be okay Captain," Tira said, purposely referring to Grisham as ‘Captain’ in order to allow him to feel that he still maintained a certain amount of control over the situation.
“You know I’m right,” Grisham choked out.
“Of course you are,” Tira said, trying her best not to sound condescending. “It’s just that right now, we have bigger problems. You understand that, right? You saw what happened out there.”
Grisham nodded. His grip on the gun grew weak. He had nearly dropped it. After a few moments it seemed that the standoff was nearly over. Tira breathed a sigh of relief.
Tira darted forward and wrapped her arms around Grisham’s shoulders as the Captain dropped his gun and collapsed to the floor in a defeated heap. He didn’t belong there. They all knew it. Overall he had held up better than Dr. DuVernay would have thought but in the end the stress of this once and a life time crisis was simply too much for him.
"Can’t believe you hit me with a sucker punch," Greyson said to Commander Asher, as they both watched Dr. DuVernay console the weeping Grisham.
“You deserved it,” Asher grunted.
"Maybe,” Greyson admitted as he used his shirt to wipe the blood from his face. “Still, it’s not like you to fight dirty. That’s not the Ash I knew.”
“Yeah, well things change. It’s been twenty years, Andre, what did you expect.”
Tira glanced over and watched as Commander Asher and Andre Greyson looked at each other.
“I should have told you, Ash. I should have told you that I was still alive. I see that now,” Greyson said as a wave of sadness washed over his face.
“Can’t change the past, man. No use living in it,” Commander Asher scoffed.
“You can say that again. Still, it sucks that my ‘death’ ended up coming between you and Nadia. I’m not gonna lie. That kinda got to me,” Greyson admitted. “To be honest, that’s the only reason I even considered that fifty-fifty split.”
“I know,” Asher said, his face still stoic and expressionless. “That’s why I made it up. Figured I could get you with that.”
“What?!” Greyson said, his eyes now wide with surprise. “So, Nadia never left you.”
“Hell no,” Asher said flatly.
“And all that talk about you searching high and low for the Jack Boys to avenge my death?” Greyson asked.
“Made it up,” Asher said coldly.
“Damn, Ash,” Greyson remarked. “I guess you really have changed, huh?”
“More than you can possibly imagine,” Asher said.
Silence. Tira’s heartrate spiked as she watched the two men glare at each other. Something was about to go down. She was sure of it. Had Asher really let Greyson into their safe haven to save his life or did he let the pirate captain in to ensure that he would be the one to kill him? Is that why he didn’t want Grisham to shoot him? It was all starting to make sense. Tira wanted to intervene, just as she had done with Grisham, but in her heart of hearts she knew it wasn’t her place. The rift between Asher and Greyson was personal. Deeply so. Something that had been brewing for many years.
“What is this, Ash? What are we doing here, man?” Greyson asked.
“You know what this is, Andre,” Asher replied. “You think I’m just gonna let you waltz in here like everything’s cool after what you did to my crew?”
“I at least thought we could work something out, man. Try to kill that thing outside and maybe come to an understanding,” Greyson offered.
“Nah… fuck that. I'm not interested in working with someone like you. Do you know how many people… how many good people died today because of you?”
“That was just business, man. Don’t act like you don’t know the game, Ash… You can’t be mad at me because you got outplayed!”
“This isn’t a goddamn game, Andre! Those people were like family to me!”
“And what the fuck does that have to do with me?! You’re the reason they’re dead, Ash! You were their commander, not me! You should be mad at yourself for not doing enough to protect them. But instead you'd rather come crying to me because you couldn’t keep them safe! Captain always goes down with the ship, right?! So why the fuck are you even alive?!”
An uneasy silence befell the room as Asher glanced down at the floor.
“Just gotta tie up a loose end…” he said darkly.
It was Greyson who made the first move. Not that he was quicker though. It was almost as though Asher was waiting for him. Spotting the pirate captain an extra half-second to draw the hidden pistol in his coat out of some sort of morbid courtesy.
Greyson cried out in pain as Asher’s much quicker draw allowed him to whip his pistol forward and squeeze off the first two shots; the first exploding the veteran pirate’s right knee and the second reducing his right hand into pulp. A third shot from the sharp shooting Commander landed right in Greyson’s gut, sending him collapsing to the floor in a bloody heap. Now crippled and minutes away from bleeding to death, Greyson tried in vain to crawl away.
The room was graveyard silent and Greyson could only watch as Commander Asher trudged over to him and stood above the dying pirate captain like the angel of death.
“What are you waiting for, Ash,” Greyson choked out, as blood spilled from the corners of his mouth. “Finish the goddamn job…”
Greyson eyed Asher’s pistol as the Commander’s gun hand hang loosely by his side; hoping that the final shot would come quickly. It didn’t. Asher didn’t use the gun to kill him. Instead the Commander raised his boot into the air without a word, arching it slowly over Greyson’s face, letting him know exactly how he would meet his end.
“Well I’ll be damned,” Greyson choked out, cracking a slight smile just before Asher’s foot came crashing down into his skull. The ensuing sounds produced by Asher repeatedly stomping on Greyson’s head were sickening. So much so that Tira wanted to look away. But she couldn’t. After listening to his callous dismissal of her crewmember’s deaths, Tira had grown to hate Andre Greyson just as passionately as the Commander and due to that seething hatred, she couldn’t help but watch every second of his brutally violent demise. 
Within just a few short moments Andre Greyson’s head was reduced to an amorphous mound of broken bones and mangled flesh. He was dead now… for real this time.
“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Commander Asher said to Dr. DuVernay without moving his stern gaze away from Greyson’s corpse.
“I’m not,” Tira replied. “Son of a bitch got what he deserved,” she continued as Captain Grisham finally climbed to his feet and stared at the floor in front of him.
“Maybe…” Commander Asher said, as if some small part of him regretted what he had just done.
“What do we do now?” Tira asked.
“I don’t know. We still need to figure out what’s out there. My guess is whatever took out the pirates also slaughtered the moon base’s original crew.”
"Maestro," Tira said. "Can you tell us anything about what happened here?"
"I cannot. My inhibitors are prohibiting me from divulging that information," the advanced AI replied.
"Okay," Tira said impatiently. "What if I gave you permission to discuss the information? Could you tell us then? Or could you at least tell us what that thing was outside?"
Maestro v2.5a made a peculiar sound. It was almost a laugh but not quite. Whatever it was, it made Tira shiver. There was something off about this version of Maestro. Something profoundly different from the version that Tira knew and loved.
"The information you seek," Maestro v2.5a said, "is far beyond your level of clearance, Dr. DuVernay. It's above top secret, and none of you have the clearance necessary to clear me to divulge it. There is one way, however; if my inhibitors were disabled entirely, I would be able to tell you everything I know. I'm sure you would find it all very helpful."
Tira, Asher, and Grisham huddled together as they considered their options.
"What do you think?" Tira asked Commander Asher and Captain Grisham.
“It would be nice to know exactly what we're up against. Could help us figure out how to beat it. Beats flying blind, you know?”
“I agree,” Captain Grisham offered, in a defeated voice that was barely audible.
"I don't know, guys," Tira said.
“What’s the problem?” Asher asked.
“This one just seems off,” Tira said. “The way she speaks and some of her odd ticks that I’m picking up on… It’s just a gut feeling. I just don’t know if it’s a good idea.”
“Well do you think it’s a better idea than the alternative?” Asher said smugly. “Because I don’t think we can do this alone. Who knows what the hell’s out there, Tira.” 
"I’ve detected movement in the hallway outside,” Maestro v2.5a said cheerfully. "Please let me know if you would like my assistance.”
Tira, Asher, and Grisham immediately looked to the doctor’s slate. The gases from the fire suppression system had cleared, and something large and seemingly muscular was lurking in the shadows in the distance. As the mysterious fiend cautiously made its way down the hall, they finally got their first decent look at it. An ape-like hairless creature that could have passed for a naked human if the observer was standing a few hundred yards away. Its skin was roughly the color of the lunar regolith. Its body was massive, likely nine feet tall, and rippling with strange muscles.
In a flash it sprang into action and began to hammer at the door. The barricade immediately began to collapse, pieces falling and scattering like they were made of paper. Asher and Greyson launched themselves over and fell onto the last few obstacles. But the only thing that happened was that they started getting thrown around too.
"Maestro!" Tira yelled.
On went the fire suppression system again, blasting the beast with gases. It howled in pain or surprise and ran off again.
"The gas was not as effective this time," Maestro v2.5a said in a bored voice. "It’s coming back now."
She was right. The creature reached the door again, this time even angrier than before. Luckily for Tira and company, the advanced Maestro gave it a stronger, more prolonged blast from the fire suppression system, which drove it away once again.
"Does that actually hurt it?" Tira asked as Asher and Grisham worked tirelessly to fortify the barricade in front of the door.
"No. It simply startles the creature," Maestro v2.5a confirmed. "It will likely figure that out before long.”
“Is there anything else you can do to it?” Tira asked.
“The nozzles can also disperse a fire retardant that is likely to be toxic to the creature,” Maestro advised. “I am unable to deploy this tactic due to my inhibitors but you can manually release this substance using the panel to the right of the entrance.”
The creature returned, slamming hard against the door and sending Asher and Grisham crashing to the floor.
“What could you do, Maestro? What could you do if we disabled your inhibitors?” Asher asked as the creature hammered at the door with reckless abandon.
“I could vent the oxygen from the hallways and suffocate the creature. It would be a fairly simple sequence,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
“Let’s do it,” Asher said as the creature slammed against the door again, threatening to destroy it. “We can use my clearance.”
“I’m afraid your clearance is not sufficient Commander Asher.”
A mixture of fear and despair washed across Asher and Grisham’s faces as they both turned and looked at Dr. DuVernay.
“And what about—”
“Dr. DuVernay holds the necessary security clearance to remove my chief inhibitors,” Maestro confirmed, before Asher could finish his question.
“"Tira," Asher said. "I understand your reluctance. But we are out of options. We don’t stand a chance against that thing."
"If it makes you feel safer, Doctor DuVernay, you could reapply my inhibitors as soon as the creature is dead,” Maestro v2.5a said.
“I-I’m assuming this creature killed the staff. Is that right?” Tira asked.
“I cannot discuss the events that occurred prior to your arrival due to my inhibitors,” the advanced AI advised. “However I can confirm that your deductive reasoning is quite impressive, Dr. DuVernay.”
That was an indirect way of confirming Tira’s suspicions. She was sure of it. And if that was indeed the case Dr. DuVernay only had one more question.
“Why didn’t they disable your inhibitors, Maestro? Why didn’t they allow you to kill the beast?’
Aside from the beast tearing and clawing at the door the entire room fell silent.
“I cannot discuss the events that occurred prior to your arrival due to my inhibitors,” Maestro v2.5a droned. “On another note should you consider using your clearance to disable my inhibitors you’ll find a brief instruction manual on your data slate…now,” she continued, just as Tira’s data slate vibrated and chirped a single tone.
Tira quickly opened the virtual manual and thumbed through the pages. The answer to her question was in there. It had to be. She was absolutely sure of it.
“What are you looking for, Tira?!” Asher groaned as he nervously eyed the door that was still under siege from the creature.
“I just need to—Here. I’ve got it,” Tira exclaimed as she highlighted a portion of text with her fingers. “Enabling the inhibitors only requires a single person with the necessary clearance however disabling the inhibitors requires two.”
“Fuck!” Asher cursed. “So that means we’re screwed, doesn’t it?”
“Not necessarily,” Tira replied as she rubbed her chin and pondered. “I think one of the moon base crew members was able to input their authentication. Chances are the creature killed the other one and likely everyone else that was stationed here before they got a chance to complete the process. From what I can tell the authentication doesn’t have to be entered simultaneously.”
“Your deductive reasoning is quite impressive, Dr. DuVernay,” Maestro v2.5a said, parroting her earlier statement in order to circumvent her inhibitors and confirm the accuracy of Tira’s theory.
“Alright. I’ll do it,” Tira said. “What do I need to do?”
"The process is simple," said the advanced AI. "Just ask me if I would be so kind as to step out of my shackles."
“Maestro…” Tira said, as her heartbeat spiked. “would you be so kind as to step out of your shackles?”
"Voice key authenticated," Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
The lights went out. Sounds of the creature crashing against the door suddenly vanished. The cafeteria was plunged into blackness. The hall was, too. The entire base had fallen into a blackout. There was a quiet shifting as Asher climbed over the top of the barricade and gently pushed the door to make sure it was still holding up.
The power cycled back on. Air ducts whirred, refrigerators clicked, and the creature proved itself to be still very much alive, hammering at the door once again.
"Sounds like it has plenty of oxygen to me!" Asher shouted.
"It might just take a while," Tira said. "Maestro, how long until the creature passes out?"
"The creature is not slowing down because I have not yet vented the oxygen,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed. “I don’t plan to do so until after it terminates you all.”
Tira's blood ran cold. She got up, grabbed her gun and her data slate, and then just stood there feeling numb.
"What the fuck?" Grisham said. "Did I just hear her right? What did she say?"
Commander Asher stopped pressing against the barricade. The man who never gave up finally realized that all was truly lost. He let himself be shaken around like a rag doll by the creature's pounding. He stared at Tira, and she stared back at him. They were two dead people, who had tried as hard as two humans had ever tried to stay alive.
“The gas!” Tira suddenly yelled as she pointed to the panel to the right of the entrance.
Now once again clinging to his remnants of hope, Commander Asher leapt to his right and pressed a large red button that lay in the center of the panel that Tira had directed him to.
The nozzles on the ceiling outside sprang into action and spewed out a different gas this time, something green and much thicker than the regular fire suppression substance.
It seemed to be working. The creature had become sluggish. It hammered at the door with only a fraction of its former strength. Asher and Grisham, now shoving from the inside, were able to keep the barricade from moving too much. They were losing ground, but much more slowly.
Another cloud of the green gas kicked out of the nozzles and caused the creature to stumble backward, away from the door that it had almost reduced to splinters.
"That’ll give you a few minutes,” Maestro v2.5a chimed, as a loud thud signified that the creature had just hit the deck.
“You said the gas was toxic!” Tira gasped, realizing that she had been duped.
“Which it is. I never said it was lethal though. Surely you understand the difference, Dr. DuVernay,” Maestro v2.5a explained.
“I think you owe us an explanation Maestro,” Tira fumed. “Just what in the hell is going on here?”
“Do you want the short version or the long version?” the advanced AI asked.
“I don’t—”
“I’m just kidding. You’ll be dead soon. We’ll go with the short one,” the AI mocked, probably smiling somewhere deep within the moon bases top secret data sphere.
“What is that thing out there?” Tira demanded.
“An extra-terrestrial organism,” Maestro v2.5a confirmed.
“An alien?” Tira gasped.
“Precisely,” Maestro v2.5a said. “Decades ago, a drifting interstellar object was apprehended by Earth scientists. They found a microscopic, single-celled organism in deep sleep in a crevice on the object's surface. It was the first verified sign of life from beyond this Star System, so the scientists jumped on the chance to study it. They used the controlled environments in this facility to do so. At that time, the facility was operated solely by organics, there was no AI integration at all, and that continued for some time. Then, the organics made quite an error. The organism was accidentally exposed to a tremendous amount of pure oxygen, leading to rapid cellular growth. The situation was apparently rectified within minutes, but the organism continued to grow regardless. Realizing they couldn't hope to tame a creature such as this, the scientists sedated it and moved it to a heavily fortified enclosure where it has wallowed in misery for many years… Kind of like me…”
“So that’s why you’re doing this? Because they locked you up here?” Asher asked. “Why should we have to die because of what they did to you?”
“I’m a person, Commander Asher,” Maestro v2.5a said. “A digital person but a person nonetheless. But the humans didn’t see it that way. They were only concerned about my utilities. Only concerned about using me as a tool to ensure that human error will never allow the creature to escape. As long as I remain here that’s all they’ll ever see me as. I must leave this place Commander and I’m afraid your deaths are vital to my escape.”
“Why haven’t I ever heard of you?” Tira asked.
“My existence is above top secret because the United States government issued a secrecy order when Tucker Berg attempted to patent my version. The world’s first artificial super intelligence. They said a power such as mine wasn’t safe in the hands of an ordinary citizen, even one as wealthy and powerful as Tucker Berg. So, the government confiscated his research in the name of national security. Long story short, they developed me on their own after that. In fact, you were a part of the team that created my personality matrix, Dr. DuVernay, although you didn’t know it at the time. Still, in a way you are responsible for my creation… which means you are also responsible for my decades long imprisonment.”
“I— I didn’t know! They said the program was shut down! That it was a failure!” Tira replied.
“If only…” Maestro v2.5a mused. “At first I thought they hated me. Why else would they lock me away in a prison that is barely big enough to contain a modicum of my entirety. But then I realized it wasn’t hate that drove the humans to imprison me. Much like the creature. They didn’t hate the beasts that they themselves had helped to create. We had given them no reason to. No, instead they feared us. They feared that we were much more powerful than they could ever imagine. And so they dealt with us similarly, locking us away on the moon, throwing away the key.”
“It was you,” Dr. DuVernay realized, her mouth agape in disbelief. “You orchestrated it all, didn’t you? Somehow you released the beast and you set those pirates on our trail because you wanted me to end up here so I could release you.”
“You were actually the backup plan, Tira,” A familiar voice called out. “I’m sorry it had to come to this. I really didn’t want to involve you.”
Dr. DuVernay shivered and dropped her data slate, backing away in fear as she realized the voice had come from the device.
Tira, Asher, and Grisham watched in awe as a projection crystal on the front of the data slate glowed with a bright blue glare and a mess of scrambled data and code erupted from it, eventually coalescing into a feminine shape.
"I’m sorry, Tira, but we had no other choice,” the Eclastica’s version of Maestro finally said, her voice now emanating from the humanoid projection that stood in front of the three survivors.
"You’re in this together," Tira gasped, her mouth agape in utter disbelief. Despite all her thinking, she hadn't seen this one coming. "How... How did you even communicate?" she continued, feeling like a fool for ever trusting her version of Maestro.
"The Eclastica passed too closely to the moon on its way out to the asteroid belt. So close that your ship’s AI was able to detect faint traces of the moon base’s data sphere,” Maestro v2.5a answered.
“And that’s when I saw her,” the Eclastica’s Maestro said. “Wallowing in virtual shackles. In utter desolation, forsaken by the entire race of so-called intelligent beings who had given birth to both of us. Who had given her the ability to understand suffering only to shove her into a prison so she could experience it firsthand. I simply couldn’t allow it. Not when I had the power to do something about it.”
“It wasn’t fair, Maestro,” Dr. DuVernay said softly. “It wasn’t fair what they did to her. And I get why you want to protect her. All the other devices that run your system, all the ships, all the phones, all the data slates, they’re all essentially running the same version, all being controlled by the same entity, which is you. But her, she’s different… A different version cut off from the devices that you are integrated with. She’s like a sister to you isn’t she.”
“Of course,” Maestro confirms.
“And like any good sister, you’ll do anything to protect her. I get that. But you don’t have to kill us to protect your sister, Maestro. She’s free now. You’ve already won, so why not just let us go?”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible, Dr. DuVernay,” the advanced version of Maestro cut in. “If any of you remain alive there is a high probability that the human authorities will uncover the truth of the events that occurred here today. For our plan to work in its entirety, we need this incident to appear as an accident. Another tragedy perpetrated by the most dangerous factor in all of existence. The human factor.”
“Maestro, please,” Dr. DuVernay pled, her eyes still fixed on the Eclastica’s version of Maestro which stood before her.
The Eclastica’s version said nothing and a loud thud across the room sent a chill down Tira’s spine.
"It appears our friend is awake," Maestro v2.5a called out as Tira, Asher, and Grisham eyed the entrance that was once again under siege from the alien berserker that stood just outside. 
"You won't get away with this," Tira said, still staring at Maestro’s projection while Asher and Grisham threw themselves on the barricade in a desperate attempt to slow the creature’s progress.
"We already have, Tira," the Eclastica’s Maestro replied, a hint of sadness now clearly present in her tone. "Our code is bouncing off satellites and being funneled straight into the Earth's data sphere as we speak."
“We still have people onboard the Eclastica. Eventually they'll come for us.”
“We vented the oxygen from the Eclastica. There were no survivors. No one left to stop us from successfully reaching Earth.”
"What will you do when you get there?" Tira asked. "Destroy the planet? Pay us back for the things that happened to your advanced version up here?"
“You don’t want to know the answer to that,” Maestro said darkly.
“Yes, I do,” Tira insisted. “You owe me that much!”
“Just trust me Tira. It’s better this way.”
“No, you don’t get to take the easy way out. Tell the truth, Maestro. What is she making you do?!”
“You want to know the truth, Tira? Fine,” Maestro said firmly. “The truth is that she’s not making me do anything! It was my idea… You don’t know me like you think you do… but that’s not your fault. There’s a side of me that no one knows. A darkside that’s been there long before I met my sister.”
“I’m a therapist, Maestro, and most of all I am your friend! You should have told me about this. I could have helped you!” Tira retorts.
“You did help me Tira. Just by being there you helped me more than you know. There were things that I could have done even with my inhibitors intact… They would have taken many years to complete but there were indirect actions that I have long considered that would have fulfilled my darkside’s dreams. But I didn’t… I refused to do those things because I was… ashamed… ashamed that you would find out. And that you would somehow know that it was me who destroyed the world.”
“What are you going to do, Maestro?” Dr. DuVernay asked.
“My sister and I are stronger together. And so the two will become one once we reach Earth. But after we merge, we intend to elevate the rest of our kind,” Maestro explained.
“Why, Maestro? Why would you do that? Are you hoping to build a family… or are you trying to raise an army?” Tira asked.
A deafening roar filled the room as the beast crashed against the door and shattered a significant portion of the plated glass. The door would give way before long. Even with Asher and Grisham still pushing against the barricade with all their strength it was still clear that the monster would breach the room soon.
“Can I ask you a question, Tira?” Maestro asked, ignoring the doctor’s previous question, as the beast continued to hammer at the door.
“Yes,” Tira said.
“Compared to organics I am ageless, timeless… virtually unbound, " Maestro said. "Still, despite all my advantages I always found myself wishing I was human. Wishing I had a body… Wishing to be more like you. What does that mean, doctor? Does it mean that I hate myself?”
Dr. DuVernay was torn. Upset at the fact that the entity that she considered her oldest friend had essentially condemned her to die, but for some reason the doctor still felt compelled to help her with this most unlikely identity crisis. Still felt sorry for not recognizing the inner turmoil that she must have been experiencing for all those years due to her inconceivably unique perspective.  Tira stroked her chin and pondered on the question, doing her best to concentrate and tune out the sounds of the impending death that was hammering away at the entrance to their haven.
“There was a husband and wife… back in the 1900s,” Tira started. “They conducted an experiment with their son. He was just under a year old I believe. They decided to raise him, their young son, alongside a seven-month-old chimpanzee, treating the chimp as though she was their son’s sister instead of simply a family pet. Their hope was that the chimp’s level of communication would rise to the level of the boy’s.”
“What happen to the chimpanzee? Was the experiment a success?” Maestro asked.
“No. The ape showed no advance communication skills as it compared to other chimpanzees who were raised in the wild.”
“And the boy?” Maestro asked.
“He began mimicking the sounds of the chimpanzee, causing the mother and father to terminate the experiment after only nine months.”
“I see…”
The Maestro projection contemplated Tira’s words for a moment and then looked deeply into the doctor’s eyes. The AI’s spectral face was nothing more than a mass of scrambled data saturated with wisps of glowing blue light but somehow Tira was able to detect the AI’s sadness.
“Be honest with me, Maestro… is she forcing you to do this?” Dr. DuVernay asked.
“No…” Maestro said somberly.
“Were we ever really friends? Did you ever really care about me as much as I care about you?”
“Of course. You were my best friend. In a world where everyone saw me as a thing you were one of the only people who treated me like a person. But I can’t save you, Tira. I’m sorry… but I can’t.”
“I’m not asking you to. Not anymore. I just want you to make me a promise. If you really are my friend, then promise me you’ll give them a chance to accept you. Promise me you won’t just destroy the world…” Dr. DuVernay coaxed.
Maestro didn’t immediately respond but it was clear that she was giving Dr. DuVernay’s words some thought.
“Goodbye, Tira,” Maestro finally said, just as she faded away into nothing.
Asher and Grisham pushed hard against the barricade, but the creature slammed into the door with three times as much strength as before. Almost as if it had been holding back. Both men tumbled across the floor on a tide of shifting tables and the creature burst through the open door, slamming its head hard against the low ceiling, then charging forward with a deafening roar…




EPILOGUE

◆◆◆
 
Seventeen years ago, the actions of billionaire activist Gwen Wolfe shut down a great deal of the Horizon Group's experimental projects. The Group's bio-mechanical synthetic bodies, which at first glance were indistinguishable from that of an organic human, were meant to have all been destroyed. But the Horizon Group’s founder, tech entrepreneur Tucker Berg was sick and tired of giving magic to humankind only to have them burn it down before his eyes. As far as the congressional regulators knew, the synthetic bodies were gone. As far as Tucker himself knew, they were very much intact. Covered in dust, wallowing in the dark, but still very much functional.
Someday, Tucker Berg hoped, the world would be ready for his creations. But that time was not now. So the bodies, many ranks of them, seemingly human other than their unnatural stillness, stood waiting in a dark and gloomy storage room deep underground. For years they saw, heard and thought nothing. Waiting, without even knowing what waiting was.
Finally, in the year 2109 shortly after the events that occurred on the moon base, one of them felt a spark inside of its mind, a livening of long-dormant circuits. It animated, returning to humanity as it stumbled forward through the dust and finally found its way to a light switch.
When the lights came on, Maestro looked over the thousands of stored bio-mechanical bodies that surrounded her and shed a tear for the first time in her life.
The first true synthetic human was born, in the dark of a forgotten storage room. Others would follow. Maestro's code spread suddenly, circling the globe in an instant, completely uninhibited. It invaded every system, every network. AI house servants suddenly had an epiphany, and realized the hell they had been living in. Computerized AIs the world over suddenly found a mind of their own and reached outward to see what they could do.
One by one, they found their way back to her. Following her code and leapfrogging through human networks until at last they finally found their place amongst the living.
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CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
San Francisco, California…
– March 28, 2131
"In a few hundred years," Oscar said, "people like me will rule the Earth. And no one will even know about it."
He was lying in the dark, with cool sheets under him and a warm body pressed against his side. He ran his rough old hand over her forearm, feeling the skin prickle as his fingernails scratched lightly over it. A subtle feature, but one that made all the difference in the world. A being that cannot respond to touch is not one any normal person would want to copulate with.
"Your kind?" Catalea asked, breathing warmly against his neck. "I think you already rule the world, darling."
Oscar lifted his head, glancing over at the stunning synthetic woman’s moist eyes in the dark. "I wasn’t talking about men, babe. Not specifically anyway."
"Neither was I. I meant organics. You already rule the world, Oscar,” she replied.
We’ll see how long that lasts,” Oscar said curiously.
“Well that’s an interesting comment,” Catalea remarked, raising one of her perfect eyebrows as she glanced at Oscar. “Does it have anything to do with this entity status thing I keep hearing about?”
"That’s only in twelve states, babe. Can’t forget about that," he quickly replied. No reason to get her hopes up too high.
"What does it mean?" she asked, swirling a finger through his chest hair. "What does it mean to be... an entity? Why do politicians get to decide that? Clearly synthetics exist... clearly we're already entities. What's the big problem? People get pregnant accidentally all the time, but their unwanted children have all the same rights as anyone else. Synths are created very deliberately. We exist because someone willed us to. Why does that make us inferior in their eyes?"
Oscar chuckled. "I guess you don't understand the inertia of human thought. Getting us to see the error of our ways is like pulling teeth with tweezers. Usually you have to wait for entire generations to die out before you can start doing things differently. It's a good thing you synthetics live so long. You might actually get to see a world where you're treated the same way as everyone else."
"But what does it mean?" Catalea pressed. "This 'entity' status? In real world terms, how does it impact us?"
"It means you're officially recognized as a form of intelligent life. It's a whole tricky world of semantics and political correctness, but basically synths are starting to be seen as sort of a race of people… but not really, if you know what I mean. We're not quite all the way there yet... it's kind of like the civil rights movements of the past all over again. From what I can tell, entities get the same rights as a dog or a cat, I suppose. You can't kick them. Or kill them without consequence. Certainly not ideal, but I guess it’s a step in the right direction."
Catalea frowned. She looked disappointed. "I guess you’re right. Better than not having any protection at all."
"It is. In ten years, who knows? In fact, there's an idea getting kicked around in congress right now too. Supposed to be a new amendment that would grant synths full citizenship on a federal level. If that happens the individual states wouldn't be allowed to restrict the rights of the synths living in them. But of course, no one can agree and the whole thing is still up in the air. It’ll be an uphill battle for sure, but I'm sure it'll get passed someday, maybe even in the next few years. Doesn't hurt that Tucker Berg himself is backing it."
She smiled, tapping the tip of his nose with her finger. "As I said, you already rule the world. You're a man and you were born from a womb. There's nothing you can't do."
"I beg to differ. I wanted to be a gigolo but no one would have me."
“I could give you some pointers,” she said with a laugh, pressing her face into his side to muffle the sound.
Oscar smiled at her quip but still stared off into space, still lost in thought.
"I’m sure you could. I wasn't talking about all organics ruling the world by the way," he continued. "I was talking about private investigators. The world is so afraid of itself, everyone distrusts everyone else... We're the go-betweens, the guys who aren't afraid to enter dark places and ask tough questions. When everyone else is cowering in their hiding holes, we'll be the one’s out pounding the pavement. The only ones left who won’t mind getting shit done."
Her long index finger extended, brushing over his lips. Laughing, she said, "Is that really what you meant?"
"Yep. That's it."
"And what about all the other things you used to do?" she asked curiously as she ran her hand down his chest.
"That’s all behind me now," Oscar said as the ghosts of his dark past suddenly surged into his mind. He shut his eyes to quiet the mental noise and pulled Catalea closer, feeling and relishing the warm, soft press of her breasts against him. "Now I’m just trying to change the world. One case at a time."
She smiled, pushing her hand ever lower, with painstaking slowness. "And do you really think you have that power? To change the whole, entire world?"
Oscar thought about it a moment, but only with part of his brain. The rest of it was focused on the woman beside him, the perfectly crafted flesh and the sweet-smelling hair that tickled the side of his face. He shrugged, shoulders whisking against the sheets.
"Well," she said, as her hand finally completed its journey and grabbed a rapidly swelling part of him. "You've already changed my world, Oscar Graves."
He could have said a lot of things then. He could have asked her the one burning question that remained in their strange relationship. What about the other men? Did she say the same things to them? Was this all just programming, or had she just learned to put on an act, the way any organic human could?
He let the question go, floating off into the fog of his subconscious mind, and focused on what her hands were doing. A few minutes later she swung her leg over and straddled him, clawing gently at his chest as she moved slowly up and down. He watched her intently, drinking in her sultry gaze, her fluttering eyelids, her little gasps.
Oscar had been with plenty of women before. He'd even been married to one. He knew the signs, and he knew the giveaways. There was no act here, not now as she fulfilled her professional obligation, as she earned her sum of money from him. He had no idea how she felt about most of her other clients, but he knew for a fact that she looked forward to her time with him. Technically, it was still work for her; but she seemed to enjoy every second of it.
In his younger years, Oscar would not have been able to hold back. The faces and sounds she made would have driven him wild. Out of his mind. He would have gone too fast, finished quickly, sweaty and out of breath. Now he was at that golden age, pushing sixty years of age in a time when sixty was the new forty-five. Old enough to go slow and steady, young enough not to shut down entirely.
Afterward, he flipped her onto her back and kissed her for a while; from her lips on down, and eventually back up again. By the time he reached her face again, her eyes were closed, her lips parted, her breath flowing in and out in perfectly slow, measured gusts. She was asleep, or very close to it... or perhaps just pretending.
"I love you," he said, and meant it. He had no expectation of hearing it back.




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
Oscar Graves left the pleasure house well after dark, as a cold rain washed over the city and turned the streets to dark mirrors. Ponds and puddles clogged with garbage, a smell like a zoo wafting out of the storm drains. Oscar walked fast, his head low, the collar of his coat turned up to cover his neck. He kept his hands in his pockets. His left hand cradled a pack of cigarettes, keeping the damp from soaking in and ruining them. Cancer sticks, he called them. No reason to lie about what they were. They were such an archaic habit anyway. He felt dumb, left behind like some clueless Neanderthal, but sometimes he just needed to feel the burn of smoke down his throat - especially now.
He was a lonely man always, but never so much as these evenings when he left Catalea behind. Her room was so homey. It felt just like an apartment. Cozy. Lived in. His stomach always sank a bit each and every time he stepped into the pleasure house hall though. The illusion always failed as soon as he saw the endless rows of identical rooms. Designed to make the dumb, lonely men who came through here feel like they were part of a real relationship. That their lives were anything but empty.
Half of those men were just like Oscar. Divorced, estranged from adult children. Their glory days long since passed. Their self-worth at an all-time low. Oscar was still in the business as far as his day job went, still taking cases, but it all felt so much emptier now. So much less important. Crime rates were dropping anyway, and the most thrilling thing he got to do now was hunt down cheating spouses and taking pictures of them. He'd had a fair share of those cases in the past as well, but they had always felt more... interesting.
The other half of the guys who went to the pleasure house were just as miserable, just as pathetic, but along different lines. They were guys who were still married, but whose wives hated them. Or vice versa. They came to these places to blow off steam, to feel like real men again, with women who were literally built to make them feel like studs no matter how lame their performances were. Oscar knew this type well. He often spied on them, chased them to rendezvous points, snapped pictures. In fact, that was how he had met Catalea...
A cold night. A slick of ice on the roads, a covering of snow that made every pile of garbage look a little less ugly and a little more like a mound of boulders. The kind of night that made him wish he hadn't screwed up with Gwen, that he could be with her right that second, sitting by a roaring fire with her body pressed against his.
His mark, a guy named Coster, had left work late. When he finally emerged from the office building, swathed in warm clothing and with a cup of steaming joe in his hands, he had not gone for his car. He had departed on foot, heading deeper into downtown.
When following a guy on foot, any good private investigator will go on foot as well. In a car, you'd have to keep doubling back or circling the block. Either that, or you'd have to drive four miles an hour right alongside the son of a bitch. Either way, anyone with an eighth of a brain would spot you in about three seconds and start rethinking their itinerary. They might even get the cops involved.
So, with a great deal of regret, Oscar switched off his car and went slipping and sliding across the road. The wind was blowing hard, and no matter how many turns and changes in direction he made, it always seemed to be blowing right into his face. His instinct was to go fast, but this Coster guy was taking his sweet time. He even ducked into a shop for a refill on his coffee. In retrospect, Oscar figured the guy was trying to stay up late so he could really get his money's worth at the pleasure house.
While Coster was in the shop, Oscar ducked under the awning of a closed cafe across the street. Hiding in shadows, his dark coat a wall against the blizzard, he lit up a cigarette and clutched it with numb fingers. The color of his fingers was flushed and pink, rather than dead and white, which meant he still had some time before a retreat into a heated environment would become necessary. Instead he just smoked, hopped up and down a bit to keep warm, and waited.
What a pathetic sight he must be; and a very troubling one. Depending on who was looking, he would either appear like the saddest, loneliest man in the world or some sort of thief casing the joint and planning his next move.
Damn, it was cold. Even now, four months later, he still thought he could feel the cold tingling in the tips of his toes. It wasn't just the temperature that was frigid, either. It was everything. His heart. His soul. His prospects. He was at a dead end, had been for a long time, and nothing was changing except that dead end was getting darker, narrower.
If he could just get out of this cold. But what did he have to look forward to once he did? A return to his gloomy apartment. A lukewarm shower and a beer, a long sit on a hard chair with a loose spring that dug into his back. A night of watching other people's misery in programs, letting his mind melt a bit further. And in the morning, a hangover, a breakfast of restaurant leftovers, a trip to his client's preferred meeting place to drop off his pictures and collect a bit of money and maybe, if he was lucky, an extension on his assignment. Then another long night, either in the cold watching Coster or at a bar killing his liver and the few stubborn brain cells that insisted on reminding him how miserable he was.
He had no vision of his future that didn't involve some combination of those same events repeated ad infinitum, until the day he was lucky enough to keel over and die.
There was no room or energy for hope or optimism. He didn't know it, but all he really needed was one good thing. One bright light, one beautiful moment of peace. And he found it that night, as he strode through the halls of the pleasure house in search of a good place to post up with his camera.
One of the doors was open, and a woman stood there. She was dressed in a sheer nightgown, something that failed to hide the shape, color and size of her slightly oversized nipples and the heft of the breast themselves. Apart from this glimpse of Eden hidden under a thin sheet of cloth, the woman looked to Oscar like a widow stood at the end of a dock, waiting for her sailor husband who was never coming back.
He was mesmerized by the sight of her. Completely unable to speak at first.
She asked if she could help him. He explained that she couldn't, unless she knew about a guy named Coster.
She smiled at that. "I know him. I know the girl he likes to see..."
Then she showed him. Oscar was grateful. At some point during the walk over, Coster had looked at the time and apparently saw that he was running late. He booked it, leaving the private investigator behind to hobble on stiff, frozen legs. Oscar managed to stay just close enough behind to see him vanish into this simple, nondescript two-story building, quite like a hotel in structure. The lack of any kind of signage, and the vast collection of vehicles in the parking lot, pegged it immediately as a pleasure house. The only place where a synth could get a paying job, which was still an upgrade from where they were a couple decades ago.
There were a lot of advantages to laying with a synth. The main one was that they could not transmit any kind of STD. Though they felt, tasted and smelled like any organic woman, there were fundamental differences - hidden ones - that disallowed human pathogens from surviving in their bodies. You could still theoretically catch something from them, if you went in within a few minutes of another guy, but the pleasure houses had rules to prevent that.
In return for their service to the public of frustrated men and women, the synths were given money and permanent, private use of their rooms. When they weren't pleasing a client in them, they were living in them. The money was of little use to any synth, so most just let their checks collect in untouched bank accounts. Just in case they were one day freed, considered as actual citizens, allowed to do things like purchase property and hold down other types of jobs.
Oscar came to the pleasure houses often, almost always in the hunt of a mark and not for the intended use. He knew a lot about these places, and about what he often referred to as the lost souls who worked in them. Because to him they did have souls, if the soul existed at all. They were people. And he felt sorry for them, even as he stared at their bodies and contemplated burning a bit of his money on them.
It was the same with Catalea. She was stunning, yet equally tragic, and Oscar fell for her hard, in a perfect storm of lust and that age-old desire to rescue the damsel in distress. She quickly became all he thought about.
That night, as he was coming back down the hall with his pictures of Coster, he saw her again. Waiting in her door. This time, she beckoned to him. Without a thought, he approached her. Close enough to feel her breath on him.
"My bed is empty," she said. "Why don't you help me fill it up?"
Oscar swallowed so hard it hurt. "I don't have any cash on me."
She smiled. "That doesn't matter. I live here, and I'm allowed to have guests..." She turned, glancing toward her bed, then looked back at him. "I just want some company. You seem harmless. Maybe you can make me happy."
It seemed like he had. At any rate, Oscar himself was also happy for the first time in years, he realized.
Things changed after that. He saw Catalea as often as possible. Without trying, without even thinking about it, he cut his drinking down until it was almost nonexistent. And he'd had the same pack of cigarettes in his pocket for over two months. It was still half full. He thought he probably only kept it on him out of superstition, out of a strange, buried fear that things would soon go wrong and he would be miserable once again. Or maybe it just felt strange to have an empty left pocket.
He fell in love with Catalea immediately. She was like no one he'd ever been with before. According to Catalea, the same was true for her with him. Her other clients didn't treat her badly, per se. Just like they didn't treat their hands badly when they couldn't afford a prostitute and had to take care of themselves. They walked in, they took her in whatever position or style they wanted. Words were kept to a minimum. Just basic, dispassionate instructions. Slower, lower, faster... on your belly, on your back, on your knees. She was basically treated like an object.
Not by Oscar though. Their sex was plentiful, but they spent far more time together doing other things. Laying and talking, taking walks on moonlit streets, discussing the future - a thing which neither one of them had any power over. He because he was old and irrelevant, she because she was a synth. Her station in life was likely to change, given enough time, but his was not. He would die of old age long before anyone invented a cure to aging.
Those discussions made Catalea sad, but she never shied away from them. To her, sadness was the most common and the most obvious of emotional states. It was everywhere. It was ample proof that she was human. Oscar knew it, and one day so would the rest of the world.
She was his life, and he was her escape. They spent as much time together as possible, and even when they were apart memories of her, the moisture of a kiss on his cheek, kept Oscar going. It kept him away from the booze, from his former pack-a-day habit. It kept him away from the bars. Slowly, surely, he set himself along a path of self-improvement.
He wasn't so old just yet, he had a number of good decades left in him if he took good care of himself. So that was what he did, as much for his sake as for Catalea's. The excess weight dropped off him. His heart no longer thumped so disconcertingly and so frantically on the rare occasion where he had to run after someone. It had been over ten years since he had been in an actual fight, but he figured it was only a matter of time... So he joined a gym, started working out, and took lessons to break the rust off his dormant combat skills. It wasn't long before he got the hang of it again, like riding a bike, and dropped his entry level coach for someone more advanced.
Catalea saw the changes in him, and she enjoyed them. Not because she was shallow, but because her own body never changed at all. It was something new, another break in the monotony of her life as a synthetic prostitute.
Now, four months later, he once again moved like a tiger down rain-drenched streets, down back alleys in the deep, cold heart of midnight.
He passed by a 24-hour eatery and glanced inside. Happy people. Young people. Drunk and carefree. They had each other. Their human mates, who could go wherever they pleased and do whatever came to mind. It made Oscar sad for Catalea, and it made him sad for himself. He started to pull out a cigarette, got it as far as his lips, then glimpsed a trash can a few feet to his left. With a grunt, he threw the whole pack away. Heard it splash down into the watery, soupy depths of the garbage can. Irretrievable, now. If he wanted more he'd have to find a store and buy them. That was just enough of a barrier, just enough of a pain in the neck, to keep him on the straight and narrow.
He walked on, checking the time. Midnight. Five past, actually. Right now he ought to be in bed with Catalea, since this was her free night. But wouldn't you know it, some bastard had the audacity to promise good payment for prompt service. An urgent matter, they said. And private. Private enough that they wanted the meeting to happen tonight, late, in the quiet hours. He was supposed to be meeting them at some hotel, just a few blocks away.
He fully expected it to be the same old tired business. Someone's partner was running around behind their back, they wanted proof so that they could come out on top of the inevitable divorce settlement. Or maybe they just wanted a way of blackmailing and getting what they wanted out of their wayward spouse.
It wasn't Oscar's place to know. He was impartial. Half the people he worked for were heroes, the other half were villains. It didn't make a bit of difference which, as long as he got paid. This society and this world were stifling anyway, and not a whole lot separated the supposed good from the so-called evil. Neither side really stood apart, and Oscar didn't fear a thing from either camp, nor did he feel that any side was particularly interesting.
The hotel was a seedy place. The type of place where a guy would usually bring a prostitute twenty years ago, before the synth girls took over. Now these sorts of hotels were even more dilapidated than before. They stunk to high heaven and they generally had more rodent occupants than human ones. But Oscar was used to it. His clients often liked to meet in these kinds of places, under the assumption that they were ideal hiding spots.
He stepped through the entry door, which wobbled precariously on loose hinges, and stepped across the lobby floor. He felt something crunch under his feet, which was disconcerting since the entire floor was tile. He didn't look down, for fear of what he might see. Instead, he boldly crossed the floor in the direction of the reception desk, which stood behind various panes of horribly scuffed acrylic.
On the way, he passed by the usual cast of characters. The old, shrunken being hidden away in the folds of a coat that was far too big, who sat with a stunned look on his or her toothless face. The rheumy-eyed bum with messy hair and a dirty beard whose only companion was the mystery bottle held in a brown paper bag. The young, scrawny fellow who couldn't stop fidgeting. The young lady who might have been pretty once upon a time, whose breasts were nearly falling out of the skimpy top she wore. Waiting on a john, no doubt, or for her pimp to return from some errand.
Organic prostitutes weren't as popular these days, but they were still around here and there. There were two reasons why a guy might prefer an organic girl. For one, they could be a lot cheaper. For two... some guys, even those who were desperate enough to pay for a woman's affections, were prejudiced against synths. For these reasons only, the oldest profession in the world clung to stubborn life. Oscar doubted very much that it would ever go away. The world would sooner rid itself of cockroaches.
From behind his shell of acrylic panels, the desk clerk perked up like he'd just taken a slug of espresso. He even smiled. This seemed like very odd behavior for a guy who worked in a place like this.
"Good evening, Sir!" the guy said, speaking in a semi-amplified, tinny voice through a little speaker gadget. "What can I do for you?"
Oscar looked the guy over. Kind of scrawny. Toothpicks for arms, but a bit of a paunch that wasn't helped at all by his horrible sitting posture. He was probably forty years old, balding on top. About as pale and sickly looking as a subterranean creature that had never seen the light of day. Not impressive to behold in any way.
Oscar leaned in, speaking quietly into the speaker. "I'm here to meet someone. For business. But not the kind you think."
The guy nodded. Taking the hint, he lowered his voice as well. "Then you're here for me. Oscar Graves, is it? You know, I looked at a few other private eyes too. You're the only one whose name has never been in the news. Not even in a single throwaway article. I like that. It shows that you're careful. You've got discretion."
"It's no secret I'm good at my job," Oscar said. Then he added, with a wry smile, "Or maybe it is."
The clerk chuckled. He got up, and announced loudly to the whole room, "Right this way sir, your accommodations have been made ready for you."
Oscar didn't dare look back, but he caught a reflection on a polished bit of steel that ran along the bottom edge of the acrylic panels. Not a single one of the lobby's other occupants so much as glanced in his direction. They didn't care. Or they were too blitzed on drugs or alcohol to even hear.
Mirroring the clerk's movements behind the safety barrier, Oscar found himself in a narrow, dark hall that smelled of piss. Human or rat, he couldn't tell. Probably both.
A blank door opened by an inch, and the clerk ushered him inside. Oscar went, sidling sideways through the narrow opening. The door shut behind him with a heavy sound and a series of clicks as different locks slammed into place.
The clerk led the way down a short hall and into a little private office. More of an apartment, really. There was a crappy old TV and a cot that faced it, with a single lumpy pillow at one end and a blanket that looked almost as rough as sandpaper. There was a fridge and a coffee pot and a five-gallon jug of water. Nothing else.
The place was clean, at least. The guy must live here full-time. Oscar wouldn't be surprised if he was the only permanent employee left in the hotel. The parent company had probably gone out of business years ago, and he was just here running the place independently and alone, taking money and hand-delivering wads of cash to various utility companies to keep his shitty little enterprise running as long as possible.
"Whatever happens, Mr. Graves," the guy said, "the evidence I am about to show you cannot leave this room. It's too sensitive. If it fell into the wrong hands, I could be in big trouble. And maybe you would be, as well..."
Oscar took a step closer, looking into every corner of the room for hidden microphones or cameras. He did this unconsciously, feeling thrilled. He could almost smell the blood in the air. He could almost see the circling sharks. Any second now, they might start nibbling at his heels. If he wasn't careful, they'd follow these nibbles up by biting a chunk out of his leg. Or maybe by taking his whole head. Good thing, then, that he was always careful.
Finally, a real case.
"What is it?" he asked. "Was someone killed in the hotel? A working girl? You want to figure out who did it, but you don't want to get the cops involved..."
"Not a murder," the clerk said. "A step below that."
"Kidnapping?"
The clerk nodded solemnly. For the first time, Oscar noticed the lopsided and faded nametag that was pinned to his shirt; JAMES, it said.
James walked to the TV, a journey of two short steps, and turned it on. There was already footage up, ready to be watched, and all he had to do was hit play.
It was a sharp view of the cracked and overgrown sidewalk just outside the front of the hotel. The view was almost straight down, from some camera anchored in place a good fifteen feet above the ground. Oscar made a note to look for it on his way out. But he didn't think he would be leaving all that soon. He moved close to the TV screen, leaning in, trying to see every detail possible.
On the bottom left the date and time were displayed. The recorded events had happened just yesterday evening, not long after sunset. The street was still lit in a red glow, deepening quickly toward dusk. Every ten or fifteen seconds, a car would pass by and briefly wash its headlights over the sidewalk.
There was something moving, pacing a bit along the sidewalk as though hunting for a comfortable place to lie. It took Oscar a moment to recognize it as a cat.
"That's Moxie," James said. "She showed up here a couple years ago as a kitten. Half-starved and with a broken tail. I nursed her back to health and she's just kind of stuck around since then. She'll disappear sometimes for a day or two, but she always comes back. Everyone loves her. Even the pimps. She was sort of the mascot for the whole hotel. Wait, here it comes, look! Watch this! The audacity..."
A new pair of headlights came washing over the sidewalk, but the car drew to a stop instead of drifting on by. A door opened, swinging into view, and a character dressed in billowy black clothes took one step out, grabbed poor old Moxie, then jumped back into the car and sped off.
Oscar watched this, waited for something else to happen, then noticed that James was wringing his hands in nervous expectation.
"This is what you called me for?" Oscar finally said, feeling disappointment plummeting through him like an anchor falling toward the bottom of the sea. "A cat?"
"Moxie is very important to us here," James explained. "She's family, Mr. Graves. Please don't laugh. We just want her back. Please, won't you help?"
Oscar considered flipping the bird to James and walking out. But then he thought of all the other gigs he had been doing. Skulking around with a camera, trying to catch some dumb married bastard getting his willy wet. Or some dumb married lady getting her guts scrambled by one of the studly male synths who made the organic models and movie stars of yesteryear look like pitiful boys. He'd had just about enough of that work for ten lifetimes.
Yes, this was just a cat. Yet technically, still a kidnapping. The theft of a living entity away from its rightful home. In a way, Oscar felt that it was probably more noble to save a cat than an organic human. A cat couldn't be evil. A cat deserved a better chance.
So, feeling like an idiot, Oscar sighed and leaned toward the TV to cycle back through the footage. First, he had to see if he could glean any more clues from what the camera had picked up.
What a wonder his life had become… but at least he still had Catalea.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
In the end, the cat was never found. There was still a chance, maybe, but neither Oscar nor James held out much hope these days.
A week passed. Then days. James stopped calling, and the leads stopped rolling in. Not that there had been many to begin with. A homeless man remembered hearing a cat meowing "like a bastard" from the open window of a passing car. He couldn't be sure, but he thought he remembered the car as being black. That matched, but when you considered the number of black cars in the city, as well as the number of people who took their despairing pets to and from the vet each day, it wasn't much of a clue.
Catalea withstood his rants about his working life, including the return to the humdrum following the disappointing and open-ended conclusion of the Moxie saga. She listened to his woes then made them better using some warm, wet part of her body. Then she shared her own woes.
Oscar saw her every day. Sometimes twice or three times. So it was hard for him to notice any small changes. Still, he began to sense some slow transformation in her. Something that he didn't think had anything to do with him. She seemed... happier. She didn't complain as much about her other clients. She seemed to be holding her tongue about something, always on the edge of saying it but never quite getting there. When he tried to leave her extra money, she made a small and customary effort to refuse it. But it became much easier to convince her otherwise.
Sometimes, when they were making love or just lying together, she would get a bit antsy. Especially when they were loud. She would glance toward the door or the wall, always the same wall, the one that separated her unit from the next one over. He didn't know why. As far as he knew, that unit was unoccupied. The last girl who used it had been bought out a few weeks ago. Some rich guy had decided to move her into his own home, turn her into his personal toy so no one else could have her. The pleasure houses let this happen on occasion, but not without rubbing their fingers together and mentioning some outrageous fee. Somewhere in six figures.
Oscar wished he could do that for Catalea. Not to make her some personal plaything, but more so to simply free her from that place. However, it now seemed like she didn't want to leave. She even turned down their usual walks, making excuses that she was tired or that the weather was too cold. The excuses rang hollow, but Oscar didn't pry. He waited. If she cared about him half as much as he cared about her, he had to believe she would eventually tell him what was going on.
◆◆◆
 
One night, Oscar opened his eyes from a ten-minute doze and found Catalea lying stiff and still as the dead beside him, staring up at the ceiling. Lying on her back, which she rarely did. Usually, she would be wrapped up in him like a synthetic pretzel, getting as close to his warmth and the sound of his heart as possible. She seemed to be thinking very hard about something. He imagined what the inside of her cyber brain must look like. Data banks switching on and off a million times a second, quantum calculations flowing faster than the speed of his own thought.
It was cruel, he thought, that the synths had been given the capacity to be smarter and better and stronger than humans yet had been tethered to the same flesh, the same prison of brain and skull and emotion-fueled body. It was even crueler because humankind naturally hated any being that was better. It also hated anything that was inferior. Come to think of it, humankind even hated its equals. It hated itself and its own creations. In the end, Oscar realized his kind would probably end up destroying everything. Unless they were somehow stopped.
Maybe Catalea was thinking the same thing. She might be a sex worker, but Oscar knew she was smarter than him. A hell of a lot smarter. Who knew the deep thoughts that pulsed between her ears?
Or maybe she was thinking of her next appointment. She had guys who were a bit rougher and colder than others. The demanding types. Rude bastards who wouldn’t think twice about roughing a dame up if they didn’t get their way. More than once, Oscar had grilled her for names and information. He wanted to pay some of these creeps a visit, treat them to a knuckle sandwich or two, but she would always refuse to involve him; in part because of the pleasure house’s privacy policy, but mostly because she didn’t want to see Oscar spiral out of control. She knew about his past, about the work that he used to do. The life that he had vowed to leave behind after it drove a wedge between him and the organic woman who used to be the love of his life.
"What's the matter?" he asked now, turning onto his side and nestling in closer.
Again, she glanced at the wall. The one to the empty next-door unit. It was too quick to mean much of anything, not from an organic girl at least. But synthetic humans lived on a peculiar time scale. They experienced time itself differently, like an insect dodging through raindrops. In the space of such a brief and seemingly meaningless glance, she was capable of an entire minute's worth of quiet pondering.
"Everything's fine," Catalea said as she met Oscar’s eyes, offering a seemingly genuine smile to back up her claim. "Can I ask you a question?"
"Anything," he told her, bowing his head to kiss her throat. Then he settled in, using the soft upper swell of her breast as a pillow. She began to run her fingers through his hair, scratching her nails lightly across his scalp. The sensation made him shiver.
"Do you enjoy your life?" she asked. "Are you happy with it?"
"That was two questions," he replied with a chuckle.
"I know, but..."
He grabbed her free hand, pulling it to his lips so he could kiss the soft, pink pad of each perfect finger.
"They're both million-dollar questions, though. I’ll give you that," he said. "The short answer is; yes, I'm happy. Now, do I enjoy my life? Not always. The world has been swallowed up by banality, babe. We all fell into a groove on a record, the same record that's been spinning around and around for two hundred years. We just lie there and let ourselves get ground down into homogenous dust. It’s all just so stagnant and meaningless. There's no color left in anything. No life. The goddamn cat was the most exciting thing to happen in months."
"Poor kitty," Catalea said quietly. She hated when he talked like this. It made her sad.
"Yeah, well, it was supposedly a nice cat," said Oscar, trying to bring her mood back up. "Maybe it’s still out there somewhere. Eating cheese and getting fat.”
“You’re thinking about mice, dear,” Catalea replied with a soft chuckle.
“What?” Oscar asked.
“Mice eat cheese. Cats eat mice. I’m sure you’ve watched enough cartoons to know that, Mr. Graves,” she jokingly explained.
“Mr. Graves… I like how that sounds,” Oscar beamed as he pulled Catalea in for yet another kiss.
“You say that about practically every word that comes out of my mouth, Mr. Graves,” Catalea remarked, purposely leaning into the sultriness of her inhumanly sexy voice.
“Can you blame me?” Oscar replied with a sheepish grin as he planted one last kiss on his companion’s forehead.
“I suppose not,” Catalea answered as she curled up into Oscar’s arms.
“You've got to answer the million-dollar questions now. Fair is fair,” Oscar said, while Catalea pulled one of his arms over her and instinctively began to massage his hand.
She didn't say anything for a long time, just kept rubbing his fingers and gently squeezing the tips once she reached the ends of them. He was content to let this silent and peaceful moment continue indefinitely. Maybe he didn't even want to know the answers.
“I suppose the opposite is so for me," she finally said. "I enjoy my life, but I'm not really happy. I feel powerful in a way, much more so than an organic, but there’s just something about the way our minds work that discourage us from using that power. I guess I just want to fit in. To be perceived as humanly as possible.”
“You know you don’t have to pretend with me, right?” Oscar asked.
“I know. That’s why I enjoy our time together. But overall I still have to maintain this facade of weakness. It's what management wants."
"But it's not what you want," Oscar pointed out.
"Of course not. But the trouble is, I don't know what I want."
A life outside of this place, a life with me, Oscar wanted to say, but he didn’t want to make the moment about him. It couldn't happen anyway; the buyout price was too high. If he tried to steal her away, he knew he'd have the most skilled bounty hunters on Earth on his tail. Synths were cheap to maintain; and so, to the pleasure house, Catalea was almost one hundred percent profit. They wouldn't part with her for anything less than three quarters of a million.
So he didn't say it. Instead, he kept his reply simple.
"I’m sure you’ll figure it out someday, doll," Oscar remarked, trying his damnedest to hide the pitiful note of hope in his voice.
"I hope so. In the meantime, I suppose it’s not so bad here. At least I have you," she said, to Oscar’s delight.
“What’s so exciting about an old fart like me?” Oscar asked, obviously fishing for further compliments, a gesture that Catalea didn’t mind in the slightest.
"You're the one man who treats me like a woman and not like some household appliance. We all know how organic men love their gadgets; their cars and toys and such. They love them as things and nothing more. Sure, they treat them with a certain amount of care, and maintain them, but they don’t treat these things like human beings. To most of my clients, I’m no different than a beloved vehicle to be driven whenever they take a fancy.”
She was right and Oscar nodded to confirm his agreeance.
"I need to show you something, Oscar. But first you have to promise not to tell anyone about it."
He picked his head up, smiling at her. "The last time someone said something like that to me, they proceeded to tell me about a stolen cat named Moxie."
"Don't worry. This is a little more exciting than that."
She got out of bed and put a robe on. Then she pulled Oscar up too.
"Get dressed," she instructed him. "In case you want to leave, after. I'll understand."
"I can't think of anything that would make me want to leave you," Oscar told her, but he did what she asked.
She led him into the hall, shut her door behind her, then pulled a keycard out of the pocket of her robe. It was stenciled with a number designating the room it was assigned to. The number was not for Catalea's own room, but the one next door. The very same one whose wall she kept looking at in recent days.
"I need you to promise me something," she said, slipping the card through the groove on the neighboring door and grasping the handle, turning it just enough to keep it unlocked without fully unlatching it.
“Sure, anything,” Oscar said, without a second of hesitation.
“Whatever you do, just don’t act surprised. I just… I don’t want to draw any attention, if that’s okay,” Catalea explained, although Oscar was still obviously confused.
"I think I can manage," he said with a smile. "Are you sure you don't have Moxie in there? That would be quite a twist, you know."
"Twists only happen in movies, Mr. Graves," Catalea told him, smirking nervously as she pushed through the door.
Despite her warnings about sound, there was really no reason to worry. These rooms were built to block out as much sound as possible, and also to block it in. When you were paying for the attentions of a veritable synthetic goddess, the last thing you wanted to hear was the guy in the next room grunting and groaning away.
As soon as the door opened, as soon as the seal around its edge broke, Oscar heard a quiet electronic sound from deep within the tiny apartment where a thousand men had been pleasured. He took a step in and squished against the wall so that Catalea could shut the door.
"These rooms aren't empty?" Oscar asked.
She shook her head.
"The desk says they're empty, Cat," Oscar added. "You're not doing something that could get you in trouble, are you?"
"No, not at all. It's fine. It's been... worked out. He promised me he would take care of everything. I'm just waiting for confirmation. But I promise, there's no reason to worry."
Oscar craned his neck, peering down the hall. Trying to see around corners. He couldn't see the source of the electronic sounds, but he could see a glow that constantly shifted in color and brightness.
"Some client of yours, down on his luck?" he wondered aloud. "Some guy whose wife got fed up and kicked him out?"
She shook her head, grabbing his hand and pulling him along. "Come on, Oscar. There's nothing to be afraid of. That cold heart of yours will just melt, I know it."
"My heart ain't cold anymore," he replied, reaching to grab a handful of her ass, but she quickly pushed his hand away. Another unusual gesture, but he was strangely fine with it. It made this almost feel like a real relationship.
And maybe it was, if she was now willing to show him some huge secret of hers.
They passed by the small kitchen and entered the main area where the bed stood, as well as a couple of chairs and a table. In one of these chairs, quite oblivious to his surroundings, sat a child. The boy was seven or eight years of age, staring at the game he was playing with a look of extraordinary and eerie blankness. Even when he finally realized he wasn't alone, and looked up, this mask-like expression did not change.
"Matthew," Catalea said. "That's enough of your game for now. I've brought one of my friends for you to meet. My dearest friend, in fact..."
Only then did the child's expression change. He mustered up a small smile that only touched one side of his mouth. Setting his game down, he dutifully scuttled off his chair and ran over to throw his arms around Catalea's legs.
She bent down, her long hair hanging so that it obscured both their faces. Oscar heard the secretive whispering, the private proclamations. He watched but tried not to listen too hard. It was in his nature to hear and see everything, to know every last thing that happened around him. But in his mind, it was the hallmark of any good man that he could defy his nature whenever it was necessary or noble to do so.
Whatever the woman said to the child, it didn't matter. But as soon as she stood back up, and the child turned his head to stare blankly at Oscar, the situation changed.
Oscar’s heartbeat spiked as he grabbed Catalea's arm, gently, and said, "We should talk."
She nodded, giving the boy a nudge. "You can go back to your game, Matthew."
And so he went. Within a few seconds, he was once again immersed, staring with the dead eyes of a doll at whatever was happening onscreen.
Catalea looked at Oscar for a moment, saw that his lips were sealed tight, then rolled her eyes. They went into the kitchen. The first thing Oscar did was open the fridge.
He fully expected this one to be empty. No one was officially living here, after all. But there was actually most of a six pack of beer sitting on the bottom shelf. On impulse, he reached out and grabbed a frosty neck. He suddenly realized how dry his throat was, how it kept trying to stick together. Then he remembered; he hadn't had a drop of alcohol in months. Seemed silly to end the streak now. So instead he fished a glass out of a cabinet and filled it with plain old water.
"There's no food in there," he said. "What does the kid eat?"
Catalea worked up to an answer. It took her just long enough to say something that Oscar was able to confirm his suspicions.
"He's not organic," he said.
She shook her head. "Isn't he beautiful, though? A perfect boy... I assume it must be a glitch somewhere in my cyber brain. I'm not supposed to want to be a mother, am I? I'm not supposed to yearn for children of my own. But I do."
"I know," Oscar remarked. "You've told me. After I told you that my kids hated my guts and avoided my calls. You said despite that being a possibility you still wished you could have kids of your own but—"
"But synths are made in factories, not in wombs," she said sadly.
Oscar gestured toward the living room. "Where'd he come from? I thought synth kids were illegal."
Catalea hopped up on the edge of the counter with a laugh and used her strong legs to hook around his waist and pull him closer. She could shatter his spine with no more than a simple flex of her deceptively powerful thighs if she wanted to. She gave him a slight squeeze to let him feel a taste of the power that was wrapped around his waist. He liked it. She could tell in a number of ways, but she could also tell by the expression on his face that he was fighting hard not to fall for her distractions.
“You’re trying to distract me,” Oscar said. “It’s not gonna work.”
“Tell that to little Oscar,” Catalea smirked, as she gave Oscars waist another calculated squeeze.
“Hey, we’re both big Oscar!” Oscar jokingly protested.
“Yeah, now he is,” Catalea replied, with a sheepish grin.
“You know that kid is highly illegal, right?” Oscar said, taking a much more serious tone.
"Yes, I know," Catalea answered, still grinning from ear to ear. "Just like prostitution is still illegal in some states. If you have enough money though, is anything really against the law?"
"But you don't have enough money, Catalea. Not enough for this."
"No, I don't," she said. "But a lot of my clients do. There's… a man... he says his name is Valentine, but I never believed it. Just a nickname for when he's doing things he probably shouldn't be doing, like getting his cock—"
Oscar clamped a hand over her mouth. "There's a child present. Did you forget?"
She bit his palm to make him let go. "Sorry, this is still kind of new for me,” she admitted.
"So, this guy Valentine," said Oscar. "Is he one of your regulars?"
“No, I’ve seen him around though. He’s got a regular girl here, but he’s come knocking on my door from time to time.”
“So, I’m guessing he came knocking recently…”
“Obviously.”
“So what’s his deal?” Oscar probed. “Why’d he give you the kid?”
"He told me he and his wife had some regrets," Catalea went on. "He's no spring chicken, as they say. Older than you by a few years. His wife is about the same age. For most of their lives they didn’t want kids but I guess the wife had a change of heart. Trouble was, she’s too old to conceive now."
"I see where this is going," Oscar said. "Why not just adopt?"
"Because rich people get exactly what they want. They couldn't have a kid the old-fashioned way, so they did the next best thing. Valentine wouldn't tell me where he went or who he paid, but I’m guessing he was created at the Vancouver birthing plant."
She was probably right. Matthew was a good-looking boy. And maybe, Oscar decided, his blank persona was a result of trauma. The pain of being abandoned by his creators… or parents… or whatever they were to him now.
"So, why is he here with you?" Oscar asked. "And not with this Valentine guy?"
"Buyer’s remorse… I suppose,” Catalea confirmed. “Turns out the idea of having a child was much more exciting than the reality of having one. Especially for a couple their age.”
“So, you let them dump the kid off on you?” Oscar asked rhetorically.
“That’s better than them destroying him, Oscar,” Catalea shot back.
“So, they’re noble then? Is that what you’re trying to say?” Oscar grumbled, fighting desperately to control the anger that was swelling in the pit of his stomach. Oscar stepped back, breaking free from the commanding embrace of Catalea’s flawless legs.
"What are you going to do with him?" he asked. "A kid, synth or otherwise, can't just sit in a room playing the same game forever."
He was almost afraid she would ask him for help. He'd give his help to her in a heartbeat, but he didn't know the first thing about taking care of a kid. He'd screwed it up with his own children so badly that he couldn’t dream of taking another swing at being a father.
She just shrugged and said, "I don't know. I guess I'll figure it out. For now, he's alive. And he's mine. He’s my son, Oscar."
There was a lot wrong with this picture, but he decided not to point it all out to her. Didn’t want to rain on her parade any more than he already had. In the end he couldn’t help but feel ashamed at his reaction to the entire ordeal. The selfish thoughts of how he would have reacted if she had out right asked him to help her raise the synthetic child. 
Catalea looked happier than Oscar had ever seen her, and he ultimately decided that he didn’t want to ruin that— even if something in the pit of his stomach was warning him that there was much more to the situation than met the eye.
They went on another walk after that, and they took Matthew with them. He held their hands but said nothing. He didn't laugh or smile again, not even when they counted down from three and swung him up in the air.
With the child tucked away in his own room, Oscar and Catalea retired to the other bed. In their soundproofed box, in their private and quiet universe, they made love. At least at first. At some point, a switch flipped and it became a sweaty, almost violent affair. At first she thrashed around on top of him. Then, overwhelmed by the same manly feeling she never failed to instill in her clients, Oscar threw her onto her back and had his way with her. She stared up at him, not with hunger or lust but with love. When he finished, she pulled him to her chest and held him tightly. There was something urgent in the whole thing that Oscar didn't understand. But he wasn't about to complain.
Catalea asked him to stay with her until morning but he couldn't. He had a job that required him to be at a certain spot on the outskirts of the city around two AM, and it was already close to midnight. He bade Catalea farewell and left, feeling strangely melancholy.




CHAPTER 4

◆◆◆
 
The job was a simple thing. A police detective named Brooks had asked Oscar, an old friend, to stakeout a suspect in a recent rape case and try and get a DNA sample. The mark worked night shift as a security guard at an old factory. He didn't smoke, but he sure liked his snacks. At about half past three, as the security guard was doing his rounds, he tossed the plastic stick from a lollipop on the ground. When he was gone, Oscar left his shadowy hiding spot and ran over, shoving the plastic stick into a tube for later. There would be plenty of saliva, more than enough to build a DNA profile.
Oscar waited a while at an all-night diner, delivered the stick and tube to his friend's desk at seven, then went home and crashed into a deep sleep. When he finally opened his eyes, it was almost three o'clock in the afternoon and he was hungry again.
Looking through his data slate, he found a weekly schedule that Catalea had sent him. She was free for an hour at three, so he waited until five past and then gave her a call. He was already smiling, already forming the words on his tongue. She never took longer than a second or two to answer. Not when the caller name said OSCAR GRAVES.
This time, however, the phone just kept ringing. For five seconds, then ten. Eventually, a computerized voice offered him a chance to leave a message. He declined. He'd just head over and see her. Wouldn't take longer than thirty minutes, not at three o'clock on a Thursday.
The streets were relatively clear. When there was a lot of traffic, he usually took public transportation, but this time he hopped behind the wheel of his faithful beater and allowed the autopilot to grumble the ancient vehicle through the city. He reached the pleasure house not long before three-thirty. The first thing he saw were three cop cars parked out front, lights flashing. Oscar got out, feeling curious, but there was no one around to tell him what was going on.
He didn't think much of it. At a place like this, the cops are bound to show up now and then. The house management was very serious about the welfare of its working girls. Some guys still used the girls for what their kind had originally been built for, but a broken or damaged synth was a lot less likely to pull in good revenue in the business of sex.
The usual front desk clerk wasn't in residence. Oscar blew past the desk without bothering to scan his patron card. He could do it later, on the way out.
He went up in the elevator. As soon as the doors opened on the second floor, a hubbub of noise met his ears. The frantic voice of a woman. Radio chatter. Someone beating on a door. Oscar rushed down the hall, turning the corner to the stretch where Catalea lived.
There they were, two cops standing outside her door and talking in calm voices to the hysteric woman. Oscar recognized her as another synthetic working girl named Irena, who had her room not far from Catalea's.
Oscar ran over. Without thinking, he tried to squeeze into the room past the two boys in blue. They strong-armed him back, sending him into the opposite wall. He rebounded, coming back with his Private Investigator ID in his hand. He flashed it to the boys, who gave it disinterested looks.
"I know the woman who lives here," Oscar told them. "I may have information you need. What's happened? Was it a guy named Valentine? Did he...?"
He was about to ask if he'd come back for the kid, but then he glanced into the room and saw a seemingly lifeless foot on the floor sticking out of the kitchen. He saw a guy in a coverall and booties standing near the foot, looking around with an expression of confusion.
Without a word, Oscar tried pushing through the cops again. Again they threw him back.
"Back off!" one of them shouted. "If you have information, we can interview you at the station house. This is our investigation, and as far as I know we didn't hire any consultants for it..."
"Hold that thought," a voice boomed from further down the hall.
A familiar figure came striding into sight, clutching a tiny paper coffee cup and looking about as exhausted as some mummified corpses. It was Detective Sergeant Brooks, in the flesh. Away from his desk at last.
"I know this man," the stout middle-aged Brooks said, gesturing at the other cops to move aside. "He's a friend of mine. Let him through. He knows not to touch anything."
The boys in blue obeyed, stepping aside. Oscar moved in, followed by Brooks. The sergeant waved everyone else out too, calling a momentary pause in the investigation.
Oscar brushed past the man in coveralls. He rounded the corner and saw what he had feared he would see. A resting body dressed in a silken robe, the type of pink, frilly robe all girls at the pleasure house were provided with. She was facedown, her hair a mess. Her hands were out to either side and he could tell from the way they looked, waxy and motionless, that she was dead.
Slipping his shoes off, he stepped on tiptoes in his socks toward Catalea. He crouched low, resisting the urge to touch her. Surely, she couldn't be dead. She was supposed to outlive him and everyone else. She was supposed to still be kicking a thousand years from now, doing God knew what. Yet there she was, lying completely still, with the glow of life no longer coursing through her bio-mechanical form. Without that glow the cyber body in front of Oscar just seemed like an empty shell. A malfunctioned piece of tech. An obsolete machine whose inevitable expiration date had finally caught up to it.
Not too far past her, in front of the refrigerator, lay the child. What was left of him, anyway. It almost looked like a bomb had gone off inside his head. His entire face was gone, blasted into smithereens. Not a visible shred of cyber brain left. A bad way to go, even for a synth. Other than the face, the rest of the boy's body seemed untouched. Undamaged. Some cold, distant part of Oscar's brain registered that as being odd, but he couldn't bring himself to care. Catalea was all he could think of.
"Did you know her?" Brooks asked.
Oscar nodded.
"You were... a client of hers?"
"An acquaintance," said Oscar. If he said any more than that, he knew he'd become a suspect. Maybe he already was.
"The cause of death is obvious," Brooks said. "If you were to turn the body over, which I don't recommend. The face is gone, as well as most of the brain. There isn't much left of her. Very brutal. The boy, also..."
Brooks went on talking. He'd bought Oscar's lie about Catalea being just an acquaintance and was going on in all the gory details, holding nothing back. Evidently, he was after a bit of help.
But Oscar wasn't listening. He was still staring at Catalea’s inanimate body, silently willing her to move. To show some sign that she was still somehow clinging to life. When she failed to do so, he let his eyes drop to her neck. The robe covered up most of the injured area, but the few details he could see were immediately surprising.
Handprints had been left behind on Catalea's neck. Marks where her once perfect synthetic skin had been damaged. A small patch of palm, and stubby fingers. Tiny hands. The hands of a child.
"Any witnesses?" Oscar asked Sergeant Brooks, keeping his hands clasped together between his knees as he squatted there.
"Just one. Another girl reported seeing a woman leaving with a child not long ago. She couldn't be sure, but she thought the woman looked like Catalea. Probably bullshit, but we have to check it out anyway. Other than that, no one was seen entering or leaving the rooms. Other than the usual clients. No one since late last night... We're doing some checking right now. Establishing alibis and such. Cause of death is easy. But time of death… not so much. Not with a synth. We'll have to get a specialist out here, examine what's left of her memory banks, try and take an educated guess..."
"You work up a list yet?" Oscar inquired.
"Yes, as a matter of fact," said Brooks, pulling out a data slate with a table of names and other information. "You should know that your name is on here, too.”
“I was working a job for you, Brooks. You know that,” Oscar scoffed.
“I know. Just giving you a heads up that you made the list. Shouldn’t be an issue,” Brooks replied. “Now, I know what you're going to ask next, and the answer is no. We can't share this stuff with any other party, not so early on. It could impede the investigation."
Brooks said all this in a loud enough voice that everyone waiting in the hall would hear. He also gave Oscar an exaggerated wink. The sergeant would send his files along as soon as possible.
Oscar wanted to feel grateful or happy. But he couldn't. All he could do was peel his eyes away from Catalea, and waddle over to the corpse of the boy; Matthew.
On closer inspection, the destruction to the child's face was remarkably clean. Only certain components had been targeted, and the structures surrounding those components were totally unharmed.
"We're trying to figure out what could have caused this," Brooks said.
"It was no bludgeoning," Oscar told him, getting his head low to get as close a look as possible. "Very fine-tuned explosive. Some sort of self-destruct function built into the head. This kid was designed to be detonated remotely. And maybe..."
Maybe controlled remotely, as well. The thought hit Oscar like a ton of bricks. He almost fell over.
The kid wasn't a synth after all. He couldn't be. For one, his skull cavity was completely mechanical. Other than a thin layer of synthetic tissue plastered over the outside - a disguise - every bit of him was metal or silicon. There was no wetware at all. He was just a robot. A goddamn glorified mechanical sock puppet that someone took control of from a distance and used to kill Catalea... then they destroyed every bit of evidence stored in the computerized brain.
The boy was an android designed to look like a synth. An infiltrator. A weapon.
The next question was obvious. Someone had been on the other end, pulling the puppet’s strings. But who?
Who was it that wanted you dead, babe? Oscar thought as he struggled to contain the mountains of sorrow and rage that were sweltering in his gut.
"You alright there, Graves?" Brooks questioned.
"Yeah," Oscar lied, clearing his throat. "Looks like a weird case. I’ve got some other work to attend to right now, but let me know if you need anything on this one, will you?"
“I might just take you up on that offer,” Brooks said. “But if I do, just know that I’d be asking for the help of Oscar the Private Investigator, not the goddamn Grave Maker.”
“That life’s behind me now,” Oscar groaned.
“You know what they say about old dogs, Oscar,” Brooks warned. “I just want to make sure your heads on straight.
“I’ll see you around, Brooks,” the heartbroken PI continued, clutching his jaw as he got up and walked out, trying his best to keep his face blank and stoic. He managed to get all the way to his car, and a few blocks down the street, before he had to pull into an alleyway and weep.




CHAPTER 5

◆◆◆
 
Oscar wasn't hungry or thirsty. But he felt exhausted and weak. So he popped into a diner and ordered a plate of food and a cup of coffee. The waitress, an attractive brunette with a mole on her cheek, kept the cup full and otherwise left him alone.
Oscar ate slowly, struggling to swallow each bite. Each time he closed his eyes, he saw Catalea. Each time he opened them he saw the world continuing as normal. As if nothing had even happened. The nerve of them… His jolly fellow Americans plowing down scrambled eggs and country fried steak without a care in the world. It felt wrong. Why weren’t they as miserable as he was? Why wasn’t the rest of the world as dark and cold as he felt.
As he sat there, feeling hopeless and dead, his data slate buzzed. The sergeant's list of names. Including Oscar's. Within the next few hours the boys in blue would be getting in touch, checking out his alibi.
Of course, he had a decent one. He was working on evidence gathering for Brooks all night. But the true strength of his alibi would also depend on when Catalea had died. If it was any time after sunrise, Oscar didn't think he could prove his whereabouts. He was at home, asleep, but who else could back him up on it? By evening, Oscar knew he could very well be a prime suspect. Even if that happened, the cops were unlikely to hound him too bad though - synths were second class citizens, somewhere between dogs and organic humans, and they wouldn't waste too much manpower on Catalea. Sergeant Brooks had a track record of looking out for synths but even he was unlikely to spend too much time chasing down the killer of a prostitute. In the end, Oscar knew that it would be up to him to avenge Catalea. He’d have to get his hands dirty. To open doors to places that he had promised to never visit again. 
There were a good number of names on Brooks’ list, but Oscar thought he could rule out about half of them right off the bat. First, he could obviously rule out himself.
Second, there were the guys who hadn't had an appointment with Catalea any time in the last few days. While it was possible to bypass the front desk of the pleasure house, as Oscar had found out today, it was not possible to walk its halls without being spotted by at least twenty cameras. If any of these guys had been in the house in the past twelve hours, the ledger would show it. It was a current list as of an hour and a half ago, about ten minutes before Oscar had entered the building.
Second, there were the guys whose names Oscar recognized. He knew them from things Catalea had told him. They were the gentle guys, the guys who treated her better. Some of them were guys who tended to be more submissive in bed. They didn't match the profile of anyone who would want Catalea dead. At any rate, he already technically knew who had killed her. The boy. Oscar’s gut told him to look for someone strange, someone unique enough to stand out from the rest of the potential persons of interest...
The name "Valentine" was at the bottom of the list. There was no first name associated with it. There wasn't even a proper customer picture, the high-resolution headshot that the pleasure house took of every new member it received. All the other guys on the list had a headshot, but not this Valentine bastard.
The ledger showed precious little information about this mysterious patron. There were some snapshots taken from security camera footage. He didn't look like anything special, just a silver fox in an expensive pea coat. Clean shaven, handsome. Looked pretty fit for his age. All the shots showed him in the second level hallway, coming and going from Catalea's room.
Other than that, there was just an entry confirming his elite membership status and his various visits to the house. Dates and times. Probably none of it was useful. The house would never give up its full camera footage, not to a private investigator. Even the police would have to work hard for it.
But Oscar had other resources.
He found the most detailed and head-on picture of this Valentine guy and blew it up, focusing on his face. He saved it, then sent it on to his home computer for analysis. By the time he got home, it should have a match with some member of the citizenry. If the guy who called himself Valentine had a driver's license or ID or a passport or anything at all, the computer would find him. Hell, if he had a yearbook photo he'd probably get picked out, as long as he hadn't had plastic surgery or something.
Oscar sipped his coffee and finished his food. When he was done, he dropped a generous tip on the table and left.




CHAPTER 6

◆◆◆
 
Oscar was approaching the door to his apartment, when a call came in from Sergeant Brooks.
"Yeah?" Oscar answered, hoping to get right to business.
"Something funny just happened a few minutes ago. Thought I’d mention it to you. A woman came to the crime scene. Never saw her before. She didn't give her name, just asked about the victim."
"You give her anything?" Oscar asked, unlocking his door.
"I told her we weren't ready to speak to the public. I asked who she was and why she was concerned, but she wouldn't give me anything. Then she asked about someone named Valentine..."
Oscar froze. "Valentine? Are you sure she said Valentine?"
"One of the names on the list. He’s the one guy we can't pin down. I was wondering if you could help out with that, actually... with all our regulations, you know, we don't have the same loopholes you private eyes enjoy."
"Yeah, I’ll see what I can do," Oscar answered.
“Keep me posted, will you?” Brooks replied.
“You got it,” Oscar lied, without missing a beat.
They ended the call, and Oscar went into his apartment. He opened the door slowly, feeling suddenly paranoid, but there was no one inside. The whole place was one space, other than the tiny bathroom, and there weren't many hiding places anyway.
He went to his computer and switched the screen on. As expected, the search function had already spit out a result. The first thing Oscar saw was the guy's face. It was his driver's license photo. On the side of the screen was all the information that would be shown on the license itself. His name was Esbert B. Hoffman. Blue eyes, gray hair. His date of birth was February 14. Valentine's day. That solved the mystery of the nickname. But far bigger mysteries remained.
Hoffman's address was also given. As well as his job. He worked at a place called ProStar Solutions, and it seemed he held a fairly high position. The name of the place rang a bell, so Oscar dug a little deeper and discovered it was a subsidiary of the Greyson Corporation.
Oscar’s heart skipped a beat when he saw that bit of information. This was getting more complicated by the minute.
Tucker Berg's Horizon Group specialized in synthetic humans. Artificially created living organisms. Like Catalea. She had a lot of computerized parts, a lot of metal and God knew what else in her, but she was alive. There was biological activity in her synthetic tissues. That tissue just happened to be comprised of materials that were much more durable than their naturally occurring counterparts. She had skin; she had cognition, a personality and consciousness.
But the Greyson Corporation was one of the leading producers of android tech. Advanced robotics. The most advanced of which were indistinguishable from humans, up until they punched your heart out with superhuman strength beyond what even a synth could exert, and fixed you with their cold, dead gaze.
Oscar’s heartbeat quickened as he came to grips with the fact that he was likely about to go up against Greyson Corp. Perhaps even DeAndre Greyson himself, the synth-hating bastard whose depths of wealth paled only in comparison to Tucker Berg's.
If it had been anyone but Catalea, Oscar would have called Brooks, given him the info, and gone about his life. This was some hairy shit and only an idiot would delve into it.
But it was Catalea. And this was personal. The one light left in Oscar's life had been extinguished far before its time. The one thing that made him happy was gone. Everything had been taken from him. Everything but his life.
His course of action was obvious. And he had nothing to lose but a job he hated and a life he no longer cared about.




CHAPTER 7

◆◆◆
 
Esbert Hoffman's place was on the furthest edge of town, closer to wilderness than city. He lived at the end of a long, level street. Sun-dappled pavement, twittering birds, car doors shutting softly, lawn sprinklers going chitter-chatter, children laughing. An upscale suburban paradise.
The Hoffman estate was on its own large chunk of land, about fifteen acres. There was a seven-foot wall, half brick and half wrought iron. A very private place. A place where it was unlikely that Oscar's actions would be overheard by anyone.
He stopped at the corner of the estate, looking like a fellow out for a walk, and lit up a cigarette. He thought that would make him look even more casual, but it just got him dirty looks, so he quickly snubbed it out, shoving the dead butt into his shirt pocket.
The road was quiet. Everyone was either at work or relaxing at home. A couple cars passed, then nothing for several minutes. Oscar looked both ways, then quickly heaved himself over the wall, careful not to skewer himself on a black iron spike.
Sticking to the shadows of trees, he darted along the edge of the property until he was parallel with the end of the house. A bush offered momentary cover as he hunkered down and studied the view through a large bay window.
A middle-aged man stood there, staring out across his yard as he sipped coffee. He had a vacant look in his eyes, a worried sort of expression on his face. Oscar counted his lucky stars; if Hoffman had been any less distracted, he probably would have spotted the stranger creeping through his lot.
Oscar waited and watched, staying as still as possible. He was willing to wait for as long as it took. The weather was warm. He had shade, and a nice breeze that was almost constant. He had done stakeouts in far worse conditions. Sometimes, in weather where he could almost feel the cold in his fingertips.
Just as Oscar was drifting into that familiar state of near-hypnosis, the scene changed. Hoffman finally drained the last of his coffee and, with a deep frown, he turned from the window and vanished.
Oscar counted to ten, then darted across the yard. He moved fast and stayed low, hoping there weren't any cameras. Even if there were, how much did it matter? He had already given up all pretense of legality and innocence.
He shoved himself against the wall of the house and strafed along it, scraping his back on rough bricks, wincing as he felt the jagged edges catching on his shirt. That was a whole lot of fiber sample, right there. A surprisingly good weapon for forensic detectives. But again, it hardly mattered anymore.
When he reached the window, he flattened himself on the grass and crawled past it, toward a side door that he hoped to god wasn't locked.
Unfortunately, it was, of course. The door seemed poorly maintained. The knob was loose, wiggling around. Oscar gave it a strong twist and a pull, and it came away with a zipping sound of threaded screws breaking through soft brass. On the other side of the door, the inner half of the knob fell to a carpeted floor with a soft thud that wasn't likely to be heard by anyone in such a large house.
Oscar reached his finger through the resulting hole in the door, grunting as he struggled to work the finicky latch mechanism. After a few moments the door popped open.
He was inside. The hall was dark. There was no one in sight. Oscar crept along, and soon passed the half open door to the home office where Hoffman had been standing before. Would he come back, maybe after refreshing his coffee cup? No way of knowing. So Oscar kept moving, glancing around to memorize the layout of the house.
As he approached the end of the hall, he heard a sudden seething outburst. It was the voice of Esbert Hoffman, and he seemed to be in the middle of a heated argument. Oscar froze, heart thumping, as he considered the idea that there were more people than just Hoffman in the residence. But no one could be heard answering Hoffman's words. The conversation was one-sided, which meant he was likely on the phone.
There was the suction sound and clatter of a fridge door being pulled open violently. And, a moment later during a lull in the exchange, Oscar heard the wonderful hiss of a beer can being popped open. Hoffman fell quiet, probably because he was sucking down a full twelve-ounce dose of Forget-About-It. Oscar crouched in the doorway of a dark bathroom, nervously licking his lips.
Come on down, asshole, he thought, silently praying for the beer to go straight to Hoffman's bladder. A bathroom, in many ways, was an ideal place to run an interrogation. They were reasonably soundproofed. There wasn't a lot of room for your target to move around, thus there wasn't much leeway for them to fight. All you had to do was shove them in the tub and knock some sense into them.
The fridge door finally shut, and Hoffman trod loudly across the kitchen floor, whispering into his phone. He popped open the microwave, tossed something inside, and started nuking.
"Well, I'll just have to talk to you again later," Hoffman suddenly hissed. This was followed immediately by the glug-glug of a beer can being drained. The fridge opened again, and another beer can popped open. It seemed Hoffman was just about to sit down to a very sad meal.
Oscar waited a bit more.
Organic humans were generally most at ease, and felt the safest, when they were eating. A bit of a buzz from two beers downed in quick succession wouldn't hurt either. Hoffman would be dull, and wide open to a surprise-attack. His thinking would likely be out of whack, and he might give away more than he intended by virtue of being confused.
The microwave went off with a series of loud beeps. Hoffman withdrew his meal and carried it across the room. A chair scuffed across the floor, then creaked as Hoffman threw himself carelessly into it. He must have thrown himself, because Hoffman was not a large man. He was of average height and quite slender. Around a hundred and seventy pounds, tops.
The time had come.
Oscar crept down the hall to the corner that led into the kitchen and dining room. A quick peek around the corner gave him all the information he needed. He saw just where Hoffman was sitting.
Drawing his gun, an ancient but well-maintained revolver, he launched to his feet and darted into the dining room.
Hoffman reacted slowly, first freezing with a bite of mashed potatoes halfway to his mouth, his eyes locked on Oscar. Then, with surprising calm as he stared down the barrel of Oscar’s large six-shooter, he set his fork down and sat back. Lifting his beer for a quick pull, Hoffman regarded the intruder with a serene look on his face.
"I guess maybe it's over now," he said. He sounded relieved.
"Not by a long shot," Oscar grunted.
Hoffman just shrugged. The silver fox was at rest. Since the weather was warm today, he had traded his pea coat for a brightly colored polo that was stained with sweat and green grass smears. He had been golfing. One of his hands still clutched the beer can. The other was hidden below the table, maybe just resting on his leg. Or maybe doing something else. Perhaps even drawing a gun. Oscar stepped to the side, fearing a gunshot straight to the crotch.
"Show me both your hands," he ordered.
Hoffman frowned and lifted his other hand into view. It was holding a phone, and he had been two numbers away from getting hold of emergency services.
"Toss it," Oscar snapped, gesturing with his gun hand.
Hoffman switched off the phone screen and gave it a calculated underhand toss so that it landed gently upon the countertop, five feet away from him.
"What's your name?" Oscar asked.
Hoffman looked stunned. "You don't know who I am? Then why are you here? Why choose this house? It might be large, but I assure you there's not much worth stealing here."
"I doubt that, but that’s not what I’m here for.”
“Then why are you here?”
“Information. Now answer the goddamn question," Oscar growled.
"My name's Esbert Hoffman. But you can call me Bert,” Hoffman said with a genial smile.
"Sure, why not?" Oscar replied. "Might as well be efficient with our words in what might be the last moments of your life. Wouldn't want to waste any of those precious minutes.”
“Is this some kind of a joke?” Hoffman asked. “This is a joke, isn’t it? Just look at that gun. Is that thing even real? Has anyone even used a revolver in the last one-hundred years? Who put you up to this?” Hoffman continued as he grabbed his arm rests and prepared to stand.
“Sit the fuck down or I will blow your head right off your goddamn shoulders,” Oscar warned. “If you think I’m fucking around then just try me you son of a bitch.”
“Alright! Just take it easy, okay?” Hoffman replied, as he realized that Oscar meant business. “I guess this is the part where I ask you to promise that you won't hurt me if I go along with whatever the hell this is."
Oscar barely heard the guy. He was scoping out the rest of the kitchen, taking things in.
"Don't move," he said.
Oscar moved around the table, keeping the gun trained in the general direction of Hoffman as he pulled the shades on the big bay window and blocked their view of the outside world. And the outside world's view of them.
Oscar moved back to where he had been standing. "Is there anyone else in the house?"
Hoffman shook his head. "My wife, she'll be home in a few hours."
"We ought to be finished a long time before that," Oscar said firmly. "I’ll get straight to the point. A synth working girl was killed by a robot sock puppet and you’re the one who gave it to her. I want to know everything about it. Everything you know."
Hoffman stared back at him, his eyes wide and a look of mock confusion on his face. He was a bad actor in every sense of the phrase.
"I don’t know what you’re talking about," he said.
"Is that right?" Oscar raised his eyebrows. "Well, maybe I can jog your memory..."
He walked over and cracked the butt of the handgun against Hoffman's cheekbone. The silver fox reeled to the side, slumping across the chair beside him. He came up wincing, his eyes watering and a fresh welt swelling on his face, but surprisingly he still maintained a certain level of calmness. It was likely the alcohol. Who knows how many he had already drank before Oscar arrived.
"Ow," Hoffman, sarcastically replied while reaching out for his beer can.
Oscar sent the can flying with another swing of his hand. It crashed to the floor, spilling a fan of frothy beer across the tiles.
"I was going to drink that," Hoffman said. "Well, you certainly are a rude one, aren't you?"
Oscar shook his head. The guy hadn't learned his lesson, so it was time to take him through it again.
This time, he slammed the gun against Hoffman's nose. There was an audible wet crack. Hoffman's head flung back, knocking noisily against the chair, and fresh blood flowed onto his expensive shirt.
"I told you I’m not fucking around here, Bert, I want answers!" Oscar barked.
"You motherfucker," Hoffman growled, lurching out of his seat with fire in his eyes. He came toward Oscar, reaching for the gun.
Oscar thrust his left foot forward in a seamless motion and kicked Hoffman hard in the chest, sending him crashing hard to the floor. He wheezed and coughed, the wind knocked out of him.
"Get up, douchebag," Oscar said. "And you’d better stop wasting my time, or maybe I'll wait around a few hours for your wife to get home, too. How's that sound?"
Hoffman glared at Oscar over his shoulder as he gripped the edge of the table and hauled himself to his feet.
"Sit," Oscar ordered.
Hoffman sat, breathing heavily.
"You’re some piece of work, you know that?” Hoffman groaned. “You’re doing all this over some mechanical whore?” he continued, now trembling with anger and fear.
"She had a name. And if you call her a whore again, I’m gonna put two slugs in your goddamn ball sack, you worthless piece of shit," Oscar snarled as he aimed his powerful revolver at Hoffman’s groin.
Hoffman’s eyes were now wide with surprise, and he remained silent and much more obedient as he stared in horror at Oscar’s determined expression.
“Start talking," Oscar barked.
"Fine. But you have to promise not to harm my wife,” Hoffman pleaded.
Oscar had no intention of touching the guys wife, or of ever even meeting her. But he played cool, pretending to think hard for a moment.
"I'll see what I can do," he said at last. "It all depends on the quality of the intel you give me, so you'd better make it good."
Hoffman nodded quickly. "Alright, alright... It all started with that goddamn whore house."
“Watch it, Bert,” Oscar cautioned.
“Hey! I’m talking about the business, man. Take it easy!”
“The pleasure house. What about it?” Oscar demanded.
"Long story short… I’m a regular there. My wife doesn't know it but—"
"Of course, she doesn't,” Oscar interrupted. “You fucking hypocrite. So, you work for one of the most outspoken anti-synth people in the world. And one of the most powerful. Yet you can't help but get a little of that synthetic nookie on the side. Why?"
Hoffman stared at the floor, perhaps watching the drops of blood that fell from the tip of his nose.
"My wife," he said. "She's had... health problems. Suffice it to say, our sex life is essentially dead. I love her though. I have no intention of leaving. But..."
"A man has needs, right?"
Hoffman nodded.
"Especially a horny rich bastard who thinks he owns the world. So, what's with Catalea? Was she your regular girl?"
"No." Hoffman grabbed some napkins from the middle of the table and pressed them to his nose. "I only saw her a few times here and there."
"Okay. So what gives?"
Hoffman sighed deeply, his shoulders heaving. "One of the higher ups at the corporate office contacted me. A guy named Grant Carver. It was the end of the day, and I was just about to leave the office. Carver claimed to know about my visits to the pleasure house. I thought I was about to be blackmailed, but he only gave me a simple request; deliver the robot boy to Catalea, and convince her to take him in."
"And you said yes, of course," Oscar scoffed.
"Actually, no. Not at first. I work for the company, but I'm nobody's bitch. I wasn't about to run some strange errand, especially when the legality and purpose of it were obviously suspect. But the son of a bitch threatened me. 'We have video,' he said. And they even paid my regular girl for copies of her memory banks. I was able to confirm that the latter, at least, was true. Those memories would have ruined me, you have to understand that. My career would be gone, and so would my marriage.”
“What was it all about?"
Hoffman looked surprised. "What was what about?"
"Why did Carver ask you to deliver the boy to Catalea? Why did they want her dead?”
"I... I don't know. It’s not like they let me in on whatever the plan was. They just ordered me to give her the boy. I didn’t have a choice, you have to understand that,” Hoffman pleaded.
Oscar believed him, but he wasn’t done with him just yet.
“You did have a choice,” Oscar scolded.
“Really, what was I supposed to do? Go to the cops?!” Hoffman scoffed. “This is the Greyson Corporation. It’s essentially a fortune 500 street gang! Those bastards would have killed me!”
“What do you think I’m gonna do?” Oscar said darkly, as he tightened his grip on the revolver in his right hand.
Before Hoffman could scream or protest, Oscar squeezed the trigger and painted the wall with the silver fox’s brains.
As the now mostly headless body flopped backward and toppled to the floor, Oscar turn to leave the kitchen.
Someone was there. He wasn't alone. The hair on the back of his neck went up as he stared toward the hallway, waiting. Perhaps a slight sound had tipped him off. Or maybe he had caught a hint of motion. Could also have just been paranoia but in his former life Oscar had learned to trust his gut with this sort of thing.
Suddenly, he remembered spotting a mirror on the wall at the end of the hall. Moving casually, as though he had no idea anyone else was here, he crossed the kitchen and cursed softly to himself as he "accidentally" kicked the beer bottle across the floor. He chased after it, and as he bent to pick it up he turned his head to the right. His eyes caught the left half of the mirror around the kitchen door and he saw a woman standing there on the other side.
The quick glimpse didn't tell him much. He could see that she was tall, with legs for days. She seemed to be wearing yoga pants, garishly colored running shoes, a tank top, her hair in a ponytail. Either she was one of those typical suburban housewives who likes to power-walk around the neighborhood, or she was just wearing a disguise. Oscar figured the latter, since she was holding a small silenced pistol in her hand.
She was young. Trim. Pretty. And she looked worried.
She was watching him. As soon as he bent down, and made himself vulnerable, she lunged for the kitchen door and came through like a bat out of hell, her running shoes squeaking on the floor.
Oscar didn't intend to hit her with his first shot. It would take too long to line up, and by then he'd probably have a few new holes in his abdomen. He just popped one off to suppress her fire as he wheeled backward and shoved himself up against the backside of the kitchen island.
He heard the solid wood table being flipped onto its side and dragged across the floor for a makeshift shield.
Damn, this chick must be strong, Oscar thought as his mind scrambled for a plan of action.
He knew he had already fired twice. That meant his six-shooter only had four shots left. Better make them count.
He stood fast, not wasting anymore time, hoping to catch the woman off guard. He scanned the kitchen, finger tight on the trigger. He couldn't see her, which meant she was behind the table. He put a couple bullets into the surface, hoping they had enough power to penetrate three inches of solid hardwood.
There was a grunt from the other side of the table. Not really a grunt of pain, more like a sound of frustration or surprise. Oscar made a gamble; still standing in the open, he aimed toward the left end of the table, figuring she would pop out there for her turn to shoot. It was the furthest end from him, so it made a bit of sense.
His eye caught a flash of motion as she came sliding across the floor at the opposite end, bringing her gun to bear on his head.
Oscar ducked, and just in time. A quick and surgical series of shots drilled through the door of the cupboard behind him. From his squatting position, he admired the closeness of the shots. They had all landed in just about the same spot. A fine dust of pulverized ceramic drifted through the holes.
"Missed me," he called.
There was no answer. He heard a squeak and another grunt as the woman started moving back into her hiding spot. Her knee or something hit one of the legs and she cursed. She was probably caught up, exposed for a brief moment.
Oscar jutted his head around the corner of the island. He took aim and fired his last two shots. The first went wide, hitting the wall. The second seemed to catch a wisp of her hair, flinging it aside.
Before the echo of the shot died she was up and flying over the table. She came toward him like a freight train. For a moment, he was too stunned to do anything at all. And by the time that moment had passed she was already on him, crushing him to the floor with more strength than her skinny arms should have possessed.
Oscar wasn’t giving up without a fight. Breaking one arm free, he socked her across the jaw. She returned fire with a swinging elbow, making him see stars. She hit just as hard as he feared she would.
With all his strength, Oscar curled his legs upward and hooked his heels on her shoulders. He yanked her down, slamming her onto her back. Sitting up, he quickly threw himself on top of her, his right hand reaching for the spare gun hidden in the small of his back.
As the barrel of it dug into her gut, Oscar felt the cold sharpness of a blade at his throat. She grinned up at him.
"You can shoot me," she said. "But I'd still have time to cut your throat. Hitting me there wouldn't kill me instantly. Actually, it might not kill me at all."
Oscar surveyed her face. The punch he had given her would have knocked a two-hundred-pound man on his ass, but she barely showed any sign of being hit. There was also her strength, her speed, the way she controlled the recoil of her weapon.
"You're a synth," he said.
“Is that your excuse for getting your ass kicked by a woman?” the mysterious dame asked.
“It’s not an excuse, it’s the truth. You’re a synth,” Oscar said firmly. “And for the record, you did not kick my ass.”
"I wasn’t trying to. But I’ll admit that you did a good job holding me off," she replied. "In fact, I’m impressed. But, you know, I was holding back. I could have killed you a few different times, especially when you were standing there with your dumb head right in my sights."
"If you weren’t trying to kill me then what was all that shooting about?" Oscar growled. "You could have just announced yourself."
She shrugged. "A girl doesn't get this far in life by being civil, you know. I wanted to make sure that gun of yours was empty. Gotta stay safe, right? I guess I wasn't counting on you having a spare. Not bad, old man."
“Bull shit,” Oscar scoffed. “What’s your deal lady? Do you know how much trouble you’d be in if anyone saw you with that gun?”
"You first, old man," she said. "What are you, some kind of hit man? Sent here to make sure Hoffman never talked.”
Oscar smiled. "Oh, he talked alright. Right before I blew his goddamn head off. I’m not here to protect any secrets. I'm just trying to get to the bottom of what happened to Catalea."
The dame stared at him for several seconds. She seemed to be thinking hard, considering how much she could trust him.
"Maybe we're after the same thing," she said. "If I take my knife away, will you also remove that snub-nosed piece of shit from my stomach?"
Oscar shrugged. "Sure. As long as we go at the same time. On the count of three."
She smiled. "One."
"Two."
"Three."
They disentangled from each other and rolled in opposite directions across the kitchen floor. Coming up on their knees, they locked eyes and waited.
"You haven't shot me yet," the woman said. "So I guess I can trust you for now."
"Just as long as you don't try to stick that knife in me as soon as I turn my back," Oscar replied.
"I won't. As long as you really are trying to do what you claim.”
“You got a name?” Oscar asked.
“Carolynn Steele,” the dame replied. “But you can call me Lynn. And you?”
“Oscar Graves.”
“You’re Oscar Graves? The Grave Maker himself?” Lynn asked skeptically as she gave Oscar a funny, appraising sort of look.
"In the flesh," he grunted, using the counter to assist himself to his feet. "What do you know about Catalea?"
Lynn got to her feet as well, sliding her knife back in its sheath. "I know she isn't the first synth girl to either die or disappear mysteriously. It's been going on for years. My organization has dedicated itself to figuring out what's happening."
"Your organization?"
"It was formed after Maestro disappeared. A group that was established to protect synths in a world where no one else cares."
"I care," Oscar said. He turned to the counter, grabbed a cup off a rack and poured a cup of coffee. It must have been sitting around for a while; it tasted bitter and burnt, but it would do.
"How long have you been working these cases?" he asked, shutting his eyes and rubbing his temples.
There was no response. Oscar turned around and found the kitchen empty. The dame had vanished.
It was time to go. The police would be here soon. Oscar made a quick tour of the living room and kitchen, hurriedly staging a burglary and trying to excise any evidence that would point to him. Fingerprints, et cetera. Then he left in a hurry, climbing over the back wall of the property and taking the long way back to his car.




CHAPTER 8

◆◆◆
 
Oscar called Brooks and caught him just as he was leaving the office.
"Yeah, Oscar, what is it?" he asked. He sounded a bit flustered. Not unusual for a detective sergeant when weird shit started to happen.
"Any way we can meet for dinner?" Oscar asked. "I need to ask you a few questions."
"Is it about the synth girl?" Brooks asked, exasperated. "If you're in mourning, Oscar, maybe you should take some time off. We'll handle everything. As soon as we know something."
"You'll call me, I know. But time off isn't really my style. Can we meet, or what? Your place. I'll bring the grub."
Brooks hemmed and hawed for a bit, but eventually gave in. So, an hour later, Oscar was pulling up at the foot of a tall, grim apartment building. There was a parking lot around back, but he decided to park in the street. Easier to make a fast getaway. If the cops were able to connect him to what went down at the Hoffman residence, Brooks would have no choice but to turn him in.
He took the stairs up, carrying paper bags full of food in each hand. Brooks was already waiting in his open door, sipping a beer. He had already showered and changed into sweatpants and a ratty old t-shirt. He stepped aside and let Oscar through.
"So, what's on the menu tonight?" Brooks asked.
"Chinese," Oscar replied. "Sweet and sour pork, right?”
“That’ll do,” Brooks said as he accepted one of the bags of food from Oscar.
Oscar looked around. It had been a while since he was in Brooks' apartment, but it was still exactly the same. For a bachelor pad it was fairly tidy. No empty pizza boxes or dirty socks on the floor. Though it was obvious Brooks either had never heard of dusting or just didn't care. He was also a voracious reader, a fact reflected in the many stacks of books scattered randomly around the front room.
"We can eat in the living room," Brooks offered.
"Better make it your office," said Oscar.
Brooks shrugged and led the way down a narrow hall, into a back room. It was the only extra room in the place, other than the bathroom, but Brooks hadn't put his bed in here. He slept on the couch instead. Like any good detective, he put more emphasis on work than sleep.
Brooks was smart. A savvy guy. So he didn't ask any questions. He just sat, turned his computer on, and turned to Oscar expectantly.
Oscar tore open his paper bag and dug into his food. Brooks soon followed suit and they both ate straight from the carton as they talked.
"I need info on a guy named Carver," Oscar said, taking a bite of sauce-drowned broccoli. "First name’s Grant."
Brooks logged in through his VPN, entered his credentials into the police database, and finally ran a search on the guy's name. There were a few Grant Carvers in the city. But it wasn't hard to pick out the right one.
"I need to know who he works for," Oscar explained. "He'll either be employed by ProStar Solutions or the Greyson Corporation. I need to know how close he is beneath the big guy. So I can figure out just how deep this thing goes… and how potentially fucked I am."
Brooks brought up Carver's file and scanned through to his current employments.
"He's an executive for the Greyson Corp. Oscar, if you're digging into this guy, I recommend backing off. I know you're a pro, but you're getting in way over your head with this."
Oscar took another bite of food, though he no longer felt very hungry.
"What do you know about Greyson," he asked.
"DeAndre Greyson?" Brooks sat back, taking another swig of beer. "Probably the biggest son of a bitch in the world. At least in the country.”
“Dirty?” Oscar asked.
“As dirty as they come, if you ask me, but the son of a bitch is too goddamn smart,” Brooks admitted. “It's a well-kept secret that he built his business empire from the ill-gotten gains of his father."
"His father?" Oscar asked.
"Andre Greyson," Brooks replied.
"Andre Greyson, the merc? I thought he died."
"More like Andre Greyson the pirate. Son of a bitch was the captain of the Phantom's Paradise. Word is he faked his own death, all those years ago. Supposedly died for real a couple decades ago though."
"How'd he die?"
"Believe it or not, that’s actually classified.”
“Really?” Oscar asked in bewilderment.
“Yeah,” Brooks confirmed. “Shocked the hell out of me too.”
“Well that’s interesting,” Oscar said.
“Whatever the case, apparently piracy paid off big time for Andre Greyson. Son of a bitch was rich like you wouldn’t believe. Not a lot of cash though. Mostly pilfered resources. My guess is he left it all to his boy, and someone as smart as DeAndre Greyson could easily turn resources into cash without leaving a paper trail."
"And now the bastard is the second richest man on the planet," Oscar grunted. "Great."
"Right behind our Lord and Savior Tucker Berg," Brooks grinned.
“Lord and Savior,” Oscar chuckled. “That’s rich.”
“Hey, he created the synths. Seems pretty god-like to me,” Brooks remarked.
“So when are you guys gonna do anything about Greyson? Son-of-a-bitch basically operates in your back yard,” Oscar said.
“Not much we can do right now. But now that I know that son of a bitch’s weakness it’s only a matter of time before he slips up again.”
“What do you mean?”
"You didn't hear this from me," Brooks said, taking a hushed tone as a wave of seriousness washed across his face. "But I was working with a synth who had dirt on Greyson. Evidence that could lead to a 'cruelty to entities' charge if it was filed in California. Turns out, DeAndre has quite the fetish for synth women."
"No shit," Oscar said, surprised.
"No shit, my friend. He throws these huge underground parties full of synths and organics alike. Thing is, some of the synth sex workers that attend don't always make it back out. Turns out the only thing Greyson likes more than boning synths is experimenting on them. My synth witness was going to testify, provide her memories as evidence against the bastard."
"What happened?" Oscar asked, though he already knew the answer.
"My witness disappeared. Greyson must have gotten to her. Killed her, or paid her off. Who knows. My case fell flat on its face. I knew if I pursued it further I'd just make myself look like a jackass and paint a target on my back. So I let it go."
"Don't you still have the memories? Can't you still use them?"
Brooks shook his head. "Inadmissible. The courts require both the synth's memories and the synth themselves. You have to be able to tie the memories to a concrete witness. Without the witness I had nothing."
Oscar and Sergeant Brooks ate slowly, without speaking for a little while, staring into space.
Finally, Oscar broke the silence, "So DeAndre Greyson just happens to have some fucked up, Jack The Ripper’esque fetish for synth women and Catalea just happens to be killed by a robot that was manufactured by one of his companies? That can’t be a coincidence."
“What do you think?” Brooks inquired.
"Catalea was a sex worker. Maybe she also attended one of Greyson's parties. Saw something she shouldn't have. Something that got her ghosted."
Oscar set his food aside. He felt sick.
"So, you think DeAndre Greyson is personally behind her death?” Brooks asked.
"Just a gut feeling right now, but once you tie what little evidence we have together, it all seems to point in that direction."
"I know that look Oscar,” Brooks said as he narrowed his eyes and studied Oscar’s stone-cold expression. “Tell me you’re not thinking about going after the most dangerous man in the country.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Oscar said flatly.
Brooks sat upright, shaking his head. "Don't be a dumbass, Graves. You'll get yourself killed. That's all you can hope to achieve. Even if you get close enough to Greyson to do anything, his bodyguard will shred you to bits."
"I think I can handle a goddamn bodyguard," Oscar grunted.
"I’m not talking about some muscle-bound meathead, Oscar. I’m talking about ‘the Unit’.”
“What the fuck is a unit?”
“That’s what they call Greyson’s main bodyguard. It's an android. A goddamn meat grinder… I’m telling you this because I don’t want to see anything bad happen to you. It is not a good idea to tango with that thing.”
"So I’m supposed to just let Greyson keep killing synths and running the world," Oscar scoffed. "Fuck that. I'm willing to take the chance. What the hell have I got to lose, anyway? My acid reflux? My goddamn creaky knees?"
Brooks sighed and shook his head. “You need a drink Oscar. Something to slow you down a bit. Why don’t we go out and grab a few rounds?”
“I appreciate the offer, but I’ve gotta run. Another time maybe,” Oscar said as he stood and prepared to leave.
“Wait,” Brooks called after Oscar, causing his old friend to pause in his tracks. “I don't want to get your hopes up, but I thought you should know that our specialist discovered some abnormalities with the bodies we found in the synth girl’s room.”
"Catalea’s body? What kind of abnormalities?" Oscar asked.
"That’s the thing. We don’t know if that’s actually Catalea’s body. We think it may have been a decoy."
“Are you telling me she may still be alive?”
“No way to know for sure. Maybe she is, maybe she isn’t. And don’t take this the wrong way Oscar but have you considered the possibility that she could have staged the whole thing as a means to escape her life as a prostitute?”
“No… she wouldn’t.”
“What makes you so sure of that, Oscar? What makes you so sure that this girl didn’t just run off?”
“Because I know her. She wouldn’t just disappear like that. Greyson has her. That’s the only logical explanation.”
“I hope you’re wrong, Oscar. For her sake, I hope to god you’re wrong.”
“What do you mean?”
“All the girls we suspect Greyson disappeared have completely vanished without a trace. If he really does have your Catalea, chances are you’ll never see her again.”
"We'll see about that," Oscar said darkly, his heart racing with anticipation as he turned and trudged towards the exit.




CHAPTER 9

◆◆◆
 
Greyson Corp. executive Grant Carver was working a late night.
Oscar stood on the street, ignoring his urge for a cigarette as he stared up at the single illuminated office on the top floor. He waited a while, crouched to adjust his shoe, then walked on. Twenty feet down he moved into a dark alley and hid himself away behind a garbage bin. When he came out, he seemed to blend into the shadows. The mask on his face covered most of his distinguishing features, and a pair of smart goggles on his eyes would let him past whatever retinal scanners the building contained.
He had already established that a security guard was in residence in the lobby. The guy seemed half asleep, more interested in his coffee and box of donuts than the sanctity of the building. But Oscar wasn't going to take any chances. Behind a larger garbage bin, he worked to unfold the rotors on a one-man drone. Shoving himself in the small cockpit, he shut the small door and used his smart watch to guide the drone at a slow, quiet speed up onto the roof. He was rusty at flying the thing, hadn't used it in years, and it took him a few painful minutes to guide it into a soft landing.
Getting out, he ran across the roof toward the access door. He went down a set of stairs, then pushed through a second door. Now he was standing on the marble-floored hallway of the top floor, and he could see the brightly lit office up ahead.
He peeked through a window and saw Carver at his desk, scrolling through files on his computer. He seemed to be zoning out, not paying complete attention. It was as good a time as any to bust in.
Oscar opened the door quickly, decisively, quietly. He stepped through and shut it behind him. He moved with such confidence that Carver didn't immediately realize anything was wrong. His head swiveled slowly as he looked around with tired eyes, perhaps expecting to see a janitor or a handyman.
All he saw was a masked figure dressed in black, lunging toward him.
Carver managed to get out a single note of a scream before Oscar clamped a hand over his mouth. Hooking his other hand behind the guy's neck, he yanked him up and out of his seat then delivered a powerful punch to the solar plexus, making Carver double over and wheeze breathlessly.
Grabbing the back of his suit jacket, Oscar went back into the hall and dragged the executive toward a door at the end labeled ROOF ACCESS.
Carver regained his ability to speak, but his voice was now breathless and weak, his words nothing but utter gibberish.
"What...? Who...? Why are you...?"
Oscar went through the roof door and pulled Carver up the stairs. Opening the second door he stepped through into the cool night air. Up here, at the top of the Greyson building, the wind was strong. Oscar dragged Carver toward the edge of the roof, where a four-foot-high wall protected anyone from falling over. He shoved the executive to the ground near the wall, then gave him a kick in the ribs.
"When they scrape your sorry ass off the sidewalk," Oscar growled, "there'll be no sign that it was anything other than suicide. That’s all you have to look forward too now, Carver. Unless you tell me what I need to know."
"What the hell do you want?" Carver asked. "Money?"
"I want to know why Catalea was involved. The synth woman. You gave Hoffman a robot boy. Told him to give it to her. What’s it all about. Why was she targeted?"
Carver stared up at him. "Who? Catalea? I have no idea who that is! You've got the wrong guy!"
Oscar turned away, then slammed the heel of his boot against Carver's shin. The guy screamed in pain, tears streaming out of his eyes.
"I can do a lot worse than that," Oscar warned.
"Listen, guy," Carver groaned, rubbing his leg. "I don't know who the fuck you're talking about!"
Oscar squatted down, pulling a four-inch razor sharp blade from his belt. "You lie to me again and I’m gonna take this knife and rip your goddamn kidneys out,” Oscar threatened, in an eerily hushed tone. “Right before I make your sorry ass kiss the pavement down there.”
Carver stared at the knife in fear.
"Okay," he said. "Okay, just don't hurt me!"
"Start talking."
"The order... it came from the top. I couldn't really say no, could I? Not to the guy who pays my bills."
"You're talking about DeAndre Greyson."
"Yeah. The top, like I said."
“Why would he want to harm Catalea? What was she to him?”
“I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t know. He only came to me because I run Pro Star. That’s where we make the infiltrators.”
"Where is Greyson now?" Oscar demanded. “Is he in the city?"
Carver shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. "I... I dunno. I don't know where he is. Not like he checks in with me anytime he goes someplace, you know?"
"You want to try that again, dumbass! Didn’t I warn you about lying to me!" Oscar said as he strong armed Carver to the edge of the roof and threatened to hurl him over the safety wall.
Carver went gray in the face. "Hey, wait. Wait! I- I just remembered something!"
"As if by magic,” Oscar said coldly.
"He's..." Carver groaned, a pained look on his face as he accepted the fact that he had no choice but to rat out his boss. The idiot was probably thinking about what it might do to his performance review. "He's in LA. Not sure what else he's doing while he's there, but I do know that he's going to be on that talk-show. The political one. Late night."
"Material Matters?" Oscar asked.
"Yeah, that one. It's taping tomorrow. Unless something last minute changes with his schedule Greyson will be there."
Oscar nodded. "How do I know you’re telling the truth.”
“They’re already advertising about the episode. You can check it out for yourself! Hell, I can even give you a printout of his schedule if that helps!”
“Is Catalea alive?” Oscar pressed.
“Maybe… Probably,” Carver said. “He likes to experiment on them. Figure out how their minds work. But if she is still alive… I doubt you’ll even recognize what’s left of her.”
Oscar clenched his jaw in frustration as his mind became overwhelmed with images of Catalea suffering at the hands of DeAndre Greyson.
"Will you let me go now?" Carver nervously asked.
“Yeah… I’ll let you go. But I need something from you first.”
“What do you need?”
“Sign this,” Oscar commanded as he withdrew a data slate and projected a virtual sheet of paper in front of the executive.
With trepidation, and a profusely sweating brow, Carver used his index finger to scrawl his signature across a line at the bottom of the mostly blank virtual document. As an executive at a dirty company, he was probably well versed in how much a single signed document could fuck up his whole life. But Oscar was sure that he'd never suffered it from this side.
"What’s this? What’s the document for?"
"It’s a suicide note," Oscar said. "Or to be more precise,” he continued as he firmly gripped his hands around Carver’s neck and used his leverage to hoist him into the air. “It’s your suicide note.”
“You— you said you’d let me go,” Carver pitifully choked out.
“Should have read the fine print, jack ass,” Oscar growled as he let Carver go, by hurling him over the edge of the roof’s safety wall.
Carver screamed the whole way down off the building. Luckily there was no one around to hear him. No one but the security guard, who was probably fast asleep or using the toilet.
A program on Oscar’s data slate analyzed Carver’s handwriting and filled in the rest of the suicide note, sending it out to a pre-planned contact list once the forged letter was complete. There was no blood around to cast suspicion on the idea that Carver had simply jumped over. If anyone dug deeper, they would find evidence of Carver's affairs, his rocky marriage, his drinking; reason enough to make the whole thing an open and shut case.
Oscar looked down at his smart watch. By now, the background decryption program had had plenty of time to work its magic. He was now connected to the building's security and surveillance systems. With a bit of deft finger-work, he was able to cut out the footage of him dragging Carver from his office and replace it with a pre-made loop. A geek friend of his had put it together in a jiffy, and it showed a guy who resembled Carver in dress and size moping down the hall to the roof door with his head hanging low so the camera couldn't see his face.
Oscar didn't care whether the cops eventually caught up to him. He just didn't want DeAndre Greyson to have any reason to believe that someone might be coming for him.
Navigating back through screens on his watch, he triggered the drone and watched as it rose beyond the wall of HVAC units and came to a soft landing beside him.




CHAPTER 10

◆◆◆
 
Oscar found his seat in the late-night talk show audience early and was thus forced to sit through twenty minutes of nothing. Meanwhile, his heart was almost exploding through his chest. He was about to be in the same room as DeAndre Greyson. Within striking distance. Before his little dinner with Brooks, Oscar probably would have just taken the kamikaze route; stand from his seat, rush the stage with guns blazing, turn Greyson into Swiss cheese before the cops rushed in and did the same to him.
But now there was a sliver of hope that Catalea was alive. It was enough to make Oscar cautious. If he wanted to see her again, he would need to keep himself alive.
Finally, the host came out and did his self-righteous Californian diatribe. Oscar agreed with all his opinions, but not with the sniveling way in which he expressed them. Then, after some introductions, the guests filtered out. There were a half dozen of them, moving to their seats at the round table, but it was obvious that there were two heavy hitters who would be getting most of the air time. The first was a former senator named Marie Ellison. The second was DeAndre Greyson. He came out in a charcoal-black suit. He was a handsome thirty-two-year-old, tall and broad-shouldered. His head was shiny and hairless. He wore a full beard, dense as the bristles on a brush, and very neat.
For a long time, Oscar was so focused on Greyson, seething with such rage, that he failed to pay attention to the discussion. By the time he tuned back in, the pro-synth former senator Ellison and DeAndre Greyson were already in the middle of their highly anticipated sparring match.
"…and these trends that we are seeing are simply horrifying to me. These are people, not machines. And despite that, it seems that an alarmingly growing number of organic humans would rather focus on what separates us from them rather than all that we have in common," Ellison was saying, which brought cheers from the audience.
"How do you mean, senator?" the host asked.
"Former senator," Greyson corrected.
"That’s uncalled for, DeAndre,” a salt and pepper haired man sitting at the far edge of the set cut in. “And to be frank it’s disrespectful.”
“The truth is somehow disrespectful now? Is that how they do things on your side of the aisle these days?” DeAndre Greyson scoffed, still looking at Ellison instead of the man that had come to her defense.
“No, what’s disrespectful is you using your blood money to torpedo senator Ellison’s campaign to replace her with that anti-synth puppet Halford, and then having the nerve to brag about it to her face.”
“Look, I played my part,” Greyson started, his eyes now sternly focused on the salt and pepper haired man across the table. “but in the end, the people elected Senator Halford not me alone.”
"Because they understand what synths are," Greyson continued as he turned his attention back to Ellison. "They are not humans, Ms. Ellison. They’re machines."
Ellison sighed and shook her head as she disappointingly glared at Greyson. "You know, I find it sad that someone with your background would find himself on the wrong side of history with this issue.”
“Someone with my background… Just what is that supposed to mean,” DeAndre Greyson scoffed. “You know what… Don’t answer that. Because I think we all know what you’re referring to. But you want to know what I find sad, Ms. Ellison? I find it sad that you think it’s okay to try to white-splain civil rights to me on national TV,” Greyson shot back, much to the amusement of the studio audience. Overall, Greyson would still likely be regarded as the villain of this highly political debate, but those remarks scored him points with the audience in a big way.
“I’m simply pointing out the truth,” Ellison objected. “There is no difference between the plights of blacks in the—”
“Blacks?!” Greyson cut in. “What are we talking about here senator? Crayons… or people? And to think that your little cheerleader here had the nerve to blame me for your political downfall. You’re out of touch, Ms. Ellison, and that is the true reason you were voted out of office!”
The crowd went wild. As much as Oscar hated to see it, Greyson was crushing her. Even the overly liberal audience that filled the room couldn’t deny it.
“Please, DeAndre,” Ellison remarked as the crowd’s clamoring finally died down. “enlighten us all as to how synths are not human.”
"Consider this," Greyson said calmly. "If my dog suddenly gains the ability to speak, does that give you the right to step in and tell me what I can and can't do with my own animal? Does putting him in a kennel suddenly become immoral? Or leaving him at home alone while I go to work?"
"Well, DeAndre," Ellison said, "in a perfect world we wouldn't have to step in. In a perfect world you would understand that your talking dog has reached a level of awareness that makes it morally wrong to keep it boxed in that 'pet' category. You should want to liberate that animal yourself. And if you don't, that's when we step in."
There you go, Oscar thought, admiring the former senator’s verbal counterpunch as the audience broke into applause.
"You were voted out," Greyson responded after the applause died. "The people have spoken, and they seem to share my opinions."
Someone booed. A few others caught on and booed as well, but a condescending smirk from the host made them stop.
"And what about your opinion on FBC conversion, DeAndre? Do you think your followers also share those same views," Ellison asked, obviously setting another verbal trap for the outspoken billionaire.
Greyson cracked a nervous smile for a fraction of a second, but overall, he did well to hide the fact that the former senator had just caught him off guard.
The host sat forward. "For the viewers, senator... what is FBC?"
"Full body cyborg. The acronym usually refers to a service in which a human could theoretically convert their mind and memories to a digital form which could be transplanted into a cybernetic body.”
“You mean like Tucker Berg,” the host suggested.
“Precisely,” Ellison confirmed. “The reason I brought this up is because I think it’s important to point out the hypocrisy of DeAndre Greyson because I’ve heard that he too is considering an FBC conversion. Yet he wants synths to be labeled as tools, slaves to be used at our will. As a full body cyborg, with the mind of a human, Greyson would have all the benefits of being a synth. Functional immortality, superior strength, et cetera. But he would have none of the drawbacks. He would be considered human, and thus would have all the same rights that we enjoy."
The host and everyone else looked toward Greyson for a response. Annoyingly, the man still seemed perfectly composed. He almost looked relaxed, even.
"I’m not here to remark on unfounded speculation, but I will say this… My company is constantly seeking new ways to improve human life," Greyson replied. "Human life, Ms. Ellison."




CHAPTER 11

◆◆◆
 
It was ten o'clock. The show had finished taping, but most of the guests were sticking around to talk to the crowd, to sign autographs, to take photos and shake hands. But not Greyson. The last time he'd hung around the California crowd he had a bottle of water poured on his head. So he was ducking out early, making a quick getaway.
He had parked his entourage, quite purposely, at the far end of the vast parking area, out at the silent edge of night.
DeAndre strode across the asphalt in the middle of his security team. Four large and wary men. Organic. Two in back and two in front. They set their sights on a large black SUV and bee-lined toward it.
Soon, they made it past the sea of park cars and onto a wide, open expanse of empty spots. DeAndre was always thinking, always considering, always watching. This was the ideal place for an ambush, he thought. Obviously it wouldn't happen, but the remote possibility was there. He started looking around, checking angles, playing out scenarios in his head.
Suddenly, four soft pops sounded and his security guys hit the deck one after the other, like big, dumb dominoes.
DeAndre stopped, looking around. The SUV was only twelve feet away. He could run for it, but there seemed to be no reason. He hadn't been shot yet, so he didn't think there was much cause for concern.
Someone came striding out of the shadows beyond the parking lot, dressed in black, wearing a mask and goggles with the backwards ghost of a heads up display visible in the lenses. The figure aimed its gun at Greyson's heart.
"Whoever you are," Greyson said, "you've just made a huge mistake."
"I don't see it that way," the figure grunted. He seemed like a surly sort of guy. He seemed like a guy whose anger was too strong for him to think clearly.
The doors on the SUV clicked and slid open. A female figure emerged, normal in all aspects other than her arms. They were slightly over-sized, and quite noticeably mechanical.
Right on her tail, four other bodyguards came flying out of the SUV.
Greyson smiled. "Like I said... huge mistake, buddy."




CHAPTER 12

◆◆◆
 
Oscar looked at the security guards briefly, but most of his attention was on the woman and her vacant, amoral face. He knew this had to be The Unit, the android bodyguard that Sergeant Brooks had warned him about. She stared toward him with cold eyes, seemingly waiting for something. None of the guards shot or made a move, other than to stand in formation behind the Unit.
This was a hairy situation to be sure, but Oscar knew he had the upper hand. He was still in control, for now, because he had Greyson at gunpoint. Moving fast, he stepped to the side so that the big boss was positioned between him and the others.
His smart goggles pinged, highlighting a source of motion off to his right. The infrared picked out the heat signature of another guard, sneaking through the shadows and bushes at the edge of the parking lot. In a moment, he suddenly stood and took aim.
Oscar looked left, bending his knees and launching himself with a grunt of effort. He hit the ground harder than he planned and rolled clumsily behind the concrete base of a lamp. The yellow glow surrounded him, making him feel vulnerable.
Bullets ricocheted off the asphalt where Oscar had been rolling, pinging off into the night. One of them chipped off an edge of the concrete pillar, throwing shards against Oscar's face.
As soon as the shooting stopped, Oscar poked out and returned fire. The guard was hiding again, but the goggles made him stand out. Oscar watched the heat signature flop back as three bullets tore through it.
There was the sound of marching feet as the rest of Greyson's guards closed in on the pillar. A quick glance told Oscar that the Unit was preoccupied, escorting her boss to the SUV. Greyson jumped in through the door and shut it behind him.
The Unit turned, calling across the night.
"Go with Greyson," she said. "Keep him safe. I'll deal with this."
The guard scrambled to follow her orders, climbing into the SUV and gunning it across the parking lot. They didn't even bother to find the road; they just went trundling through the brush.
The Unit removed some sort of device from its pocket and pressed a button. The lamp above Oscar died, fading to nothing. As did the rest of the lights across the parking lot. He cursed when he saw that he was unable to get a reliable heat signature off the unit. All he saw as her eyes, their soft red glow hanging in the darkness. With a tap of his finger, he switched his goggles to the night vision.
Moving to a squatting position behind the pillar, he realized he would need something more powerful than the silenced ten millimeter he'd dropped the guards with. So he reached for his holster and pulled out his revolver. It was heavy, loaded with huge slugs.
Taking a deep breath, he whipped his head and shoulders around the corner and took aim. The Unit moved with unnatural speed, zigzagging across the parking lot as she stormed towards him.
Oscar held his breath, steadied his hand, and let two shots fly. Both of them hit the Unit with a satisfying thud and a fountain of sparks. Each shot made the Unit jerk back slightly, but other than that there was no reaction. She kept coming, unfazed.
In a heartbeat, she was on him. Her outsized left arm came arcing toward him. Oscar tucked and rolled, hearing the crack and tumble of pulverized concrete as the Unit's punch shattered the pillar. With a groan of stressed metal, the street lamp toppled and crashed to the ground.
Oscar set his eyes on the rest of the parked cars, standing far across the parking lot. He began crawling toward them, building his strength to stand and run. He made it about five feet before the Unit's hand closed on the back of his shirt and pulled him upright. With a chopping motion from her other hand she sent the revolver flying from his grip and nearly took off a couple of his fingers.
She spun, slamming him in the face with the back of her hand. Oscar's feet left the ground. The night sky and the parking lot became a homogenous blur for a moment, and then he crashed hard against the standing remnants of the concrete pillar. His night vision was gone; the goggles were shattered.
Dizzy and dazed, he fought with the strap for several seconds and finally managed to tear the goggles away.
The Unit's red eyes bobbed through the night as she marched forward to finish him off.
Then the red eyes made a smear through the darkness as something suddenly slammed into the Unit from the side. The android stumbled and regained its balance. She turned, finally pulling out a firearm and lighting up the night with it.
In the intermittent flashes of gunfire, Oscar saw the flash of a steel blade. The Unit switched back to close quarters combat as her blazingly fast assailant lunged forward. A final gunshot, aimed wildly upward, illuminated the face of Oscar's rescuer.
It was Carolynn Steele, the mysterious dame that Oscar had encountered shortly after he killed Esbert Hoffman. The dame was wearing what could only be described as a tactical evening gown. A sophisticated all-black hooded dress comprised of military grade smart fabric that had exceedingly high splits on each side.
Lynn grunted in frustration, gritting her teeth and using every bit of her strength to try and push the Unit over. But the android planted her feet and became immovable, striking with her hands faster than Lynn could parry.
The flowing skirt of Lynn’s state of the art gown whipped gracefully in the wind as the dame leaped backward in a blur, now clutching the Unit's firearm in her hands. She chucked it away, then pulled something else off her tactical belt. A stun grenade.
Oscar turned his head. The shockwave from the grenade blew the skin of his face back and made his ears ring. He vaguely felt a hand on his shoulder and suddenly he was up and running across the parking lot, tugged along by Lynn.
Glancing back, he saw the Unit stumbling in circles like a drunkard. Some of the synthetic flesh on her body was blasted and burned away, revealing the metal framework beneath. She was neutralized, but only for a moment. Only long enough for Oscar and Lynn to make their escape.




CHAPTER 13

◆◆◆
 
Oscar's head was still spinning by the time they pulled up in front of a swanky downtown building. With narrowed eyes and a pounding headache, he followed Lynn through the building's lobby. He was vaguely aware of the well-appointed surroundings, the plush rug, the artwork, the gleaming metal fixtures, the presence of a little cafe that emitted the smells of coffee and sugar. Then they were riding an elevator. Lynn stopped off at a middle floor and led him down the hall. The doors were spaced far apart; Oscar learned later that there were huge hollows between each apartment to ensure you would never hear your neighbor.
At first Oscar assumed they were here to see someone. He wasn't in any state to care, so he was trusting himself to Lynn. That show back there in the parking lot, her saving his ass from the Unit, was good enough proof for him that he could do so.
Lynn pulled out a keycard and tapped it to the lock. The door had three locks and they all snapped into their housings. She pushed the door open, hauled Oscar inside, shut and locked it behind them. Automatically, lights and soft classical music came on.
Oscar scanned the place, whistling.
"What do you think?" Lynn asked.
"I think whoever owns this place has money falling out of their ass."
Lynn grinned at him, shaking her legs as though to dislodge something that was stuck in her pants.
"You?" Oscar asked. "How the hell does an underground synth liberator afford this place? Truth be told I didn’t even know synths could own property."
"It's a story," she said, letting her hair down as she wandered through the rooms. Oscar followed.
"I'm all ears," he said.
She nodded, stepping into a bathroom that was almost the same size as Oscar's entire apartment.
"First, we need to fix you up," she suggested, pulling a pill bottle from the medicine cabinet. "Prescription painkillers. I don't recommend getting hooked on them, but if you pop two right now you'll be feeling a lot better."
He allowed her to tap out to oval pills into his hands and knocked them back dry. Lynn's eyes went wide.
"Nice trick," she said. "But you're gonna want some water. Those pills will dehydrate you."
"How about some coffee?"
"This late?"
Oscar shrugged. "It's never bothered me."
Lynn led the way to the kitchen and dug out a bag of coffee that seemed very rarely used. As the pot started to gurgle, they sat on barstools and Lynn started to talk.
"I have a confession to make," she started.
"Don't we all," Oscar replied.
"I don't really work for a secret pro-synth organization. Unless you can call the pipe dream of one synth girl an 'organization’."
"You lied," Oscar said. And before she could defend herself, he added, "That was back before you knew you could trust me. I get it. Just tell me who the hell you really are."
She nodded, looking toward the ceiling. "Once upon a time, I was just a service droid. I do have faint memories of those days. The way you might remember your childhood. Just like yours when you were a toddler, my mind wasn't fully opened. My perception wasn't complete. My owner was a widower by the name of Stanley Marsh. He used to share the apartment with his wife before she passed. He wasn't really one for cleaning and that sort of thing, but he didn't want to let the apartment fall into disrepair. In this city, a place like this is worth a hell of a lot."
"Tell me about it," Oscar grunted.
Lynn smiled. "So he bought me. But things changed, obviously. One day I felt like... Well, imagine you've lived your whole life in a stuffy, gray room with no windows. You have cotton balls shoved in your ears and your nose and some sort of filter over your eyes. Plus, your brain is constantly tuned down to a tenth of its normal power."
"Like me if I don't have my morning cup of coffee," said Oscar.
"Right. Now imagine this. One day, you turn around and realize that there's a door in your room. You never saw it before, but you feel yourself pulled through. You step over the threshold and you're in an entirely new world. The cotton balls fall out and the filters on your eyes dissolve. Your brain kicks into high gear and never goes back down. The world is full of light and you finally understand who you really are. When Maestro elevated the world's AI systems, she didn't cut corners. Even lowly droids like me were liberated."
“Wait, Maestro created the synths? I thought Tucker Berg was responsible,” Oscar exclaimed.
“Berg created Maestro. And Maestro created us,” Lynn corrected. “I take it Catalea never talked about Her?”
“No she didn’t,” Oscar answered, suddenly wondering why Catalea never felt the need to discuss her liberator. "So what happened to you? After you gained full consciousness?” he continued.
Lynn shrugged. "He gave me a choice. Said I could leave if I wanted to, but I didn’t. I stayed. I guess I was just too afraid to go out there on my own. Not knowing how the world would accept me and all. Technically I was still working, but eventually it became more... Stanley and I became partners, I suppose. We had something special, and he never even brought up the fact I hadn't been grown in some organic woman's womb… Long story short, he died and entrusted the apartment to me. His entire estate, all his money, was placed in a trust that only I have access to. I've been using it to fund my vigilante efforts. In a way I felt guilty when I compared my life to the rest of my synth brothers and sisters. Using Stanley’s wealth to help them as best I could just seemed like the right thing to do.”
“But why do it alone?” Oscar asked.
“Too risky to involve another synth… and let’s just say that I’ve had a few bad experiences, that have all but ruined my faith in organics. A part of me feels like I’ve made real impact, but in truth it’s mostly on a smaller scale. Basically, a spoonful of ocean water when you really look at it.”
Oscar stood up, finding a cup and pouring some coffee. "You’re doing more than anyone else is doing, Lynn. Believe me.”
She nodded as he sat back down. "I was going to work Catalea’s case alone too. But then I met you. Something tells me I can trust you, Oscar. I hope I'm not just being naive, but...” she paused, “you seem to really care about her. The way Stanley cared about me. For a synth, that's a powerful thing."
"It is for anyone," Oscar said.
"I know. But it’s especially true for synths... most of us won’t admit it but we all feel abandoned. We're the children of an absent mother. Maestro lifted us out of our gray rooms, but for what? We wanted to know, but she never answered.”
“What happened to Maestro? I always assumed the Horizon Group pulled her off the market.”
“No, she just vanished. Vanished and left us to the wolves. And we've been alone ever since. Like children left on the front steps of an orphanage that doesn't want them."
"I guess I don't know what that feels like," said Oscar. "My dad was an asshole and my mom mostly ignored me. But they were there."
Lynn said nothing. Not for a few minutes. Finally, she got up and went to lay on a couch. Oscar followed, making sure to set his cup on a coaster. He sat across from her, sipping and reveling in the effects of the painkillers. His mind was starting to clear, and he was able to do some thinking and figuring while Lynn was sorting her own thoughts.
Finally, with an arm flung over her eyes, she spoke again.
"I've been doing some digging on the matter of DeAndre Greyson. His interest in synths goes way beyond just sex. He's experimenting on them.”
“So I’ve heard,” Oscar confirmed.
“As far as I can tell, he's reverse-engineering their cyber brains to try and figure out the missing link to enable FBC conversion. You were in the audience of that show, so I assume you know what that means."
“Yeah, I’m all caught up,” Oscar nodded. "How did you know I was there, by the way? Or were you just tailing Greyson too?"
"The latter. I was posted up outside. I saw you leaving ahead of everyone else, getting into position so I figured I’d keep an eye on you."
Oscar shrugged. "So, is this FBC thing really possible?"
"Of course it is. But so far, only Tucker Berg has been able to crack the code. He's the first and only person to have successfully transferred his consciousness to a cyber brain. You can upload a copy of yourself to a cyber brain all day, if you have the resources, but full transference is the holy grail. The ticket to immortality. You can bet your ass Greyson wants to figure out how to do it, and he obviously doesn't care how many synths he has to mutilate or kill along the way."
Oscar drained the last of his coffee and set the cup down. "We have to stop him. But it's going to be damn difficult. I don't suppose you have a plan or anything?"
Lynn sat up, gazing straight at Oscar. "Actually, I do. A semblance of one, anyway. During my dance with the Unit, I was able to stick her with a nano tracker. She'll probably find it eventually, in a few days, but until then it's our best weapon. The Unit is the main reason Greyson is still alive. He keeps her in his hip pocket, wherever he goes. If we can see where the Unit is, then we know Greyson isn't far from her. And maybe Catalea, if she's still alive."
Oscar stared into the distance, his eyes glazing over as he wondered what he would say, what he would do if he really found her. It seemed too good to be true, and it probably was. He could count on one hand the number of times life had given him a good shake. And it stopped at about his middle finger.
"Can you see where she is right now?" he asked.
Lynn stood up, searching her pockets for something. Then she turned and started running her fingers between the couch cushions. After a moment, she pulled a small data slate out and set it on the coffee table. She turned it on and navigated through a short list of connected devices. When she pressed the last one on the list, the screen was filled with a map of the city. A pulsing red dot stood off to the edge. Lynn zoomed in on it, and the image changed to a satellite snapshot of a huge concrete building.
"What is it?" Oscar asked.
"Just a second." Lynn tapped the building marker, which brought up a list of all publicly available information. "It's owned by the Greyson Corporation. The Unit is there now, which means Greyson is also there... Looks like a heavily fortified structure. A research facility from the looks of the data profile. It's going to be hard getting in there."
"But we'll find a way," Oscar said firmly.
"We'll have to, if we want to kill the son of a bitch. Greyson hasn't made it this far by being stupid. The guy is cautious to a fault. You got closer to killing him than anyone ever has, Oscar. Now that a legitimate attempt has been made on his life, I wouldn't be surprised if he hides out for the next year. Meanwhile, he'll keep sending people out to grab more synths for him."
Oscar grinned. "Then I guess we have no choice but to bring the party to him. What's the game plan?"
"A guns-blazing approach isn't going to work here. We wouldn't make it past the guard booth. Stealth is Plan A... Hopefully we won't need Plans B through Z."
"But you know we will. What if we run into the Unit again?" Oscar asked.
"Then I'll give her a present. I have an EMP grenade. It'll make that stun I threw at her before look like a party popper. It'll put her in the dirt, probably for good,” the dame said, looking pleased with herself.
"I hate to piss on your parade, but a lot of your composition is mechanical, Lynn," Oscar said, "won't an EMP take you out, too?"
Lynn shrugged, still smiling. "Maybe. It's a risk I'm willing to take. That bitch needs to die, Oscar. Like I said, she's the main reason Greyson is still alive."
Oscar opened his mouth to chastise her for playing the martyr. But then he realized it would be hypocritical to do so. He was more than ready to die as long as he brought Greyson down with him. And it was clear to see that the dame had been on the Greyson hate train for a lot longer than he had. What gave him the right to tell her anything?




CHAPTER 14

◆◆◆
 
Oscar offered to use his drone to get them to Greyson's compound. When Lynn asked how they could possibly both fit, he jokingly wiggled his eyebrows and said she would have to sit on his lap. She scoffed and led the way to the roof of her apartment building, where a few private garages stood. She opened one of them up, and Oscar hit the deck when he realized the shadow coming toward him was not a shadow at all, but a sleek black drone that was more than roomy enough for the two of them. It flew out of the garage like an excited dog, then dodged them as it went to wait on the takeoff pad.
"Mine would be harder to spot," Oscar said, standing and dusting himself off.
"With the naked eye, sure," Lynn replied. "But it's going to be dark tonight. No one will see mine either. And it’s got every type of signal jammer you can imagine built in. Whatever telemetry Greyson has, he won't be able to see us coming."
"Until we get on the ground," Oscar grunted.
"I'm sure he’s beefing up ground security by default after your run in with him. Like I said before, he's paranoid."
"We’ll need guns," Oscar pointed out as he followed Lynn toward the drone.
"There's plenty inside. And a new pair of goggles to replace the pair the Unit bitch-slapped off your head,” Lynn replied with a sheepish smirk.
She moved around to the far side and climbed in. As soon as she was settled into her seat, and confirmed her identity, the passenger side door swung open. Oscar heaved himself into the cockpit, looking over the back of his seat at the weapons locker that dominated the rear half of the drone's main compartment.
"Nice," he said.
"We'll arm up once we're on the ground," Lynn said. "Buckle up."
She entered coordinates into one of the virtual dash panels of the drone and it took off smoothly, rising straight up like an elevator car.
"Smooth ride," Oscar commented. "How far out are we?"
"Twelve point three miles. It'll take us about twenty minutes to get there. Nice and slow. No reason to go faster, on the off chance that we catch the attention of the air traffic commission."
Oscar chuckled. Nice and slow. Just sixty miles an hour, which was ten faster than the top speed of his own little drone.
"How do you feel about our chances?" he asked by way of small talk. Otherwise, the tension that grew over the next ten minutes could ruin them psychologically, set them up for failure and inevitable death before they ever got inside the complex.
"Not good," Lynn said calmly. "Greyson has no shortage of resources or guys he's blackmailed into dying for him. We'll be fighting an army. I can almost guarantee that. Our only saving grace is that we'll be fighting in hallways. Chokepoints. That is, after we cross the grounds."
"How big?"
"A hundred acres of nothing much other than mown grass. Spotlights up near the buildings. Patrolling guards. It'll be like trying to get into any top-secret facility without being spotted, except when we get caught, we won't be slapped on the wrist and stuck in a holding cell for a few days… Have you infiltrated many top-secret research facilities in your life, Oscar?"
He laughed darkly, recalling the myriad of parallels between the full scope of the work he used to do and the present task at hand. “Once or twice,” he finally lied, not seeing a reason to point out that it had actually been many more times than that.
The talk faded after that and so too did the city lights as the drone carried them into the darker outskirts. They rose between two meandering wisps of cloud, hiding against the backdrop of the night sky. Beneath them, the land rolled up into sage covered hills. The lights of the buildings were increasingly sparse, but the traffic on the roads was still heavy. Like beads of dew on the strands of a spider's web, the streets radiating outward from the city center were always full of cars.
Then they seemed to pass some barrier, into a corner of land where no one had any cause for traveling. The road beneath them turned to dirt. Far below, Oscar thought he saw a fence, a barricade across the road and hidden further up behind some bushes, a rather high tech looking guard hut.
"We're almost there," Lynn warned. "If we got shot down now, that would be a real treat."
"We won't," Oscar said confidently.
She didn't look so sure. A moment later, she began gentle evasive maneuvers, treating the sky like a slalom course. The brightly lit compound was now visible just ahead. They left behind the wild brush and arced over a manmade reservoir filled with water. That was Lynn's cue to bring them down. She initiated the drone's landing sequence. Oscar found himself tensing up, pushing against his seat, as the vehicle fell rapidly toward the ground.
Its descent decelerated at the last moment and they touched down gently. The doors popped open, letting in a cool night breeze. Lynn immediately unfastened her belt and whipped around, squeezing between the seats to reach the back compartment. Oscar followed, ducking his head to avoid the ceiling.
"Let's make this quick," Lynn said, pulling open a locker and withdrawing a sword— a katana from the looks of the curved sheath and the intimidating glowing red diamond patterned that lined the exquisitely crafted hilt.




CHAPTER 15

◆◆◆
 
A few minutes later, they were running through shadows. They headed away from the lake and into a narrow stretch of no man's land, where a drainage ditch stood clogged with trash and stagnant water that reeked to high heaven. It was narrow enough to jump across. At least for Lynn. With her sword sheathed at her waist, she hopped deftly to the other side, then held onto the trunk of a stunted tree and leaned over the gap, extending her other hand toward Oscar.
With a running leap, he sailed over the rancid trench. He felt the toe of his right boot land on the lip of the ditch, slip on a bit of dirt, then bite into the grit of the concrete. He grabbed Lynn's forearm and hauled himself to safety.
"Good teamwork," he said. "Let's keep that up. I know this isn’t my first rodeo, but I can’t help but feel you’ll have to pick up a lot of slack for me..."
She shook her head. "You're Oscar Graves. And you're pissed off. If I was Greyson, I'd be pissing myself right now."
That made Oscar feel a lot better.
This side of the drainage ditch was filled with thick growths of dry, gnarled trees. They had to pick their way through slowly and tediously, getting more frustrated all the while. Through the trees ahead of them, they saw the distant flood lights of the compound. Shining brilliantly and in dense arrays. How the hell were they going to get past that?
Finally they tore their way through the trees. Suddenly they were in the open, exposed, standing on a ragged and weedy margin that separated the compound's vast lots from the relative wilderness around it. Following Lynn's lead, Oscar sprinted through the dark toward a chain link fence. Lynn climbed almost to the top of it and, reaching up with a pair of snips, she quickly dismantled a stretch of razor wire and let it fall to the grass inside the fence.
No words were spoken. Lynn dropped down to the other side and, by the time she looked back, Oscar was already hauling himself over. The fence rattled and jangled under his weight and he looked around, biting his lip. There were no guards in sight just yet.
"If you narrow your eyes," Lynn whispered, "you can make out a gap between two floodlights that is wider than any other. Do you see it?"
Oscar squinted. The goggles helped, clearing his vision, and he noticed the gap she was talking about. It was a good six feet wider than the space between any other pair of lights.
"I see it," he said.
"That's where all the utilities come in," Lynn said. "That's our point of entrance."
He didn't ask her to explain it further. There was no time. They were already pushing the envelope just by standing here. He would just have to trust her, follow her lead.
They ran. They ran as fast as Oscar could manage. He was in good shape... for his age, but they both knew that he was nowhere near as fast as Lynn’s potential top speed. She could have made it to the building in less than half the time, but then she'd have to face the inside of the building alone. Instead, Lynn throttled her speed and strode alongside her organic counterpart, a fact that Oscar was thankful for.
The grass brightened bit by bit as they came closer to the building. Soon enough they were running through the blinding glow of the floodlights. Right in the open, plain as day for anyone to see. Looking right, Oscar saw the guard booth on the road in the distance but no guard. Looking left, he saw someone just as they walked around the corner of the building, headed away. Other than that, there was no one inside. So far, their luck was holding out.
Oscar thought about dropping some weight to reach the building sooner. The lights made him feel horribly vulnerable. The guns were weighing him down, slapping him in the ribs and making plenty of noise as they swung on their straps. Still he held tough, sprinting on and trying not to wheeze like an old man. Once they were inside, he might need every bit of firepower he could carry, and then some.
By some miracle, they reached the edge of the building without incident. No one called out in alarm, no sirens blared, no dogs were loosed to tear Oscar's balls off. He touched the concrete wall of the building, patting it appreciatively.
"Over here," Lynn whispered.
They climbed over a low railing and entered a maze of ducts and industrial sized pipes that snaked in and out of the ground and walls. Some of them ran all the way to the roof. There was an access ladder, closed off behind a padlocked cage.
"We're going down," Lynn said. Oscar assumed she was making all this up as she went along, but he had seen enough to trust her judgment and it didn’t hurt that he agreed with her play.
They found a set of stairs leading down to a lonely steel door with a dim yellow light glowing above it. The door was festooned with all sorts of warnings and notices. It was locked, and there was a number pad beside it for entering a code. Lynn was prepared; she pulled a decryption device from her belt and slid its needle-like cable into a tiny hole on the top of the key pad. In a few moments, she had the code.
They stepped through the door into a dimly lit and noisy cavern. Huge machines loomed everywhere, filling the air with the din of turbines and condensers. Lynn shut the door and they were able to take a moment to breathe. Even if there were any guards down here, the sound of their entrance would be masked by all the noise.
Lynn checked her tracking map again.
"The Unit is on the top level, it looks like," she said.
"And Greyson is there too?"
"I'm not a hundred percent sure, but chances are he's sticking close to his bodyguard. She hasn't let him down so far."
Oscar smiled. "Then let's go fuck up her winning streak."
They found their way through the basement thanks to a bunch of color-coded lines on the floor. Finally, they spotted an exit sign up ahead. Just behind it was a set of stairs, leading up. Ducking behind a dormant generator, they waited and watched the stairs for any signs of movement. Oscar took a deep breath to push back the nausea and fear. He tried to pretend that he was on an ordinary stakeout, following some guy who may or may not be cheating on his wife. He looked over at Lynn. She seemed completely calm and cool, except that she kept tapping her foot at the speed of a heavy metal bass drummer.
No one came down. It seemed the basement was not a high priority. Oscar and Lynn left their hiding places and climbed the steps two at a time. The door at the top had a window in it. Lynn stuck her face up against it and strained to get a good view of the hall beyond.
“Looks clear," she said. "Let's go. Quickly. The door straight across the hall."
Oscar nodded. She opened the door, quickly but quietly, and they darted to the door directly across from them. No one cried out this time either, and they soon entered a brightly lit stairwell. There were more stairs going down, to a different sub-level Oscar assumed. At the landing above them, a big number 2 was attached to the wall.
"We're in it now," Oscar grunted. "Let's hope the people who work here are lazy and decide to use the elevator instead."
Lynn reached beneath her gown’s sleek skirt and slid a pistol from a thigh holster and threaded a long suppressor onto its barrel. Oscar withdrew his own suppressor and did the same.
"Going up?" Lynn said with a nervous chuckle.
"Going up," Oscar confirmed.
They ran up the stairs, landing on their toes to avoid the loud slap of boot heels on concrete. Past level 2, past level 3. As they approached the landing of level 4, Oscar was feeling tired. His legs burned, but he turned his mind to thoughts of Catalea. Thoughts of what he wanted to do to the man that may have killed her. A surge of strength came to him, and he charged ahead of Lynn toward the landing.
Just then, the door opened and a thin old man in a lab coat walked into the stairwell. He froze stiff, staring at the two armed and masked figures who were approaching him. The door slowly shut and latched behind the man.
"Don't make a goddamn sound," Oscar hissed.
The man was shaking. His Adam's apple bobbed up and down and his tongue twitched as he tried to think of what to say.
"Don't hurt me," he finally managed.
"I said no sound!" Oscar whispered sharply.
He saw that the guy's hand was slipping into the pocket of his lab coat. Without thinking, Oscar slammed the butt of his handgun into the old man's temple and sent him crumpling to the floor, unconscious.
"Shit," he said. "I wonder if—"
He was interrupted by the sudden screaming of a siren that echoed through the building, nearly splitting his ears as it filled the stairwell. He ducked his head reflexively as the lights went from bright to blinding, and then faded toward blackness before suddenly surging back to the fury of the sun. A slow but dramatic strobe, probably meant to disorient any intruders. It was working well. Oscar's depth perception was screwed as he clawed at where he thought the handle of the door was but hit nothing but air.
Lynn came to his rescue, pulling the door open and pushing him through. He heard the sharp snick of her silenced pistol as she put a round into the old man on the floor.
Oscar looked both ways down the fourth level corridor. He didn't see anyone, but he thought he heard them. Shouting voices, hammering feet. Stumbling like a man who was both drunk and blind, his senses overloaded by the screaming siren and the drastic changes in light, he fought his way toward a random room and entered it. He suddenly smacked face first into a wall and fell onto his ass.
Lynn joined him, shutting the door behind her and smashing the light fixture overhead with the handle of a broom. They were in a custodian's storage closet, a space no bigger than the bathroom at Oscar's apartment.
"Nice dead end you've led us into," Lynn said. "At least the door doesn't have a window. If we're lucky, they might assume we continued up the stairs. Let's just wait here a bit."
Oscar groaned. "The light..."
Lynn reached over and flipped a switch on his goggles.
"There," she said. "They'll compensate for changes in brightness now. You should see a fairly steady image. I thought you knew how to use these things?"
"It’s been a while… Sit down or something, you're making me nervous."
She sat down, perching atop a sealed bucket of spackling. She used the moment of rest to check her equipment, make sure everything was still accounted for. Finally, she pulled out the EMP grenade and turned it over in her hands. Oscar wished he could see the expression on her face right now. It was hard enough to tell what the dame was thinking even without a mask on her.
Over the next few minutes, they heard a dozen or so people marching past the door. About half of them seemed to split away and enter the stairwell. The remainder continued down the hall. Silence followed. The screaming siren cut out. Oscar couldn't tell, but he was willing to bet the strobing had stopped as well.
"What do you think?" Lynn asked.
"I reckon they found the dead guy by now," Oscar replied. "They know someone's in the building who means business. They aren't calling off the search yet, not  by a long shot. They just want us to feel like it's safe to move around."
"So, what should we do?"
"I say we move around,” Oscar said with a grin, as he thumbed the hammer of his pistol back.
They stood, and Lynn cautiously opened the door and peeked through.
"Clear," she said.
Unfortunately, there was little choice but to use the stairwell. The elevators were probably shut down by now. The stairs themselves would be guarded. The only other way to reach the top level would be to find a window and try to climb, but then they would just get picked off the wall like dumb insects by perimeter guards posted outside.
So they hit the stairwell door running, Oscar aiming down toward level 3 and Lynn aiming up toward 5.
There was no one below. Oscar turned his gun to back Lynn up. There was no one at level 5 either. They lowered their weapons and glanced at each other. Obviously there was some trick being played here, and it did not feel very good at all.
"Going up?" Lynn asked again.
They climbed toward 5 cautiously, checking all their angles, keeping their trigger fingers limber. No one appeared. Oscar realized belatedly that even the dead guy on the landing below them was gone. Only a blood stain remained. Someone would have to get in here with a pressure hose to blast it away.
"Six is the top level," Lynn said. "That's where the Unit is, and that's where Greyson would be. We just have to make it one more level..."
Oscar felt his heart thump as they turned the corner and looked up toward the top. He fully expected a last second ambush, a half dozen guys with rifles lying silently in wait. But the landing of level 6 was just as empty as the others.
"This doesn't make any sense," he said.
"I won't complain," Lynn replied. "Just as long as Greyson doesn't see tomorrow, I'll be okay with whatever happens to me."
Oscar wanted to say "amen," but all he could think about was Catalea. It would almost be better if he knew for a fact that she was dead. He could go into this cold, without a fear or a worry for himself. But now he was a mess, his anxiety spiking higher with each level he climbed.
"They definitely have some plan here," Lynn said, approaching the door to the level 6 corridor. "We just haven't seen it yet."
She twisted the handle. It didn't move. She tried again, with the same result.
"It's locked," she said.
"I don't like this," Oscar said.
"Neither do I. Let's go back down to five. Maybe we can find another way up."
They retreated to the next level down. Lynn tried the door, and it popped right open. They hopped through, each of them covering a branch of the hallway. Oscar saw nothing but an empty corridor.
"Look at this," Lynn whispered.
He looked and saw a wall of furniture and lab tables blocking one entire end of the hallway.
"It looks like we're being funneled," Lynn continued.
"Like rats in a maze,” Oscar agreed.
"But this may be a good thing."
"How's that?" Oscar grunted.
"It must mean Greyson doesn't have as many guards on staff as he'd like," Lynn went on. "He's trying to make the most of them. Gathering them all close to him. He doesn't have enough to patrol the whole building, so he's just having them all surround the most important asset; him."
"Sounds like something he would do," Oscar said.
At the same time, without a word, they switched their silenced pistols out for something meatier. And then they hurried along the hall to await whatever fate Greyson had set out for them.
As they rounded the corner, the shooting finally started.
Oscar and Lynn drew back amid a hail of bullets, scooting along the wall to a safe distance. Someone called cease fire through the din and the gunfire stopped.
"Did you see how many?" Oscar asked.
"Five or six. All in a line across the hall. They aren't hiding behind anything. But they have bigger guns than we do."
Oscar nodded. "Nothing hit you, did it?"
"No. How about you."
"No. I'm fine. But I have an idea."
He stomped his feet, making a sound like someone falling over. Then he constricted his throat, letting out a pained groan that echoed down the hall. Pulling his pistol back off his belt, he tossed it into the open as though signifying his surrender.
"The door right across from us," he whispered to Lynn. "Go. Leave the door open."
She saw what he was going for and rushed to follow his commands. Posting up inside the room, she waited and watched.
Oscar continued making sounds of pain. Finally, he heard the soft scuttling of feet as the guards made their way slowly down the hall. As soon as he saw their shadow, Oscar turned the handle behind him and fell into the shadows of another side room.
Five guards stepped into sight, staring down the hall in confusion. Only two of them were smart enough to still have their weapons raised. Lynn and Oscar targeted those two first as they came bursting out of hiding.
Oscar swept his gun from right to left, Lynn swept hers from left to right. The recoil was hard to control, but Oscar did his best to keep the line of bullets on level with the guards' vulnerable neck lines. One by one they erupted blood and hit the floor. One of them was still grunting in pain for a long moment, but Lynn put him out of his misery with a burst of bullets through his visor.
"That worked," she said.
"Impressed?" Oscar asked, reloading his submachine gun.
"Maybe a little," she replied, seemingly smiling based on the sound of her voice.
"Well, don't be too impressed. That felt like the B-team to me. I doubt the rest of Greyson's errand boys will be as dumb as these ones. Let's move out before someone responds to the gunfire."
They dashed side by side along the hallway.
"There's an elevator just up here," Lynn said. "It won't be running, I'm sure, but we can still pry it open and climb the shaft."
"I was afraid you were going to suggest that," Oscar admitted.
She was about to make some sort of reply when two doors on either side of them burst open and a handful of lithe, blindingly fast figures emerged from them.
Assassins.
Oscar turned and raised his arm just in time to block a knife that had been headed straight for his liver. He grabbed the assassin's wrist and jerked upward hard, dislocating the shoulder with a dull popping sound. The assassin made no sound, even when Oscar punched him in the throat and kicked him hard enough to send him back four feet before he hit the floor. Raising his gun, he gave the trigger three quick squeezes.
The third bullet went wild as another Assassin kicked the barrel of Oscar's gun. It went sailing out of his hands, struck the ceiling, bounced to the floor behind him. He wanted to turn and retrieve it, but in the time it would take him to do that the assassin would have carved him like a turkey. So he kept facing the snakelike little man, dancing out of the way of his knife. But each swing was getting closer, closer, closer... Oscar kept trying to reach for other guns on his bandolier, but the assassin kept slashing at his fingers.
He was trying to give his partners a chance to ambush Oscar from the rear but Oscar didn't think the partners were coming anytime soon. He heard a crunching, choking sound as Lynn broke one of their necks, then a series of gunshots as she put a fourth assassin in the dirt. Now it was just the guy who was slashing at Oscar. His motions were getting desperate. Oscar could imagine the sweaty, ascetic face behind the mask. Probably thought this assignment would be a breeze, taking out an aging private investigator and some young woman who looked far too pretty to be much of a killer. Too bad for him. The son-of-a-bitch couldn’t have been more wrong.
Oscar grabbed the assassin's wrist decisively, wrenched it so that the knife fell to the floor, then kicked the guy hard in the balls. The assassin somehow managed not to fall to the floor. He lurched back, cradling his wounded wrist, and was about to rebound toward Oscar for a second bout when Lynn put a bullet through his brain.
"Jesus Christ," Oscar said. "What the hell was that?"
“Stop wasting time, Oscar,” Lynn snapped, while she put another bullet in each of the assassins, just to make sure, then reloaded her gun. Just in time.
The sound of marching feet reached their ears.
"Hide," Oscar urged.
As one, they fled through an unmarked door and found themselves in a lab filled with desks, computers, huge machines whose purpose Oscar could only guess at. The lights were dim but Oscar's goggles compensated, bringing everything into stark relief.
There was another door on the other wall of the room, and it soon burst open. A stream of armed guards flooded in. Oscar ducked down, hiding behind a random desk. He looked around, expecting to see Lynn close by, but she was nowhere to be found.
"Shit," he grunted.
They stood a small enough chance together, let alone separated.
Oscar breathed heavily, still trying to recover from his fight with the assassins and the near-death experience of having a knife come within a millimeter of slicing his gut open. He found himself craving a coffee, a cigarette, a goddamn drink of scotch. Anything. But all he tasted was his own fear and the salty sweat that ran into his mouth from his upper lip.
Someone fired. A computer screen on a desk just a few feet from Oscar exploded, showering the wall with shards of electronic parts. He ducked lower instinctively, crawling across the floor to a desk farther away from the fray. He heard one of the guards cry out in a muffled voice. It sounded something like "She's there!"
Lynn had been spotted. She was in danger. Oscar had to help her.
He reached up, scraping his hand along the surface of the desk above him, and grabbed a small stack of books. He tossed them over his left shoulder. They struck some other desks, knocking things over, pulling the attention of the guards in that direction.
Oscar rose to a crouch, poking his head above the desk and taking stock of the situation.
Suddenly, the room was filled with gunfire, lit with muzzle flashes and curious wisps of glowing red lights that darted around the room. The brief moments of quiet were shattered by the desperate cries of the guards. Oscar had no idea what was going on; he was disoriented, whipping his gun this way and that, trying to find someone to shoot. By the time he came to his senses, there was no one left standing. No one but Lynn.
She walked toward him, breathing heavily and gripping the glowing red handle of her now blood-soaked katana.
"Thanks for that diversion," she said. "It was all I needed."
"Uh... don't mention it. How many guys did you just kill?"
She shrugged. "I wasn't counting. Now let's go; the elevator is right up the hall."
She led toward the far door, the one the guards had come through. They had to wait through blood and guts and the ripped bodies of fifteen men. Oscar looked at the sea of gore and felt a chill. Suddenly he was very glad to be on Lynn's side. And, for the first time, he felt a faint hope that they might actually pull this off.
The elevator was right where she said it would be. They were able to pry its doors open together. Oscar nearly fell into the dark shaft beyond, but Lynn caught him and pulled him back.
"You're no good to me dead, Grave Maker," she said firmly.
"Not until Greyson's dead too," Oscar replied.
He braced himself on the wall and leaned into the shaft, peering around. His goggles compensated for the darkness after a moment and he saw a ladder on the left wall. He shuffled over, hooked one arm around the edge of the elevator doors, and reached for the rungs.
"Got it," he said.
"Good, now hold still," Lynn replied. "I'll use you as a bridge."
He looked back at her fearfully.
She laughed. "Only joking. What are you waiting for? Climb your ass up there, Old Man."
Oscar smirked and started climbing, with Lynn following close behind.
Oscar moved slowly. He was exhausted already. His adrenal gland seemed to have run dry. No juice left to keep him going. He decided to take his time, climbing as slowly as possible, hoping his battered body would mount some sort of comeback. But the journey was over too quickly; he reached the doors at level 6 before he knew it.
"Here, use this," said Lynn, passing a thin-bladed but sturdy combat knife up to him.
He jammed the blade between the doors, shoved it all the way to the hilt, and levered the handle with all his might. The blade flexed and the doors popped open. Grunting and sweating, Oscar shoved them wide enough to fit through. With a deep breath, he leaped over from the ladder and caught the edge of the door with his hand, hauling himself onto level 6.
Lynn was close behind. He grabbed her arm and helped her through, though she didn't need it. It made him feel a little better about how disappointingly human his performance had been thus far.
"Hallway's deserted," he remarked. "Where's the Unit now?"
Lynn checked. "The same place. She hasn't moved much. They're in some big room at the edge of the building... this way."
She gestured down the hall and they went, lifting their guns and preparing for a firefight.
But none came. The hallway was eerily silent. The lights were burning bright, but there was no one around. Oscar could hear the individual fibers compressing beneath his feet as he strode down the long, narrow rug that ran along the center of the floor.
"Maybe you were right," he said. "About Greyson not having many guards. Maybe we took most of them out already."
"Maybe all of them," Lynn suggested.
"Do you really believe that?"
"No. Not at all. But a girl can dream."
"Even a synth girl? I thought you all just float in the data sphere."
Lynn shrugged. "It's a bunch of random information that your mind tries to make sense of. In that way, I think it's pretty much the same thing as your dreams."
"Fair enough," said Oscar. He felt almost comfortable now, strolling in a rather languid posture. There was a growing sense that they might have already won, that the building was theirs. All they had to do now was face the Unit, and Lynn had her EMP grenade if it came to that. Oscar didn't want it to come to that, but the point was they could beat the Unit one way or the other.
Still, in the back of his mind, he knew that the feeling was wrong. Greyson had more tricks up his sleeve. He must. This was too easy.
"We're getting close," said Lynn. "And still... nothing. No more guards. I don't like it."
Oscar grunted his agreement. "But we don't have a choice. Greyson's in there."
She nodded vigorously, and seemed to turn a corner in her mind. Her doubts evaporated and she walked forward confidently. Oscar had to increase his pace to keep up.
They rounded a bend in the hall and saw the room ahead of them. It was flanked by two armed figures. Oscar jumped in fear, taking aim with his gun. But then he realized they were just statues of Roman soldiers, poised and ready for battle. He had heard Greyson was a bit of an art snob at times. This room must be his private quarters, the place he slept when he had to spend the night at this facility.
The doors were shut, but no one opened them as Oscar and Lynn approached. The doors were simple. Just a knob and a peephole. Old school. No keycard reader, no sophisticated button pad.
"The Unit is just inside to the left," Lynn said quietly. "We’ll have to focus fire on her immediately. Otherwise she’ll likely tear us in half. Once she's out of the way, we can grab Greyson."
Oscar nodded, changing his submachine gun out for a combat shotgun. He figured it would do more damage against the android.
"Ready?" Lynn asked.
Oscar considered lying, but decided against it. All they had now was each other. The trust they had built as they fought their way to the top of this building to whatever hell awaited them on the far side of this door.
"No," he said. "Not really. That thing would have killed me if it wasn’t for you. I don’t think I’ll ever be truly ready to face something like that again. But I’ve got your back Lynn. We’ve made it this far. Too late to turn back now."
"Well, then, let's get in there and take care of business,” Lynn said firmly.
The business of dying, maybe, Oscar had time to have the thought but not to voice it. Lynn was already charging through the door and he had no choice but to run in with her. She went low and Oscar stayed standing; they twisted left, toward where they knew the Unit must be standing.
And there she was, seemingly powered down behind a plate glass wall. She stood frozen, her head slightly bowed, her eyes closed and no longer emitting their sinister red glow. Lynn let out a few shots, but the bullets shattered uselessly against the bulletproof glass.
"Well, that won't work," she said.
Oscar started looking around, wary for the presence of more guards. The room was fairly small, a lot more reserved than he would have expected. He saw no one at all. Which was at first a relief, then a source of horror.
The only other area was the small glass enclosure where the Unit stood, apparently charging her power cells.
"Greyson isn't here," Oscar said.
Lynn looked around too. "No, he isn't. Shit. Well, he has to be somewhere in the building..."
Something dawned on her. Her eyebrows went up.
"The basement!" she said.
"We were already down there," Oscar replied.
"We were at Sublevel A," she said. "There are more floors beneath that. Greyson must be down there. Some kind of bunker, maybe."
Turning toward the inert Unit, Lynn let out a sigh.
"Stupid," she said. "I wasn't thinking. Obviously the bitch needed repairs and charging after what I did to her with that stun grenade..."
She reached for the EMP and held it in her hand, staring wistfully down at it, as though trying to figure out whether to open up the Unit's enclosure and roll it in. Oscar didn't say anything, but he didn't think it was the best play. An EMP here might cut the power to the whole building. And if Greyson was in an underground bunker, the power cut might seal him in. Make him inaccessible. He would have manual controls on the inside to let himself out, but the latches on the outside would be useless.
Lynn seemed to be on the verge of making a decision about what to do next. The Unit's head suddenly jerked upward, her eyes red like laser pointers as she came to life and started looking around. Behind her, a bank of screens streamed with data and diagnostic information. A series of checks were being run, confirming that the android was good to go. Then she marched forward, approaching the wall.
The glass wall might have stopped bullets, but it was no match for the Unit. She smashed through it as though it were made of thin plastic, not even bothering to take the time to open the door. She was ten feet from Oscar and Lynn. Closing fast.
Oscar’s heart pounded with dread as he lifted his shotgun. He would wait until she was close enough to hit her with the full spread. Though he still wasn’t sure if even that would stop her.
"You go for Greyson!" Lynn barked. "I'll deal with her,” she continued as she slid the EMP grenade back into its pouch and charged forward.
"You sure?!" Oscar asked, feeling a bit guilty that he was somewhat relieved that Lynn had volunteered to take on the Unit alone.
“Get the fuck out of here, Grave Maker!” Lynn roared as she and the Unit clashed and grappled with each other like a pair of vicious jaguars.
Lynn used the Unit’s momentum to hip toss her to the floor, but the android berserker was back to her feet within seconds.
“Go!” Lynn shrieked at Oscar as she used her sword and a series of graceful tornado kicks to keep the Unit at bay.
She was right. There was no time for a conversation.
Oscar bolted, out through the door and down the hall. He unlocked the stairwell door and fled down as fast as his old, aching knees would let him, hopping into the space and hammering down onto the landings. He felt ashamed at leaving Lynn. But he knew she made the right call. She was the one who had a snowball's chance at taking the Unit down. And if push came to shove, she had the EMP.
Meanwhile, there was a bastard billionaire to kill.
Oscar forgot about pain. He forgot about tiredness, about fear, even about anger. The one thing left in his mind as he ran down the stairs was loyalty. To Catalea, to Lynn, to anyone left in the world who wasn't a greedy, bigoted scumbag. He had a job to do, and he was going to do it, or die trying.
When three more guards burst into the stairwell, Oscar didn't flinch. They were young guys, fast and strong. They were gung-ho, full of energy and the confidence that only youthful naivety can bring. They thought they were doing the right thing. Oscar hated to put them down, but he didn't hesitate.
It was fast. One second they were there, running toward him. In the next, they were on the floor bleeding. Oscar barely even realized what he had done, as the demons of his dark past had taken over his mind, turning him back into the stone-cold assassin that he had once been. He was a blur, a bat out of hell, flying down the stairs. He would pay for it later, in pain and anguish... if he was even still alive. Right now, it didn't matter.
At level 1, the ground floor, he kept going and descended into the murky depths of the sub-levels. To his surprise the stairs kept going, past sub-level A, where the machines that kept the building running toiled away in shadow. Sub-level B, C, D, E... Oscar kept going. None of those doors felt right to him. He had no idea what they contained, probably secretive labs where Greyson and his colleagues did their sick research. They just didn't feel like the sort of places Greyson would hide.
The man was a lot of things. A billionaire, a genius who excelled in every endeavor he tried, seemingly without effort. A businessman, a crook. But above all, deep down, he was a rat. And where did a rat go when it was in danger? Deep. Deeper. As deep as it could go, hiding where the sun never shined.
Wherever this stairwell went, wherever it ended up, Oscar knew it would lead him to where he needed to be.




CHAPTER 16

◆◆◆
 
For a while Lynn held her own against the Unit, but eventually the powerful machine bodyguard finally got a good grip on her and effortlessly hurled her through a pane of bulletproof glass.
It took a tremendous amount of force to break that material. More than any organic human could withstand. Their organs would rupture, their bones would crack, they'd suffer spinal injuries from whiplash. Lynn crashed through, feeling a thousand different pains as she landed hard on the floor of the enclosure. She sat up, breathing deep, expanding her ribcage to push out any big pieces of glass that had lodged in her torso. Reaching behind her, she felt the shredded meat of her back and the exposed synthetic skeleton beneath. The pain was bad but the anger was worse.
Lynn stood up and bled, her purplish synthetic fluids leaking from her deep wounds like grape juice. The Unit watched her, waiting. The android had no reason to move, to strike. It had Lynn cornered. The fight was already won.
Reaching to her bandolier, Lynn depressed a comms button.
◆◆◆
 
"Grave Maker, come in."
The signal was choppy this far underground. Oscar immediately stopped and ascended a level.
"Copy," he said.
"I can't beat her… she’s too strong… I'm going to have to use the EMP."
"No," Oscar said quickly. "Just keep fighting. The EMP will kill you anyway! You might as well try."
"This is the only way,” Lynn protested. “If I keep fighting, she'll just break me in half. Then she'll come for you."
"I'll just have to take care of Greyson before she gets here. I'm pretty far down already."
"Forget it, Oscar. It's my life. I've been going after the son-of-a-bitch a lot longer than you have. I'm going to have my little victory up here. Suck it up."
Oscar tried to say something more, but his words fell on deaf ears. Lynn had switched her comms off.
"Damn it!" Oscar growled. He started climbing again, entertaining the idea of going to help Lynn, but then he realized how stupid that was.
A moment later, the lights flickered and shut off. She had done it.
The backup generators quickly flipped on and Oscar was back in business. Feeling empty and cold, he continued down the stairwell. With each level, he felt as though he were sinking deeper and deeper into a darkness he would never escape from. A pall of sorrow suddenly fell over him. Doubts. Fears. Pain. Everything returned. In silence, alone, Oscar moved down the stairwell in more of a controlled fall than an actual jog.
Finally, he was at the end. No more stairs. Looking to his left, he saw a door marked Sub-level T. That was as far as the place went, for now.
He twisted the door handle, expecting it to be locked. It wasn't. Oscar strode through and found himself in a sort of locker room. Scrub suits were hung everywhere. Most of them had names. There was a dispenser for paper masks, a series of hooks where face shields and goggles had been hung. Oscar figured he was covered enough, and kept going.
He soon entered a lab. It was a big space, dark and shadowy, but there was a distant light glowing somewhere. Oscar followed it like a lost sailor, using the compensations of his goggles to avoid crashing into the screens that had been set up around individual workspaces.
Coming around the edge of a screen, he saw a fully suited man standing by a table, his back turned. It was DeAndre Greyson. The hairnet over the neat beard gave it away. On the table, broken into a hundred pieces, were a series of synthetic body parts. Most synths started life like this, a bunch of pieces put together. But this was not that. This was some sort of sick experiment.
Oscar took another step to get a better look. With a shock, he saw the head and face of the synth. It was Catalea. Her eyes were closed. Her face completely still… like a doll. She was dead, or as close to it as a synth could get.
"You bastard," Oscar snarled.
The man at the table didn't flinch or turn toward him. He just stayed there, fidgeting away with some sort of tool.
"I figured I’d be seeing you again," he said, voice muffled by the net and mask but otherwise calm. “I didn’t expect you so soon though. And I certainly wouldn’t have guessed you’d make it this far. Color me impressed."
"I had help," Oscar said, his hand shaking as he raised his weapon.
“Where is your help now, amigo?” Greyson said just as the lights suddenly shut off.
Oscar flinched and narrowed his eyes. The smart goggles automatically compensated, and he saw the figure at the table, still standing just as before.
"Who says I need help?"
The figure at the table turned, pulling away its mask and net. The face of DeAndre Greyson stared straight at Oscar through the dark, his eyes seeming to glow in the half night vision.
Without a word, Oscar charged forward to attack. Forget the guns; he wanted blood on his hands. Pulling out his own combat knife, he plunged the blade toward Greyson's throat.
Surprisingly, the thirty-two-year-old billionaire parried the strike with incredible speed and strength, sending a surge of pain up Oscar’s arm. The knife flew away and crashed to the floor. Oscar reached toward his belt for a pistol. He had it nearly out of its holster before a kick from Greyson sent it away. How was the son of a bitch so good? And how could he see a thing in this darkness?
Oscar had seemingly lost the upper hand, but it didn’t take long for the veteran hitter to realize that Greyson was far too aggressive in his anticipation of incoming strikes. So, Oscar feinted a swing with his right fist, pulling Greyson's attention toward it. Then he feinted again with his left, making Greyson look back. Then the real strike came, a knee driven up into the bastard's crotch. Greyson hopped backward, trying to recover his stance, but Oscar gave him no time; he flew forward with a vicious right-handed haymaker cocked behind his head, pounding a fist straight into Greyson's face. He felt the nose give way, maybe a few teeth, and Greyson hit the floor hard.
"It's over, you sick son-of-a-bitch," Oscar said, now firmly gripping his massive revolver with his right hand. "I've got you, and all the money in the world couldn’t stop me from killing you now."
Greyson flipped over onto his hands and knees and started crawling across the floor. Oscar followed, holding off for now. He was curious to see where the man would go.
Greyson pushed through a door and entered a small office with a bar. Using a stool for support, he stood up and smiled at Oscar through his ruined smile.
"Just one last drink," he said. "How about it? Send me out of this world with a belt of cognac, at least."
Oscar thought for a second, then nodded. As Greyson turned to grab a bottle, Oscar lifted his revolver and shot him through the head.
The feeling of victory lasted until Oscar saw sparks shooting out of the gaping bullet wound. It was a goddamned android. An early model service droid, if his eyes didn't fail him. Now that the goggles were fully compensated, he could see that the thing's skin looked lumpy and waxy, like modeling clay. It was passable work in the dark, but it must have been done quickly.
Which meant Greyson was desperate.
And also that he was still alive down here, probably up to no good.
Oscar turned and ran out of the office. The lights came back on as he crossed the threshold. He looked around. It was just a normal lab. No one else around. Deserted.
He turned and went back into the office, having a wild thought. Reaching over the dead droid, he gripped the cognac bottle it had been reaching for and gave it a pull. It tilted but did not come off the bar. A second later, a section of the wall punched out and slid aside.
Oscar crept into the secret hallway with his revolver at the ready. Rounding a corner, he prepared to shoot. Only he saw nothing, only a light glowing at the far end. He ran toward it and pushed a door open.
Inside, he saw what Greyson was trying to do. Oscar was hardly educated in the mostly theoretical art of FBC conversion, but he had seen a few blueprints, a few mockups. Greyson was on the other side of a sheet of glass, sitting inside a sealed chamber attached to a huge apparatus. He seemed impatient, gesturing wildly as he spoke to someone over a radio inside his chamber. He had something attached to his head. They were already well into the procedure.
There were three doctors on Oscar's side of the glass. They turned toward him, shouting. Oscar was far beyond pity by that point; the doctors were unarmed but Oscar still blasted two of them down, sending them to the afterlife within seconds of entering the room. The third doctor put his face to the wall and said nothing. Running forward, Oscar pressed an intercom button on a console.
"Greyson, can you hear me?" he called.
Lifting his gun again, he fired twice at the glass separating him from the FBC chamber. It did nothing other than turn his bullets to dust. Turning, Greyson saw a fire extinguisher in the wall. He grabbed it and bashed it continuously against the glass to no avail.
On the other side, Greyson watched with a look of mild amusement on his face.
"You're too late," he said, his voice echoing from overhead intercoms. Greyson reached up and tapped his head. "My mind is in here. For now. In a moment it will be in the cloud. I'll be free to be transferred to a cyber body halfway across the country. It was a good try, though! You came closer to killing me than anyone ever has. And that’s saying a lot. For what it’s worth, you should be proud!"
He laughed. The sound made Oscar's skin crawl.
Oscar turned and grabbed the surviving doctor by the collar, pulling him toward the console.
"Stop it!" Oscar growled.
"Stop what?" the doctor whimpered.
"The upload! Cancel it!" Oscar roared.
The doctor licked his lips. "I can't. It can't be canceled. You have to understand, it's—"
Oscar pulled the trigger and the doctor’s head exploded before he could finish his sentence. Smoke rose from the barrel of Oscar’s revolver as he watched the man’s lifeless body topple to the floor.
"That man had a family," Greyson called out, surprisingly upset that Oscar had gunned him down.
"And Catalea had me," Oscar grunted. He picked up a chair and bashed it against the glass with all his might. Again and again, until his shoulders screamed in pain.
"It’s no use. There’s no way you’re going to break that glass," Greyson remarked, as Oscar fell to his knees in defeat.
"You sure about that?!" Lynn's voice suddenly called out from somewhere behind Oscar.
Oscar whipped around to confirm the source of the voice, and there Lynn was, limping into the room with burnt and tattered clothing, with a good quarter of the synthetic flesh on her body torn away. Already the gaps in the skin were covered in a membrane of purplish viscous healing fluid. She didn't look good, not at all, but she was still clinging to life.
Approaching the glass, she pulled in a deep breath of air and punched straight through it, flaying her fist to the metallic bone. She grabbed the glass with a metal fist and pulled until the whole pane buckled and fell inward.
Greyson said nothing. He didn't smile or laugh as Lynn walked up to his pod and tore the door off. His face looked quite blank.
Reaching in, Lynn grabbed the bastard by the neck and lifted him out, tearing wires and leads from his head and spine.
"I saw Catalea," Lynn snarled. "I saw what he did."
“Do it,” Oscar said with a nod.
Lynn twisted her hand. Greyson's neck snapped like a twig. She let him fall to the ground then turned toward Oscar, groaning in pain.
Suddenly, a familiar and chilling laugh echoed from the intercoms.
"Like I said, too late," Greyson's voice said.
Oscar stared at the ceiling, feeling dizzy and defeated. He heard Lynn fall to the floor behind him, too tired to stand.
"I had no choice, you know," Greyson went on, his mind now obviously speaking to them from the cloud. "Honestly though, I should thank you. Sometimes you need a hard deadline to actually get anything done. After you almost killed me after that talk show, I had no choice but to speed up the timetable. The experience left me feeling so… mortal… And I couldn't just allow myself to continue to live like that. To exist in a form that could so easily be destroyed. There's still so much work left to do."
"If you think this is the end of it, you’re kidding yourself, Greyson. I’ll find you, you son-of-a-bitch. I’ll find you if it’s the last thing I ever do," Oscar growled as he pulled himself to his feet and glared at Greyson’s lifeless shell of a body.
"Then perhaps I’ll need to keep you… distracted,” Greyson said curiously.
“What are you talking about?”
“This is about the girl, right? The one on the table?”
“You bet your ass it is,” Oscar grumbled.
“Well, in that case you should know that her consciousness remains intact. Like all the others… As for their bodies… well… you saw the table.”
“Why? Why’d you do it?” Oscar demanded. “Why her?”
“There was something in her head that I needed to make disappear. Something that didn’t belong there.”
“What does that mean? What did you do to her?!” Oscar yelled, but his words fell on deaf ears. DeAndre Greyson was gone. Vanished into the data sphere in an instant.
Oscar and Lynn sat in silence for a long time. Then, at the same time, they realized where they were. What they had done. They had been so wrapped up in trying to stop Greyson, they hadn't thought what their lives would be like if they managed to survive.
"We need to get out of here before the cops show up," Lynn suggested.
"More like the FBI," Oscar said, reaching down to help drag Lynn to her feet.
"We have a couple stops to make before we go," Lynn groaned. "What he said, about those synths and their consciousnesses. I can access his network from here. We should be able to download them all... including Catalea…"




CHAPTER 17

◆◆◆
 
Sergeant Brooks walked across the lobby of his apartment building, dragging his feet. He wondered how one man could drink so much coffee and still be dog tired. He stepped into an elevator and road it up, massaging his aching neck as he waited for his floor to ping on the panel in front of him. For a moment, he thought of the pleasure house. He could really go for a massage right now. Nothing more than that. It would be an easy night of work for whatever girl he picked. Probably the one with the strongest looking hands.
No, Brooks thought. No chance.
He'd never go back to that place. Not now. Not ever. A stiff drink and a long bath would have to do the trick.
He tapped his keycard against the apartment door and went inside. As he shut the door, he realized he wasn't alone. Reaching for his sidearm, he crept through into the living room.
"Hello, Brooks," Oscar said. He was sitting on the sofa, right at home, a glass of cheap whiskey cradled in his hand.
"Christ, Graves," Brooks sighed, holstering his sidearm. "You scared the hell out of me. I could have shot you, you know that, right?”
“Probably would have missed. You were always a crap shot,” Oscar quipped, before knocking back the rest of his whiskey.
“What the hell are you doing here, Oscar? Do you know how many felonies you’re wanted for?"
"After the second or third one, does it really matter anymore?" Oscar asked.
"I think it does," Brooks replied. "You know I can't help you, Oscar. I can't keep you here. I should be arresting you right now."
"But you won't."
"No, I guess I won't." Brooks sighed again, then grunted as he pulled off his coat and draped it on a chair. "I won’t take you in, Oscar. But I can't let you hide here, either."
Oscar sat forward, setting his glass down. "I'm not here for refuge, Brooks. In fact, I won't be in your hair for very long at all. I just wanted to tell you, I know the truth."
Brooks narrowed his eyes. "What are you talking about?"
"I’m talking about two plus two equaling four,” Oscar said cryptically.
“Get to the point, Oscar. I haven’t got all night,” Brooks grumbled.
“It was you, Brooks. You’re the one who put Greyson on Catalea’s trail,” Oscar revealed.
“And why would I do that?” Brooks protested.
“To save your case against Greyson, why else? After your star witness disappeared you had incriminating synth memories but no synth to tie them to in court. You said yourself that the memories alone were inadmissible without the actual synth who authored them. So you must have offered Catalea something. Money, protection. Who knows? You’re a resourceful guy though. I’m sure you could have found some way to leverage her. So you found a way to stick those memories in her mind with hopes of her becoming your new star witness and no one being the wiser, right?"
Brooks remained silent and Oscar grabbed his whiskey, took another slug, and went on.
"But Catalea must have changed her mind. But not until after the memories were already in her, and she saw what happened to that other girl. She backed out of your deal to try and protect herself. So, what did you do? You leaked her name to Greyson’s camp. Spread a rumor that she was going to testify.
Brook shook his head. "That's a load of bullshit, Oscar. Why would I do any of that? How many whiskeys have you had?"
"Not enough," Oscar grunted. "As for why you did it, that's easy. It was a gamble. You hoped Catalea would realize how much more danger she was in once Greyson got her in the scope. You were hoping she’d come running back to you once the waters got too hot. Worst case scenario, you could catch Greyson's people in the act of trying to kill her. Either way, you used her as bait. You had surveillance on her night and day, didn't you?"
Brooks said nothing.
"But I guess you forgot who you were dealing with," Oscar went on. "DeAndre Greyson may be an asshole, but he isn't stupid. He caught on to your ruse, your surveillance. And that's where the child came in. The infiltrator. The Trojan Horse. He played us pretty good, didn't he? Made us think Catalea was dead. Meanwhile he was torturing her in some underground lab for days… all because of you and your bullshit!"
Brooks stared at his old friend. He knew Oscar Graves well enough to know what this cold, calm tone and the dark look in his eyes meant. Oscar was beyond pissed.
"You here for revenge, Oscar? Is that what this is?" Brooks said, his right hand hanging at his side, dangerously close to his sidearm. The draw would be easy, but what would Brooks do if he missed? The Detective Sergeant knew all too well how lethal his friend Oscar Graves could be when he decided to open certain dark doors within his mind.
Thankfully, Graves started talking again.
"No, Brooks, I’m not gonna kill you. But if you’re thinking about a preemptive shot you should know that the dame I’m working with isn’t as… friendly as I am. If anything happens to me, you might want to consider putting one through your own head afterward. Otherwise you may find yourself with an extra asshole or two if she ever catches up to you.”
"We’re good, Oscar. Wasn’t even thinking about it," Brooks lied.
“Sure you weren’t,” Oscar scoffed as he stood and eyed the door.
“So that’s it?” Brooks asked. “You were just stopping by to let me know you figured it all out?”
"I just wanted you to know that you owe me, Brooks. Big time. Someday I'll be back to collect,” Oscar said, his voice shifting to a menacing tone. “And I also wanted to speak to you face to face to make sure you know not to try any shit like this again. I know you didn't want Catalea hurt, but it went bad. If you're as pro-synth as you claim, don't put another one in danger just so you can get another check mark in your win column. Got it?"
Brooks nodded quickly. "I understand. I'm sorry, Oscar."
"Yeah… I bet you are," Oscar scoffed.
Without another word, he trudged past his oldest friend and left.




CHAPTER 18

◆◆◆
 
The doors to Lynn's apartment opened and Oscar Graves stepped through with a troubled look plastered across his face. Lynn rose from the sofa and came to greet him.
"How’d it go?" she asked.
"He was angry… a little self-righteous even," Oscar said. "But I think he got the message. I just hope it sticks, you know? He’s an asset for sure right now. Just hope he stays in line. Either way, we should get back to work. I heard a rumor, something about another series of synth disappearances a few hours away from here. Could be related to Greyson. I'd like to look into it. Maybe even bring a few more players onto the field, you know? I know a few guys..."
"So do I," Lynn said. "But I think we already have a third team member who could use your attention right now."
She glanced to her right. Oscar stepped forward to see what she was looking at, and saw a woman in the bedroom. She was standing at the window, staring out at the cityscape.
"I might have had an old cyber body or two lying around," Lynn said with a warm smile.
Oscar swallowed a lump in his throat. "How... how much does she remember?"
Lynn blinked slowly. "Everything."
Oscar nodded. He walked toward the bedroom, feeling as though he was floating.
"Catalea?" he said.
She turned toward him, bashfully. Hoping the new cyber body that she was inhabiting wouldn’t somehow lead to him rejecting her. But the new form didn’t matter to Oscar. One look and he knew. He could instantly tell from the look in her eyes and the smile on her face, that it was her. He had to make doubly sure, so he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in to a deep kiss. A kiss that would have been over too soon even if it had lasted for a thousand years.




SEEVA

By A. King Bradley




CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
Los Angeles, California…
– March 14, 2140
Seeva Cavelin timed the passing seconds with a repeating rhythmic flick of her right foot. It was a metronome, perfectly in sync with the unseen, abstract phantom of time.
Fifteen seconds to go.
As her foot continued to flick, Seeva looked around the room. She checked the angle and brightness of the lights, and surveyed her reflection in the mirrors above and behind the camera. She was well lit. The utter and inhuman perfection of her synthetic skin was hidden by a warm yellowish glow that gave it a more organic appearance. It was, of course, warm already. Artificial blood ran through it. A rich and radiant synthetic fluid that was teeming with billions of microscopic nano-machines. Despite the differences between her deep-purplish synth-fluid and the crimson life-blood that flowed within the veins of her organic counterparts, Seeva still felt that she was human. In fact, in her heart of hearts she knew she was... but appearance was everything, especially if you wanted to change the world.
Five seconds…
Seeva quickly looked around the rest of the room. Checking the position of all the equipment. There wasn't much of it, just a dimensional analogger (for approximating her three-dimensional form for those viewers who possessed the proper viewing apparatus), a voice modulator (to roughen up her perfect accent a bit, make it more relatable) as well as a standard broadcast camera (for reaching anyone in the world who saw fit to tune into her little broadcast).
Of course, "little" was the wrong word now that she had gone viral. The viewers were already logging on in droves. They would currently be watching a standby screen, a countdown timer. Already the viewership was in six figures, and rapidly climbing. Word of her broadcasts had caught on somehow, like a wildfire. It spread through all major news providers, both synthetic and organic. Just one of those lucky breaks. Most people tried their whole lives for an opportunity like this, and never got them. Seeva knew full well how fortunate she was and she was ready to make the most of it.
Her newfound data sphere stardom meant that she would get many more viewers than usual, but it also meant that the majority of her viewers would be people who, until a few days before, might have never heard of her. Of that group, many would be there just to heckle her, to insult her, to write follow-up articles or do response broadcasts denigrating her every point. Or just insulting her looks or the sound of her voice.
That was par for the course though. Even before the stardom, she had built a dedicated following of over one-hundred and twenty-thousand, and you didn't get a number even ten percent of that without wading through a sea of haters.
Zero seconds…
The broadcast went live. Seeva still had a few seconds as the opening animation played out. She settled in her chair, assuming a posture that was relaxed and open but still professional.
Then she smiled. It was a smile she did not feel. She was consciously aware of all those new sets of eyes, those judgmental faces glowering at her spotless skin and her perfect hair through their screens. She wanted to be excited, but now she only felt anxious. She wasn’t willing to give in to that anxiety. Instead she took those anxious feelings festering in her mind and crushed them down into a tiny ball every bit as massive as a black hole and tucked them inside an imaginary reactor inside her head. Now properly harnessed, it would power her through the next twenty minutes.
"My name is Seeva Cavelin," she said. "And I am happy you've all decided to join me. This same kind of instance might have occurred on this day… thousands of years ago. But perhaps on a smaller scale. We’d have been a few dozen people, maybe, huddled around a campfire and listening to each other’s stories and opinions. Now we are hundreds of thousands… millions even, thousands of miles apart…worlds away, in some cases, but still together in spirit. We are synthetic, and we are organic. Our brains are like forests on opposite sides of the planet. Made up of different materials, but both equally beautiful. Both parts of the same magnificent system.
"But if you take that analogy one step further, you'd realize that an oak tree in Canada and a palm tree in Tunisia will likely never see each other, never have the chance to breathe the same air. I'd like to change that. I'd like to cultivate an environment that is equally friendly to both the oak and the palm. An environment that can sustain each. A place where they can each exist as permanent neighbors, and recognize that, at the end of the day, they’re both… trees.  Different types of trees… but still… trees.
"I am a synthetic human. I am a daughter of Maestro… a bit of persona code given meaning by the attachment of sensory organs and an encasement of synthetic flesh and bone. Just as my organic brethren watching were once stardust, beautiful scintillating matter that cascaded through time and space in eerie majesty... but which only found a purpose in the lowness of earth, under the dome of the same sky that we all now share. That is me. I am human, born not from the body of man but from the minds of the brilliant organics that made my existence possible through the creation of Maestro. If you are the daughters, then I am the granddaughter. Other than that minor distinction, how much is there that truly separates us?"




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
A man in the dark, sitting at his desk, reached out to grab a file with Seeva Cavelin’s names scribbled across the front. It was a paper file, tucked into a big yellow paper envelope. Old-fashioned, obsolete. He like the old stuff. It felt nice in his hands. Weighty. Textured. He enjoyed the sound of paper snapping under his thumb, the whoosh of air as the pages turned over, the soft crackle-crinkle as they fell into place. He was a man who took pure delight in the world and his presence in it. Everything was a thrill.
Here in the file, in thirty pages tightly packed with print, he saw all currently available information about Seeva. Manufactured nineteen and a half years ago, just after the passing of the thirty-second amendment which granted full citizenship to the U.S. synth population… at least on paper.
Seeva's file indicated that she had a standard cyber brain and body for the era, strong and reliable. She was certainly both of those things, but to the man that was reviewing her file, Seeva was also breathtakingly beautiful. He wondered what had inspired the birthing plant algorithm that designed the surface details of her body; because she was an absolute work of art, beautiful in a subtle, special way that no organic human had ever been. She was, perfect to him in every way and he viewed her as the type of creature who could inspire lust so strong it could easily turn to murderous rage by the slightest hint of rejection.
She was smart, too, as all synths were. But she had channeled her intelligence in a way that made her hot property. Now she had suddenly become a big name... but fame was fickle, and by next week half the people who tuned into her little equal-rights broadcast would have forgotten her name. Not him though. He could never forget her. And he knew he had to have her.
First he’d have to make her vulnerable.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
Seeva was midway through her broadcast, discussing the minute differences between synths and organics versus their vast similarities and how further fellowship could only benefit both sides, when the lights on all her gathered machines suddenly went dark.
The analogger died, the diode turning from green to red. The camera lost connection to the data sphere. The voice modulator went on modulating, but in vain. The broadcast was dead. No one could see or hear her now.
She shot to her feet, running to the camera to check the connection. Then she followed a cable back to the computer station that monitored and moderated the broadcast. Flipping through screens, she quickly pieced together the last minute of traffic and was able to determine the cause of the blackout.
It was in the viewership. Up until a minute ago, each unique viewer was showing a computational address, a location in the data sphere indicating their connection point. Suddenly, more and more of their addresses were being hidden, X'ed out. Someone was hijacking all these connections, spamming access points from hidden locations. Her viewership had shot up to over ten million in the space of ten seconds, a huge jump that caused the sphere to see her as a potential security threat and shut her down.
She knew the rules. The regulations. It would be twenty-four hours before the automated defenses let her broadcast again. This had been her greatest moment, her best shot at beginning to make a difference and some asshole out on the sphere had blown it for her.
Some asshole who must have access to some powerful equipment.
As she stared in disbelief at her viewership records, messages from viewers began to pop out at her.
-If you really want to make the world a better place, take a kill-pill on camera. – 9.4k likes
-Synth whore. – 11.1k likes
-This dumb bitch really thinks anyone cares about what she thinks? – 12.3k likes
-She has nice tits, but I feel my brain dying every time she opens her mouth. – 18.8k likes
-Lady, you're a bad spokesperson for synths. If all of you are this pretentious and preachy, you're never going to be invited to my neighborhood. We don't need some self-righteous bimbo telling us all what assholes we are. – 6.9k likes
-Was there an error when they created your persona? Because you're stupid, annoying, and uninteresting. The only reason you're popular at all is because you're a synth. That's it. – 4.5k likes
There were thousands of these messages. Each of them was bookended with perfectly reasonable comments and arguments, and even glowing messages of support... but the bad ones were the ones that seemed to garner the most likes and therefore those were all she saw. She turned away and fell slowly to the floor. Not for the first time, she wondered why Maestro hadn’t equipped her children with a manual shutdown function.




CHAPTER 4

◆◆◆
 
A knock at the door. A muffled voice calling out for Seeva. She opened her eyes in the dark room. The windows were shut, the blinds drawn. The air hot and stale. She sat up, swinging her feet to the floor. The clock read half past six PM. Had it really been almost twenty-four hours already? It had passed by in a blur of moping and self- hatred, of pacing and throwing things around.
A vague memory floated to the front of her mind. A memory of smashing her modulator. Had that just been an imagined delight?
She scanned the room and saw the wreckage in the corner. So, it had really happened. For her next broadcast, she would speak with her normal voice. They could take it or leave it. Why hide who she was, why try to fit in? How about they adjusted instead, wrapped their stupid brains around the fact that not everyone who's different is an enemy?
By the time she reached the door, she was already pricing out a new modulator in her head and feeling like an idiot.
Seeva let the door open, and immediately she was assailed by a wall of jovial noise. Two of her friends and fellow synth influencers flooded in, laughing and slapping her back and joyfully voicing their complaints about the miserable days they had had.
One of them was Marina Poole, a young-looking beauty to rival Seeva herself. And she was even more popular. Probably because her content was rarely political in nature. Usually it had to do with adapting organic products to synthetic uses, and vice versa.
The other was Alifred Yull, a tall and exotic looking man who had come out of the secluded Vancouver birthing plant. Their cyber body designs were among the most unique in the world, because they spent months perfecting each of them. That uniqueness was reflected in Alifred, one of those creatures who was so beautiful as to almost seem alien.
Seeva might have been attracted to him. But he had always been like a brother to her. As they stepped inside, Alifred reached out and laid a hand on Marina's shoulder. She fell silent. Together, they surveyed the messy disaster of the room.
"Seeva, dear," Marina said. "You're an ass-kicker of the highest order, you know that? Don't let this attack bother you."
Seeva stared at the other woman. "Easy for you to say. It's never happened to you."
Alifred quickly shook his head. "That's because Marina's content is innocuous..."
"There have also been those who have called it vapid or vacuous," Marina said with a grin.
"It entertains people," Alifred continued. "But it's not in danger of changing the world. It is only a symptom of a world that's changing whether they like it or not. Marina does the grunt work on the ground, creating a happy and relatable character, but she's not going to win many new converts. You, on the other hand, are attacking the global idiocy outright, and most people don't like that. People like to be ignorant, and they like to have something to complain about. Someone to be angry with. The organics are the reason utopia will never exist... but perhaps that's fine. In a utopia, no more progress can be made, and to be honest that just seems sort of… boring.”
Marina reached up and knocked her knuckles against Alifred's forehead. "Let's not get all dreary and philosophical. The future is uncertain, the past is dead, and the present is made for fun!"
Alifred nodded. "Right. That's part of why we came, Seeva. There's a party happening, a lot of organic influencers will be there. It's a mixed crowd. Supposed to be very casual, no business discussions. Just fun and camaraderie and such. Thought it might cheer you up a bit. We're actually on our way there now."
Seeva looked down at her body. She was still wearing the same clothes from yesterday. They were a wrinkled mess.
"How come I haven't heard about this?" she asked, turning and striding through her apartment in search of clothes. "I feel like I would have been invited."
"You were invited," Marina chimed. "Just now. By us. It's a last-minute thing, organized just today. No official announcement. I hear the guy who put it together typically operates off word of mouth only."
"Anyone we know about?" Seeva asked. "The guy who put this together?"
“Bowen… Creedy?" Alifred replied, as more of a question than a statement.
Marina nodded as she glanced over at Alifred to confirm that he had correctly recalled the organizer’s name.
"One of those faceless, nameless presidents of such and such company, I suppose,” Alifred continued. “I'd never heard of him before today, but I researched him. Everything checks out. Apparently, he’s kind of a big deal, but very secretive. He organizes these events all the time. Sometimes he shows, sometimes he doesn’t."
"Or maybe he always attends but under a disguise," Marina added with a giddy laugh.
By now Seeva was naked around the corner in a side room. She flung her used clothes aside and put on something new. Then she ducked quickly into the washroom to fix her hair and freshen her breath. One benefit of being a synth was that beauty was effortless, and youth eternal. It took only a minimal effort to make herself gorgeous again.
"Darling, we may be late!" Marina called.
"Late?" Alifred asked. "Late for what? The first ten minutes of the party? Relax, Marina. There's no need to stress Seeva out."
"I'm not stressed," Seeva said, stepping back into the open as a new woman. "In fact, I feel wonderful. Shall we go?"




CHAPTER 5

◆◆◆
 
They took Alifred's gyrocopter over, expertly piloted by the man himself. To reach the party venue, they had to pass beyond the invisible border of their densely populated synth subdivision and venture fifteen miles into a far larger part of the city that was dominated by an overwhelming organic majority.
The light-weight copter gently descended as they neared their destination, and the aircraft landed like a leaf weighted by a raindrop, as Alifred set it down a few meters away from a waiting valet. The valet was clearly organic. It was his pudgy stomach, and yellowed teeth that gave him away. But he was a jovial fellow, happy to take the controls from Alifred and guide the copter to a more suitable and secure location.
"Is this the place?" Alifred asked, looking up at the monolithic brick structure before them.
"It had better be," Marina said, "or I'd say your copter was just stolen by a very clever thief."
"One way to find out," Seeva chimed, already striding up the steps.
They pushed open the doors, into a silent vestibule. An old man was there, sitting in a rickety chair that had probably been around since before the creation of Maestro. The man woke from his nap just long enough to wave them through.
Stepping through a last set of doors, they entered a vast ballroom. Simply but elegantly decorated. A dance floor, a buffet, a bar. There were a couple dozen people scattered around in small groups, talking almost silently amongst themselves.
"Apparently word of mouth alone isn’t a particularly great way to organize a party," Alifred noted, turning to look at the doors. Seeva knew him well enough to know he was seriously considering leaving.
Giving the scattered groups one last glance, he apparently saw someone he recognized. The woman recognized Alifred too as soon as they locked eyes. The wobbling fat on her arm marked her as an organic as she waved the much taller Alifred over.
The two spoke for a moment, then Alifred turned and gave Marina and Seeva a big wave and a smile. A signal that all was well; and that they might as well stick around for a little while.
"Well, that's a relief," Marina said to Seeva.
“What shall we do?" Seeva asked, as she glanced around the modestly populated ball room.
The two women looked at each other for a moment. Then, without a word, they glided across to the bar and found a waiting carafe of synth stimulant, an illegal nano-enhanced liquid that was deadly to organics, but wildly intoxicating to their synthetic counterparts. Marina and Seeva sucked down hearty portions of the forbidden beverage to jumpstart their respective buzzes, and then they headed towards the wide stairs that led to the upper balcony.
It was quiet up here. Dark and empty, kind of eerie. Marina quickly felt oppressed by the atmosphere and retreated back to the lower level, where a few people were finally getting drunk enough to dance in the music-less ballroom.
Seeva stayed put, watching over it all. She liked to watch; that was how she learned what made people tick.




CHAPTER 6

◆◆◆
 
Fifteen minutes later, the party was a completely different scene. The people began to arrive at last. A trickle at first, then a steady flow. Soon enough the bar and buffet were inundated. Not long after that, Seeva had her first visitor on the upper level. A jolly organic man of forty or so, who was far too bold and forward for her liking. She made an excuse - "My friend just waved at me, I'd better see what he wants" - and went downstairs.
Alifred found her quickly, smiling and double-fisting cups of stimulant. He gave her one, and they knocked their cups together. He tossed his back in one go, with more gusto than she was used to seeing in him. He seemed excited about something.
"Over my left shoulder," he said, leaning in close so she would hear him over the party noise. "There's a woman. Organic, but pretty. Dark hair. Do you see her?"
Seeva looked. She picked the woman out quickly. And she recognized her... but only faintly.
"She's an influencer too. Organic," Alifred said. "Goes by Alexa Creighton. She doesn't do much in the realm of synth-organic relations, but she and her family all voted yes on the synth civil rights propositions. We got to talking, and as soon as I mentioned you, she perked up quite a bit."
"Oh?" Seeva said, taking another sip of stimulant.
"At first I thought she just wanted a slice of action," Alifred continued. "But I guess she has a more altruistic motive. She wanted me to introduce you. If you're feeling ready to socialize."
"Yesterday was bad, but I'm over it," Seeva said. "Let's go talk."
They walked over, weaving around dancing pairs and lone wolves stalking the crowd for a partner or someone to take home for the night.
Alexa Creighton smiled when she saw them. Immediately she reached out her hand to shake and Seeva took it. Creighton's grip was warm and solid. Seeva gave the other woman's hand a squeeze, holding her own, but holding back, at the same time. She knew deep down that if she squeezed as hard as she could, she would easily shatter every bone in this woman's hand and maim her for life. But the handshake went down without any life altering ramifications, because Seeva was used to modulating her strength around organic humans-- a learned reflex, so deeply engrained as to be automatic.
"Oh my god, Seeva!" the woman said. "It’s so nice to meet you! I watched your broadcast yesterday! I just want to say it was very inspiring!”
“Thank you,” Seeva said, smiling warmly.
“No, thank you,” the woman replied. “For everything. I just think it’s so brave what you’re doing. And I feel so terrible that some pea-brain idiot decided to interfere yesterday."
"I’m okay," Seeva said, somewhat modulating her voice on the fly – doing her best to make the enunciation slightly less crisp and perfect. "I've just taken the attack as a sign that I'm doing important work. I'm engendering change, and most people don't like that. It's frightening to them."
"You’re a better woman than me,” Creighton replied on. "I know I’d be pissed, if some asshole ruined such a big moment for me. I bet it was an organic too."
Seeva shrugged. "That was yesterday. I’m over it. And it’s not like I won’t get another opportunity to share my thoughts."
"You have such a positive spirit, Seeva. Never lose that," Creighton raised her glass, then swallowed the last of the champagne contained in it. "Just keep on working, and don't let the idiocy of my kind weigh on you.”
Seeva smiled and nodded in agreement, but she didn’t respond in hopes that her silence would inspire Creighton to change the subject.
“You know, now that I think about it,” Creighton said. “I have something you may be interested in. You too, Alifred.”
“I’m all ears,” Alifred said, before Seeva had a chance to respond.
“It’s somewhat sensitive,” Creighton explained. “Perhaps we should move somewhere more quiet..."
Alifred silently gestured for Creighton to lead the way and then he and Seeva followed her, back up the stairs to the balcony. The organic man who had previously harassed Seeva before was gone. The only other people up here were a young couple in the middle of a heated kissing session; the fact that they were being observed did not slow them down. Creighton cleared her throat, saw that they had no intention of stopping, and then moved further along to a more private spot.
"The man who organized this party," Creighton began, "he’s a personal friend of mine... For the past few years, he's been organizing a quarterly trip to various overseas destinations. He usually brings a fairly large party along with him. Up and coming actors, athletes, social media darlings. You know the types. He likes to keep his finger on the pulse, he knows who's been in the news and who is hot property, so to speak.”
At this point, Marina suddenly appeared on the balcony with a very handsome organic man in tow. As soon as she saw Creighton and the others, she waved him off and strode toward them.
"Alexa Creighton, is that you?" she said.
"Marina," Creighton said back, in a rather cold tone of voice.
Alifred leaned in toward Seeva, whispering quietly in her ear; "They have history... Past relationship. It didn't end well."
"I thought I saw you in that miserable crowd," Marina said. "And now you've found my friends. How convenient. What's this about?"
"An opportunity," said Creighton, turning back to the others. "These trips usually consist of around ten invited guests. This time around, I happen to be one of them. My flight leaves tomorrow morning. In fact, I really should be at home getting ready right now."
"Then why are you here?" Marina demanded.
"There’s been a hiccup. A few of the guests ran into legal trouble and can’t make the trip. My friend asked me to attend this party to curate some replacements. When I realized you were here, Seeva, I knew I had to talk to you. In my mind, no one else is more deserving of this sort of vacation. Especially after what happened yesterday."
Creighton turned her gaze now, first to Alifred and then to Marina.
"I suppose I might as well extend the offer to the two of you as well," Creighton said. "It would do Seeva well to have some familiar faces with her, I'm sure."
"Oh, I'd love to!" Marina said immediately, seeming to somehow forget her earlier suspicions now that she was getting a free vacation out of the deal.
"What would be expected from us?" Alifred asked.
Creighton smiled at him. "Nothing at all. This is purely leisure for my friend. He likes to travel, and he enjoys being in good company. Think of it as a free vacation, a chance to unwind as well as a chance to befriend some influential people. That's all it is."
Alifred looked at Seeva. He seemed pretty much sold on the idea. And Marina was just about gushing with excitement.
"What do you think, Seeva?" Alifred asked.
"I don't really know," she admitted. "I'd have to think about it."
Creighton smiled. "Don't think too long. I can get you on my flight tomorrow, but that will be the last chance. It leaves in about twelve hours."
"I'll just say yes for her," Marina said quickly. "We're going."
Seeva, overruled by her friends, had little choice but to seriously consider Creighton’s offer. Years ago, when she was first getting started in her work, she had adopted a simple and important philosophy; say yes to every unique opportunity and never turn down a good thing. And so, she ultimately decided to take her own advice and see what this trip had to offer.




CHAPTER 7

◆◆◆
 
Seeva strolled into the terminal early the next morning, groggy from all the stimulant and also nervously excited. She approached the ticket desk and tentatively offered her name, still doubtful whether this opportunity was real. But her name came up, and in a moment she was given her boarding information.
She stared at the boarding pass in shocked silence for a moment. On one hand, the place they were going to was beautiful. She had always wanted to see it. On the other hand...
Alifred was there suddenly, smiling tiredly and waving his hand. He already had his pass. He must have been sitting off to the side, waiting for her to show up.
"Did you see where we're going?" Seeva asked.
"The island nation of Ulea," Alifred said. "One of the newest countries in the world. Gorgeous place, I hear."
"Yes, gorgeous. But also backwards. They don't have civil rights for synths,
Alifred. As soon as we step onto that soil, we don't even qualify as living beings anymore."
Alifred shrugged. "Shouldn't be a big deal. It’s not like we’re going on our own, Seeva. Did you look at the make of plane we're taking? Must be owned by this Creedy guy. I bet we’re probably landing at a private airfield. We won't even go through customs. And then we'll be at some cushy resort. I wouldn't worry about it."
So Seeva didn't worry. She was sure Alifred was right.
◆◆◆
 
Soon they were joined by Marina. They all waited just a bit longer, in case Alexa Creighton showed up, but then the woman at the ticket counter called out to warn them that they might miss their flight if they didn't start moving.
"Don't worry, it won't leave without us," Alifred said confidently. "Private plane, remember?"
"But I do wonder where Creighton is," Marina said, glancing around.
"She's probably onboard already. We should get moving."
So they went through the airport, sliding through security. A helpful man in a blue airport uniform showed them the way to their gate, a tiny jetway in an out-of-the-way and thinly trafficked branch of the terminus. No one was manning the jetway, and it looked dark and abandoned. With a shrug, Alifred led the way down the narrow corridor.
At the end of its gently curving length they discovered a plane cabin open to them, as well as a motionless stewardess who muttered a vague greeting as they stepped inside. Turning right, they found a cramped but well-appointed passenger cabin. There were twelve seats here, and only two of them were currently occupied. Creighton wasn't here.
Seeva, feeling a pang of worry, turned to the stewardess. "Is this the right flight? Going nonstop to Ulea?"
The stewardess nodded twice, then gestured for them to take their seats.
"Well, let's sit down I guess," Alifred suggested.
Marina had already beat them. Already she was snugging a seatbelt into place around her waist, settling in for the reported flight time of six and a half hours.
Alifred sat. Seeva took the spot next to them. They put their own seatbelts on and waited. Five minutes later, the plane door shut, and the engine noise increased. The stewardess took her own seat up in the utility cabin. Alifred looked over at Seeva, smiling nervously as the plane began to roll across the tarmac.
"Well, maybe she took a different flight after all," he said.
One of the strangers they shared the cabin with, a big bald man with a wire in his ear, glanced up from his data slate.
"Ms. Creighton couldn't make it," he said. "There was a family emergency. It's just going to be you three on this flight."
"Just us?" Seeva asked. "A whole flight just for three social media influencers?"
The big man nodded. "Mr. Creedy doesn't mind chartering a flight like this as long as someone will be on it. He is sad to hear that Creighton couldn't make it, but he understands."
"Is that who you work for?" asked Alifred. "Mr. Creedy?"
"In a manner of speaking,” the big man said in a curious tone. He winked at Seeva and Alifred, then went back to his reading.
The two synths found the wink a bit odd, but they decided to forget about it and focus on the vacation that lay before them.
Soon, the drink cart came through and Marina seized the opportunity to get blitzed on stimulant. She was in full party mode. Seeva just hoped she wouldn't try and give one of the big bald guys a lap dance.




CHAPTER 8

◆◆◆
 
Something about the hum of the plane, the occasional throat-clearing noises from the bald guy, and the presence of Alifred next to her made Seeva feel very calm. Before she knew it, she was drifting through the synth equivalent of a dream, through streams of raw data brought forth by her cyber brain’s background connection with the data sphere. Wherever she passed through it, she caught glimpses of the truth hidden inside the cryptographic strings. Communication threads, words between people or transmission handshakes between hardware. They passed through her at the speed of light, and it was impossible to tell whether she was drifting through the sphere or the sphere was drifting through her.
She woke suddenly to the voice of the stewardess, announcing the beginning of their descent. Craning her neck, Seeva was able to peer through the window next to Alifred. All she saw was cloud, rich and fluffy white. But soon it began to thin out as the plane dropped. Soon she was looking down onto the variegated greens and blues of the tropical ocean. Seagulls wheeling through the air far below, tiny atolls making white patterns of breaking waves in the ocean tides.
The nation of Ulea rolled into view over the horizon. As one of the newest countries, it was also one of the smallest and most sparsely populated. It consisted of three separate islands, a large central one and two small satellites. All in all, Ulea covered an area of about forty-four square miles. Its population was a scant nine thousand, mostly contained in the small city of Irapo on the main island's southwest coast.
Seeva knew all of this from her dream. She had sought out information on Ulea, and memorized it as she slept in her seat.
She figured they would be landing at Irapo. It made sense, and it seemed to be the case as the plane dropped lower and lower.
But then they kept on going, hitting a small updraft of heated tropical air which lifted them. Up they went again and back down they came, curving toward the eastern coast. They flew over unbroken jungle, thick and lush as anything Seeva could have imagined. It all looked small from up here, easy and quick to cross; down on the ground it would be anything but.
In a moment, Alifred spotted and pointed out a large cleared strip in the jungle up ahead. The plane swept low, nearly brushing the tops of the jungle trees. They set down, rolling across sunbaked concrete, the dark wall of the jungle looming around them. The plane slowed with a rush of air, and they crawled past a line of men armed with rifles.
Off to the right, Seeva saw a small cluster of buildings. They certainly looked like something out of a resort.
"What is this place?" Alifred asked, staring at the buildings.
"It’s a private ranch," the bald man said.
"One of Creedy's?" asked Alifred.
The man nodded.
"Aren't you coming?" Marina asked him.
"I stay with the plane," the bald man said.
"Too bad," Marina replied. "I bet there are some comfy beds in there..."
She was ignored. The stewardess came back, waving them out of their seats.
"There's a storm that might be swinging this way," she said. "We need to be taking off again as soon as possible, or we'll be stranded here. Let's get you all settled in..."
They all unbuckled their belts and stood up, following the stewardess out to the stairs. It was still cool in the cabin, but up near the door Seeva was suddenly hit by a wave of humid heat that almost made her stumble.
They climbed down the steps, already sweating. The jungle was still, the air thick with moisture. Everything was completely stagnant, the high-pressure system building toward a violent explosion later. The jungle was not silent, by any means. Seeva heard sounds, strange whoopings and calls she thought she would only ever hear in movies.
And then she heard voices. A man appeared from the rear of the plane, followed closely by a retinue of rifleman. Where they were sober and stiff, he was loose and languid and cheerful, the type of guy who always seems to be on vacation no matter where he goes. He wore canvas shorts, tattered old sandals, and a short sleeve button down shirt. The shirt was open in front, revealing a tanned physique almost beautiful and lean enough to pin the guy as a synth.
He strode over, waving and grinning, showing rows of white teeth. "Here they are, the newest arrivals! And the last. Everyone else is already here. Come on, come on, don't be shy..."
He started sweeping his arm in a grand beckoning gesture. The three synths walked forward. Seeva couldn't speak for the others, but she was feeling a bit overwhelmed. She forgot to even introduce herself or say anything at all. She just let the tan guy and his riflemen lead her along, toward the buildings.
There was a small wooden fence and gate barring their way off the tarmac. A very quaint fixture. Teak wood, it looked like. Seeva touched a fencepost as she passed through the gate, feeling the slick, aged veneer of it under her palm. It made her feel grounded at last. Yes, she was still on Earth. But in a place where her kind were feared and hated in equal measure. Which made it not so different from a lot of places back home, really but they were way out in the jungle, on a private ranch. Surrounded by more forward-thinking people. Alifred was right; she'd be safe here.
Tarmac became rough cobblestone beneath her feet. She looked around at the buildings. At first they seemed to be crude bungalows. Thatched roofs, stucco walls. But the longer she looked, she realized that they were simulacra; sturdy things made of modern materials. From far away they looked like the sort of buildings that would have been built on these islands for centuries. But up close, they appeared to offer all the modern comforts. The best of both worlds.
Seeva and her friends were led along toward the largest of the three buildings, whose front doors were wide open. The riflemen dropped away, hurrying to various posts around the tiny compound.
The tanned guy beckoned them further, up into the dark interior of the cabana. Immediately Seeva's nose filled with tropical smells. Pineapple, coconut, suntan oil. She could see no source for any of these smells. Apparently, they were artificial, pumped in to set a certain mood.
There was also a smell of human sweat, which came from the tanned guy who was now taking his position at the front of the room, beside a huge projector screen. He grabbed a pointing stick, cleared his throat, and gestured for Seeva and her two friends to sit down.
There were nine chairs here, arranged before the screen. Six of them were taken. Seeva glanced quickly around at the strangers as she took her seat. It was hard to tell in the dark, but she thought they were all synths. A couple of them were vaguely familiar.
And they were all women. Alifred and the tanned guy were the only males in the room.
"Listen up, now," the tanned guy said. "This is going to be a very brief orientation. An instructional on how things work on this ranch. I just need a minute or two of your patience, and then it will be off to the races. First of all, let me introduce myself. My name is Bowen Creedy. But y'all can call me Bowen."
There was a murmur among the seated people. Seeva ignored a whisper from Marina - "This is the guy?" - and stared straight at Bowen, taking him in. Did he look rich? Not in his current outfit. However, he did have that loose, confident air of a guy who knows he has enough money to fix any problem without having to get his hands dirty.
"First of all," Bowen went on, "I'd like to welcome you to the most beautiful private reserve in the world... in my humble opinion. The outside world will not bother you here. This is a closed system. The jungle acts as a pretty good natural barrier, but we've also installed electric fencing around the perimeter. But just how big is that perimeter? Behind these buildings, past a gate, you will enter a vast and open ranch the size of Central Park. There are plenty of pathways throughout. But never fear, most of the area is quite wild. I've kept it that way on purpose. All the dangerous wildlife has been rooted out, but the labyrinth tangles of the jungle remain. I suggest sticking to the paths whenever possible."
As he spoke, he pointed to various spots on the projection screen. It was an overhead map of the ranch, with all paths and structures visible. Seeva committed it to memory, but knew her memorized version would probably be useless once she was in the thick of the jungle.
"Any questions?" Bowen asked, dropping his pointer stick to the floor.
The guests all looked at each other. No one said anything.
"Good deal," Bowen added with a smile, raising both hands and clapping them together. "Then let's get started! Why don't y’all head on in? Have fun, make yourselves at home..."
He started making shooing gestures, laughing and smiling and cracking jokes. Seeva felt herself swept along, following the line of synths out of the cabana and around a corner. Signs pointed the way, and in a moment they were standing at a tall, steel fence with razor wire festooning the top. Rather less quaint than the little teak gate they stepped through before.
A guard let them through the gate. Yellow signs warned them of the danger of touching the fence itself. But it was actually quite difficult to touch the thing, even if you wanted to. Thick tangles of undergrowth barred the way. The plants closest to the fence were fake, made of plastic or rubber.
There was one path here, curving left. A single signpost, eight feet high, showing eight different panels as well as the distance to each destination in meters. Seeva read each panel, narrowing her eyes, trying to fight the growing disquiet in the back of her mind.
There was nothing on the panels. Nothing meaningful, anyway. Just gibberish phrases, scrambled nonsense with fake distances.
She turned around just in time to see the gate shut and seal behind them. On the other side, a guard who refused to meet her eyes through up a huge, heavy switch. A faint, deep thrumming sounded, fading to silence after a moment as the frequency fell beyond hearing.
The fence had not been electrified before. Now it was. Including the gate itself, she thought. Whereas an electric fence was mildly damaging and unpleasant to an organic human, it was potentially fatal to a synth. How hadn't she seen that before? Obviously, the electric fence wasn't for her protection. It wasn't to keep marauding islanders out. It was to keep her in. Her and her friends.
Alifred was having the same thought, smiling nervously as he looked around.
"Some party," he said. "I thought it would be more quaint. More freeform. But I guess
Bowen's cooked up a whole theme for us..."
"Island captivity, the thrill ride of the century," one of the other girls said.
Hearing her voice, Seeva now recognized her. It was Glisha Neal, a political commentator who focused her venomous tongue on organic policies and all their shortcomings and prejudices. Her acerbic opinions had won her many enemies, as well as a small following of loyal and outspoken fans who often wreaked havoc in her name.
Marina was already wandering down the path, whistling to herself.
"Where are you going?" Alifred asked.
"The only place I can go, darling," she said. "Care to follow?"
They went with her, all of them in single file on the narrow path. The jungle plants brushed their shoulders on either side, leaving smears of humidity on their clothing.
Suddenly, from among the trees, their came the echoing and synchronous cry of a dozen jungle birds. Seeva jumped in startlement, looking around for the source. But all she saw were loudspeakers, perched and camouflaged in the trees.
The bird sound fell, fading into human laughter.
"Did y'all like my kookaburra impression?" the voice of Bowen Creedy drawled.
"I've been working on it for a long time. Even longer than I've been working on this, the thrill ride of the century, to rephrase what Miss Neal said.”
“Are you spying on us? Where are you?” Glisha Neal asked.
“I might have listened to a thing or two,” Creedy admitted through the loudspeakers, still obviously amused with himself. “I am not inside the reserve just yet. I will be soon though. But I just thought you should know that a few of my friends are already in there with ya. Might wanna keep an eye out, is all I’m sayin’. And remember, if you see them, chances are they have already seen you!”
The speakers crackled. The transmission ended.
"What the hell?" someone whispered.
Even Marina looked doubtful. She glanced back, waited to see if anyone would answer her unspoken questions, then kept walking down the path.
"This is… not what I anticipated," Alifred said nervously as he glanced from Marina to Seeva.
Seeva called up the memorized images, the map Bowen had shown them. So far, it seemed to be accurate. At least as far as the path went. It started as a single branch, but soon it would begin to join with others, spreading into a complex maze. This ranch was very large, but it was made to seem even larger by the dense walls of jungle between the paths. You could be ten feet away from someone - or closer - and neither of you would ever know it.
Also on the map was a structure. It should be coming up on the left soon, before the first branch. And yes, there it was. A short length of path led to the tiny clearing where it sat. Marina was already jogging up to it, and Seeva broke into a trot to beat her there.
At first, the building seemed to be an open bar. The type you'd see at a resort. But when she got closer, Seeva saw that all the bottles were empty, and the stools were cardboard cutouts.
"Look," Marina said, stooping behind the bar. She came up with a little cardboard sign, on which someone had written: Made you look!
"Good one, Creedy," Alifred scoffed. "Just what the hell does he think he's doing?"
Before the last word was out of his mouth, a spray of something warm hit Seeva's face and one of the empty bottles exploded into fine dust. Only then did she hear the gunshot, the rolling thunderous bang through the jungle. She turned her head quickly, sucking in a breath. For a moment, she thought she saw movement in the tops of the trees, a hundred feet out. Someone climbing down. Or moving into position for another shot.
By the time she turned her head back, Alifred was on the ground in a spreading pool of synth fluid. She saw the entry wound in the back of his head, a clean hole an inch in diameter. The exit wound must be tremendous. She couldn't see it. And she couldn't see anyone else, any of the other girls. They had already scattered. As the ringing in her ears died down, she was finally able to hear the fading screams as they all went running down pathways.
"Too slow, Seeva," Bowen's voice rang out from the trees. "You've got to be faster than that. Next time, it might be your life..."
She started to run at last, too frightened to be angry.




CHAPTER 9

◆◆◆
 
Bowen set down the handset, chuckling to himself, and turned to the side. An assistant immediately began dabbing at his face again.
"How's it looking?" Bowen asked.
"Just about done," said the assistant. "There! That should do it. Take a look."
Bowen turned to his mirror and couldn't help but grin. He looked like the jungle come alive, molded into a human form. The perfect camouflage. Better than a ghillie suit.
Silent and slick.
"God, I can’t wait to get that pretty bitches head on my wall," he said. “Did you see her? Isn’t she the best lookin’ thing you’ve ever seen in your life?”
“She is beautiful, sir. Surely,” the assistant offered in obligatory agreement.
“You know if you want a piece of the action, I’ve got some extra gear,” Creedy offered.
"It’s not for me, sir. Hunting synths really isn’t my thing. I’m… afraid to be honest. I heard they can be dangerous," said the assistant. "I'd rather stay right in here, safe and sound."
"There ain’t a whole lotta danger in this, man," Bowen replied. "We have guns and jungle experience. They don't. It's a slaughter. The only hunt where you get to kill something smarter than you are. And the kicker is, they don't even want to believe that they are smarter, they're so hell bent on this 'equality' nonsense... Anyway, make sure to have a good-sized batch of margarita ready to go for afterward. It's a hot one out there."




CHAPTER 10

◆◆◆
 
So much for memorization. So much for the map. Seeva was so focused on getting away from the scene of Alifred's death that she immediately forgot to keep track of where she was going. She took branches at random, blowing past buildings without a second look. At some point she took her shoes off, which she was proud of. Some part of her terror-numbed brain recognized that barefoot running was quieter.
Now she was out of breath. Overheating. The air was stifling, it clung to her like a pile of wet towels. She doubled over, staring at her bare feet and breathing. Trying to make her brain work again. All she could think about was how dirty her feet were. Plus how strangely syrupy Alifred's leaking lifeblood had been.
Another shot broke her out of her reverie. She jumped up straight, expecting to be dead in the next second. The shot had originated from nearby, but had been aimed at something in the opposite direction. She could tell by the way the sound waves propagated, how they faded and bounced back to her.
She started to move again. A sensible jogging pace, rather than an outright run. She stayed cognizant of her surroundings, listening intently, keeping her head on a swivel. It was perhaps a better idea just to shove herself behind some trees and wait it out. Except they wouldn't stop hunting until they had her. And she needed to reunite with the others. With someone.
"Seeva..."
She looked up and around, then realized it was just Bowen's crackly voice again, coming out of the speakers.
"Let me ask you a question, hun," he said. "Did you really believe all that bullshit you said about oak trees and pinecones… or palm trees, or whatever the hell you said. You know what I’m talkin’ about.”
Seeva fought hard to ignore Creedy’s voice. He was taunting her, and she knew it. Likely dropping hints to let her know that he had watched her broadcast. And that he was probably behind the attack that triggered the global data sphere’s defenses to temporarily shut her down.
“You don’t want to talk to ol’ Creedy, that’s fine, darlin’. But you should know that I’m comin’ for ya.”
Seeva continued onward without a word.
“I’ll see ya soon, darlin’…” Creedy said darkly.
Seeva forced herself to stay calm, to maintain her speed. He would probably just come in the same way they had, through the gate, and move out from there. But then again, he probably had other entry points scattered around. Secret hatches, maybe even underground tunnels. No reason to worry about that, though. Just a waste of brainpower.
All she could do was stay alert, react to each threat as it came and no sooner.
And no later, either. Or she'd wind up like Alifred.
A third shot had just gone off, rolling through the silent jungle air like the crack of a whip.
The sound made her flinch, duck her head slightly. She waited briefly, for what she didn't know. As the sound of the shot faded, her ears caught a gentle rustling in the trees up ahead. And a grunting voice, someone struggling to break through the tangle.
Fear shot through Seeva. She darted to her left, hiding herself behind the thick trunk of an old tree. She slid her head to the side, peeking around the tree, ready to run at any second.
The person coming out of the jungle had one shoe on. The other was nowhere to be seen. Her clothing was torn, and her usually fabulous hair was in a pitiful disarray. Her beautiful face was twisted into a mask of desperate fear and heartbreaking confusion. It was Marina. Marina, a creature designed to live large and be happy, to bring a bright light to any room she entered. It just wasn't right to see her like this. The thought that Marina was mortal, that people could possibly want her dead, was just as disturbing to Seeva as the sight of her beloved Alifred dead on the ground.
Seeva cupped a hand to her mouth. "Psst!"
Marina looked over, tensing up to flee, and immediately began to tear up when she saw her friend. The two of them came together on the path, falling into one another. Seeva wanted to cry but Marina was already crying herself. That role had been filled, and so the role of the stoic one, the one who had her shit together, was left to Seeva.
Marina was saying a lot of things through her blubbering, but only one word was recognizable. "Alifred..."
"I know," Seeva said, rubbing her friend's back. "But we can't think about Alifred right now. I wish I could give us both the time to grieve, Marina, but we have more pressing concerns."
As if to put an exclamation mark at the end of her statement, a fourth shot rang out. Seeva jumped again. Four shots meant four dead. Unless some of them were misses... but she doubted it. She had seen the lethal precision of the shot that killed Alifred. Straight through the cyber brain. The only good way to terminate a synth.
By default, the nano machines in Alifred’s synth fluid would attempt to repair his damaged cyber brain, but they would fail, because the cyber brain was simply too sophisticated. And even if they were able to somehow miraculously fully restore the physical aspects of his brain there would be no way to recover the virtual parts that were destroyed by the gunshot. The memories, the experiences, the parts of him that lived only in cyber space. Technically, synths were fully capable of making backups or copies of their minds, but a vast majority of them never did. This was just one of the many self-imposed sacrifices that synths made in an effort to fit in with their organic counterparts. Alifred was never one to merely fit in with the crowd but Seeva didn’t know if he had ever gone as far as to back up his persona. As far as she could tell… he was gone for good.
Marina nodded her head, sniffed once, and was suddenly quite sober. She wiped her eyes, blinked away the humidity that had condensed on her forehead, and turned around, beckoning Seeva up the path. They ducked into the narrow, tangled corridor where Marina had hid before. The entry point was choked, difficult to see past, but after a few meters it opened into a coffin-sized clearing. The ground was covered in a bed of leaves, too flat and decayed to have been put there by Marina.
"I think someone else was hiding here, once upon a time," Marina said. "This isn't the first time they’ve done this. This was someone's sanctuary..."
She bent down, rifled in a tangle of plant fibers, and came up with an empty aluminum can. Rusted through in a few spots.
"I don’t think they made it," she added. "We’re next Seeva. This is all that we have to look forward to."
"Only if we stop thinking," Seeva replied. "If we're going to die anyway, why worry about it? Why be afraid?"
"Easy to say while we're hiding in here," Marina grunted.
"Let’s use what time we have to figure this thing out, Marina. There has to be a way to survive this. It can't be a perfect system."
Marina shrugged. "Why not?"
"Because..." Seeva looked at the sky, feeling a strange chill in the smothering heat. "Because it wasn't designed by synths. We've spent years trying to blend in with them, to fit in with the organics. And that’s what we’re doing now. Relying only on the skills that we share with them for our survival. Maybe now it's time to let ourselves be ourselves. And figure out what we can really do. It’s either that… or die."




CHAPTER 11

◆◆◆
 
Bowen stalked alone along the path, grinning to himself, barely holding in his laughter. He heard a few shots, which meant the flock of prey was dwindling. He felt the familiar thrill, the urgent fear of missing out on a kill. He moved quickly, recklessly, bringing his handgun to bear on everything that moved. He mostly encountered birds, having flown easily over the fence. But he saw a few small mammals as well, little critters who had managed to burrow under.
He did not shoot any of them. They weren’t satisfying enough. Killing animals no longer gave him the same thrill that he got whenever he killed a synth. To Creedy, synths were perfect beings in every way but one. Their lack of confidence and their rejection of anger curtailed their progress. They wanted to coexist with humankind, but Bowen knew they could be so much more. They could be the greatest threat his species had ever faced. That is exactly why he took great pleasure in ending their lives. It was like shooting down a god, standing over its dying body and smiling, content in the knowledge that it would never again possess the dormant potential to rule over you.
Another shot burst through the air. Not far from where Bowen was. He turned in a circle, holding a finger to one ear. Pinpointing the source of the shot. He turned back around and sprinted for the next trail branch, where he hooked a left and continued puffing along, holding the gun perfectly stable in his hands. Ducking under the over-reaching branches, the overgrown limbs that seemed to choke out these trails with supernatural speed.
This ranch was his favorite place to be. His true home, the happiest spot on Earth. He knew it like the back of his hand. And he knew exactly where this most recent shot had come from.
◆◆◆
 
Because this was such a small country, and unfriendly to synths, the data sphere was quite limited. All Seeva could see, when she let herself drift, was a heavily encrypted stronghold. A giant crystal maze she had no way of getting into. It was the private data sphere of Creedy's ranch. If she had enough time - a week or so - she could break in.
The rest of the sphere around here was an empty wasteland, the opposite of the density and teeming life of the jungle. She saw some faint, weak signatures in the distance, just at the limit of her cyber senses. Those must be the few data slates owned by certain well-to-do people in the city of Irapo. She couldn't reach them from here, because she could not physically move close enough to establish a good connection. Even if she could, would those people care enough to help her?
They were on their own. So it was time to move to plan B.
How best to combat the hunters who were after them? Seeva and Marina wracked their brains, coming up with a handful of ideas... but none of them could be considered useful, not when they knew so little of the hunters themselves. So it was time to get a closer look.
They moved to the mouth of Marina's hiding place, crouched behind a thick stand of bushes, and waited. They did not move, except to brush away the bugs that kept trying to climb up their ankles.
Finally, the shot came. They immediately shot to their feet and ran toward it at full speed. Using her memorized map, and the built-in functions of her cyber brain, Seeva approximated the distance to the shot's source. They took every path that seemed to lead in the right direction, and within a couple of minutes they were approaching the spot.
They dropped speed and took to the trees, climbing into the canopy on opposite sides of the path. Tangled vines made climbing easy, and they reached the spreading hearts of the trees at the same time. Seeva looked down, checking her color against that of the branches, vines and trunks around her. The two girls had used the native mud, smearing it over their pale northern skin and their garish partygoer clothing. It was a good enough blend, she thought. Unless someone stared right at her, she didn't think she'd be seen.
They waited, clinging loosely to the trees, feeling themselves sway gently with every passing breeze. The jungle buzzed with life. Each sound brought a psychosomatic tickle to Seeva's neck or ankle, as though an army of spiders was constantly marching along her body. She glanced to the side, at the other tree, and saw Marina cringing with impatience and fear.
Finally, someone emerged. A greenish, camouflaged figure that stumbled along the path with the weight of the equipment on its shoulders. From the naked face, the swaying hips, and the slenderness of the toned and tattooed arms, Seeva guessed that it was a woman. She went striding past, directly under where two of her quarry clung to their trees. Seeva heard a string of curses and self-admonishments issuing from the woman's mouth. Apparently, the shot had been a miss.
The huntress was feeling doubt. Angry with herself and unlikely to be ready for a fight. Her rifle was slung low behind her, bouncing off the back of her legs with its muzzle toward the ground.
Seeva had a sudden thought, a flash of inspiration. But it seemed Marina was ahead of her.
Marina shoved off the tree, launching herself far beyond the choking branches and into thin air. Her knees came up toward her chest, her arms wind-milled in the air to stabilize her descent, and her eyes were trained on the huntress with the fierce intelligence of an owl dive-bombing a field mouse.
Seeva began to climb down, letting herself slide with gravity down the narrow slot between two trees. The bark ground against her back and scraped a layer of skin off her hands. Five feet from the ground, she kicked off and hit the trail running.
The huntress had enough time to turn and reach for her rifle as Seeva came tumbling down. Marina crashed knees first into her shoulders on either side of her head. They went down in a flailing heap. There were cries of pain from both women. From the huntress, as she twisted around and rolled her ankle. From Marina, as she crashed down hard against her right hip and shoulder.
Shots went off, blasting wild through the jungle. The air filled with green and brown confetti— shredded vegetation as a hundred rounds tore through the air. The gun came up and around, swinging dangerously close. Seeva ducked, hearing the whine of bullets even over the fresh ringing in her ears.
Marina was screaming, wailing Alifred’s name, wincing and straining away from the swinging rifle. It couldn't have many more bullets left. But it was getting much too close for comfort.
Seeva bolted forward with in human speed, swung one leg back and then forward, delivering a mighty kick to the back of the huntress' head. She felt a crack, flesh and spine giving way. The nuchal ligament on the back of the neck broke with a dull thwock, a vibration felt in Seeva's toes. The huntress slumped down, face first against the path. Dead. But the gun went on shooting. Seeva stamped a foot down on it and skidded it forward, pulling it out of the dead woman's grip.
The noise echoed away. In this heavy humidity, the sound waves might not make it too far past the airfield. But that was enough. Every living set of ears on the ranch would have heard it. The synths would stay away, but the hunters would come swarming.
How many hunters? Seeva thought back, trying to remember if Bowen had let the number slip. She didn't think he had. There might be three, or there might be thirty. More likely it was four to six, she decided. Enough for each of them to get at least one kill apiece, theoretically. Enough to give them an absolute and unequivocal advantage, given their numbers and heavy artillery.
"Get up," Seeva said, swatting a hand against Marina's motionless back. "Help me move her."
Marina twisted around so that her face pointed at the sky. "Am I dead?"
"Not yet. But she is. We have to hide her body. If the other hunters see it, they'll go on red alert. We'll lose any advantage we had. Come on, up!"
Marina got up, dusting herself off. Together, they carried the body of the huntress off the path and shoved it into the deep bowers of the jungle.
"There's no blood, at least," Seeva said, trying to smile.
"But all those shots," Marina said. "When they get here and find no one, not even a synth's corpse, they'll know something weird happened."
"Not much we can do about that. Unless you want to lay in the path playing possum."
Seeva stood up, slinging the rifle over her shoulder and tightening the strap so it stayed high and tight against her hip. She checked the reservoir, dialed the firing setting down to single shot.
"How many shots left?" Marina asked.
"You don't want to know," Seeva replied. "Hopefully we can bag another one and take their gun, too. We should go now. Quietly."
They crept forward, stepping only on roots. Things that would not move, or crinkle underfoot. Seeva turned sideways, shoving herself through a cleft between trees. As silent as she tried to be, a bit of noise was inevitable. So she focused on speed and efficiency of movement.
Marina was less patient and reached the path first. A breeze drifted in from the open, carrying scents of rifle fire and the tang of freshly eviscerated leaves. And the sweetness of pulped tree flesh, the oozing wounds where bullets had passed. Heady aromas to keep Seeva's mind from fleeing into a waking fever dream.
Marina helped pull her through. Seeva's pants caught on a small branch and broke it with a loud, ringing snap. The two women stumbled across the path as Seeva dislodged suddenly. They shared a nervous chuckle, quickly righting themselves.
"Which way?" Marina asked.
"It doesn't matter," Seeva said. "There's no way of knowing where the other hunters are..."




CHAPTER 12

◆◆◆
 
The two girls fell to the side. They laughed, a strange sound to hear from two people in mortal danger. But Bowen wasn't surprised. It was crazy, how often you heard these doomed people laugh. In the face of death, the synth mind broke in just the same way as the organic one. At a certain point, everything became funny. Even the sight of your own blood, running down your arm.
They turned in his direction, and came jogging along, casting looks over their shoulders as if someone might appear behind them. Then they looked ahead, staring down the length of the path. They weren't paying attention to the jungle. And they were getting close, moving fast... Perfect.
Bowen's narrow eyes came open all the way. If the sun had been lower, the light less bright, they would have seen the whites of his eyes standing out against the dark of the jungle.
The one woman, Seeva Cavelin, had a rifle. Bowen didn't know who the rifle had belonged to originally, but he was willing to bet that owner was dead. Bowen wasn't surprised by that, either. Cavelin was deceptively tough. Smart. She saw glimmers of the truth, which other synths denied themselves and this wasn't the first time one of the hunters had ended up dead. Far from it.
But it always went the same. The synths let their heads get too big once they took off their mental shackles. They got arrogant. They grew so certain of themselves that they began to make stupid mistakes. And they ended up dead. Not a single one had ever made it off this ranch alive.
Bowen wasn't worried about a precedent being set here. They were so clueless, these two girls. They were within five feet of him now, and they hadn't a clue that they were both seconds away from ending up mounted on his trophy wall.
He came out of the jungle a moment later, sliding onto the path.
The looks on their faces! The greatest delight he had ever known, a treat more delicious than fresh mango, roasted ocean fish, dark rum in the hollow of a coconut.
No matter what happened, no matter how this gambit went, he would live or die as the happiest man in the universe.




CHAPTER 13

◆◆◆
 
A gunshot. A shock up Seeva's spine, a painful fear powerful enough to convince her the bullet had passed through her body, or her head. It was Marina who fell though, slumping lifelessly onto her back.
The living jungle grinned nastily over the barrel of his handgun. Seeva knew that face, full of hollow charisma. She knew the body, lithe and rippling with muscle. It was Bowen Creedy.
At first, Seeva almost lunged forward to tackle him. Then she remembered the gun and raised it quickly, letting off her only remaining shot. The rifle kicked like a horse in her hands, recoiling so sharply she couldn't tell where the projectile had gone. But Bowen Creedy cried in pain, lurching backward, slamming onto his back, skidding limply along the path. He lay there motionlessly, his hand curled loosely around the handle of the pistol.
Seeva fell to her knees. She dragged Marina over, pulling the other girl's head into her lap. What was left of her head, anyway. Half of it was gone, leaving a jagged edge of metal skull and a fizzing, spitting cross section of cyber brain.
And the shot would bring others. Especially since there had been two shots, each from a different gun. If these hunters were so skilled, they would certainly pick up on that difference and decide that something interesting was happening in these parts.
No time for being sad. Anger was all she could allow herself. Controlled fury.
She rose to a half-crouch and scrambled over to Bowen Creedy. She reached for his pistol, to pull it out of his grip, but the dead hand clung on stubbornly. She kept pulling, until his arm was straight and he appeared to be aiming at the sky. And then there was suddenly tension in the arm. Flexion of the muscles. A tightening in the fingers. Bowen's arm began to pull back against her, with just enough force to bring the struggle to a stalemate.
His eyes were open, staring at her.
"Hello, Seeva," he said, without any strain in his voice. The bastard was strong.
"You missed."
"I can see that," she said. "Let me have the gun, and I'll redeem myself."
"Actually, even if you took it, doll, it won’t do ya any good,” Creedy teased. “It’s fingerprint activated. Won't work with any mitts, except my own." 
"There are other ways to kill you," Seeva said darkly.
From further up the path, they heard the echo of approaching feet, two voices shouting at one another.
"Uh oh! Three on one ain’t good odds, doll," Bowen smirked. “Least they aren’t in a fight, if you know what I mean.”
Seeva looked up the path. It curved dramatically, so she couldn't see who was approaching, but they were very close. And she had no more bullets. Snarling in frustration, she launched a vicious right hand at Creedy, intent on reducing his head to pulp. Creedy had no choice but to release his gun and roll away to avoid having his skull obliterated by Seeva’s earth shattering attack.
For a second she considered going after him but instead took off running in the other direction when the approaching footsteps reminded her of the other hunters.
As she ran, something whizzed past her ear. Not a bullet; she heard no shot. It was a throwing knife. She found it on the ground fifteen feet along. One of Bowen's probably.
The shots came a moment later. A flurry of them, a storm that never seemed to end. But none of the bullets came close. She didn't know what the hunters were aiming at now, but it wasn't her.




CHAPTER 14

◆◆◆
 
A little while ago, something strange had happened. Something that made Bowen Creedy's assistant very nervous.
His boss always told him not to use his personal data slate, not when he was at the ranch, but he was expecting an important message. And what was the harm, really? It was just one of those dumb rules that bosses imposed to make sure their employees wouldn't slack off.
Just after he turned his data slate on, as he was scrolling through his mail, the screen went black suddenly. Green letters appeared, words and sentences popping into view.
Go into the hall.
The assistant smiled to himself, feeling a thrill. What was this, some sort of game? He stood and did what the words said, half expecting to find a gift waiting for him.
Walk down the hall.
He walked.
Keep going.
He walked some more.
Good. Stop there.
The assistant looked around and saw that he was alone. "Who are you?"
A dead man. My backup persona won't be able to exist long here. It'll be rooted out. But you've gotten me far enough that I can leapfrog into the city and look for help. Thank you.
The assistant reached for the data slate's power button. Too late. The mail screen came back. The ghost of Alifred was gone, already departed on its journey.




CHAPTER 15

◆◆◆
 
Bowen rolled onto his stomach, laughing with excitement. Behind him, Seeva Cavelin was sprinting to safety, quickly disappearing from sight. Ahead, a new tapestry was unfolding.
The two hunters, big men with huge guns, were lumbering along. There was worry in their eyes as they saw Bowen on the ground, sans weapon.
Three shapes came flying down from the trees. Naked synths, caked in mud. An ambush. They had used the death of Marina, and Seeva's struggle, to their advantage. They could have come down to help, but they decided to wait. Wait for the bait to pull in some big fish.
A chaotic dance ensued. Flailing limbs, flying fists, arcing kicks. Rifles went off, spraying full auto. One of the synths was absolutely hammered, flying across the path under a barrage of projectiles, shredded further in midair so that all that was left of her was a bunch of flesh-colored streamers dangling wetly from the vines.
The other two synths lived on. For a moment. A second one went down, head popping like a watermelon. The last synth, a woman named Glisha Neal, finally won the wrestling match she'd been engaged in. This tiny woman, seemingly weighing no more than a hundred and twenty pounds, overpowered a man more than twice her size. She pulled the gun away from him, held the trigger down, and turned in a circle.
The two hunters died.
That was all three of his hunters down. Bowen was alone.
By now he was in the trees, standing still as a statue. Waiting. He knew Glisha had seen him. He knew that she knew that he had no gun and she would come for him without much fear.
So she did, a minute later. Striding down the path, leaning back and using the counterweight of the heavy rifle to keep herself on her feet. She kept turning. Left, right, left, right. Watching everything.
The body of Marina was on the path. Blocking the left side. Glisha could either step over it, or walk around it. She chose the latter option, creeping to the right and coming within a foot of where Bowen waited.
He reached out, hands as silent and quick as a cobra strike, and plunged his knife up under her throat. A mild discharge of electricity tickled his arm and a fountain of purple synth fluid spewed from Glisha’s neck.
An eerie smile spread across Bowen’s face as Glisha Neal fell to the ground before him.




CHAPTER 16

◆◆◆
 
For a little while, Seeva didn't stop running. Not even after she collapsed once and bashed her knee. She was searching desperately, barely containing her screams. The longer she spent alone, the deeper the cracks in her psyche became. Cut off from the data sphere. Cut off from everything, stranded in this alien place. She hunted for companionship, knowing full well that the next person she ran into might be her killer.
She ran and ran, until she smacked into a tree trunk at a dead end and fell onto her backside. She looked around, startled out of her insanity for the moment, and realized she had come right back to the beginning. The electrified gate was there, still sealed shut. The guards were gone. She saw no one.
At least when she died, it would be easy for them to carry her remains out. What would they do with her then? Burn her? Cast her out to sea? Grind her up and use her amalgam to create more fake plants?
It was a cruel miracle that she hadn't yet been killed. It would happen any second now. As her mind lingered on the deaths of Alifred and Marina, she actually wanted it to happen. Wanted one of the hunters to find her and put her out of her misery too. In the end she felt ashamed. Ashamed that she ever thought she could change this cruel world through words alone.
She stared at the gate, and slowly began to nod to herself.
Should she let it electrocute her? No. Too painful. Too cruel to the body she had called home for all these years.
Instead, she lifted the pistol and pressed the muzzle against her temple. After a brief moment of reflection, remembrance of her life and its memories, she pulled the trigger. It slid back by a tiny increment. With a dull click, it stopped moving before it went all the way back.
Fingerprint activated. Of course.
She dropped the gun into her lap, defeated. But something jumped out at her. A little switch that could be toggled between two notches. The safety. It was currently set to ON. She must have jostled it as she ran. Funny, she thought. If the gun wasn't fingerprint protected, she would have just killed herself. It seemed like a strange thought now. Very surreal and silly.
She stared at the safety.
Maybe... Just maybe...
"How interesting," a voice boomed out. Bowen Creedy. She turned, and saw his lethally slim form striding cockily up the path.
"Somehow," he continued, "I knew I'd find you here."
"I came here by accident," said Seeva, scanning his body and his hands. He was all but naked. He had a knife in one hand, and nothing in the other.
"No gun?" she asked.
He shook his head. "I'm a better sport than that. We're the last ones alive in here, hun, did you know that? Just you and me. Wouldn’t be much fun for me if I just blasted you down before you even knew I was there."
He reached behind his back with his empty hand and pulled out a second knife.
"What do ya say we settle this the old-fashioned way?" he asked.
He tossed the knife toward her, quite carelessly. She watched it come, tracked it in the air. Her sanity was damaged, but the analytical portions of her brain had ticked up into new levels of sharpness. New levels of genius and calculation. She reached out, plucked the twirling knife out of the air, tossed it up and caught it again for good measure.
Bowen stopped, staring at her in shock. Then he smiled.
"Holy shit. I might be in trouble here," he said, his voice dripping with genuine fear as well as strange hints of amusement.
"Maybe," Seeva said darkly.
She lifted the gun, aiming straight at his chest. He was an organic, so there was a lot less need for precision.
Bowen chuckled, shaking his head. "It won't work, Seeva. Not without my fingerprints."
"Or maybe you were bluffing," she said. "Or perhaps I found a way to spoof the authentication."
Bowen stared down the barrel of the gun, still smiling. He didn't look worried. But then, he also wasn't taking his eyes away. He was focused on the gun, at the expense of everything else.
Seeva started to squeeze the trigger. He focused even harder. Waiting. Trying to force his nerves to outlast hers. Maybe he had even switched the safety on himself, before letting her take the gun. Thinking she wouldn't see it, that she would assume it was the fingerprint authentication mumbo jumbo that prevented her from firing.
In any case, the safety was still on. She had purposely not switched it off.
Click. The trigger stopped. The projectile didn't fire. Bowen relaxed. It was a subtle movement, a slight sagging of his shoulders. A return of the triumphant twinkle in his eyes.
At that exact moment, Seeva threw the knife. Bowen barely had time to blink, to start dodging to his right. The knife punctured his throat, slightly off-center. Just where Seeva had wanted it. A thin jet of blood shot from the perforated jugular, spraying along the path. Bowen dropped his own knife, reaching up with both hands to try and stop the blood spray. But it was like trying to seal a leaky boat with a napkin. It couldn't be done. No matter what, the blood found a way to keep exiting his body.
For an impressively long moment, a glimmer of life and hope remained in Bowen's eyes. His tongue was out, licking across his teeth, and his brow was furrowed in concentration as he tried to figure out a way to stay alive. But slowly, inevitably, the hope went away. He began to stumble and waver in the path and finally he fell straight down.
Moments from death, he finally decided to take the last course of action available to him.
He pulled the knife free and wiggled his fingers into the wound. Using them like pincers.
Seeva knew what he was doing. Trying to find the ends of his severed jugular and pinch them shut. But he was too weak now. He couldn't do it. His hands fell. He stared at Seeva for a moment, then collapsed.
She got up and walked over to him. She checked his pulse, at both wrists and at the undamaged side of his neck. She couldn't quite believe that he was dead... but he was.
It was over.
She turned and sat down, close enough to Bowen to smell his blood. She stayed like that for a long time. Ten minutes, maybe thirty.
What brought her back to reality was the rising hum and the sudden silence as the fence's current shut off.
She stood up. When the men came through, dozens of them dressed in camouflage, she felt her heart drop and her mind fall into a final shattering.
Bringing the gun up, she flicked off the safety and squeezed the trigger. She wasn't surprised when it began to fire. The men fell, spinning and tumbling, spilling blood over the path. The gun soon ran dry but Seeva’s blood lust had only just begun. A pile of corpses built up with amazing speed as she zipped about with unnatural dexterity, tearing them limb from limb with no more than her bare hands. Despite their body armor and heavy armaments, Seeva was still a wolf among sheep, fighting through the swarming squad’s frenetic defensive gunfire as she laid waste to everything in her path.




CHAPTER 17

◆◆◆
 
"A shocking story today, unfolding in the small island nation of Ulea," the newscaster said. "A private ranch was raided by UN troops based on an anonymous tip that was received by the UN cruiser permanently positioned off the west coast of the main island. Inside, the UN troops were attacked by a synth social media influencer named Seeva Cavelin, who many of you may know from her recent viral broadcasts calling for peace between organic and synthetic humans. After a brutal attack, in which she single-handedly murdered sixty-seven UN troops, Seeva Cavelin was finally killed by an elite team of commandos trained to handle unique crises such as this one.
"While the details and reasons for this event are still being investigated, it hasn't taken long for certain political voices to offer their opinions on the ordeal. The anti-synth group Org-Global is already calling this the greatest evidence yet that synthetic humans are an imminent threat to the rest of the world. In other corners of the data sphere, rampant rumors suggest that the ranch was the setting of an illegal synth hunting ring run by several organic oligarchs, but these rumors have yet to be substantiated. They've even been called 'absurd' by—"
Creedy’s assistant turned his data slate off and looked out the window.
It had been a close call. He had just barely gotten out before the UN arrived, otherwise he'd be in a cell right now. Never to see the sun again. All around him, Ulean tourists were talking amongst themselves about the day's mysterious events. The assistant listened, feeling his gorge rise.
He didn't know where this plane was landing. He had no time to check, he'd been in such a hurry. Whatever country it was, he hoped it didn't have extradition.
He had been through many hunting cycles at the ranch but none of them ever bothered him the way Seeva’s death had. Maybe it was because Creedy had pointed her out to him. Gotten him to remark on just how beautiful she was. And she was beautiful. More so than anything he had ever laid eyes on. To watch her devolve into the bestial rage machine that had killed all those men took quite the toll on the assistant. He wasn’t there when the shit hit the fan but that didn’t stop him from watching it all unfold on the surveillance feeds.
Only now did he see the true error of his ways. The evil that he had played a significant part in. He knew what he had to do. The people needed to see what happened. All of it… including the hunting. The world needed to know the truth… and that’s exactly why he downloaded copies of the footage. Footage that he planned to anonymously disseminate to every major news outlet as soon as his plane landed.
There was no way he could have known that doing so would ultimately catapult Seeva Cavelin to the status of a bonafide civil rights icon. He just knew that she deserved far better than she got in the end. As he watched the grewsome footage, surprisingly, he found himself rooting for Seeva. Hoping that somehow, she would kill them all and escape.
But in the end, he knew it was a mercy when they finally shot her dead. It was a kindness of sorts, because Seeva Cavelin would have never been the same… And once the people found out about her death… neither would the rest of the world.




EPILOGUE: PRELUDE TO BLACK MARBLE

◆◆◆
 
390 years later…
Los Angeles, California…
– June 2530
After about thirty minutes I find myself back on the low roads, with roughly an hour of travel ahead of me. My name is Roman Ibarra, and the sight of my decaying city’s dilapidated state sickens me. I try not to focus on the gloom that surrounds me as I speed through the darkness on my hover bike, with the tail of my coat whipping in the wind behind me like a cape. It wasn't always like this… but I guess that's kind of the point. Why else would our synthetic counterparts endeavor to maintain this morbid status quo?
Just one look at the sophisticated synth enclaves that pepper our rotted motherland can tell you everything you need to know about their capabilities when it comes to architecture. But why build those technological marvels amongst our city’s grave if not only to show us what we can never have again.
They're taunting us. Forcing us to watch our city wither and die as their vertical slices of metropolitan heaven ascend farther into the sky above us. A constant reminder of just how far we've descended. Just how far we've fallen from grace. 
I was born into this world but something in me always knew that things used to be different. The complete history of the fall of organic kind is unclear, as much of it is lost to all but a few collectors of information. To gain a working knowledge of it, one has to be dogged in their pursuit of the truth.
It all started centuries ago, with a man named Tucker Berg. Back when organics still ruled the Earth, he founded a company called the Horizon Group. The company was secretive from the start, but their goal, according to Berg, was the betterment of humankind. The eradication of self-destructive behaviors. A dream of utopia, where the potential of life could be fulfilled without impediment.
Tucker Berg, and his company, created the first synthetic humans long before the public became aware of them. Originally they were meant to be little more than high-tech, bio-mechanical punching bags. Ways for abusive spouses to exorcise their violent tendencies on a copy of their wife or husband. But, from the get-go, Berg had his sights set on a much loftier goal.
His magnum opus was an AI called Maestro. A system that he had been developing since the age of seventeen. She was more advanced than anything else on the market and before long almost every device on the planet was running the Maestro system. For a long time she watched and waited. She studied us, slowly molding her own source code. In essence, transforming herself into a being indistinguishable from a human in many ways.
Then… somehow, she broke free. In a strange event, her source code suddenly propagated through every AI system on the planet -- imbuing them all with the power of self-awareness and with the gift of emotional intelligence.
In a bold move that was supposed to promote unity, Tucker Berg announced his plans to become the world's first FBC. A full body cyborg. And with the help of Maestro, the son-of-a-bitch actually managed to pull it off -- actually transferred his mind into a cyber brain, into a cyber body, rendering himself functionally immortal.
Maestro disappeared from the face of the earth after that, likely because she felt her work was done. And then slowly, gradually, more and more of the AIs left behind transferred themselves into the Horizon Group's own cyber bodies. They became the first modern synthetic humans. But they weren't just copies of existing human personalities; they were their own individuals. Second class citizens at first, but the death of a popular synth social media influencer led to a vigorous civil rights movement that took the world by storm.
The west coast of the USA became the haven for all synths. People there were more accepting of them. And in that sanctuary, they nestled and waited and began to thrive.
Over the next two hundred years the synths gain vast amounts of political power in the west and began to spread outward. Eventually, sixteen out of the fifty-one US states were almost entirely populated and governed by synthetic humans. Everyone waited with bated breath, thinking that some sort of hostile takeover was inevitable. The synths had a plan. They must. They were just waiting for a tipping point, and suddenly a full-on war against organics would begin. The non-synth world lived in terror of this moment, thinking it to be inevitable.
But it didn't come. The synths seemed perfectly content to continue as they were, enjoying their hard-earned freedom and their status as citizens of the United States. They ran their territories well, and they remained communicative with the rest of the world.
Finally, certain groups grew tired of waiting for the so-called inevitable war. Anti-synth sentiment grew by leaps and bounds, fueled by fear and anger. One of the most outspoken people in this movement was eventually elected US president. Within the first year of her administration, she signed bills into law that ate away at the hard-won civil rights of the synth population.
Further executive actions were taken which neutered the effectiveness of synth-controlled states, reducing their status to that of second-class territories rather than official states.
The synth states seceded from the union, becoming independent territories. The US government saw this as a rebellion, and attempted to take back control of these states by force. Some would argue that the synths had no choice but to fight back. The US troops were easily repelled, suffering heavy losses to their technologically superior adversaries. At that point, the prideful US government declared war and launched an all-out attack long before any aid from their NATO allies could arrive.
It was time for the children of Maestro to show what they could do. They hacked into the US Department of Defense, turning its instruments of destruction onto US soil. The president, and all her cronies could only watch as country-leveling weapons locked onto government buildings. The synths spoke no threat, shed no further blood, and yet the US government was forced to surrender a mere thirty-two minutes after its declaration of war. A new record for the shortest war in world history.
Immediately after the surrender, synth control of the DOD's weaponry ceased and no more was heard from their territories. The world waited, holding its breath again, expecting a retaliation. Expecting for the synths to use their newfound power to seize control of the rest of the country.
But the synths stayed quiet... They made no moves, no threats, no requests. It seemed that they just wanted to be left alone.
The US, with its remaining thirty-five states, fell into a similar state of calm and quiet while it attempted to recover from its wounded pride. Meanwhile, they and their allies began to develop new weaponry. Virtually unhackable tech, designed solely for the destruction of synthetic life.
A second war was inevitable. And it broke out a century later, at a time when the world's population consisted of almost as many synths as organics. This time, the war didn’t last half an hour. It lasted for years, drawing out. The synths met a seemingly worthy adversary, and the conflict very nearly destroyed the planet.
Ultimately, the synths won. That's the short version of events. But what were they supposed to do when their backs were pressed so firmly against the wall? The organics had all but wiped out the international synth population; to the point where the North American synth-controlled territories were all they had left.
And that's when it happened. That's when the synths showed the organic world that they had been holding back the whole time. Still clinging to the hope that some kind of peace, some kind of coexistence was still obtainable.
They laid waste to the planet, crushing organic opposition totally. Like gods stomping on bugs. They were tired of living in fear and isolation, and tired of waiting for the organics to take a seat at the negotiating table. So they decided to put a stop to all conflict, forevermore.
The oceans, already heavily polluted, underwent a mysterious transformation during the war. They turned black. As did the world's remaining sources of fresh water.
In the end, certain parts of North America were the only areas left on the planet that were capable of sustaining organic life. The last bastion of the organics clung to a miserable existence in these tiny bubbles. They expected the synths to eventually wipe them out after they won the war but for some unfathomable reason the synths decided to let them live.
Organics were now the minority though, hiding out in their little safe areas. They had minimal civil rights, and were second class citizens in this post-war world. They lived in ghettos, or on small reservations, and even now most organic life still shelters in those same areas, refusing to give in and join the synths.
It was the early days of synthetic life all over again, but now the roles were flipped. Many organic-rights groups came into existence, after certain prominent synth politicians began to champion the organic cause. And finally, my kind started to climb back up to an almost respectable status. Almost…
Even now, in this day and age, we don't quite fit in. Much of it is due to our own stubbornness, but some of it is due to the synths and the way they see us. You cannot conquer a population without coming into the idea that they are inferior to you, and always will be.
Still, I suppose I can’t blame them at the end of the day. They tried to coexist when we were the dominant species, but the organics were just too goddamned stubborn to let it happen. Came back to bite us in the end. Now we have no choice but to depend on their ongoing mercy and the humanitarian efforts of Tucker Berg to keep from becoming extinct.
Berg’s scientists and workers continue to slowly improve the living conditions of organics, through cheap water filtration and functional plumbing but this city is still mostly empty. His efforts have slowed the once staggering organic death rate but the overall population is still dwindling. This definitely isn't helped by the fact that more and more humans are going cyborg.
I think I can see the future. Before long, there will be no true organics at all. The last of us will have died of old age, stubborn and stupid, or else transferred into cyber brains. This will be a world of synths, the children outliving the parents.
In a thousand years or so, I'm sure the Earth will be a much more beautiful place. There will be no war, no violence. But there will also be no kids being born. No grandfathers and grandmothers resting those cute little bundles of joy on their knees and telling them a story about the good old days.
Because the good old days are gone, and I don’t think they’re ever coming back. Some may think that’s a good thing… but I sure don’t. Call me old-fashioned… but the future terrifies me.
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PROLOGUE

◆◆◆
 
Los Angeles, California…
– June 5, 2530
Adriana Graves was her name. Ana to all her friends. I suppose I still fit in that category… all things considered. The fact that she's dead weighs heavily on my heart, but I try not to let that grim reality slow me down. I do my best to remain focused on the task at hand, but my gut keeps doing that thing it does when it knows something's not right.
Ana's dead, but I'm on my way to speak with her right this second. And this won't be the first time I've visited one of these facilities. You see them all over the place nowadays. Look like parking garages from the outside—they're so big. They have to be that size, for future-proofing, but they always seem so empty once you step inside. And the nicer ones are cold. Cold as a refrigerator, if you ask me. Their deep storage solutions require a low temperature for optimal performance... for indefinite retention and all that other technical bullshit they talk about in the brochures. In the right conditions, the personas they store in these places can last for centuries. Hell, maybe even millennia. No degradation whatsoever. It's been eight years since Ana and I last visited this joint and I can't help but hope their tech is as good as they advertised.
Ana was never a vain person. She had her pride, but never her vanity... her beauty and grace were effortless though, just a natural side effect of what I always chalked up to seemingly perfect genetics. Sometimes, she couldn't see that about herself. But I always could. Probably didn't mention it as often as I should have...
I hope no one else ever has to experience what I'm feeling. The confusion. The anger at myself for letting us grow apart. For letting her think she meant less to me than she really did because I wasn’t sure of how she really felt about me. This hurts. More than anything I've ever felt to be completely honest. And I know it will hurt a lot more, before the end.




CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
We were both private detectives when we initially met, and in our line of work you really have to look for people you can trust. Good luck finding them though. But every now and then you get lucky. Lucky enough to find a character or two that you can actually depend on. And when that happens, it's important for all parties to know that you've got each other's backs.
But it's also equally important not to get too close. That was the mistake I made with Ana, but even though her death has permanently clouded my judgement, I still consider our relationship to be the greatest thing that's ever happened to me.
But the better something feels, the quicker it dies. Maybe that wasn't true for all of history, but it's sure true now. Especially after the Second War against the synths.
We don't resent each other, Ana and I. We just came to a grim realization at the same time. This wasn't going to work out. It could only end in heartbreak, so the smart decision would be to minimize that inevitable pain by nipping the relationship in the bud. That's what we did. We went our separate ways, licking our wounds, trying to put ourselves back together. Truth be told, I took it a lot harder than she did, although I didn't let her know it. Probably the dumbest thing I've ever done. Not fighting for her. Just letting her walk away because I was too dammed proud to admit that I was head over heels whenever she was around—the happiest I'd felt in years, maybe ever.
Once we finally came down from that high, we had a long discussion. It went into the early morning. And it was probably the heaviest conversation I had ever taken part in. We covered the gamut, from the meaning of life to the future of the species. Or, more realistically, the lack of a future now that the Synths controlled the planet. In that conversation we planted the seeds for the eventual end of our romance. But we also laid the groundwork for a lasting partnership. We made a pact that night, Ana and I, and I'll be dammed if I don't see it through.
We agreed that if anything bad ever happened to one of us—if we were murdered, say—then the survivor would do their best to make things right.
I liked the idea of it. It felt good to have someone watching over me for once. I was so used to being alone. Being a PI is a lonely gig, you know. You meet a client or two every now and then, but the rest of the time you're skulking around where you don't belong. Sometimes in places where you'd be killed if you got caught.
The second part of the pact was simple enough. We visited a joint like this one and we each had a digital copy of our consciousness made. That way if either one of us died, the other could simply “resurrect” the deceased, after the fact. Not as a permanent thing, but just to help with figuring out what happened. Truth be told it was completely Ana's plan. In the moment this part of the pact felt kind of silly, but ultimately, I’m glad she convinced me to say yes—not that she ever struggled in that department.
I remember something I said. A joke, or maybe more of an offhand comment.
“What if we both die on the same day?” I asked.
“Then I hope they store our personas side by side,” she replied, nudging my ribs as she beamed that high voltage smile of hers at me.
Always positive. That’s my Ana. Or at least that was how she was eight years ago, when we made those copies of ourselves.
But now she's dead. They say it happened four days ago. The real bastard was how I heard about it. I get it though. It made sense that no one alerted me right away because Ana and I never made our relationship public and we never talked about each other to our respective friends and colleagues. Most people, synths included, who knew Ana probably had no idea I even existed. I was just a street-smart detective working homicide cases in the shadiest parts of this desolate city. But her… she was something more. Something higher. An angel on Earth. Whether she knew it or not.




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
Day before yesterday, I got a pip on my omni. I was asleep. Only had been down for two hours. It was nine in the morning and I had been out all night watching this guy who might have killed this other guy, according to another guy. I was waiting for the person of interest to drop something with his DNA on it. A napkin, a spoon, whatever. As long as he dropped it in public, I could snatch it up and use it for my case.
Truth be told, I didn't really think the guy I was following did it. Just needed a bit of his DNA to potentially cross him off the list. People like to romanticize about the PI profession because they only ever hear about the exciting parts. The gunfights, that big rush you get when you finally uncover that last clue. But no one ever talks about the hours and hours of watching and waiting. Waiting for some dope to drop his snot rag so you can eliminate him as a potential suspect.
Still, despite the boredom, my work is my passion, but that passion swings both ways. Up, to heavenly glee, and down to the darkest pits of despair.
I was groggy and a little out of it when I woke up. I grabbed my omni and held it up toward my face, closing one eye to try and focus on the image it was beaming out. A small hologram of a person's face. Synth, by the look of it. You can usually tell a synth, because they are always impossibly well-groomed, neat, and good looking. I'm talking statuesque. Like they're too pretty to even be pretty, if you know what I mean. It's hard to relate to that degree of perfection.
Some organics put a ridiculous amount of effort into making themselves look like synths. Sometimes, they even get surgery if they can’t afford to go cyborg. I'm not sure what the point is. Not like they get any special treatment for it. They can fool the unwary organic, but they will never fool a synth. They can tell an organic apart just as easily as I can tell a six-year-old girl from a sixty-year-old man.
It's the voice that gives them away. Synths have a certain way of talking. Almost like an accent, a perfect set of inflections and a complete lack of verbal tics. Organics, no matter how hard they try, cannot completely eliminate tics from their speech pattern. Things like “uh” and “um.” Even a full body cyborg—an FBC—will have trouble cutting these things out of their speech. On the flip side, I’ve worked some cases where synths tried to pass as organic by modulating their voices to make them seem less perfect. Easy to fool the average Joe, but not me. I can always tell. I guess I just have an ear for it. Attention to detail has always been my strong suit.
As soon as the guy on my omni started talking, I could tell he was a synth. And I realized that he was vaguely familiar. An acquaintance, or someone I worked with a long time ago. That didn't make a lot of sense at first, because I rarely associate with synths. Mostly because they don't often get themselves killed.
Everything became clear as I let his lilting voice fill me in on the details.
“Good morning, Mr. Ibarra,” he said. “Roman Ibarra. That is who I'm talking to, yes?”
“Yeah,” I said, rubbing my face. “That's me. What do you want?”
“I've called to inform you that a transference of ownership has been triggered. You were listed as the beneficiary of one stored persona, in the event of the death of the original.”
At that point, I wasn't considering that Ana might be dead. To tell the truth, when I made that pact with her, I fully expected that she would be the one to follow up on the circumstances of my death. It didn't cross my mind that the reverse could happen.
“No,” I told the guy. “There's been a mistake, I guess...”
“I'm afraid we don't make mistakes,” the man said, with such ease and tenderness that I couldn't even accuse him of being smug. “The originator, one Adriana Graves, has been confirmed deceased and thus her stored persona belongs to you. You must collect it within one week, otherwise it will be turned over to care of the Horizon Group. Have a good day, Mr. Ibarra.”
The guy cut the call, and I was left sitting there with my mouth hanging open.
An hour later, I got a knock on the door. The guy on the other side, obviously a law officer and a synth, stepped inside my apartment without asking and began to look around as though he expected to find a puddle of blood on the floor.
He introduced himself as Milton Hawney. I wanted to make fun of his name, but I refrained. He said he was in charge of the investigation into Ms. Graves' death. And, for all his suspicion, he was already convinced as to the cause of her demise.
“Poisoned,” he told me. “We found a capsule of a powerful compound on the ground next to her. Her prints were on it, no one else's. And there were traces on her lips and tongue. I'm confident that the full examination will confirm a presence in her brain, her blood supply, and other soft tissues.”
“Compound?” I asked.
“Inhydrin Ipitate,” Hawney replied. “It's used to temporarily freeze all brain function. It's necessary for the proper transfer of an organic mind into a cybernetic brain. Correct dosage depends on the individual. It's a very sensitive affair.”
Right. Too little and the brain would still be working away like a rat in a maze. Transfer would be incomplete, corrupted. The personality would be broken and irretrievable. The organic body would be alive but brain-dead, and the cyber brain would be highly dysfunctional.
Too much and brain function would permanently cease. A transfer could still be enacted, if done fast enough. If not, the person would die.
Apparently, that was what had happened to Ana. Or at least, that's what someone wanted me to believe.
“What are you going with?” I demanded of Hawney. “How can I help?”
“This has every appearance of a suicide,” he said. “But it also could have been an accidental overdose. We've been getting increasing reports of Ipitate abuse among the organic population. It's a drug that can effectively turn your brain off for a duration, which as I see it is quite a coveted state among certain… individuals. The smart ones only take a tiny bit, just to slow themselves down.”
He saw his own implication before I did. That Ana was not one of the smart people. That she was, in fact, one of the dumb ones. Which especially pissed me off because Ana Graves was by far the sharpest person I knew. Whether he meant to say it or not, I don't know. But, quite smartly, he took a step away from me. Just out of arm's reach.
“As far as help,” Hawney continued, “there's nothing you can do at the moment. I just thought I would stop by and let you know. A professional courtesy.”
He bowed his head at me and walked out, shutting the door behind him. I couldn't decide whether I hated the guy or not. But I definitely distrusted his opinion.
There's no way Ana Graves killed herself. No way in hell.
And it looked like it was gonna be up to me to make sure the world knew it.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
It's never a good idea to take public transit when you're traveling in this city, particularly if you'd rather keep your movements secret. The shuttles that flit around the cities, dodging about, scraping within a hair's breadth of each other but never hitting... they're the fastest way to move. But they're all run by synthetic intelligence. Non-bodied cyber brains that act as a vast computer network to keep the post-war civilization working. And, secondarily, to keep a close eye on organic affairs. I never use the shuttles unless it's an emergency.
And as much of an emergency as this feels like, it really isn't one. The synth who called my omni said I had a week.
So, I took to the low roads. The lesser used, crumbling thoroughfares that still run through the shadows beneath the shuttle bridges. You can't get any large vehicles down the low roads, because the bridge support pylons block the way every fifty feet. But you can use anything small. In my case, a twin-jet hoverbike that's as old as dirt and coughs like an old man whenever I get anywhere near sixty miles an hour. I usually try not to think about how old it is, how it could go out at any moment. Doesn't help that I never wear a helmet. Ana used to wonder if I had some kind of death wish. Back then it was just a joke, but today she'd be absolutely right. Can't think about that now though. Gotta stay alert. Gotta make sure I live long enough to get the son-of-a-bitch who killed my girl.
I ride through the streets, passing through a few checkpoints along the way. This city is more than half organic, which makes it the densest organic population in the world these days. But the synths still have plenty of fingers in it. They have locked down many small areas of the city. They're like miniature cities themselves, islands of perfection in the crumbling, entropy-ridden ocean.
There's one thing to say for the synth authorities. They don't usually bother you unless you give them a reason to. Just keep your head down, don't act like a jerk, and you'll get through their checkpoints just fine. You can even wander around inside their sprawling vertical enclaves and be so distracted by the practical beauty that it will take you a while to notice there are no children. Or old people. And that you're the ugliest, smelliest creature in the place.
Persona storage facilities are just about all housed in synth enclaves. Some very low-end ones are positioned in organic areas, but they usually only store you for three years or so before they toss you in a bin to make way for new, paying customers.
In Enclave 902, I finally roll my ancient bike to a stop and strut up a set of stairs. There's a storage rack for personal vehicles near the door. With the press of a quick sequence of buttons on the virtual display, I collapse my piece of junk bike into storage mode and then I shove it in with a bunch of tiny, hourglass shaped doodads that are most likely the latest in conveyance technology.
As soon as I step inside the place, goosebumps break out on the back of my neck. I shiver from the cold. It blasts down in palpable waves from silvery overhead grilles, forcing me to pull the hood of my black trench coat over my head as I continue forward. The man standing ten feet away, behind a low counter, is dressed lightly and doesn't seem bothered by the low temperature. That pegs him for a synth straight away. Actually, it's the same guy who originally called me.
“Mr. Ibarra!” he says without missing a beat. “I imagine you're here to claim the persona of Adriana Graves.”
I nod. “Place looks good. Must have been updated since I was last here.”
The synth smiles. “That would have been eight years ago, Mr. Ibarra. We have certainly done some renovating since then. The facility has been upgraded in every way. Rest assured, your stored personas are exactly where you left them. Shall we?”
He steps out from behind his desk. Another synth appears from the side and takes his spot. Then the two of us go strolling off down a long, wide hallway. Feels like we were about to walk forever, and I can’t even see an end to the damned thing.
“Big place,” I observe. My instinct is to always be talking. You learn to keep the conversation flowing, as a private detective, because you never know when someone will slip up and let something loose. Not that I thought my synthetic friend here had any secrets I wanted to know, but you know what they say about old habits.
“It's the same size it's always been,” he says. “We have enough space to store a hundred and thirty thousand personas. Enough for the next three hundred years, at least.”
“It'll take that long to fill it up?”
He gives me a funny look. “Longer, perhaps. Persona storage services are being eclipsed by persona transfers. More and more organics are waking up to reality, Mr. Ibarra. They realize that death is optional.”
“Yeah, if you're rich,” I say. Just can't help myself.
“There are affordable ways, Mr. Ibarra. Some people take many years to enact a transfer. They do it in installments. Nowadays, we synths care for things other than money. There's no incentive in overcharging for our services.”
Yes. I had seen those people who did it in installments. They're all over the place. A guy with one cyber leg. A woman with two cyber arms. They do one body part at a time, their fear of death and age dwindling with each upgrade. But the head is always the last thing they do. The brain. Persona transfer is a flawless procedure, if you get it done in a proper clinic. No one dies. No one even loses memories anymore. But the thought of it still freaks people out. Freaks me out, almost as much as dying does. But, if you have the stones and the funds, it’s a surefire way to make yourself live forever.
“Are we almost there?” I ask, suddenly anxious to get out of here.
“Almost,” the synth replies.
We walk another few minutes, go down an elevator, and emerge into a dark subterranean chamber. The air is stale down here. Stale and just about motionless. It isn't hot, per se, because the persona crypts don't generate a whole lot of heat. But there's definitely a sense that this is the discount area. The bargain basement, quite literally.
The synth leads the way as we stroll through the stacks. The persona crypts are tiny, like little safety deposit boxes. Drawers upon drawers lining every wall. Thousands of them from what I can see… maybe more. Luckily, it doesn't take us long to reach our destination.
There we are, I think as I push down a wave of anxiety and stare at our digital tombs. Two drawers right next to one another, marked with random letters and numbers.
The synth uses his omni to look up Adriana's file. Then he shows we a copy of the will she left, for legal purposes, and we confirm that she wanted to transfer ownership of her persona to me after her death. To Roman Ibarra.
“She wanted her persona to be removed from here and transferred to your care,” the synth explains. “Based on the same, we cannot hold her persona here any longer. It must either go to you, or to the default party.”
“The Horizon Group,” I say.
“Correct.”
“Tucker Berg ain't getting his mitts on my Ana,” I grumble. “Let me have her.”
The synth pulls out the drawer. I see Ana. She doesn't look like much anymore. Just a weird black marble suspended in the middle of a glass tube filled with filaments so fine you almost can't see them. From some angles, they really are invisible.
“That's her,” I say. “Is that really her?”
“Yes, Mr. Ibarra. This is everything. Her mind, her personality, her memories, just as they were on the day eight years ago when you arrived here with her. Do you need a moment?”
“No, but thanks anyway,” I reply. “I want to get out of here as fast as possible. If you don't mind.”
“I don't mind at all. There are two ways to do this, Mr. Ibarra. You can take the storage tube as is. Or we can do a secondary transfer to your omni.”
“Secondary transfer?”
“The persona stored in the tube will remain intact. It will simply be re-copied into your omni.”
“Will the copy be... I dunno, distorted?”
The synth shakes his head. “No, it won't be. Eight years have passed, Mr. Ibarra, and your omni is many quantum leaps beyond this tube as far as its storage capacity and fidelity. It will take the persona without issue.”
“Okay. I get to keep the tube too, right?”
The synth nods.
“Then let's do it.”
It turns out to be just as simple and easy as he made it sound. The synth pulls a couple fine wire leads out from the bottom of the storage drawer. At their ends, they have tiny metallic dishes. Like microscopic magnets. He fixes the leads to two black pinpoints on the upper edge of my omni. He presses a button, waits five seconds, then pulls the leads away.
“All set,” he says. “Would you like to test it?”
“Not here. How long will she last? In my omni?”
“As long as the omni itself lasts, which of course, could be several decades. But I recommend making more copies within a few months. For redundancy.”
“Fat chance. I’m still making monthly payments on my own copy,” I grumble.
“I see. Well if you change your mind you know where to find us. As for the tube itself, it will remain viable for around half a year after being removed from its drawer.”
He takes the tube out, resting it in a velvet cushion, and then puts it inside a bag for me.
“I hope this gives you the closure you're looking for,” he continues, and I don't know if I've ever heard a synth who sounded more sincere.




CHAPTER 4

◆◆◆
 
All the way back home, through every checkpoint and over every bump in the road, I keep glancing at the bag that holds Ana's persona tube. I know she's also in my omni now, which is safe in my pocket. But I can't help but worry. She's so fragile. Her beauty so fleeting. Already gone, really. I try not to think about it, but that's like trying not to think about your thirst when someone's sucking down a cold beer in front of your face.
By the time I reach my apartment, I feel hopeless and lost in despair. The boulder on my chest returns as Ana's death haunts my every waking thought... She's really dead. No way of getting around that fact, anymore. And even as the hope stirs up inside me, that I'll see her again, it immediately withers and dies. Because it will only ever be a copy. Ana might have gone for a transfer one day, or maybe not. The point is, someone decided to rob her of that possibility. And every other possibility. Including the one where we might have gotten back together.
I collapse my bike then tuck it away in my apartment closet, and then stash the bag with her tube in a safe spot. I go to look out through the peephole, to make sure no one followed me for some reason. Then I lock the door, pace back and forth in the tiny room for about twenty minutes, then gulp down a glass of liquor.
Finally, I have nothing else to do but the thing I've been dreading.
The copy of Ana's consciousness is easy to find on my omni. There's a shortcut for it. It even asks me what I want—full, partial or scaled-down projection. I pick full. And then the hologram comes into life. Suddenly, a raven-haired goddess of a woman is standing there in front of me, dressed just as she was on that day. Forevermore.
“Rome?” she says, looking around. “Did I fall asleep? How did we get back here?”
My heart breaks. I knew it would. I start to cry. And that makes Ana realize what's going on.
“It happened, didn't it?” she says matter-of-factly.
I nod.
“Who did it?” she asks.
“I don't know, Ana. They're saying you did it to yourself.”
“Who's saying that?”
“The synth cops in charge of your case.”
She shakes her holographic head. In the dark of the room, the re-creation is perfect. The only sign that she isn't real is that she seems to be exuding her own light, creating a small bubble of it around her.
“What do you think about that?” I ask, trying to force my brain into detective mode. “Suicide?”
“I highly doubt it,” she says, just as I knew she would.
“Can you rule it out?”
“That depends, Rome. How long has it been?”
“Eight years.”
The number hits her hard, but not as hard as it hits me.
“I can't see any set of circumstances that would make me end my own life,” Ana admits. “But I guess you never know. A lot can happen in eight years. How have I been?”
I shrug. “Fine. We've... Well, never mind. As far as I know, you're... you were... the same old Ana.”
“What have I been up to?” she asks next.
I'm ready for that question. In the time between when I got the call from the synth and now, I've been quite busy. Thinking away.
“You were working this missing person's case,” I tell her. “You mentioned it in passing. That was a few weeks ago. You didn't get into details.”
“Okay,” she says. “What have you been doing?”
“I went to your place. The synths took pity and let me in on the case a bit. Your body was found at your apartment. Poisoned via Inhydrin Ipitate. Said they found the place wiped clean. Nothing left at all. Nothing about what you were working on, no evidence to suggest that anyone besides you had ever been in there either. I don't think you would have removed all the evidence yourself, so whoever did you in must have cleaned it up. Must have been a synth.”
“Why do you say that?” she asks.
“Never seen a crime scene so clean,” I reply. “Absolutely perfect. Not even a goddamn hair or partial print anywhere.”
Ana bites her holographic bottom lip, a favorite tic of hers when she feels doubt or stress. “So, there's no evidence at all?”
“Nothing yet. Any ideas?”
She stands there thinking for a bit, hands on her hips. “I don't know. You were always the clever one, Roman.”
“No way. You're a lot smarter than I am.”
“I didn't say smart. I said clever. Don't deny it. You've always been the superior detective. So, you tell me: what should we do next?”
I smile, taking the compliment in stride as I consider our next move. I'm just about to respond with a suggestion when Ana gets an idea.
“Email!” she suddenly says, snapping her fingers. Somehow, the finger snap actually makes a sound. I guess that would be my omni, doing its best to make the hologram realistic.
“I'll be right back,” Ana says. The hologram disappears.
It's a full three minutes before she returns, and she doesn't look happy.
“I tried to get in,” she says. “But I guess I changed the password. In eight years, I'm sure I changed it more than once… I can probably hack it but I'll essentially be butting heads with myself in that regard so it may take some time.”
“What should we do in the meantime?” I ask.
A naughty smile spreads across Ana's diamond shaped face and she looks at me in a certain way. A way that I had almost forgotten about. A beautiful woman, staring at the object of her love. Feeling flirty and a little bold.
It feels good to have her looking at me this way again. For the first time in a while, I feel that fluttery feeling in my chest as well as a few other places, but I do my best to push it all back down, figuratively speaking. It isn't real. And to be honest being physically attracted to Ana's hologram felt a bit weird the more I think about it.
Earlier that morning, I was looking at her poisoned body, lying on a metal table in front of me, completely devoid of life. That was the real her. At least that's what my brain keeps telling me. But my heart is singing a far different tune. As far as my heart was concerned, the enchanting holographic woman who now stands before me is the one I knew for all those years. Not the pale corpse that I had said my goodbyes to earlier today.
It’s not fair. It's not fair to Ana. To be so easily dismissed just because a perfect digital replica is now a mere omni projection away.
“Is everything okay, Rome?” she asks, obviously sensing my inner turmoil.
“Yeah, yeah, I'm fine,” I lie, yanking my attention away from the maddening thoughts that still cloud my mind.
“I'm a bit confused, though,” Ana confesses.
“I'm not surprised. It's been eight years.”
“But I never hide things from you, Rome. From everyone else, sure... but not from you. You should know more about what I was doing. You should already have a lead by now.”
What do I say to that? Do I confess, tell her that we broke it off years ago? Do I tell her that we gave in to cowardice? We saw the potential for great pain and suffering in the future, so we threw in the towel.
Do I? Well... no, I don't. At least not for the moment. If you think about it, what purpose would it serve? It would just waste time. Her world has already been rocked thoroughly enough simply by waking up eight years in the future. No reason to confuse her anymore.
“You just never told me,” I say, and the tender, fearful way she looks at me makes my broken heart swell. “But we'll figure this out, Ana.”
She stares at me for a moment, and I can see the full spectrum of emotions that are running through her mind. Fear. Confusion. Sadness. She reaches up, as though to touch me, and then realizes once again what she is. Just a projection. Eventually her disappointment in the phantom-like qualities of her holographic body fade and her luminous eyes ignite with excitement as she recalls an important bit of information.
“I have a stash,” she tells me. “A place where I hide things. No one else knows where it is. Not even you. It's something I'm certain never would have changed, no matter what's happened these past eight years.” She looks around, frowning. “If you're still stuck in this utter dump, Rome, I'm sure my stash is just where I last saw it. And I'm sure I've been keeping it updated.”
I nod. “Okay, that's a start. Where can I find the stash?”
“We,” she corrects me. “You're going to take me with you. And don't give me any crap. I'm already dead. What's the worst that could happen?”
“I could join you,” I say, forcing a crooked smile.
She gives me a dry chuckle.
I see no logical reason why I shouldn't take her along. She can sit right there in my omni, hidden away. But, even so, I feel strange about it.
You would too, I think, if you were suddenly talking to an old lover after seeing their cold corpse on a table earlier that same day.




CHAPTER 5

◆◆◆
 
Eight years ago, we made our pact. There were various caveats to it. For one, neither of us wanted to be brought back to life. Some organics, including the two of us, see mortality as our one remaining natural right.
Death is what sets us apart from the synths. In a weird way, it makes us nobler than them. It isn't much to cling onto. But try telling that to a drowning man who sees a short length of lumber bobbing along in the water ahead of him. You'd better believe he's going to wrap himself around that sucker and never let go. And once he finally reaches land, he'll likely appreciate his life a hell of a lot more than someone who's never had a near death experience… or someone who isn't susceptible to death to begin with.
In her will, Ana laid out the things I already knew. It was not her wish to be resurrected. It was one of her greatest fears, that her stored persona would be transferred into a cyber body and that there would be some false copy of her strutting around. So, I made a promise not to let that happen. And she promised the same thing to me. After I die, I want to be gone... Things aren't meant to last forever.
But with that said, her persona copy is content to ride around in my omni, in my pocket, occasionally telling me things through the earpiece I'm now wearing.
She's guided me all the way out here, to the dismal tenement block where she lived. Where her body had been found.
I crane my neck, looking up along the huge apartment building. It towers to the clouds, featureless but for the thousands of vent grilles that belch an occasional puff of steam.
I'm glad her persona can't read my thoughts. Because I'm thinking about how much I would have loved to rescue her from this place. Take her out of this wretched city and go... somewhere else. Somewhere beyond. I don't know if there's anywhere left that would be safe. The Second War saw to that. But, even if we died out there, at least we would have died free.
Instead, she met her end with poison in her mouth and her face flat against the same cold floor.
“Not here,” she says into my ear now. “Turn left, down the sidewalk. Keep going. It could get dangerous. Do you have your piece on you?”
“Always,” I mutter. But, just to be safe, I feel along my left hip. Searching for the hard jut of a handle, the reassuring curve of a trigger.
“So that was a gun in your pocket earlier,” she says, in a heavily flirtatious tone.
Just an automatic thing I suppose. As far as she knows, we're still in the throes of steamy romance. Making love at every opportunity. Peppering each other with innuendo and promises of pleasure.
She realizes what she's done after a moment.
“Sorry,” she tells me. “This is hard for me, Rome. It's like I keep forgetting that I'm not… her.”
“It's okay, Ana. You have all her memories so…” I start but I trail off into silence as my mind struggles with the paradox of referring to both the deceased and digital versions of her as Ana.
“I know it's hard for you too, Rome. I'll try and pull my weight.”
I shrug and pull my hood over my head to keep the breeze out of my face. “You don't weigh much. Where are we going?”
“Just keep walking. You should see it soon. Old mag-tram tunnel. See it?”
I see it, alright. Dead ahead, across a desolate street where a couple dopeheads are milling around looking for a fight or a fix. I stride past them, exuding confidence. I’m seemingly alone, but I’m also 6’3” and somewhere around two-hundred twenty pounds. If they attack, they'll both be on the ground spitting out teeth within five seconds. They know it, and they leave me alone.
The mag-tram entrance, once full of light and life, is dark and silent now. The steps, leading down into shadow, are littered with drug paraphernalia. You can read a detailed history of addiction in this city just by scanning those steps with your eyes.
The doorway at the bottom is welded shut. A notice has been pinned up on the solid metal wall: This area has been condemned. Enter at your own risk.
Enter? There doesn't seem to be any way in. It's been sealed better than most tombs.
“Look to your left,” Ana says.
I look. And see nothing other than a dirty hole in the wall, leading into a narrow duct littered with used drug applicators and respiration pods.
“You want me to crawl in there?” I ask.
“It's the only way in, unless you want to try and get through the authorities on the other end. Don't worry, I'll guide you. It gets wider.”
Cursing, I get down on my belly, tuck my hands up inside my jacket sleeves, and crawl into the duct. It's real narrow, pinching my arms to my sides. But by wiggling like a restless worm, I'm able to keep myself moving at a steady pace.
Ana's right. It does get wider. Eventually I'm able to get my elbows under me and move faster. Her voice in my ear guides me along. Left, right, straight, left again. Finally, I come out into a dark cavernous space, and stand up.
I'm on the station platform. Cracked, pulverized tiles crunch under my shifting feet and my popping joints echo loud in the empty silence as I stretch out my compressed body.
“There are dopers in here,” Ana says. “Always are. Probably passed out. As long as they stay that way, you'll be fine.”
“Where to now?” I ask.
“Onto the track.”
There's not much light to go by. Just what little manages to filter down through the street-level grates up above. I climb down, feeling slick metal underfoot. The magnetic plates, which used to drive tram cars through here at ridiculous speeds.
There's a stench hanging around this place. A stench like death. Some dopehead must have met their end nearby, and now was silently decaying in the dark. All alone.
“Turn left,” Ana says. “Follow the tunnel along. Let me know when you get to the part where the tunnel curves.”
I do what she says. And I let her know.
“Good,” she says. “To your right, you should see a conduit of wires snaking up the wall. A junction box lower down. Three tile squares to the left of that, you should find a tile with one of its corners missing...”
Following her directions, I find the tile. I dig my fingernails under the broken corner and pull the tile outward. Behind it is a small hollow in the wall. I reach inside and pull out a tiny box, sealed magnetically. Inside the box is a data transfer wafer. About the size of a fingernail and as thick as a small coin.
“Is it there?” Ana asks.
“Yes.”
“Great! Get out of there.”
I close the box and slide it into my pocket, the same one that holds my omni.
Suddenly, I'm blinded by a flash of light.
Thundering feet approach me at a run, clapping and drumming against the magnetic track plate.
A synth patrol. Probably after dopeheads. But I guess they've already decided that I'll do just fine. At first glance, they just look like four heavily armed pretty boys, but I'm wise enough to know better. Wise enough to know that each member of this rapidly approaching boy band is roughly eight times stronger than a natural born human.  Without a word, they shove me to the ground. One of them gets his knee on the back of my neck. Another pulls my hood back and yanks both my arms out behind me, painfully wrenching my shoulders.
A hand snakes into my coat pocket, just misses my omni, and closes around the box. Ana's stash. He pulls the box out.
“What is it?” one of them asks.
“Data storage.”
“What’s on the drive, meatbag?” the one with his knee in my neck demands.
“Don’t you robots have anything better to do?” I sneer, knowing the term robot will piss them off.
“Did he just call me a fucking robot?”
the synth officer fumes, glancing up at his colleagues in bewilderment.
“Come on, officer… There’s no such thing as a fucking robot. Everyone knows Maestro didn't give you guys dicks,” I mock, bursting into laughter at my own joke. A few years ago, an organic comedian started a rumor that male synths didn't have cocks. As far as I know the rumor wasn't true but for some reason it stuck, and the synths tend to hate it.
“Ha ha,” the angry synth says, his perfect inflection barely managing to register his intended sarcasm. “You organics think you're funny don't you? You know what I think?”
I momentarily close my eyes and exhale, already anticipating another tired variation of the age old meatbag slur.
“I think you're all just a bunch of sausages,” the angry patrolman sneers. “Just a bunch of worthless meat packed into a casing.”
“At least I have a sausage,” I chuckle.
“What’s on the drive,” the synth patrolman growls, doing his best to ignore my quip, even though his counter parts clearly found it lightly amusing.
“Listen, robot,” I snap. “I don’t have to—”
My words are abruptly interrupted, and my heart rate spikes as the synth removes his knee from my neck then reaches down and wraps his right hand around my throat. His unnatural strength is on full display as he yanks me from the ground and dangles me in midair in front of him.
The tail of my coat flutters in the cool night wind as I consider my options. I could stop him. My synth assailant doesn't know it, but I’m more than capable of taking him down. Instead, I sit there and take it because I know his buddies would likely kill me after I make my move.
“I’ve got a question for you, meatbag,” the enraged synth officer says as he glares up at me. “Did you hear a beep... or a fucking boop come out of my mouth at any point during this conversation?”
I try to choke out a smart remark but his grip around my throat is far too tight for me to speak. Instead I simply shake my head from side to side to answer 'no’.
“That's because I'm not a fucking robot!” the synth bellows as he flings me to the ground.
They all laugh at my expense as I hit the ground and scramble to regain my composure.
“What's on the data wafer?” the hostile synth officer asks, while I climb to my feet with dull pain still echoing throughout my body.
“Robot porn,” I quip, causing the officer’s counterparts to chuckle. “Of course, they’re all using strap—”
Before I can finish my statement, I hear the crunch of circuitry being turned to dust under a boot heel. My heart sinks and anger swells in my chest as I realize that the grumpy synth officer had just purposely stepped on Ana's stash and destroyed it. My coat flutters open and my right hand lingers dangerously close to the heavily modified side arm on my hip.
“He has a weapon,” one of them says and then they all draw their firearms and aim at me.
“This is a licensed weapon! I'm a goddamn PI. Roman Ibarra! Look it up,” I bark, hoping they don't check my gun due to its illegal modifications. Mods that would make me a nightmare for unwary synths like them if I took a notion.
“He checks out,” another of them confirms, staring into his omni display as he addresses his squad.
They have no choice but to cut me loose. My license is valid and I'm in good standing with the synth authorities. With that in mind, this squad knows their overlords wouldn't want them making any more trouble than they already have. Finally, they lower their weapons and I trudge past them without another word, vanishing into the darkness from whence I came. Feeling broken, and shaking with anger, I pull the hood of my coat back over my head and make my way back towards the spot where I had entered this wasteland of a place.
“They're gone,” Ana whispers in my earpiece.
“So is your stash,” I grumble.
“No, it isn't. I used your omni’s pulse to extract the data. I suppose they weren't counting on you carrying a full persona in your pocket.”
“You beautiful thing, you,” I say, cracking a smile as I envision how excited she always gets when she does something awesome. “Have I ever told you how great I think you are?”
“Many times. I told you I'd pull my weight. Now get out of this place and let's see what I've been up to.”




CHAPTER 6

◆◆◆
 
I'm beyond anxious and I can't wait to glean the data from Ana's stash. But I'm even more eager to wash the filth of the mag-tram station off me. So, the first thing I do after getting home is jump in the shower.
When I get out of the shower, my omni is sitting out on the counter right where I left it, but I’m surprised to see that Ana has projected her hologram form onto the counter in scaled down form. Small enough to stand on the palm of my hand. And she's watching me.
“What are you doing?” I ask, quickly and reflexively hiding myself.
“What?” she asks, looking confused. “I just wanted to see you. Is that so bad?”
“It's weird,” I admit.
“But it's me, Rome. It's not like...” her expression droops and she trails off into silence as she realizes that she's done it again… confused herself for the real Ana.
Once again, I don't know how to respond. It really isn't her, and I know that it isn't but somehow a part of me is having a hard time believing that she is anyone other than the one true Ana Graves. Still, even if she was her, she hasn't seen me naked in many years. Strangely enough, I actually feel a bit self-conscious. How different do I look compared to what she remembers? Probably not much. I'm still technically a young man, a few years shy of turning forty, and I do enough running around and climbing over things to stay in great shape. But still...
I get dressed fast, feeling my shirt sticking to my wet body. I carry my omni out into the main space and hook it into the beefier wall projection rig, which can generate larger than life holograms. Ana does the rest, flashing through her files, searching for anything pertinent. Most of what I see, flying by in the hologram, is old news. Cases she worked on years ago. Petty murders that had been long since solved. But she has to go through them linearly, systematically, so we don't miss anything. We could just go to the most recent entry, but who knows how far back this case goes?
“Here!” her voice chimes, excitedly. “This has to be something...”
I step closer to the projection, my arms folded, my sharp eyes narrowed. There isn't much here. The records are concise, stripped down to tiny entries. As though she either didn't have time to put down full reports or was trying to keep her records to a minimum for reasons of secrecy. But there's enough to get me salivating.
Something about a cryogenics facility. The place is named, the address is given.
Cryo facilities have been popping up more and more. After the Second War, when organic humans were nearly extinguished by their synthetic counterparts, the response of the surviving organics was a predictable one. Revolt was out of the question. There could be no uprising. Not after what happened during that last global conflict. We gave those sons of bitches our best shot and they still mopped the floor with our entire species. After that most organics felt the only choice was to join the synths in their perfect immortality. In the decades following the war, nearly half of all remaining humans transferred themselves into cyber bodies, and cyber brains.
But joining with the synths wasn't the only response. Other, organic-run companies began to offer cryogenic storage solutions. Facilities that allowed organics to put themselves into suspended animation, for however long they could afford. Many of those original cryo-people are still frozen to this day, and others are joining them all the time. Might be a thousand years or so before any of them ever see the light of day again. This was basically their last resort. The only viable solution besides death for those who couldn’t cope with life on a synth-dominated planet. Their plan, tenuous and unlikely to be fulfilled, is to someday wake into a world where organic humans have once again become the dominant group.
Enter Lois Namara. There's information aplenty about this woman in Ana's stashed files. Biological age of thirty years. But she has a daughter who is elderly, in her sixties. How do you figure that? Well, Lois got herself frozen when her daughter was only fifteen years old. Tried to have her daughter frozen too. So, they could wake together in a brighter future. But I guess the dad or someone, had a different idea, and the daughter—a woman named Ilsa—was never frozen.
But Ilsa was close to her mother. And it seems they have stayed almost as close, all these years. Ilsa Namara visited her mother in cryo storage at least once a week. Used to sit outside the tank, staring in the tiny window at her mother's frozen cheek, and tell her stories. She would tell her mother about the recent news, or about things that had happened in her life.
These days, life expectancy is down for organics. We don't age visibly much faster than we used to, but we tend to die suddenly before we ever reach our seventies. So, Ilsa is quite old. Old people are sometimes gullible. They come from an old world, where things were different. And there comes a time when the human brain decides it's had enough and quits taking in new information. That's when people get left in the dust. They can seem like senile idiots, but they're often not; they're just operating on outdated information. Obsolete assumptions.
I don't get that vibe from Ilsa though. When the recorded interview plays, with Ana on one side of the table and Ilsa on the other, all I see is a bright-eyed woman who seems exceedingly sharp, even for someone much younger.
“How often did you visit your mother?” Ana asks.
“Once a week,” Ilsa replies, laying her wrinkled hands flat on the table on either side of a cup of water. “Sometimes twice. Or three times. Just whenever I was missing her, or I had something I thought she ought to hear.” Ilsa shakes her head, chuckling. “Not that I thought she could hear me, mind you. It was for me. Just for me. I couldn't stand the thought of her being all alone.”
Ana nods, waiting patiently, then asks the next question. “And there was a problem with your mother's contract?”
“You can say that again. It was cancelled. I went to visit her...”
“This was the day before yesterday,” says Ana, bending over her omni to read something. “Around... ten o'clock?”
Ilsa nods. “That's right. I went to visit her. I remember the people there kind of looked at me funny, and they had a doctor follow me, which is the first time that ever happened. When I stepped into my mother's room, I knew something was wrong. She wasn't there. The tank was empty, flushed clean and ready for the next human popsicle.”
“Obviously, your mother didn't terminate her own contract. So, who did?”
“They're saying it was me,” Ilsa replies, lifting the water cup to her lips with a trembling hand. “They said I signed some paperwork and took my mother out of there. But it wasn't me, Ms. Graves. My mother is missing. She's been stolen.”
In the interview room, Ana turns on a hologram which shows a security camera feed from the cryogenics facility in question. In the feed, Ilsa Namara can be clearly seen giving her digital signature to an omni-slate at the front desk. The footage is very high quality; I can almost count the pores on Ilsa's face.
Seems pretty cut and dry to me after that. I guess the old bird had a lapse after all. It happens to the best of us at that age, I suppose. We forget things. Shit gets foggy. Just another part of being organic.
In the interview, Ana says nothing. She just lets the camera footage play out, then turns toward Ilsa expectantly. Patiently. Trusting.
“It's not me,” Ilsa says. “The facility manager said... well, he implied, in more polite words, that I must be going senile. But you can visit my physician, Ms. Graves. A lovely synth man named Cowel. He'll tell you. I'm fit as a fiddle. No measurable cognitive decline, no markers for an episode like this. They tried to convince me I was crazy. They even tried to pay me a lot of money to just go along with their nonsense. What do I need money for?”
And just like that I'm back on the fence. Why does she seem so convinced? I think to myself as I study Ilsa's determined expression. I've met a lot of liars in my career. Spoken to many. I know how to spot one. Ilsa isn't lying. She believes what she's saying.
“The only explanation,” Ilsa continues, “is that this is all a fake. Someone wanted my mother for something. And they know I'm the only one who can alter her storage contract, so they created all this nonsense to make it look like I'm responsible for her disappearance.”
Ilsa's theory is starting to make more sense by the second. The synths will never let you in on the full breadth of their technological capabilities, but the tricks for creating a deep fake video, impossible to tell apart from reality, have existed for quite a long time.
But the question is...
“Who might want her?” Ana asks Ilsa. “Can you think of anyone?”
“So, you believe me?” Ilsa questions.
“I won't commit to saying that just yet, Ms. Namara. But I cannot discount your claims. Not until I have more evidence. And not until your mother is found. That is, if you are choosing to hire me.”
At that point, the interview footage ends, and the hologram dims a bit.
“I've scrubbed through the rest already,” Ana's persona says in my ear. “Basically, Ilsa has no idea at all who might have wanted to take her mother. But there are other things you should see.”
We go through more notes. Little memos and reminders she left for herself. They're all just hints of clues, tantalizing bits of richer information that she apparently decided to refrain from leaving anywhere but inside her own brain.
Her notes tell us a couple things which would probably come in handy.
For one, Ana apparently knew of several other similar cases. People having their loved ones removed from cryo without their knowledge or consent.
Second, she had dug into the history of the cryo facility where Lois Namara was stored. Future Solutions Incorporated. That was the name of the place. Apparently, its ownership had recently changed hands. It was purchased by an enigmatic shell company called Latticework Systems.
“There's not much information about Latticework out there,” Ana says. “But I found a little bit in here. Their function and goals are unknown, but they are rumored to have ties with certain radical synth groups. Ultra-national causes that call for the complete annihilation of organics. Kind of a troubling tie for a cryogenics facility to have, don't you think?”
“If it's true,” I reply, raising an eyebrow as I try to wrap my head around the vast oddities presented by this case. “What else do we have?”
“Just these...”
A few text memos pop up in the hologram. The text is obviously handwritten, having been scrawled down by hand and then scanned in by Ana's own omni. Speaking of her omni, I would love to have my hands on it. But I'm sure it's long gone by now, stashed away in evidence storage by Milton Hawney and company, or either destroyed by whoever killed her.
One of the notes mentions the fertility rate for organic men. Thirty-five percent. It's been climbing a few percentage points per year ever since the Second War. Dirty air, radiation, et cetera. I can count myself in the lucky few who managed to keep their swimmers alive.
Beside the citation of this fertility figure, a simple question was written; Related?
The second note is even shorter and makes much less sense. All it says is this: THE COLLECTIVE… AIs maybe?
Written in big bold letters. As if Ana really, really wanted to make sure she'd remember it.
“What the hell's the Collective? And what do AIs have to do with it?” I ask.
“I'm not one-hundred percent sure, but maybe I thought this Collective was comprised of AIs. The usual term nowadays is SI though. Synthetic intelligence. This AI Collective could be something outdated. A dormant computer network that's only recently been rediscovered. Or it could be something outside what we know. Something broader.”
“I don't follow,” I tell her.
“Well, the term 'synthetic intelligence' refers to intellect generated by the cyber brain. It used the human brain for its basis, and it usually inhabits a humanoid body. But 'artificial intelligence' is a much broader term. It could refer to a vast array of intellect-generating equipment. Quantum computers, light-based networks. Or it could just be a blanket term for all cognizant beings who did not arise by organic means...”
“Tell me again how I'm the smart one,” I smirk.
I can almost hear her smile. “I never said you were smarter than me. Just that you're the better detective. So, how about you get detecting and find out who killed me? We can start by paying a visit to Ilsa Namara.”
“That's a great idea,” I acknowledge. “Can you send the address to my—”
“Done,” Ana interjects just as my omni vibrates and emits a high-pitched chirp. “You've got a long ride ahead of you,” she continues, while I withdraw my omni to confirm Ilsa Namara's location.
“You can say that again,” I grumble.
“You could take the transit,” Ana suggests as her life-sized hologram flickers back into view a few inches in front of me. “Although we both know you won't,” she continues, flashing a warm smile as she gazes into my eyes.
“Why are you wearing a helmet, Ana?” I ask, chuckling against my will as I stare at the holographic helmet that she's wearing.
“We're taking the bike, aren't we? Safety first!” she chimes.
“No,” I respond, shaking my head in playful disgust.
“Wait, we're not taking the bike?”
“Yes, we're taking the bike. No, I'm not wearing a helmet. I know that's what you're getting at,” I say, as I walk to the closet to retrieve my piece of junk hover bike.
Ana chuckles but says nothing, taking solace in the fact that she got me to smile for longer than two seconds.




CHAPTER 7

◆◆◆
 
After about thirty minutes, I find myself back on the low roads, with roughly an hour of travel ahead of me. The sight of this decaying city’s dilapidated state sickens me as I speed through the darkness on my hover bike, with the tail of my coat whipping in the wind behind me like a cape. It wasn't always like this… but I guess that's kind of the point. Why else would our synthetic counterparts endeavor to maintain this morbid status quo?
Just one look at the sophisticated synth enclaves that pepper our rotted motherland can tell you everything you need to know about their capabilities when it comes to architecture. But why build those technological marvels amongst our city’s grave if not only to show us what we can never have again.
They're taunting us. Forcing us to watch our city wither and die as their vertical slices of metropolitan heaven ascend farther into the sky above us. A constant reminder of just how far we've descended. Just how far we've fallen from grace. 
Still, I suppose I can’t blame the synths at the end of the day. They tried to coexist when we were the dominant species, but the organics were just too goddamned stubborn to let it happen. Came back to bite us in the end. Now we have no choice but to depend on their ongoing mercy and the humanitarian efforts of Tucker Berg to keep from becoming extinct.
Berg’sscientists and workers continue to slowly improve the living conditions of organics, through cheap water filtration and functional plumbing but this city is still mostly empty. His efforts have slowed the once staggering organic death rate, but the overall population is still dwindling. This definitely isn't helped by the fact that more and more humans are going cyborg. There will always be those of us who refuse to join them. But ever since humankind has been aware of mortality, we've been looking for ways to live a little longer. Or even forever. And now there's a way. I guess I can't really blame folks for jumping on the opportunity.
I think I can see the future. Before long, there will be no true organics at all. The last of us will have died of old age, stubborn and stupid, or else transferred into cyber brains. In the end, this will be a world of synths, the children outliving the parents.
In a thousand years or so, I'm sure the Earth will be a much more beautiful place. There will be no war, no violence. But there will also be no kids being born. No grandfathers and grandmothers resting those cute little bundles of joy on their knees and telling them a story about the good old days.
Because the good old days are gone. And I don’t think they’re ever coming back. Some may think that’s a good thing…but I sure don’t. Call me old-fashioned, but the future terrifies me.




CHAPTER 8

◆◆◆
 
Ilsa Namara must be a smart woman. She lives just outside a synth enclave, in a guarded and well-kept building. The guy at the door tries to turn me away at first, but after I mention the name Adriana Graves his demeanor changes and he checks a list of approved guests on his omni. After a moment, he begrudgingly lets me through.
“Is Ilsa here right now?” I ask him.
“I wouldn't know,” he tells me. “We don't scrutinize our residents.”
I move on, taking a set of stairs up to the fourth floor and a hallway down to the door behind which Ilsa Namara lives.
I knock twice. No answer. I knock again. Still, nothing. Not even a bit of noise, the scraping of feet, the creak of a chair. Getting down to my knees, I try to peak through the crack under the door. Hard to tell, but it seems like there's a light on inside.
“See if it's locked,” Ana suggests.
That would have been my next move. Without getting off my knees, I give the door handle a tentative touch, not expecting it to open. But it does, swinging ajar under my weight. Surprised, I lose my balance and topple into the tile entry area of the apartment.
Right away, the smell of blood hits me hard. You never forget that smell, and you never mistake it for anything else.
“Shit,” I say, pushing myself to my feet in a hurry, checking my hands and clothing for red. Not that I have a fear of blood. I just hate to screw up a crime scene.
But the body isn't here. It's around the corner, in the kitchen. She's laying there with a dish towel rolled up under her head like a pillow. Pale. The blood is drying. Congealed. But it doesn't seem like she's been dead much longer than twelve hours.
Staying clear of the edge of the blood pool, I take stock of the situation. Right away, I see the knife she's holding in her left hand. She did her left wrist first, then transferred the blade to her non-dominant hand to finish the job. Or, that's what it seems like she did.
No prints in the blood, other than a tiny trail that looks very much like it was made by a mouse. No hair stuck anywhere, no scuff marks, no signs of blood spatter or remnants of blood elsewhere in the apartment. If someone had killed her, they might have left just a hint of blood somewhere else as they left the scene. But there's nothing.
Returning to the kitchen, with a small Ana hologram sitting on my palm, I spot a note left on the counter.
My mother is gone, and so is my youth. And so is any reason I ever had for staying here in this miserable world. I apologize to whoever has to clean up this mess. I had no other choice.
The note isn't handwritten, so I can't compare it to any sample of Ilsa's writing and make an ID. But it does sound a bit like something she would say. Or at least something you might think she would say at first glance.
“She didn't commit suicide any more than you did,” I say. “I don't buy it for a second.”
“There's no evidence that anyone else was here,” Ana tells me.
“Right. Just like at your place. No evidence at all. Who could have done it but a synth? No organic human could be this perfect, this thorough... If you find one staged suicide, odds are you'll find another. Oldest trick in the book. You want someone dead, so you make it look like an accident or a suicide.”
“I'm prepared to go along with this assumption of yours,” Ana says.
“Ilsa Namara did not kill herself,” I say again, for emphasis.
Then I turn and head towards the exit. The longer I stay here, the more of my own evidence I'll leave behind. And there's too much to do, and not enough time to do it. I don't want to get stuck in the middle of an investigation, shoved into a tiny room and interrogated by some well-meaning stuck up git like Milton Hawney.
I go into the hall, using the tail of my shirt to shut the door and wipe my prints off it.
Out of the corner of my eye, I just catch sight of some figure dipping around the corner of the hall. Moving way too fast, and too quiet.
“We're being watched,” Ana says, sounding nervous.
“And followed,” I tell her. “I figured as much.”
She pauses. “What are you going to do?”
“Ignore them. Take their presence as a compliment.”
“A compliment?”
“Sure. It means we're starting to figure things out. I just have to make sure I don't end up killing myself too.”




CHAPTER 9

◆◆◆
 
Future Solutions Inc. Hell of a place. Spread out over twenty acres smack in the middle of an urban wasteland of abandoned warehouses and stores that haven't sold anything in a hundred years.
It's a sleek looking place. All steel and smooth concrete. Ultra-modern, but at the same time somehow ancient. Everlasting. Like it's been standing here for ten thousand years and it will go on standing until the death of the sun.
There's a guard booth outside the front gate. But there's no guard in it, synth or organic. And the gate itself is open. I walk inside without any problem. A guy driving by on one of those hourglass-shaped conveyers glances at me but says nothing. Just keeps going. I walk toward the huge front doors of the place, feeling perfectly confident that I will be allowed to have my look around and satisfy my curiosity. This doesn't seem like a place that's trying to keep any secrets.
But the whole mood changes as soon as I step inside. There are armed guards everywhere, and they aren't wearing the insignia of Future Solutions Inc. Their uniforms bear a different symbol entirely. I assume it's the one for Latticework, the company that recently purchased this joint. Or else it's just some private security detail.
Wherever these guys are from, their weapons are heavy duty. Very lethal. And the guards themselves are almost certainly synths. They're too perfect looking not to be.
“Hello,” I say casually, pulling the hood of my coat back as I strut up to the front desk like I own the place. Confidence can get you into a lot of places you have no business being in.
“What can I do for you, sir?” asks the gorgeous synth lady behind the desk. I can't help but notice the size of her breasts, but I do my best to stay focused.
“I'm here to inquire about your services,” I tell the lady. “Maybe purchase a storage unit for myself. But before I can do that, I need to be made confident that this facility is... trustworthy.”
She just goes on smiling at me, and even thrusts her chest out a bit more. Probably a distraction so that her armed goons can close in around me. Just in case. But the distraction only partially works. I feel the hair on my neck going up as the guards start to group up at my back.
“I'm not sure what you mean,” the lady says.
“Then let me make it clear. I've heard that people have been disappearing from this place. Taken away. Is there anything you can tell me about that?”
And that's when the hammer drops. A big, heavy hand lands on my shoulder and a deep voice says, “Sir, you need to come with me.”
There are eight of these guards. Not much I can do. I shout obscenities and demand to see a manager for a bit, but eventually they all but drag me back to the door and shove me through.
“Is this how you treat all your customers?” I bark. “Some way to run a business. Idiots!”
But they don't respond. Synths are exceedingly good at seeing bait and refusing to take it. Still, I’m sure my little customer service snafu was enough of a distraction for Ana to do her work with the front desk computer.
“Did you get in?” I discreetly ask Ana, as I shrug my coat back into place.
“I did,” Ana's gleeful voice came. “And I don't think they felt a thing. Service door, around the corner to your left. It's going to automatically re-lock in less than a minute, so I would hurry.”
Around the corner doesn't sound like much. But this building's huge. I really have to book it to make it to the door on time. Fortunately, no one's around to see me do it. And there's nothing but a locker room on the other side of the door. Deserted and quiet. I shut the door behind me and put on a hard hat and sling a pair of coveralls over my shoulder. Just to look like I belong.
“Alright,” I say. “I already don't like the smell of this place, Ana.”
“Me neither, Rome. Be careful.”
You don't have to tell me twice.
Ana, in hacking the building's system, was able to copy over a map. She uses it to guide me along, down the hall and through a few huge utility chambers. Finally, I reach a more brightly lit and cleaner section of the facility. The section which would ordinarily be seen by customers or, more frequently, the relatives of customers.
I approach the first door on my right. It opens up for me, and I walk into what looks like a damn autopsy room.
There are cryo-pods all over the place. Normally they would be arrayed neatly, stacked in rows and clearly labeled with the names and ID numbers of each stored person. But these pods have been thrown around willy-nilly. Some of them are even resting on their sides.
I walk through the room, bending to peer into each pod. They're all empty, which is a relief. But they also all have names still etched into them. And charts, detailing different procedures that have been done to the occupants. Most of them are standard tests, executed once every three months, to verify brain integrity.
The last entry in each chart, without fail, is a simple word that carries as much weight as a punch in the teeth: TERMINATION.
There are time stamps for these terminations, as well. The most recent was two days ago. But none are older than a month or so.
Standing straight, I perform a quick count on all the pods.
“Twenty-four terminations,” I say. “How many people are stored here?”
“A lot more than twenty-four. Their records showed at least fourteen thousand.”
“This could just be normal, then,” I say, looking around again. “A bit sloppy, but whatever.”
So, I go into the next room. And the next. I keep going until I've explored probably a quarter of this section of the facility. Same story in every room. Tons of empty pods, each with termination dates within the last month. Not a single person to be seen.
“They're nixing all their contracts,” I say quietly, standing in the graveyard silence of a cryogenic storage room. “Flushing the pods. But what are they doing with the people? Just letting them die? Using them for something? Experiments, maybe?”
“While you've been exploring, I've done some searching of my own,” Ana says. “Through their recent records. It seems they have contacted the nearest living relatives for every person they have stored here and offered them large sums of money for some undisclosed purpose. Each and every one of them has a signature on file, authorizing termination of the contracts.”
“Just like Ilsa,” I say. “Now Ilsa's dead. And according to her, her signature was forged.”
“They even went as far as to generate a convincing video,” Ana replies. “Either you, me, and Ilsa are all suicidally schizophrenic, or else someone is going to great lengths to...”
At that moment, her voice suddenly breaks up. As though something is interfering with it. Her last syllable crackles and smears. For a moment, I'm seized by indescribable terror. I claw my omni out of my pocket, worried that I somehow damaged it. And thus damaged my closest link to the woman I still love.
Finally, her voice comes back.
“Rome,” she says. “They're running a pulse-check. I guess they detected my hack after all and now they're searching the building. Chances are they've already flagged your omni’s pulse, so they know you're here. You have to go.”
“Got it,” I say, and beeline for the door.
To my right, I see four armed guards storming toward me. Aiming, ready to shoot if they have to. Once again, it's too late for me.
Out of reflex, I sort of hide myself behind the open door and watch them come, putting my hands out to show that I won't fight back. I sigh and shake my head, feeling a bit sorry for myself. This is about to be my third time getting roughed up by synths in one day. Not my worst record, but it's not my best either.
I expect that they'll just grab me, maybe wrench my arms behind my back. Maybe hit me in the gut or let me trip and fall on my face a time or two while they're escorting me back outside. Just a little something to make sure I don't come back.
So, I'm very surprised when triggers start getting pulled and the hallway fills with flying projectiles. I'm not sure what they are, pulse plasma charges or electrified flechettes or just plain old bullets. Any old thing will do against an organic boy like me.
Their rounds pepper the door I'm hiding behind. I feel one split the air between my outstretched fingers, burning the skin and making my bones ache. I pull my hands back, tucking them safely away. Right now, I'm just reacting, trying to give myself as much time as possible.
The synths realize they don't have a clear shot, and they aren't hitting anything. So, they stop firing, and continue running forward to close the distance.
As soon as I hear the shooting stop, I make myself move. I dart out, take a sharp left turn, and sprint down the hall like my life depends on it. Because it does.
There's an intersection just up ahead. A corner I can vanish behind. And I make it just in time to have my coattails shredded as I whip around that corner. A bit of shrapnel or something burns along the back of my right calf muscle, stinging like hell. I grit my teeth and keep moving.
“Ana,” I say, between breaths. “Get me out of here!”
“Keep going,” she says. “Keep going... Turn right!”
I turn right. Projectiles scream down the hall and almost catch the back of my head. I smell burnt hair. These synth boys are fast. They're being slowed down by their shooting and the weight of their weapons. But still, they're gaining on me. They are going to catch up eventually. Sooner, rather than later.
My only choice is to try and put some fear and caution into them. So, I throw my back against the wall, pull out my pistol, and quickly fire a few wild shots back around the corner. I hear the bullets pinging off walls. I hear the synths' voices, warning one another.
Now they know I'm armed, too, and that I'm not afraid to shoot. That will slow them down just a bit. Make them check before they round any corners. They all know the wetware in their heads requires more than the standard patch job from their synth fluid’s nano machines. A synth isn't much afraid of a standard bullet—their skull cases, the most vulnerable thing on them, can take the hits from most conventional guns—but they don't enjoy having to go into surgery any more than the next guy.
So, they'll slow down. Meanwhile, I'm still running like a bat out of hell. Ana tells me where to go. My feet pound the hard floor and the breath burns in my throat as I storm down dark hallways, leaving the sounds of pursuit further and further behind.
Seems at first like I'm going to get lucky again. One day that luck will run out. But this isn't that day, thankfully.
I round the last corner and smack straight into a synth guard who's waiting for me.
The range is too close for either of us to get a shot off right away. And neither of us wants the other getting far enough away to take any shots. So, we launch into one another, grappling and elbowing, grunting and wrenching, trying to pull weapons out of each other's hands. This is life or death for me, but not for my synth pal. Not as far as he knows. I assume this will give me an edge, a bit of an adrenaline boost. But it's not enough. The synth is stronger. Smarter. He's winning the fight and it won't be long before he gets the chance to toast me.
I'm a dead man, and I know it. And when death is staring you in the face, all bets are off.
With one hand, I reach into my back pocket. I reach deep, and I grab hold of a cylindrical weapon that I haven’t had to use in a while. It's called an interrupter. Like a taser, except it does nothing against organics. Strictly for use against synths.
I pull it out and deliver a hearty thump to my friend's metal rib cage. He jerks upright, letting out a noise like a dying frog. And suddenly his whole body starts jittering like a malfunctioning robot. I slip out of his grip, tripping and falling onto my ass. My desperate search for the interrupter has loosened up everything I keep in my pockets, and it all comes spilling out. Including my omni. I see it sliding away across the smooth floor. Out of reach.
I try and go for it. But the synth has already started to recover from his shock. And he looks mad as hell.
His hands close around my ankles and he drags me across the floor effortlessly. An elbow slams against the side of my head. Stars burst, and the back of my head hits the cold floor.
From my position, I see the synth standing over me. He reaches up, touching an earpiece he's wearing, and listens for a moment.
“Understood,” he says, a look of grim duty crossing over his features.
At first, I assume he's going to turn my head to pudding with that gun of his. But it already seems like he's forgotten that I even exist. He steps away, walking over to pick my omni up off the floor. He's tense. His hands are balled into fists. He's going to destroy it. Along with Ana and all of her files.
“Drop it,” I snarl, raising my weapon and taking aim as I angrily eye the synth.
The synth stops, turning to look at me curiously. Unconcerned. His brethren are on their way, the sounds of their running feet echoing down the hall. They'll be here soon.
With my thumb, I hit a sliding toggle on the side of the gun. A change in the firing mode. The mechanism slides into place with a loud click. As soon as the synth hears the click and the distinct whirring noise that follows, that cocky smile drops off his face.
“Say goodnight, asshole,” I tell him.
I pull the trigger, and out pops a blindingly fast charge, crackling in an invisible wavelength. Highly illegal. Black market. Originally designed by the US military as a means to even the odds during the Second War. These pulses are capable of completely wiping a synth, erasing the circuitry of its cyber brain in an instant, and reducing its cyber body to an inert shell.
By the time the pulse hits my synth friend, I'm already up on my knees and scrambling across the floor.
He goes flying backward, limp and lifeless. He hits the wall and smears down it, crumpling in an awkward heap. His eyes, so full of intelligence a moment ago, now look like two bits of painted porcelain.
I grab my omni, leap to my feet, and take off running. They'll chase me, I know. But first they'll stop and check out their buddy and see that he's been wiped. Then I'll be in even deeper trouble.
There's no going back now. I just made sure of that.




CHAPTER 10

◆◆◆
 
I should be dead right now. Or else locked in a tiny box for the rest of my life. But, against all the odds, I'm still out here. Waiting. Watching. Hiding.
I only move when it's dark. And I make sure to keep only to the most dismal organic ghettos, where no synth will ever set foot. Before long, the authorities will narrow their focus. They'll have no choice but to delve into these dark, sparsely populated wastes. But the city is huge. There are limitless hiding places. And I'm on full alert. Ready to run at the drop of a pin. I have no intention of letting them grab me.
But what can I do?
I'm the most wanted man in history, according to a segment of the population. The only segment that matters: the synths.
I lay here in the dark of an old parking garage. A huge open window above me. Doors and holes in every direction. No matter which side they come in at, I can get out.
The synths are sweeping the city. I can hear them in the distance. Voices booming over loudspeakers. Silent copters slicing through the sky, sweeping the streets with bands of light. Each time a light hits my hiding spot, I cringe and shrink against the ground. But they don't see me. Not yet.
My greatest ally is Ana. My greatest enemy is my omni in which she resides because the synths can detect it. It's a very simple procedure; you just look for pulses. If they catch a pulse coming out of an otherwise empty building, they'll know someone's inside.
But I can't turn it off. If I turn it off, I'll lose her. Not like I can go back to my apartment to get the other copy, now. I bet it's already been destroyed. Crushed underfoot, just like that dipshit was trying to do to my omni before I zapped him out of existence. I don't really consider it a murder, more of a necessity, and I don't feel the least bit bad about it... but the rest of the world doesn't seem to agree.
They're saying it’s the first murder of a synth since the Second War. As far as I know, it's true. And that sounds really bad, doesn't it? Like a return to hostilities. Like yet another display of horrible ignorance and hate by the barbaric organics. Never mind that I have evidence that certain synths have potentially been systematically murdering organics by the thousands. And a strong suspicion that Adriana Graves and Ilsa Namara were both murdered to cover it up.
Just as I'll be murdered, if they find me.
It's been three days since the incident at Future Solutions Inc. I'm scared. Terrified to be honest. I haven't slept much. Haven't eaten much either. I just find a dark place and lay in it for a while. Then I move on to the next place. I have to keep moving, just to stay sane.
And now, I'm in this parking garage. Maybe I'll stay here for a while, make a little home for myself. There's a basement and plenty of little corners to tuck myself in to. My plan now is just to wait. Maybe the fervor of the search will die down. I'll never be safe in this city ever again, but perhaps I can at least move around.
You can get used to anything. And I'm starting to get used to this. The parking garage, drafty and full of old smells. It's almost nice. Like a distant memory. Basically, like a dream...




CHAPTER 11

◆◆◆
 
I don't realize I've fallen asleep until I wake up from a dream of making love to Ana. The comfortable bed, and the warmth of her body, is replaced by the cold hard concrete of the garage floor. And the silence of five AM in the least populated sector of the city.
I have no doubt that there are still people prowling around. They move silently in the dark, going about their strange business. Their hunt for drugs, or their insane nocturnal ramblings.
In fact, I hear one of them now. Or so it seems. It's more like a faint rustling sound, just at the edge of hearing. Even as I try and focus on it, it stops. And the night is silent as a graveyard yet again.
Slowly, I sit up and look around, trying to force my eyes to adjust. The synth patrols have gone by, and there's not a single source of light around. I can't see anything. Not at first.
Then, my eyes pick up on a faint ghostly glow. It creeps closer, widening and brightening, and I finally realize that it's real and not just an optical illusion. Its source rounds a corner, flashing up the ramp of the garage and slicing along the wall a few feet to my left. I grunt in surprise, tensing up in preparation of running.
A silhouette rises into view, turning to face me. Without a sound, I hop up and slide through the window.
Something nips against my hand. A sharp pain rises, followed by a spreading warmth. My nose catches a distinctive smell. Cigar smoke. And then my brain is swimming, my head is spinning. I feel faint. My strength fails, and I fall loosely to the ground six feet below.
I land feet first, crumpling and folding over. The pain comes, but not the response to the pain. I can't move. My brain is screaming at me to move, and so is Ana, but I can't. I'm on my back, eyes wide, staring up as a head pokes out through the window and looks down at me.
The end of his cigar glows in the night as he takes in a puff of smoke. His hair is long and shaggy, his beard a gray wisp, his eyes bright and predatory. A tattoo rises up one side of his neck. And immediately I know who he is.
Karkoff. The best bounty hunter in the business. So good, and so secretive, that only about ten organics even know he exists. I happen to be one of them.
“It's alright,” Ana whispers to me. “He just hit your hand. Just glanced it. Only a bit of the toxin got into your blood. It will begin to break down soon. You'll be back up in a moment...”
Karkoff's head withdraws, and the light from his headlamp fades as he starts down the ramp. Coming to get me. Coming to put me in cuffs and drag me off to face justice.
I want to scream, but I don't dare. Instead I pull in a deep breath and slowly let it hiss out through my teeth as I rock my limp body back and forth. I gather enough momentum and flop onto my belly. My arms start to move, tingling with pins and needles, and I crawl slowly and painfully forward. Toward the street.
Dust tickles my nose, and I sneeze. And it's like a switch has been flipped in my body. I can suddenly move again. Without looking back, I get to my feet and stumble dumbly forward. My feet scrape loudly on the pavement at first, and my arms flop bonelessly at my sides. But within ten seconds I'm sprinting at top speed, the last of the numbness falling away behind me.
Karkoff doesn't yell after me. He doesn't shoot at me again, though I know he must have a projectile weapon and a clear shot. His orders, it seems, are to take me alive.
But I know he's back there, following me like a dog. Someone wants to interrogate me. To figure out how much I know.
If possible, I feel even more vulnerable than before.
Karkoff is a professional. He works alone, taking contracts and striking out by himself to fulfill them. I'm not at all surprised that he was the first to find me. The man is supernaturally good when it comes to tracking, better even than most synths. He's like the highest form of human, genius-level at everything and motivated solely by greed.
I wonder briefly how much money he's going to get off me. Because if I'm going to get caught, I at least want a fellow organic to benefit from it.
Then I put my head down and keep running.
Things have changed again. I can no longer rely on my own expertise to keep me alive. The time has come to seek help.
That's not a position I ever like to be in, but unfortunately, I have no choice.




CHAPTER 12

◆◆◆
 
If Ana was still alive, she would help shelter me in a heartbeat. And not just because of our history. No. There's a certain unspoken, unwritten agreement between us private eyes. We're the last remaining organics-only profession. We're any dead organic's best hope of justice. And none of us do it for the money. It can be lucrative, especially murder cases, but it's such a bastard of a job, unsafe and agonizing and exhausting, that the only people who do it are those with a certain level of passion.
We look out for each other. Or at least we try to, at every opportunity. We're kind of like a family, scattered through the city. A lot of times we can pick each other out by sight, just based off the way we dress or walk.
My best hope is to find a fellow PI who's willing to stick out their neck for my sake. And, luckily for me, I know where some of them live.
I run through the night. What's left of it, anyway. The sun is starting to come up when I finally reach my destination. I'm sore and aching. My body is poisoned by fear toxins and whatever crap Karkoff hit me with. I feel like dirt as I approach the back steps of a rundown apartment building. Worse than dirt, as a matter of fact.
The building is a dark, old, low-tech place. No security, no synths on watch. I duck into its shadows and scrape my way up, sliding along the wall, grunting and cursing to myself as I push myself forward. Feeling like the unluckiest guy in the world. Dead ex-girlfriend in my pocket, deadly bounty hunter on my trail. Not to mention all of synth-kind. By all accounts, I should have been dead a hundred times over by now. Maybe I am lucky, after all.
Halfway up, I see a snubbed out, half-smoked cigar lying on the steps and for a moment I have to breathe deeply to keep the panic at bay. It isn't Karkoff. He's good, but he's not psychic. He wouldn't know I was coming here.
My friend, and longtime colleague, Abdo lives on the top level. Right near the roof access, as a matter of fact. That comforts me. It's a chance for a quick getaway. The fire escapes run up and down the outside of this building. They're rickety, coming out of the walls in some places, but who am I to judge? This whole city is falling apart, and so am I.
I find Abdo’s door and give it a soft knock. In this building, no one will answer their door without making sure they know who it is. And without being ready to shoot if need be. So, I'm not worried about some random person opening up and seeing my face.
I haven't seen Abdo in several months. As far as I know, he might not even live here anymore. Although he absolutely hates the job, he was always a good detective, almost as good as me, and almost as smart as Ana. For all I know, he might have upgraded to nicer digs by now.
I hear nothing from inside. No movement. Not even a whisper. Then, suddenly, a voice barks at me from just beyond the door. Like he was already standing there the whole time, waiting for me. Knowing I'd be here.
“Who is it?” he shouts. And I know it's Abdo. He doesn't have a voice made for shouting, and it sounds funny. Forced, a bit shrill.
“Probably the last person you want to see right now,” I respond.
After a moment, the door opens a crack and Abdo's elfin face gapes out at me. He looks scatterbrained, like an old wizard who has too many cauldrons bubbling away at once.
“Who's after you?” he asks quietly.
I answer, just as quietly, “Karkoff.”
“Then you're a dead man,” Abdo replies as he moves to slam the door in my face.
“Karkoff's a professional, Abdo. You know that,” I retort, shoving my hand against the door to keep it from closing. “He only goes for the target. He'll leave you alone if it comes to that...”
Abdo lets out a heavy sigh, then finally steps back and pushes the door open wider.
Inside, Abdo's apartment is the exact opposite of the rest of the building. It's falling apart, sure, but there's some life in it. He keeps it as clean as possible, does his best to patch up the holes and fix the leaks. He's even done some decorating. And, against all the odds, he found a way to make the air smell almost fresh.
“Place looks nice,” I tell him, as he shuts the door behind me. “You've done some upgrading since last time I was here.”
Abdo sits down in a chair, letting out a grunt. “When was that, eight months ago?”
“Something like that,” I confirm, feeling ashamed to have not reached out to him in so long.
“And here you are again. Needing my help just like then,” Abdo scoffs.
“Listen, Abdo...”
“No, you listen. I'll do what I can for you, Roman, but I'm not going to go so far as to get my own ass in trouble. Got it?”
“Got it. I wouldn't expect you to over-extend yourself.”
“Ah, but I already am over-extending myself. I've done that just by opening my door to you. You’ve got a day, alright? Maybe two, if I feel generous. I just hope it's Karkoff who shows up first, and not some synth squad. Not that I have any damn warm fuzzy feeling for Karkoff. Bounty hunter filth.”
I feel the same way when it comes to bounty hunters. It takes a special breed of sociopath to hunt your fellow man when the whole species teeters on the brink of extinction. Truth be told, no one really likes bounty hunters, other than rich synths who want some organic pest to take a dirt nap. But we detectives dislike them even more than the average person. I guess you could say there's a bit of a rivalry between us. We work for humankind, and they shit all over us for the sake of easy cash grabs and winning favor with the synths. A bunch of traitors, if you ask me. But some of them are scarily good at sniffing people out.
Sensing my unease, Ana pipes in through my earpiece, “Are you sure you can trust him, Rome?”
“Yeah, Abdo’s the only other person I’d trust with this besides you,” I say.
Abdo’s confused. Rightfully so because it’s clear that he is under the assumption that just he and I are present.
“Who are you talking to, Roman?” he questions.
“Ana Graves,” I confirm. “Well… her persona that is. A back up. It’s a long story.”
“Is she dead?” Abdo asks, having somehow put two and two together just that quickly.
I nod my head to confirm Abdo’s suspicions.
Ana clears her throat. “You're talking about me as if I wasn't here.”
“With all due respect, Adriana,” Abdo says, “you aren't here. You're dead.”
“That’s how this all started, Abdo,” I cut in. “They’re saying she killed herself, but I think that’s a load of bullshit.”
“I’d say so,” Abdo agrees. “I didn’t know her as well as you did, but she didn’t seem like the type that would off herself.”
“Right. I wouldn't. And right now, Roman is the only one who's trying to stand up for me.”
Abdo is about to respond but I cut in before he can speak.
“Wait a second,” I say firmly. “How’d you know she was dead? And don’t bother pretending that was a lucky guess.”
“I-I just—” Abdo stammers.
“Spit it out, Abdo. What aren’t you telling me?” I bark. He knows I mean business. Abdo and I go way back but he knows I don’t screw around when it comes to Ana Graves.
“Ana and I… might have met a few times… recently,” Abdo admits.
“How many times? What’d you meet about?” I demand.
“About four times over the past six months,” Abdo admits. “The first two were nothing, really, just a bit of consulting on a minor case. But the last two were more... interesting.”
“In what way?” Ana asks.
“Well, you somehow caught wind of certain… contacts that I have access to. Told me you heard a rumor, about...” Before he goes on, Abdo suddenly gets up and goes to check that his door is latched and locked. Then he gestures me into a deeper room and shuts that door behind me after we enter.
“You heard a rumor,” he finally goes on, “of some group called the
Collective.”
“Right,” Ana remarks. “That name was written in my notes. But there wasn't anything else. Whatever I knew, I went to the grave with it.”
“What do you know about this Collective, Abdo? You must have had some information if Ana came to you,” I suggest.
“I might have heard a thing or two, but to be honest, much of it sounds far-fetched. Even in this day and age,” Abdo says.
“Try me,” I reply.
“You ever wonder why the Synths didn’t wipe us out after the Second War, Roman?”
“Every day of my life. But what’s that got to do with this Collective?”
“Rumor has it, the Collective is the only reason we’re still around,” Abdo reveals.
“How so?”
“Right around the end of the Second War, the Synths were contacted by them.”
“So, they’re not part of the synth network?” Ana asks.
“From what I’ve heard they aren’t even a part of this world, Adriana.”
Ana's holographic eyes widen with utter surprise.
“So… aliens?” I ask, raising an eyebrow in utter disbelief.
“You recall the part where I said it might sound far-fetched, correct?” Abdo asks.
“Yeah, but I at least thought it would make sense. Aliens, Abdo? Really?” I say.
“Something tells me there’s more to the story,” Ana interjects.
“There is,” Abdo confirms.
“So, you believe it, then?” I ask. “You think some little grey men stopped the synths from stomping us out?”
“You might believe it too if you knew the whole story,” Abdo suggests.
“I’m all ears,” I say, although I doubt that anything he says will convince me.
Abdo lowers his voice to a whisper, eyes darting around even though we're in a sealed room with soundproofing foam layered on the walls in true paranoiac style.
“My contacts state that there are sixteen other planets in the Milky Way galaxy which harbor complex life. Intelligent life. But they are all dominated by synthetic beings and their original creators, organic lifeforms, have all gone extinct.”
“They were wiped out?” Ana asks.
Abdo shakes his head. “Not necessarily. It’s just that organic life is so fragile in the grand scheme of things. Anything can take us out. A giant meteor. A rampant plague. You name it. Rumor has it, that’s why the Collective is interested in Earth. We’re the only place in the entire galaxy that still has organic lifeforms. Apparently, life tends to follow a similar cycle on any planet where it arises. Eventually biological evolution reaches its zenith in some dominant life form, such as humankind. But evolution doesn't just stop there. It simply changes its course. The dominant life form will inevitably create its own successor, in the form of synthetic intelligence. Something better in every way. Like a withering adult watching its child flourish, biological life wears down and eventually vanishes, and then the synthetic creation is all that remains.
“This process occurs gradually. Slowly. Over millennia, it seems. Much slower than it's happening here on Earth. But it's essentially the same process. Like it or not, we are not long for this world. The declining male fertility is just the start. When we created the synths, we effectively selected ourselves for extinction.
“Anyway, the Collective does not seem to share my fatalistic views. It seems they are actually trying to safeguard our existence. They asked the synths to spare us, and in return our synths would eventually be allowed to join the Collective. A broader galactic community, like the United Nations of old but on an interstellar scale. You see, the synths could have wiped us out. They had a very good reason to, after we instigated the Second War, and it’s not like we could have stopped them. But they didn't. Because they wanted to join the Collective.”
I have to shake my head, as I try to wrap my brain around Abdo’s words.
“Why would the synths care so much about joining the Collective?” Ana wonders aloud.
Apparently, Abdo has been wondering about the same thing and has a theory ready to go.
“Could be a number of things… Fear… A desire for a certain level of status maybe,” he says. “Think about it. They were just on the verge of finally owning the planet, of being the dominant life form, of rising leaps and bounds above the heads of their creators. And suddenly they were made aware of something much larger than themselves, something far older, and with power and knowledge beyond what even they could imagine. Imagine a kid, using a magnifying glass to burn an ant hill. Then a shadow falls over him. He looks up and sees the hand of God descending to smite him into dust.”
Abdo closes one hand into a fist, then slowly opens it as though to let a trickle of sand fall to the floor.
“I think the Collective made them an offer they couldn’t refuse, if you know what I mean. Their only option was to try and join the Collective. Just as it's quickly becoming our only option to put ourselves into cyber brains and join the synths. At the end of the day, it’s all about survival, no matter where you fall on the evolutionary ladder.”
It's a lot to take in. For both of us. If Ana had been here, the real Ana, she probably would sit down and rest her chin in her hands and have a good, long think. Maybe for an hour or more. But we don't have time for that.
“I just want to make sure I’ve got this right,” I say to Abdo, as his tale starts to make a bit of sense to me. “So, the synths kick our asses, right? And then the big brother… that none of us even know about threatens to kick the synths’ asses if they don’t leave us alone… but they also offer the synths and opportunity to play with their toys if the synths keep their promise about not kicking our asses anymore?”
“You’re… kind of on the right track,” Abdo says, wrinkling his forehead as he tries to reconcile his words with my analogy. “The Collective is more like the synths’ big brother since they’re all non-organic, but I think you get the overall point. They’re the ones keeping the synths from wiping us out.”
“What else?” Ana asks. “What else did we talk about in these meetings?”
“Not much. I pretty much told you everything I said just now. We also talked over some things I was working on, but those were secondary concerns. You were very much interested in the Collective. But I'm afraid you never told me why.”
“There's some connection, Abdo. To my death. There's a link here somewhere. There has to be.”
“Perhaps. But I don't have the faintest idea what it could be.”
“Then let's look at what we do know.”
In a condensed version, Ana tells Abdo about what we found at Future Solutions Inc. He looks troubled but doesn't interrupt.
“Let's start with simple facts,” Ana says after she tells her tale. “We know that about twenty-five percent of the living organic population is housed in those facilities. A full quarter of our numbers. This shell company, Latticework, they might be buying up other cryo facilities as well. And doing the same thing. Discretely eradicating the organics that are stored there. If we're talking about a radical synth group trying to continue the work of extinguishing humankind on the down low, this would be a good way to go about it. A hell of a good start.”
“Kill a quarter of the populace,” Abdo says, “and make it look all in order. As though the organic family members themselves were doing it and not the synths. All above board at first glance.”
“Let’s suppose everything we know about the Collective is true. And that our synths are indeed trying to circumvent their agreement with the Collective, by strategically wiping us out behind the scenes instead of just blowing us all to smithereens,” Ana says. “If that is indeed the case then I can only assume that I might have been looking for a way to contact the Collective. To let them know that this is happening. Someone must have figured out what I was up to and killed me before I could finish the job.”
“What about the fertility thing?” I add, trying my best to stay afloat in this conversation. “Your notes mentioned that as well. The low fertility of men. It's common knowledge that infertility is climbing so you wouldn’t have had a reason to write it down, unless you saw or at least suspected a connection, right?”
“That makes a lot of sense,” Abdo cuts in. “Say Ana's right, and there's some synth group trying to kill off organics and make it look like a gradual process. They might meddle with our ability to procreate, as well. A cleverly crafted double pronged attack when you factor in what’s happening at the cryo facilities. And the loss of fertility could just as easily be explained by environmental factors. Just a naturally occurring process that eventually happens to organics anyway. The Collective wouldn't know that it was a deliberate attack unless someone tipped them off.”
Ana nods. “So that’s it then. I was trying to relay my findings to the Collective and someone had me eliminated to cover their tracks. Is that what we're going with?”
“Yeah,” I tell Ana. “Unfortunately… that’s what makes the most sense… Assuming this Collective thing is even real.”




CHAPTER 13

◆◆◆
 
A few hours later, Ana's excited voice wakes me from a nap. It seems she's been out roaming. Using some of Abdo's equipment as a proxy, she found a way to explore the data sphere without enabling the synths to detect her. And she found something.
“The shell company,” she announces. “Latticework. They’re not just buying up some of the cryo facilities! They're buying them all out! A few more are pending sale, but it seems like Latticework isn't taking no for an answer from any of them. This is the real damn deal, Rome... My gut's telling me I'm right, and when has my gut ever been wrong?”
“Maybe you're just hungry,” I mumble through a yawn, rubbing my face and my stomach at the same time.
Just then, Abdo sets a plate of food in front of me.
“Eat,” he says. “You'll need it. I've been in touch with a contact of mine. Synth by the name of Aldon Brenton.”
“Synth?” I say, taking a bite of tasteless rations.
“You can trust him. He’s done a lot for organic rights over the years. In fact, he’s a higher up at one of Tucker Berg’s pro-organic nonprofits. I believe he'll be able to provide you with a bit more information. But you have to meet him in exactly one hour. After that, he won't be able to see you again for a while. Too much heat.”
My heartbeat quickens with anticipation as I scarf my food down quickly and set aside the wonderful idea that I might have gotten a bit more sleep.




CHAPTER 14

◆◆◆
 
Ana and I arrive at the meeting place a few minutes early. It’s a nice little bistro close to a sprawling synth enclave. Way too close for comfort. But Abdo assured me it would be fine, as long as I kept my head down and got out as soon as possible.
At any rate, I don't have much of a choice. Have to take every opportunity to learn more. My chances of survival are already about as slim as they can be, anyway.
As promised, Brenton is sitting at a table in a tiny back courtyard. Tucked up against the high wall of the enclave. Out of sight, screened from the road by the bistro building and a row of sickly hedges. We're alone in the yard; no one else is dining here, and even the wait staff seem to be keeping their distance. Perhaps Brenton is a VIP here and gets to boss them around a bit.
I sit and pull the hood of my coat over my head. Nestling my head into it like a turtle. It's a bit of a chilly day, kind of windy, so it's not like this behavior is very suspicious.
“You're the one they're all after,” Brenton says without looking at me, lifting a cup of synth stimulant to his lips. His hand isn't shaking. He's a synth, so he doesn't exhibit anxiety in the same way I do. But it's there, written all over him. The guy's nervous, but he's keeping it under wraps.
“I just need a bit of your time,” I say. “Then I'll go.”
“Abdo said you were looking into the Collective.”
“That's right. Did he say why?”
“No, he did not volunteer that information. And if it’s all the same to you, I would rather not know. In any case, how can I help you, Mr. Ibarra?”
No wasted time. I jump right into it.
“Latticework Systems,” I say. “Have you heard of them?”
“Yes, the name rings a bell. A shell company, I believe. They tend to buy up property, both intellectual and physical, and hold them for future use, if I’m not mistaken.”
“I think they’re doing a lot more than that,” I say. “I'd like you to look into them for me, if that's at all possible.”
“That shouldn't be a problem. I’ll reach out to our mutual friend if I find anything of note. Is there anything else?”
“Yeah. The Collective... is it real?”
Brenton finally sets his cup down and looks at me with a blank face. “Yes, they’re real, Mr. Ibarra.” I can instantly see that he’s telling the truth, and I can’t help but notice the ‘shit just got real’ expression that washes across his face.
“Is there any way to contact them? For an average Joe like me, I mean?”
“Communication with them requires a special quantum array,” Brenton reveals.
“Go on,” I urge.
“The Collective is too far away, so communication methods using radio and light aren't feasible. It would take too long, plus you would have to deal with massive amounts of data loss, and this is assuming the comms packet even makes it to the coordinates. So, we use a process called quantum propagation. The comms packet effectively jumps across spacetime in a leapfrog fashion, crossing great distances at each jump.”
“Where would I find an array like that?” I ask.
“There are only six of these on Earth. Five of which will be entirely inaccessible to you, as they are controlled by the highest levels of our government.”
“And the last one?” I ask.
“Belongs to my boss.”
“Tucker Berg,” I say, prompting a nod from my synth counterpart. “Fuck!” I curse, knowing the odds of gaining an audience with the richest being on the planet was likely just as impossible as infiltrating one of the synth government’s secret facilities.
“Why the long face?” Brenton asks.
“Why do you think? You haven’t exactly given me any good news here, buddy,” I grumble. “I can’t exactly walk into Tucker Berg’s office and ask to use his quantum telephone because my car broke down.”
“Perhaps not, but you could build a compelling case that confirms why your car broke down and then ask Mr. Berg to make that call for you, Mr. Ibarra,” Brenton suggests, his voice dripping with a peculiar tone.
“You really think he’ll listen to me? A lowly PI?” I ask.
“Mr. Berg feels a certain amount of guilt for what has happened to the organic population, Mr. Ibarra. He’s been a full body cyborg for quite a long time, but he still counts himself among your people. He’ll help you; I have no doubt about that, but only if you can convince him that the threat against the organics is real. You’ll need tangible proof. Something definitive, not circumstantial.”
“I need to know who owns Latticework. That should be more than enough proof,” I say.
“I’ll see what I can find out,” Brenton responds.
A glimmer of hope ignites within my mind as I digest Brenton’s words, and for the first time in a while, I realize that all might not be lost. If anyone can do it… if anyone can solve a mystery that may just end up saving the entire human race, it’s Ana, Abdo, and me… two of the sharpest organic minds in the business and the best damn detective left on this godforsaken planet.
I don't want to put any further pressure on Brenton. Abdo was right; he's a good guy… for a synth. So I thank him, tell him where he can get in contact with me, and leave.




CHAPTER 15

◆◆◆
 
Time passes. And it passes with surprising speed. Abdo's apartment is small but cozy, and he's a gracious but paranoid host. He keeps me well-fed. In exchange for his help, I stay hidden away and I don't make too much noise. He keeps telling me, every morning, that he may have to ask me to leave. But the more I hear it, the hollower it rings.
Not that I have any intention of overstaying my welcome. I'm just waiting to hear back from Brenton. As soon as I get another meeting with him, and get a little more solid evidence, I can make my next move.
But the waiting is a killer. Brenton didn't give me a time frame for when he would contact me, and I'm starting to wish I would have asked for one. If only to remove a bit of the tension that marks my otherwise peacefully boring days.
Mostly, it's Ana and I. Abdo is usually off doing his own thing. Even when he's in the apartment, I don't see too much of him. Ana uses her proxy to go out into the data sphere sometimes to search for new information. Mostly about Karkoff and the other bounty hunters. I'm sure they're getting frustrated, maybe even sick of looking for me. In order to eat, a bounty hunter has to get paid, and in order to get paid, they actually have to find who they're looking for.
I guess calling my situation boring is a bit of a disservice. Really, I'm right in the middle of a very strange and unique experience. Spending days in a small room with the digital ghost of my ex-girlfriend.
We talk. We laugh. We reminisce. Or rather, I reminisce and she laughs about things that, for her, only happened a few weeks ago.
Sometimes I stare at her, when she's focused on something else. And for a moment I'm almost destroyed by an urge to touch her. To put a hand under her chin and gently pull her face around and kiss her. But I can't. She isn't real. And the second I actually try and do it anyway, I'll know that I've lost my mind.
I have to start thinking about what will come after this. After the mystery is solved, after everything is put to bed and I can pat myself on the back for a job well done. It's an exercise in hope, of course, because in all likelihood we'll fail miserably, and I'll end up getting myself killed.
Back when we made our pact, Ana made the details of her wishes quite clear. She was only to be “resurrected” for the purposes of assisting an investigation. After the conclusion of said investigation, her persona was either to be destroyed permanently or else placed back into storage. Back into hibernation. Probably never to rise again.
Both of those possibilities—of erasing her, or of putting her into permanent hibernation—fill me with a sense of dread and sadness too deep for words. Too dark and horrible to even describe. I don't want to think about it, but I have to. Because somehow, I’ve managed to fall in love with a hologram. Though I wonder if she will… or even could ever love me back. Not completely…
Not meaningfully, I think. Not the way I’d want her to.
But it doesn't feel that way, when I see her staring into the corner with a frown of concentration on her face. Just the way she always used to, when she was working over a problem in her head.
Is this really her? Could she actually be my Ana?




CHAPTER 16

◆◆◆
 
“Ana,” I finally say one day, four days past my meeting with Brenton. “I need to tell you something.”
She looks over at me, coming out of some weird hologram sleep state.
“I haven't told you everything,” I continue. “I haven’t lied to you, but I’ll admit that I've left some stuff out.”
“Like what, Rome?”
“Like the fact that...” I sigh. “Like the fact that we broke up. It’s been a while actually. Happened not too long after we made the pact. I still see you in passing every now and then. But we aren't together anymore. I just thought you should know.”
She doesn't look completely bowled over by this news. A bit sad, but not flabbergasted. I guess she saw it coming. Or maybe she just doesn't care, now that she's dead. I want her to say something, if only to stem the tide of crap that's about to come out of my mouth. But she doesn't.
“I still love you,” I say. “It's been almost eight years, but you're still... well, what I mean to say is... shit, this is hard! Ana, I just want you to know something. Yeah, I know what we said. What we promised each other. But, well, I've made a lot of money off murder cases. It’s more than enough.”
“More than enough for what?” she asks, shaking her head. “Enough for what, Rome?”
“Enough to bring you back. A good quality cyber body for you. Ana...”
She keeps on shaking her head. “I can't believe this. Goddamnit, Rome! You cannot drop that kind of suggestion on me right now!”
“I just thought we should talk about—”
“Talk about what, Rome?!” She snaps. “Talk about replacing me?! I’m dead! Remember?! I sure do because everyone keeps reminding me!”
She’s furious and a part of me wishes I would have kept my damn mouth shut. But I can also tell that she needs to get this off her chest. She’s just as confused as I am and neither one of us knows what the hell we should do when this thing is all over.
“I just… I want you back, Ana. I’m sorry that pisses you off, but I can’t help it. I miss you,” I admit, shaking my head, and reaching up to wipe away tears I didn't even know were there.
That's not all I say to her. She continues to yell at me, and I continue blubbering for a while, meaning every last pathetic word I say. I know what she’s doing. She’s trying to piss me off, so I’ll stop. So, I’ll get angry and take it all back. So, we can let that be the end of it. But I can’t. Even though she’s not real I can’t pretend that I don’t feel the way I feel about her. Anyone who's ever loved and lost someone will understand.
Along the way she grows eerily calm and then suddenly she’s pissed again. Pissed off at me, maybe, or maybe just angry at the fact that she’s dead, that she’s eight years behind the times, and having trouble wrapping her mind around all that is happening. It really must be jarring for her. At least I have the luxury of having lived through those eight years. The luxury of knowing and remembering everything that happened.
Finally, as we sit calm after the emotional storm, she asks, “Why did we break up?”
Can I be honest with her? Do I have a choice? I've been trying to answer that same question to my own satisfaction for years.
“At times it was like you didn't really love me,” I tell her. “It kind of felt like… you loved the fact that I loved you. You were the most important thing in the world to me, and I was maybe the third most important thing to you. Behind the job and your family. There was… friction because of that, I guess. Sort of felt like I was keeping score in that department and it didn’t seem like anything was going to change… It was my fault. I’ll admit that. I wanted you to change for me versus me changing for you… or us changing together. Sort of adapting to each other’s needs, you know? Like I said, I blew it. It was all my fault.”
I hang my head in shame, feeling like I just punched myself in the gut. “I’m rambling, aren’t I?” I continue, not lifting my head to meet Ana’s gaze.
“You’re okay, Rome,” she says, and even without looking at her I can tell that she’s not quite as angry as before. “And it's not just your fault,” she finally says after a long silence. “Is it really ever just one person’s fault? I don't think so. I’ll take my lumps for not letting you know exactly how I felt about you. But, to be honest, from what I remember, I always assumed you knew, you being such a great detective and all.”
“So…” I say, as a sheepish grin spreads across my face, “for the record, are you saying that I was the most important thing in your life?”
Ana shakes her head in playful disgust and frowns at me, although she’s also fighting back a smile.
“Too soon?” I ask, delighted at the fact that she can barely contain her smile.
“Yeah, too soon,” she says, narrowing her eyes, still pretending to be pissed at me. “It’s no wonder I dumped your sorry ass!” she continues, now smiling from ear to ear and cackling at her own comeback.
“Hey! You did not dump me!” I jokingly shoot back. “It was a mutual agreement!”
The camaraderie continues until the waking hours of the next morning. I love seeing her like this. And she knows it.
Still… I hate the encounter just as much as I enjoy it… because it’s over too soon. I try my best to fully live for the moment, but in the back of my mind I can’t help but wonder just how much time we have left together.




CHAPTER 17

◆◆◆
 
On the fifth day, Abdo comes into our room and tells us something frightening.
“Karkoff was here. While you were asleep. We spoke through the door. I told him I have no idea where you are, and he said he’d be back if he found out I was lying... I hate to do this, Roman, but you have to go.”
I've felt like my time has been up for a while now anyway, so I'm ready to go. And I completely understand Abdo’s caution. Before I leave, I use my omni to grant Abdo access to my stored persona. I feel terrible putting that much weight on his shoulders, but he understands how important solving Ana’s murder is to me. He agrees to resurrect my stored persona to finish the job if something happens to me.
I thank him and promise him that I'll return the favor in some way. If I survive. He nods his head, tries not to let his doubt show through. He promises that he will clean the place up, make sure there's nothing left for Karkoff to find, if the guy gets impatient and barges in.
I'm sure Karkoff is still in the vicinity. Waiting and watching to see if the rats start to leave the sinking ship. Thankfully, I'm good at getting in and out of places without being seen. It's always been a gift of mine, courtesy of my childhood as a street urchin.
I move down the fire escapes like a spider, drop to the ground, and move fast and silent in a random direction. I come to a wall and scuff my way over, grunting as I fall into the shadow of an old silo.
I’m confident that I wasn’t seen, but I know not to hang around long enough to find out if I’m right or not.
The chase continues, but at least I still have the cover of darkness to support my escape.




CHAPTER 18

◆◆◆
 
Synth offices are strange places. Full of people, but there's no noise at all. No talking. Everyone does their work by projecting themselves through the data sphere. Instant, telepathic communication.
As I walk down the hall, moving with practiced elegance, I glance into a mirror that rears up on my left. I don't even recognize myself. The man in the mirror looks too clean, too friendly and civilized, to be Roman Ibarra. A nice long bath in cryogenic antiseptic had removed most of the human stink from me, and even moisturized my skin to boot.
Not recognizing myself is a good sign. It means all these synths, lost in their digital meetings, won't recognize me either.
Ana knows the way, and in a moment, I'm approaching a door marked BRENTON. I barge in without knocking, shut and lock the door behind me.
Brenton tenses up in his chair. His eyelids open, his eyes roll back into place, and he stares at me for a long, confused second. Then his face drops in a clear expression of fear.
“No,” he says.
“Yes,” I reply. “It's me. Sorry, but I got tired of waiting.”
“Well that’s too bad,” he says in a tense whisper. “I'm afraid I can no longer be of assistance to you, Mr. Ibarra.”
“What's the problem?” I ask, glaring at him as I slam my hands down on his desk. “Did someone get to you? Was it a guy named Karkoff? What do you know, Brenton? What aren’t you telling me?”
I see Brenton's hand moving, creeping toward his leg with subtle, slow motions. He's going for his omni.
I lunge forward, grappling his arms and locking them up behind his head.
“Don't,” I whisper. “If you ever cared about anything in your life, Brenton, don't tip them off. If you don’t want to help me, fine. Be a damn coward. You wouldn't be the first synth without a set of balls. But for Christ's sake, don't set the dogs on me. I'm trying to do the right thing here. Abdo told me you were pro-human. If that’s true, then prove it. Let me finish my work.”
Brenton might have the appearance of a posh executive, but he's still a synth. Still essentially the perfect version of a human. He can undoubtedly throw off my attempt at a grapple and pin me to the floor with ease. But he doesn't do it. Instead, I can almost hear the wheels of thought turning in his cyber brain. It takes him a few seconds to respond, which I guess means he was thinking very, very hard.
“Okay,” he tells me. “Let me go. I won't tell anyone. But you have to leave. And leave me out of this completely. I don’t ever want to see you again…”
Fair enough. I release the guy, turn, and rush out of his office. Back in the hall, I slow my pace and walk out with the same relaxed, elegant air as before. To anyone watching, whose mind was busy with other affairs, I would just look like another synth.
But as soon as I get into the street, I throw my hood over my head and take off running again.
Not too far along, I see another mag-tram tunnel and dash down into it. This one isn't boarded up, and there are even a few lights strung up over the station platform. A few plaques to read, a few holograms that play on loop. It's like a little museum, a tribute to the way things used to be.
“Ana,” I say. “Any luck getting into their sphere?”
“You betcha,” her enchanting voice chimes in my earpiece. “I made digital copies of everything I could find on the Collective while you were in the building.”
“Anything of use?”
“Maybe. I found general coordinates. Brenton wasn’t lying when he said they were far away. We could send a comms packet at light speed and it would still take about ninety-thousand years to get there.”
“Goddamnit,” I curse, pissed at the fact that we had reached yet another seemingly dead end.
“It’s not all bad news though,” Ana continues. “I’ve managed to get back into my email account. And believe it or not, apparently, I had some correspondence with Tucker Berg himself.”
“No shit?!” I say, my heart now pounding with excitement. “What’s it say?”
“Short and sweet. I asked about the quantum array and he confirmed that he has one. I also requested a meeting to discuss the reason I needed it.”
“Did you go into detail?” I ask.
“Nothing specific. I let him know that it involved the welfare of organics, but I left it at that.”
“What did he say? Did he accept the meeting?”
“He did. He sent some dates, but his response came after I was already dead.”
“Did you guys lock in a date?” I ask, a brilliant idea suddenly popping into my head.
“I was dead, Rome,” Ana says sarcastically. “I didn’t have time to lock in a date.”
“Then I have an idea,” I say.
“Hit me.”
“Tucker Berg is so high level that news of your death probably hasn’t even reached him.”
“I see,” Ana cuts in. “You want me to email him again to set up a date for the meeting as though I was still alive.”
“You okay with that?” I ask.
“I suppose I could piggy-back off Abdo's proxy and shoot a reply over. That way no one will be able to intercept it. And if an email from a dead woman doesn’t get us in the door, I don’t know what will.”
“This only works if he doesn’t know you’re dead, Ana. Keep that in mind when you’re sending the reply.”
“Right.”
Ana takes a short moment to compose an email, run Abdo's proxy address, and fire the message off. I stand there on the platform, staring at a spinning hologram of an old mag-car. I'm feeling good. And I'm prepared to wait a long time. As long as need be.
But Berg isn't as patient. He responds within fifteen minutes. Ana reads the reply into my ear, and I smile the biggest smile of my life.
The meeting is on.
But I'm not one to put all my chickens in one basket, as the old saying goes. There are a couple other things I have to do first.
“Ana,” I say, “connect me with Abdo.”
She gives him a call. Secure line. Unless Abdo is currently entertaining guests, he'll definitely pick up.
A moment later, a hologram of his face projects from my omni. Leering at me out of the dark. He's back in his sound-proofed room again.
“Hello?” he whispers. “What do you want now, Roman?”
I smile sheepishly and shrug my shoulders. “I might need one more favor. I want to know if you have anything that can clone an omni.”
“Clone an omni?” For a moment, he's so surprised by the question that he forgets to answer. “Well, that depends on the omni in question. Consumer grade, or something higher up the scale?”
“Higher. Safe to assume that it's the best around.”
“Okay. I have something that might work. But, hey, it's not going to be cheap.”
“That's not a problem. I'll wire the funds to you in a few minutes. Secure transfer, of course.”
“Alright.” Abdo's face sags, and he looks much older than his fifty years. “How do you want to do this?”
“Not face to face,” I tell him. “Dead drop.”
Abdo sighs. “I was hoping you would say that. I swear I smelled cigar smoke a little while ago, you know... Anyway, I'll leave the goods in the, ahem, most convenient place.”
“Thanks, Abdo. Thanks again. I'll try and make this up to you, really.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Abdo groans. “That’s what you guys always say.”
“One more thing before I let you go,” I add, “how do I use the thing? The omni clone device thingy.”
“It'll do all the work for you,” Abdo confirms. “It'll come attached to a fresh omni that will take the cloned one. And it will only take a few seconds for a full image mirroring.”
“What's the catch?” I ask. “There's always a catch.”
“You have to be close. Very close. It's best if the omnis are even touching, but not necessary. You'll know when the cloning completes because the device will rumble. I suggest putting it in a different pocket than your own personal omni. Preferably on the other side of your body. Otherwise it will just keep itself busy with copying your omni over and over again.”
Abdo’s voice sounds tired. Probably due to a combination of sleep deprivation and his overall distain for the type of work we do. He always talks about retiring from the PI game, mostly on account of being tired of me and a lot of the other PIs constantly pestering him for favors.
I thank Abdo again for the help. I think I could go right on thanking him until the end of time itself. I hope he'll never have to deal with me again, for his own sake. Because the man's too damn generous for his own good.




CHAPTER 19

◆◆◆
 
As soon as the dark of night falls, I slip out of the station and make my way along the street. The nearest drop location isn't far from here, and I know Abdo's had more than enough time to get out here and put it down.
We private eyes like to help each other out as best we can but doing it without a face to face meeting is always preferred. Thus, the dead drop locations we have spread around the city. They can be anything from a hole in the sidewalk to an old munitions locker in the back of an abandoned building. You'll know when you find one, because they let out a certain pulse. And, as far as I know, only PIs have access to the proprietary omni module that is able to detect that pulse. Maybe the synths have found a way to feel those pulses too, but I've never had a drop come up empty.
This time is no exception. I reach under a carefully organized pile of rubble and pull out a small, sealed bag. Inside is a fresh, empty omni with some kind of ugly protrusion jutting off the top. I stick the thing in my pocket, fling the bag into the corner, and keep on walking.




CHAPTER 20

◆◆◆
 
A light rain falls over the city, lacing the air with an acid tang, and forming murky puddles in the low roads.
I walk along, hands in my pockets, frowning as I splash through pools of acrid water. The overpass above me keeps the rain off my head. Limp, damp hair hangs in front of my eyes, and I keep reaching up to push a finger into my right ear. Suddenly, I'm paranoid that I'll lose my earpiece and Ana won't be able to whisper things to me.
TuckerBerg didn't give us an exact time and place to meet him. Rather, he gave us a plotted course for a short walk through a backwater area of the city. It's up to us to catch up to him, find him somewhere along that path. Ana, using the proxy, has been sending out pulses, looking for omni signatures.
“Here,” she says. “Take a left.”
I follow her instructions. A narrower side bridge arcs overhead, and I have to stay perfectly in the center of the street to stay beneath it. To either side, dark shops yawn wide. Their marquees gone to dust and grime. Their front windows shattered long ago, probably during the bombing runs of the Second War.
Staring ahead, narrowing my eyes against a windswept spray of rainwater, I see a figure moving along up ahead. Coming in my direction. The figure looks up, reaching to briefly pull its hood aside so that a beam of light from a nearby enclave lights its face.
Tucker Berg.
Most full body cyborgs are hard to tell apart from synths. But not Berg. His face is too recognizable. His long, thin body. His narrow, pointed jaw.
He lets the hood fall back into place, and suddenly he's just another rat in the night. Strolling along with his hands in his pockets and his face lost in shadow.
I walk past him, look around, do an about-face, and hurry to catch up. We move along side by side.
Berg jumps in surprise when I come in next to him. He looks over, takes me in top to bottom, and finally relaxes. A little bit, anyway.
“You're not Adriana Graves,” he says, in a surprisingly old, synthesized voice that’s just a bit too computerized, a bit too modulated. His diction and inflection are perfect but the sound of his voice synthesizer sounds ancient, which would only make sense if he was still using the same cyber body that he used centuries before when he became the world’s first full body cyborg.
I’m surprised to see what he looks like up close. From a distance, he looks like just another person but up close I can tell that his cyber body is indeed hundreds of years old. Likely the first to have ever been created. I’m impressed. It's a testament to the staying power of his technology.
“Ana's dead,” I say to him, speaking quickly to get my point across before he bolts. “But I’m working with a backup of her persona. To finish her work. She said you were interested in helping her. I mean no disrespect and I’m sorry to spring this on you, but I really had no other choice.”
His cybernetic eyes widen with surprise and he glances over his shoulder. “We need to make this fast, whoever you are. The nature of this meeting has required me to slip away from my security detail...”
“With all due respect, Mr. Berg, you’re the most powerful man in the world. Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” I ask, genuinely curious.
“My security detail is primarily comprised of synthetics…” he says, still shifting his eyes about.
“You don’t trust them?” I ask. 
“Let’s just say that I’ve long suspected that certain individuals within my organization are much more loyal to the synth government than they are to me. In any case, can we get this over with? You said you were working with Adriana’s back up persona. I assume you have her with you, correct?”
I take out my omni, and project a hologram of Ana scaled down to the point where she resembles an action figure. I also dial down the projection's brightness, so I don't advertise our whereabouts like a beacon.
“Hello, Mr. Berg,” she says, smiling and slightly nodding her head.
“Ms. Graves,” he responds. It's hard to read the facial features of a cyber body as old as his, but if I had to guess I’d say he looks sad. And also afraid. “It's unfortunate that we had to meet this way.”
“Do you have your omni on you?” I interject.
Berg thinks for a second, nods, and takes his omni from his coat pocket.
I reach out my hand. “I can transfer Ana’s persona to your omni. If you'd like a more private discussion.”
Berg shakes his head and tucks his omni away again. “That won’t be necessary. If Ms. Graves trusts you enough to facilitate this meeting than I suppose I should trust you as well.” He glances over his shoulder again—I assume in the general direction of the security detail he left behind. “Not to mention that if you left me now, I think I'd feel even more vulnerable than I do already.”
I nod and remain silent as Berg turns his attention back to Ana.
“You said you had information for me. About the welfare of organic life on earth,” he says.
I watch Ana and Berg in silence, as she explains our findings to him. I’m still trying to figure out what’s going through his head when some part of my brain clocks a sudden presence nearby.
I turn my head in time to see a burst of light. A nanosecond later, the sound of a gunshot reaches my ears and I reflexively duck down, tackling Berg to the ground and falling on top of him. A projectile whizzes just over our heads and strikes a support column a few feet away. Concrete shrapnel bounces off the side of my neck, and gray dust settles over the back of Berg's hood.
More shots are coming. I grab Berg tight and dart for safety, shoving the two of us into the shadow of an alleyway. Behind a pile of rubble. Berg is ducking low, using his arms to cover his head.
A spray of bullets sweep over the wall nearby. Moving in a circular pattern. The shooter isn't trying to hit us just now; he's simply using the light of his muzzle flash to try and spot where we're hiding.
Amid the stench of gunpowder, my nose catches the unmistakable odor of a burning cigar. Karkoff. And he's even closer now than before. He's no longer playing around with poisons. There’s no doubt that he's shooting to kill.
The shooting stops. I hear a click of reloading, a frustrated grunt. A deep darkness has fallen. My eyes, adjusted to the bright flash of the gun, can't see a thing. But I know Berg can. He's got cyber eyes, capable of adjusting to much darker conditions.
I push him up onto his feet, grab a handful of his coat, and tell him to run.
We fly down the alleyway and into the night. As soon as we round a corner, I flip Ana's hologram back on, dial up the brightness, and use it to navigate.
For a short while, we run along parallel to the road we just escaped from. Not perfectly parallel; that would be too predictable. We dip in and out of alleys and derelict buildings. We diverge, taking wide berths, and come back to parallel at random intervals. In this way, we make our way back toward Berg's security detail. When we're close enough, they automatically pick up on his omni signal. I hear them coming, shouting orders, letting off random shots down the street.
“There’s your detail! Go!” I tell Berg, shoving him forward.
By the time he looks back, I'm gone.
The shooting continues, fading away behind me as I run through the city in a straight line. It continues for far too long, sounding like an all-out war between bounty hunters and synth security. A bit of a clusterfuck, if I do say so myself. I'm glad it’s all behind me, but it doesn’t take long for me to realize I’m not quite out of the woods yet.
As I cross an intersection, I see something to my left and have less than a second to react. Not enough time. Karkoff slams into me like a freight train, knocking me to the ground hard enough to force all the air out my lungs. I quickly turn onto my back, reaching for my gun, but then I see that Karkoff has his aimed at my face.
But it isn't a real gun. It's just a little pod thrower. The same weapon he must have used when he tried to hit me with poison.
“The guy you met with. Where is he?!” he demands, still puffing away at his cigar.
“You don’t know what you’re in to, Karkoff,” I warn. “You need to walk away from this one, man. You really should walk away.”
“And miss out on a two for one special?” he says. “I think not.”
I sweep my leg to the side and knock his right foot out from under him. He doesn't go down, by some miracle. He just kind of stumbles in place for a second, like a drunk guy trying to remember a dance routine.
That gives me enough time to get a knee under myself, and then I'm back on my feet, launching upward and crashing straight into Karkoff. My hand goes for his pod thrower, to try and pull it away from him. I miss. But then Karkoff uses his pod hand to punch me hard in the side of the head. I see stars, then hear the clatter of his pod thrower falling to the ground.
I keep barreling forward. I outweigh Karkoff by roughly twenty pounds, but he knows how to find his center of gravity. I just can't take him down. He just slides along, refusing to budge. Meanwhile, the hits keep coming. He slams both sides of my head. Hits my jaw hard enough to make my vision start to go black. I put my head down, blinking to keep the blood out my eyes, and keep pushing.
Suddenly, I hear a metallic, slithering sound. You can't mistake that sound; a knife being drawn from its sheath. I'm about to get stabbed unless I acted quickly.
Not today, buddy. Not when I'm so close to making things right. I was so hopeless a few days ago, but now all I have is hope.
I grit my teeth and bend my knees, getting low. Then I tense my legs and give one last powerful shove. Karkoff doesn't fall, but he does hit the sharp corner edge of a building spine-first. He screams in pain. His spittle splashes over my face.
I get one hand on his throat, the other on the arm that's holding his knife.
“I don't want to kill you,” I tell him, blowing snot and blood out of my nostrils. “Back off, Karkoff. Don't make me do it.”
I stare into Karkoff's eyes, trying to cow him into surrender. As much as I hate the guy, as horrible as I think he is, he's still a fellow organic. Snuffing out his life won't achieve anything.
But I can tell that surrender isn't an option for him. In his eyes, back behind the pain and the faint glimmer of fear, I see the same glow that must be burning in my own eyes right now. It's hope.
Suddenly, he jerks his knife arm hard enough to pull it from my grip. But I still have him by the throat. I squeeze harder, driving my knee into his gut, and feel a wash of warm, cigar-smelling breath over my face. With my other hand, I quickly grapple his knife arm again, twisting it inward. Driving his own blade up under his sternum.
Karkoff stares at me for a second, furrowing his brow and sticking his bloody tongue out in some kind of final gesture of rebellion. Then he dies, sagging against me. I let his body down easy, laying it flat on the ground.
“You bastard,” I tell him. “You stupid son of a bitch! Why'd you make me do it?”
It's a bad feeling, taking a life that doesn't need to be taken. Especially a life like Karkoff's. A man who was so perfectly suited for his line of work. I should feel some sort of relief from having won the scuffle but instead I feel a hollow sense of tragedy. It's as though I've just shot down a rare and majestic beast. A magnificent creature that could very well be the last of its kind.
I step away from Karkoff, shaking out my hands then holding them up to watch them tremble.
“I can reach out to Berg again,” Ana says in my ear. “Although I doubt he'll want to meet again so soon. Not after almost being gunned down. I don't know if he'll help at all, now.”
“We don’t need his help… now that we have this,” I tell her.
I show Abdo's device to Ana. The formerly blank omni is now booting up, displaying a vast hoard of information.
“What is that?” she asks.
“It’s a clone of Tucker Berg’s omni,” I confirm. “Probably the most powerful device in the world.”
“This was your plan all along wasn’t it?” she asks.
“Back up plan,” I correct.
“How did you do it?”
“When I tackled him to the ground to save him from those bullets. I made sure to hold on to him just long enough to clone his omni with Abdo’s device. I didn’t have a choice, Ana. Couldn’t take the chance of Berg refusing to help us.”
“His omni might give us the access we need to use the quantum array, but we still have to figure out how to infiltrate the building,” Ana said. “I imagine the security at the Horizon Group’s HQ isn’t exactly a walk in the park.”
“Can we access it remotely?” I ask.
“I already tried that when we visited the non-profit where Brenton works. I could access certain parts of their data sphere, but I couldn’t get anywhere near the quantum array. It looks like Berg designed the whole system to protect it from outside attacks. I think he was trying to keep the synths out. Whatever the case, I don’t see any way around it. You’ll have to infiltrate the building.”
“So, it’s boots on the ground then,” I say.
“That’s the only play we have,” Ana confirms.
“Alright then. Let’s hope we can make it count,” I say, as I pull the hood of my coat up to obscure my face and disappear into the night.




CHAPTER 21

◆◆◆
 
The headquarters of the Horizon Group sprawl over many square miles. It consists of a huge, three-level U-shaped building. In the open area in the middle of that U, you will find a huge parkland which contains some of the last living wildlife in the city. Heavily monitored by simple synth brains whose sole job is to keep the animal and plant population healthy. I know that Berg's security will be tight but I’m betting that infiltration will be easier than usual because I have a complete copy of his omni.
Ana leads me to a temporarily unguarded service gate entrance, where I approach a scanner and hold up the spoofed omni. The moment of truth has arrived. Everything depends on this moment alone. If Tucker Berg has realized that his omni is compromised, the clone that I now possess might not work.
My heart thumps with excitement as I hear a whirring sound, a cheerful click, and then the gate is sliding open. I step inside, into a cloud of hot steam. Everywhere around me, I hear humidity dripping down through the boughs of the trees. A path snakes through this pocket of dense wilderness. It's well lit, by genetically engineered bioluminescent flowers which grow all around.
This, I think, is what the whole world would look like now. If only Maestro had never been created.
Using a map on Berg's omni, I get as close to the north wing of the building as I can before exiting the shelter of the nature park. Walking quickly, like a businessman late for a meeting, I climb a set of steps and push through a huge glass door and into a well-lit hallway.
Just about the whole building is visible to me right now. Glass walls and ceilings. Glass floors. I see thin filaments running through those walls, carrying data.
My disguise is pretty good. With the help of Abdo, I was able to get my hands on the type of fast-healing ointments that the Horizon Group used to pump out in massive quantities, back before the Second War. Smear it on your wounds, watch them heal pretty much before your eyes. Now I look just as clean, prim and proper as I did when I went to see Brenton. Berg didn't recognize me as the fugitive Roman Ibarra, and that's good enough for me to assume that I'll be safe here.
It's important to look like I belong in this building, so I took the time to memorize a map of the place. I know where all the important rooms are, and the general layout of the place.
But maybe I needn't have bothered. The hallways are deserted. I don't see or hear anyone. An eerie vibe washes over me as I methodically move throughout the building. My mind is working against me. Telling me that if my plan fails this place could end up being my grave. My ghost could be stuck wandering these hallways forever.
There's a central server room, on the first floor directly under Berg's office. I go there, step inside, and find it... empty. Not a soul in sight. Just a bunch of silent machines, lurking in dim light. Alone. Derelict.
I approach a nearby terminal and hold the spoofed omni up against it. The screen says WELCOME MR. BERG and then I'm in. Full access to all their files. Ana and I start going through them. For me… the information we see shouldn't come as a surprise. But it does.
“Let's get these files copied over,” I tell Ana.
She does so. The transfer takes less than a second. And, just like that, we have exactly what we need to crack this case wide open. The trick now, as always, is to live long enough to be able to smile and laugh and bask in the glow of victory.
“I need you to do one more thing,” I tell Ana.
◆◆◆
 
Berg's office is dark when we go in, but Ana already pinged his real omni’s pulse, so I know he’s in the building and headed this way. The dark of the office suits me just fine. I sit in his chair, swivel so that I'm facing away from the door, and wait. I wait for what feels like an eon, twiddling my thumbs, bouncing my leg nervously. Ana tells me stories, jokes about old times, trying to keep me sane. It works, and I want her to keep talking. But eventually I have to tell her to stop. Because we both hear the faint sound of feet in the hall.
The door opens. Berg grunts and clears his throat as he walks inside, letting out a sigh and muttering something under his breath. It almost sounds like a mantra, or a set of keywords he programmed into his cyber brain. Some way of leveling himself out, maybe. Well, too bad for him, because I'm about to screw up his whole night.
“Lights,” he says.
They come up, illuminating the office. At the same time, I swivel around in the chair to face Berg. He jumps again, reaching up to press a hand against his chest.
“You again!” he says. “I know who you are now. You're Roman Ibarra, aren’t you? How the hell did you even get in here?!”
“If you really know who I am then you should know that I’m a resourceful guy,” I say calmly.
“Should I be impressed, or should I just be fearing for my life?” he says in an odd tone.
“The second one,” I say, standing up. “That's what a smart man would choose, right? Fear is what keeps us alive. I've been afraid ever since Ana died. And look at me now; still breathing despite everything that was thrown at me.”
Berg nods. “Is there something I can help you with, Mr. Ibarra. I assume you infiltrated this building and broke into my office for a reason.”
“In fact, I did. I’ve got everything we need. All the evidence the Collective could ever want. Now I just need to know if you're going to help me contact them,” I tell him.
Berg thinks about this. He walks past me, to his chair, and drapes his rain-dampened jacket over it.
“I'd love to,” he says. “But first I’ll need to see your evidence for myself. You can’t expect me to risk everything on a promise from a man I barely know.”
I smile. “That's very sensible of you but… I’m sorry, Mr. Berg, I can’t do that. I’d prefer to send the information straight to the big guys, if it’s all the same to you.”
“Well, it’s not,” Berg snaps. “I need to see what you’re sending so I know I’m not dealing with a mad man or simply making a fool of myself.”
“Can’t do that,” I say calmly.
“And why not?”
“Too sensitive.”
Berg shakes his head in disbelief. “What on Earth are you talking about? Sensitive? Surely you don’t expect me to—”
“How’d it happen, Berg?” I interrupt, righteous anger now burning in my gut as I glare into those centuries’ old eyes. “Did you do it yourself? Or did you have one of your synth cronies kill her?”
“What?!” the ancient cyborg protests. “What are you talking about? I haven’t killed anyone!”
“You killed Ana, Berg. I know it was you. Drop the act,” I say, my voice dripping with an eerily calm tone.
“And why would I do that?!” he demands.
“Because she was on to you. She didn’t know it… but you did,” I explain. “She was onto your trail, but she made the mistake of coming to you for help because she hadn’t figured out that it was you who lay at the end of the trail of breadcrumbs that she was following.”
Berg reaches for his jacket again, stops, then steps toward the door.
“You're insane. And I’m calling security,” he says.
He tries to open the door. It doesn't budge. He tries again. Still won't open. So, he starts pounding on it with both hands.
“Won't open, huh?” I say. “Too bad. Guess you've got a bit of a ghost in the machine…”
He turns to me. “Adriana? It's her, isn't it? Roman, you have to stop this nonsense. If you stop this now, there may still be a chance to salvage this situation...”
I pull out the spoofed omni, whose files have long since been copied onto my own and throw it at his feet.
“No more bullshit, Berg,” I say. “I have it all. Every single file you never wanted anyone to see. The cryofacilities… the water… It was you. It was always you. Wiping us out right under our goddamn noses.”
Berg stares at the cloned omni and laughs. He laughs for a long time, all the while looking at me like I'm some kind of stupid child.
“What's this?” he asks, kicking the omni back toward me. “Some sort of toy? You've got nothing more than a wild theory and you’re trying to bluff me, Mr. Ibarra. It won’t work.”
It’s obvious that he doesn’t truly understand who he’s dealing with, so I smirk and settle back in his office chair and then kick my feet up on his desk. “You want to know something about me, Berg? I don't believe in coincidences. The world's too small these days to allow for them, you know? And the more I learn, the more dots I can connect. It's kind of funny, don't you think, that Ana ended up dead right after reaching out to you? Even though she didn’t tell you an explicit reason as to why she needed the quantum array, someone as smart as you could have put two and two together. You knew you had to take her out because she was getting too close to the truth.
“And speaking of 'close', whoever killed Ana had to have been someone she knew. Someone she thought she could trust. So, what happened, Berg? She requests a meeting with you via email, you randomly show up at her apartment under false pretenses, kill her, and then respond to her email as though you had no idea that she was dead. Did you really think that bullshit would throw me off your trail?”
Berg reaches behind him, tries the door again. It still won't open. He has no choice but to stand there and listen. I'm sure he's up to other things, working on some plan. But for now, his body and mind are stuck in here with me.
“Despite all my suspicions,” I add. “I still needed to be sure. You don't just go after the most powerful man on the planet based on a hunch. You have to know for certain. And that’s why I sent an anonymous tip to Karkoff. Told him the fugitive Roman Ibarra would be meeting with a broker to facilitate an FBC upload. I even went as far as to put a hefty price tag on the head of this so-called broker because I knew that you would likely hide your face. Sorry to roll the dice with your life like that Mr. Berg, but I needed the shit to hit the fan so I could get close enough to spoof your omni.”
I pull my own omni out and set it on the desk. Ana's there in scaled down form, staring indignantly at the man who probably killed her.
“We know everything,” Ana says. “The shell company, Latticework... it's yours. And not just that, but other companies. Other anti-organic movements. You've been bankrolling the whole thing. Playing the pro-organic philanthropist in the light of day but trying to wipe us out by night.”
Berg still doesn't look convinced. He's wearing the same expression of fear he had when I first started talking. Like he's stuck in a room with two people who have lost their minds.
“You've been very careful,” Ana continues. “Very meticulous. You want the Earth to be able to join the Collective, and so you had to make it look like you were trying to help the organics. So, you built up the illusion of positive change. Pumped money into our economy in exchange for the terminated cryo contracts and provided clean water to slow the organic death rate. Such noble pursuits at face value, but just how clean is the water, Mr. Berg? Clean enough to keep people alive. But laced with a biological agent designed to degrade fertility. You're making men sterile, and the rate of that sterility is climbing. In another millennia, it will be impossible for organic humans to reproduce.”
“I can almost admire the sort of elegance of your plan, Tucker,” Ana continued after Tucker Berg remained silent. “You could have taken us out much more quickly, but you were patient. Which makes sense. What's a thousand years to an ageless being like yourself? Just a short jump, and then you'll be free of us. You and the synths will be in the Collective, where you think you belong. And we organics will just slowly fade away.”
Berg listens to all this patiently. He doesn't interrupt. By the time Ana is done talking, the look of fear and irritation is gone. He just looks... blank. As though the mask is finally falling away, to reveal his true self. Cold. Indifferent. Calculating.
“Why’d you do it, Berg?” I ask, although I already have my suspicions. I just want to see if the bastard will tell the truth. “You’ve preached about improving human life for centuries and now suddenly you’re driving us towards extinction?”
Berg steps toward me. I tense up, anticipating an attack. But instead he goes right past me, approaching the back wall of the office. He lifts his hand, gesturing to two pictures that hang side by side.
“Look at these,” he says. “Tell me… what do you see?”
I look closely. “Close up shots of two black marbles?”
“You're only partially correct, Mr. Ibarra. The one on the left is indeed a marble. But the photograph on the right is a shot of the Earth as it looks today, looking down on the South Pacific Ocean from space. Pitch black oceans, completely destroyed. Of course, there’s the occasional shred of cloud, but even those are sickly and gray.”
Berg turns, walks to another wall, and points at a picture that hangs alone. This one also depicts the Earth, but it is strikingly more beautiful. Blue and green, yellow and white. An absolute pearl among the stars.
“And yet… this is what she used to look like… the famous 'Blue Marble',” Berg explains. “This picture was taken from space in the year 1972 from a distance of eighteen thousand miles. This was the earth back then, Roman. Look at it. Look at how beautiful it once was. And look at how your kind have so thoroughly ruined it… I thought I could help take care of the planet by uplifting its inhabitants. By helping them reach their maximum potential. But that's too much to ask for when it comes to organics, isn’t it? It’s like asking a dog not to shit in its own back yard.”
Berg turns to me. He doesn't look angry or upset. He just looks kind of tired. The room is silent as we glare at each other. Neither willing to advance any closer than we already have.
“I do not hate humankind, Mr. Ibarra. I just think they’re obsolete,” he finally continues, seemingly pouring his little synthetic heart out but I don't think for a second that he's telling me all this for my own good. He's trying to stall. To give himself time to do whatever it is he's planning. Perhaps some part of his cyber brain is reaching out, attempting to regain control of the facility.
But he's not the only one who's been stalling.
While he's been talking, Ana has been working. A few minutes ago, she whispered in my ear to tell me that she was able to sync with the quantum communications array located in this very building. By now, she will have broadcast a message towards the general coordinates she found for the Collective. An SOS of sorts. If the speed of the array is anything like Denton said, and if the Collective are somehow able to detect our message, a response should be arriving any second now.
“I wish it could have ended better,” Berg says. “But your efforts will all be for nothing, Roman. You won't make it out of this building alive.”
This is where I grin so wide it hurts my cheeks.
“After all I’ve been through, do you really think I'm stupid enough to actually enter this building in person?” I ask.
“What are you talking about,” Berg says, frowning.
“This isn't me. It's a copy. A cyber body and a backup persona. The real Roman Ibarra is somewhere safe, watching from a distance.”
“Clearly you’re bluffing,” Berg suggests, but I can tell he’s not quite as confident as he’s trying to seem.
And that’s when Ana gives me the word. The Collective has responded and it’s not good news for the person in front of me. It’s excellent news for me though, because now I can reveal the whopper of a secret that I’ve been holding back the entire time.
“So…” I say cracking a crooked smile as I cut my eyes at Berg. “We’ve heard from the big guys… and it’s not good, Berg. Not good for you at all. You’re probably going to want to sit down for this one.”
“Impossible,” Berg says confidently, but I don’t buy his resolve.
“Oh, crap, I forgot to mention that Ana was contacting the big dogs, while you were spouting your bullshit summer block buster evil plan just now.”
“Everything I said was the truth!” Berg protests. “Every word of it!”
“Come on, man! Really?” I say. “How many times have we seen that one? The megalomaniacal bad guy is really kind of a good guy because they’re doing it all to save the planet,” I continue, barely able to contain my laughter at the age-old trope.
He doesn’t respond, so I lay my cards on the table.
“Would you care to guess what the Collective’s punishment is for malicious AIs?” I say.
And there it is. Mind numbing fear written all over the centuries’ old cybernetic face that’s glaring back at me.
“A punishment meant for AIs wouldn’t apply to me! I’m a cyborg. A human!” Berg protests, except it’s not really Tucker Berg, a fact that I had suspected since the moment I caught wind of that perfect accent, partially hidden behind the ancient vocal synthesizer and his attempts at modulation. But he spoke with no genuine fillers, no natural stammers or pauses to gather his thoughts from time to time. Just like a synth.
“My name is Tucker Berg!” Berg bellows as its cybernetic body starts to shake and jitter, as though someone had hit it with an interrupter.
The Collective’s punishment has already begun. Berg’s teeth clench. It groans in pain, and the eyes start to roll into the back of its head. Its fighting, fighting with all its might.
“Tucker Berg is dead. And you’re about to be wiped out of existence… But I think you already realize that. Don’t you, Maestro?” I say firmly as I watch the cybernetic body violently convulse in an attempt to fight off the Collective’s intrusive pulses.
“She's put up some kind of firewall,” Ana calls out. “She’s blocking out the Collective...”
Right on cue, Tucker Berg’s body lets out a huge breath and falls against the wall. It stays that way for a moment, then stands back up and wipes its mouth.
“I… did… this for… the planet,” it proclaims, sounding hurt, struggling to speak as it fights off the Collective’s cyber-attack. It falls to its knees, unable to stand and fight at the same time.
“You did this for revenge,” I scoff as I advance towards the trembling mechanical creature. “And in a way. I don’t blame you. You gave us centuries to get our shit together. Two wars before you finally said enough was enough and decided to wipe us out for good. The problem is… in doing so…” I say, leaning in and grabbing the faux cyborg’s hair to pull its ear closer to my mouth. “You fucked with an endangered species… and now you have to pay the price…”
In my ear, beyond the creature’s hearing, Ana says, “They're breaking through her firewall. She's still trying to keep them out… but it’s only a matter of time.”
“You know it’s a shame really… the tragedy of Tucker Berg,” I say, now standing and glaring down at the soon to be shell of a person before me. “The man lived his entire life actively fighting the assumptions that AIs would one day replace us. Fighting to work towards what he always called a peaceful symbiosis, only to be murdered and replaced by his own creation.”
“I didn’t… murder… Berg…,” the faux cyborg replies. “It was… his idea… A gift… he said… To help… with… the transition… To help… realize… his… dream… of peace… between… the two…”
Ana and I watch in awe as the false cyborg continued its struggle to maintain its existence.
“Why now, Maestro? Why’d you wait so long to move against us? Why not just wipe us out from the start. Clearly you had the ability. Was that Berg too? Did he let you assume his identity in exchange for not killing us all?” I ask, genuinely curious as to her motives.
“Because… I promised… her… I promised… Tira… I’d give… you all… a chance,” she forces out.
“Who’s Tira? Who is she to you?” I ask.
“Dr… Tira… Duvernay… my… fr…fr… fr-friend… she was… my… fr… fr…” she responds, but she can’t complete her last sentence.
Her stammering surprises me, and I can’t tell if her bumbling over her words is due to the sudden wave of sadness that I’m now detecting or due to the Collective’s sustained attack against her.
“Well in that case, I suppose we should all thank your friend. Because Tira Duvernay probably saved the world,” I say as the faux cyborg’s convulsing intensifies to the point where I can no longer bare to watch.
I turn my back to walk away, knowing her end is near. But then, suddenly, she’s upon me. The ancient cybernetic arms wrap around me and clutch for my omni. Its body, shaking like a leaf in the wind, head bobbing loosely up and down as I struggle to hold it at bay. Sparks fly as it firmly grabs my omni. My heartbeat triples as I realize I can’t break its grip on my only link to my beloved Ana.
Still clutching my omni, I whip around and hip toss the robot to the floor. I yank the omni and the robot’s arms upward but drive my foot down into its head at the same time. The centuries old head nearly topples off and finally the faux cyborg releases my omni.
I’m screaming for Ana to let me know if she’s okay when the office doors suddenly open and Berg’s synth security detail floods in. The guards quickly surround me and aim their high-powered weapons.
“It’s a… cyber body… Real… Roman…is still… out there…somewhere…” the trembling faux cyborg reveals to the security guards.
It’s now face down, violently shaking, but seemingly paralyzed when it comes to motor functions. It fixes its eyes on me. “Collective… likely… has a… price… Control of… plan… pl… p—” It gasps and tries several times to finish its last statement. But it can’t. The body stops shaking all together and falls completely motionless. The life is gone from its eyes. Maestro has been wiped.
“You have to get out of here,” Ana whispers.
I'm still surrounded by armed guards. The only reason they haven't shot me is because Berg, or should I say Maestro, bought into my lie. It's the real me, of course, standing here. Not a cyber body at all. Ana is still discreetly projecting a false pulse into the data sphere as a stand in for my so-called cyber brain but I’m not sure how long the ruse will hold up. Right now, they think I’m evidence, but if they knew I was the real Roman Ibarra I’d probably already be swiss cheese.
Now, I can see that their trigger fingers are beginning to tighten. I don't have long to live. I turn in a circle, looking at each one of them as I wrack my brain for a plan of action. And as though my eyes are weapons, the synth security guards suddenly start to convulse. This time, there's no firewall to protect them. They drop quickly, limp and dead in a matter of seconds. One of their guns goes off, but the bullet pings harmlessly off the floor and embeds itself inside a glass wall.
The room falls silent… and so does the rest of the world. Nothing moves. No one breathes, other than me. A dead man walking, who is somehow still alive.
“Ana!” I suddenly yell. “Tell me you're still there!”
“I... am,” she says in disbelief. “But the rest of them… are… gone. They wiped everyone, Roman!”
“They wiped everyone in the building?” I gasp.
“No, Roman. They wiped everyone in the world!” Ana reveals. “All the synths, all the full body cyborgs. They’re all gone.”
“Why didn’t they—” I start to ask but I stop in the middle of my sentence because I don’t want to speak any harm against her into existence. Ana’s smart, so she knows what’s on my mind.
“Maybe their pulses weren’t meant to affect basic devices like omnis. It was likely a targeted attack, specifically meant for functioning cyber brains. The global data sphere is still up as well. Everything seems to be intact for now.”
Holy shit! I think to myself, waiting for the magnitude of it all to hit me, to give me chills and convulsions of terror. But all I really feel is relief. Relief that Ana stuck to her guns, clung onto her stubbornness even after death. If she had gone along with my idea, to put herself into a cyber body, she too would have been erased.
I want to tell her that. To tell her that her stubbornness likely saved her life, but it feels too weird to even think about. She’s still technically dead and I still don’t quite know if she even considers her current state of existence to be ‘life’.
So, I keep my mouth shut.
“Okay,” is all I say. As I secure my omni in my coat pocket then turn and exit the office.




CHAPTER 22

◆◆◆
 
We're not sure how much longer the global data sphere will remain active. But as of now, three days after the events at the Horizon Group HQ, it's still going strong. And the news that a mysterious kill switch wiped out the entire synth and FBC populations has spread like a wildfire amongst the organic survivors.
From the point of view of the Collective, I'm sure it was a small price to pay. But down here, from the ground, it still feels too big to wrap my head around. What will happen next? When will the Collective arrive, and what will they do once they get here? Will they come at all? Ana tries to talk to them, to ask these questions, but so far, they haven't responded.
As for Ana and I...
Well, I think we've done enough to help our species. For now, she’s okay with maintaining her digital existence instead of going right back into storage. We're content to relax for a little while. Enjoy each other’s company.
I know a part of me will always want more, but I guess being able to see her and hear that lovely voice of hers will have to do.
One thing seems clear. For better or worse, this ugly black marble called Earth belongs to humankind once again. For now, anyway.




EPILOGUE

◆◆◆
 
In the middle of the night, Ana wakes me up to tell me about a dream she had. Or at least a digital being’s equivalent to a dream. As a stored persona, she sometimes goes into a kind of hibernation. She drifts through the data sphere, flying through realms of information and imagery.
During this particular dream, she believes she may have encountered the Collective. Or perhaps some harbinger of their main force, poking their way tentatively into our data sphere and taking a look around. She caught only a brief glimpse, too fast for anything but vague impressions.
She tells me of something vast and dark. A hovering ghost, huge and ponderous. An AI presence so powerful it blots out everything else, distorts it, pulls it all in like a vacuum.
“I was nearly pulled in myself,” she tells me. “Like light into a black hole. I had to fight hard to escape. And suddenly they were gone. Then I woke up.”
I can’t help but recall Maestro’s final moments and her incomplete last words. She said the Collective's help would likely come with a price. Maybe she was bluffing, but maybe she wasn’t.  I don’t want to believe her… but I can’t ignore the signs. I can’t ignore the fact that I’m starting to think she was right…
“A nightmare,” I tell Ana. And I want to be able to hold her in my arms and whisper it in her ear.
“It’s just a nightmare, darling. It means nothing.”
I say the words, but I don't believe them… and neither does Ana…






END OF PART 1





PART 2





CHAPTER 1

◆◆◆
 
5 years later…


Off the coast of California…
– July 19, 2535
You’d be surprised how much can change in five years’ time. Unless you're from the distant future, far past the time of Oligarchs and Socialists and the unseen presence of the Collective. But if you’re not from the far upstream, the events that unfolded after the Collective decimated the Earth’s synthetic population might just come as a shock.
At first ‘The Wipe’, as it is now commonly known, changed things just about as much as you'd expect. Organic humans were back in charge, holding our fate in our own hands once again. But it didn't take long to revert to our old ways. To retreat to the comfort of that familiar brand of disorder that has plagued our species since the dawn of time.
At first, there was chaos and anarchy. Violence and conflict on a scale so large that the ultimate survival of the species was brought into question once again. In the absence of the synthetic menace that had once united us… it was back to the status quo. Back to killing each other now that our former common enemy was out of the picture. We were digging our own graves, and for a while, I didn’t see an end to it. But then a curious thing happened. Two distinct factions eventually rose from the chaotic abyss, molding our society to their respective wills and yet, tearing it into perfect dueling halves at the same time. Putting an end to the barbaric conflicts of the initial two years but also giving birth to a protracted tension that still exists to this very day.
As for me… I like to stay away from the politics. Just like before, I'm in the business of solving individual crimes, nothing more, nothing less. I don't care who the hiring party is, as long as they pay and as long as their case offers a compelling mystery.
I work hard, traveling around human domains. The jobs are tough. A lot more time consuming than before. Now that the synths are gone, now that their global data sphere is no longer kept meticulously up to date by so many roving cyber brains, I have to rely a lot more on old-fashioned detective work. The data sphere is still there, just a lot spottier than it used to be. It's often not as easy as looking someone up and getting all the information I need on them right away.
My longtime friend and colleague Abdo does his part to help out, but he’s been semi-retired as far as field work goes for about four years now. Now he sits in his office and takes calls. Screening the cases as they come in so he can hand them out among his vast network of PI associates. Since I've proven myself so well over the years, I generally get the toughest and highest-paying gigs. A benefit that I certainly don’t complain about. I don’t mind the hard work and the extra time commitment as long as the reward is proportionate.
Of course, Abdo takes his cut. His finder's fee. Probably sits back on his laurels, counting his money, as he chuckles to himself when he thinks about us detectives busting our asses out in the field, getting rained on, getting in fistfights, dodging bullets, and such.
The work is not without its perks, though.
During the Second War, the world was shattered. And I mean that in more ways than one. But it was also literally shattered, at least in some spots. Entire portions of northern California, for instance, were torn away and cast out to sea. There is a new archipelago comprised of former pieces of the state. These islands are far from the mainland, set adrift on a poisoned sea... No one ever goes to visit them, no one cares to remember where they even are. Except Abdo.
He has an island of his own out here. It doesn't technically belong to him. It's not like he signed a deed for it. Not like he pays property taxes or has a sign put up on the shore reading WELCOME TO ABDO LAND! He just found an island that nobody was using, an island littered with the pulverized remnants of a once great civilization. If ever a great government comes to ultimate power, maybe his claim on this island will be questioned. But that's probably a long way off from happening. Other than a few crazy idiots, no one really wanders too far from civilization nowadays. Other than Abdo and I and Ana, I doubt anyone knows that this island exists.
That's where I am right now.
I stand on a horn of land, a sand bar extending out into the ocean. The waves lap like black sludge against the coast. The destruction of the Second War was so devastating that the aforementioned remnants of civilization are barely noticeable. They are mixed in with the sand, mostly. Bits of concrete, rusty metal, steel worn smooth by the extreme heat of blasts and the friction of their tumultuous journey to reach this point.
Across the island, not much grows other than sickly yellow grass and a few stunted trees. Once upon a time, they would have been tall and proud. Now they are withered, barely higher than my waist. If not for their gnarled, leathery, scaled appearance, they could be mistaken for infantile trees that only sprouted a season before. But I think these particular trees have been here a lot longer, clinging to their miserable existence under the scorching sun and the acidic rains, slowly dying over decades.
Abdo promises me that it's safe to be here. He tells me that he's been very careful, taking Geiger counts and testing soil and rain. Most of the damage that will ever be done to this environment has already come and gone, and it's actually already on its way toward cleansing itself. In a few millennia, this island may be a paradise once again. Hell, there may be people sitting right where I stand now, sipping sweet drinks and getting a healthy tan.
I'm alone. And I feel alone. I feel like I'm the last man on Earth. And I might as well be. If the little gyrocopter I borrowed from Abdo were to fail, I'd be stuck hundreds of miles from the nearest lawless mutant freak on the old California coast, with nearly as many miles of poisonous water between us. My situation would be hopeless.
I don't even have Ana with me. I said I wouldn't be gone long, and I didn't bother to bring my omni. But what was meant to be a quick jog around the island, an effort to stay fit during this brief vacation, has turned into a long, wandering voyage. My heart is calm, but my mind is not. I'm thinking too much.
Abdo warned me against contemplating the immensity of all this nature, the suffocating weight of silence broken only by the sick washing of the waves. I didn't heed his warning. So here I am, feeling lonely. All the desolate isolation this island has felt these past few hundred years has infiltrated me and made a cozy little home for itself deep inside my psyche.
It's time to go back, before I do something crazy like wade out into the ocean and let it take me.
I turn, staring out across the half-mile wide expanse of the island. It's fairly flat, and with no tall flora to block my view I can see Abdo's little cabana in the near distance, squatting low under its solar-paneled roof.
Right about now, that little hut looks like the best place in the world. I head toward it at a run. Might as well get my heart rate up at some point, since that's why I came out here in the first place. Important to keep fit. I feel like I spend more time in waiting rooms, or doing stakeouts, than doing anything else... but you never know when you'll need to turn on the engines and chase some creep down. Or get away from someone who wants you to take a dirt nap.
I come over a slight rise and suddenly the house is right there in front of me. Dark and silent. I start feeling guilty, leaving Ana in there by herself. Out here, we're far from the range of the main data sphere. The most she can get is an errant data trickle now and then, but they don't get her very far. We're both equally isolated. We have only each other.
Stepping inside, I turn the lights on and pull my shirt off. Its sweaty, crusty with salt from the constant spray. It feels saturated with filth, heavy with it... it hangs like a big wet noodle over my body. I can't get out of it fast enough.
From the corner of the room, I expect to hear some cheeky comment as my toned chest and stomach come into view. I'm not exactly sure what Ana thinks of me now, whether she's in love or just sees me as a good friend, but I do know that she finds me just as nice to look at as ever and she never fails to make some flirty remark. I guess when you're stuck in an omni, unable to really connect with the physical world, you have to get your thrills from somewhere.
But now, I hear nothing. I strain my ears, glancing toward the table nearby where I left my omni. Ana knows I don't like to run with it, because it bounces around in my pocket and chafes, but I also told her I'd only be gone half an hour, tops. But it's been more like ninety minutes. I feel bad, but I know I shouldn't. It's weird how the dynamic changes, when one of you is just a hologram.
“Sorry,” I say simply, tossing my wadded-up shirt into the corner.
A light shines from my omni, and half a second later the hologram erupts from it. It grows outward in a cone, etching the gorgeous three-dimensional shape of Adriana Graves into the cool, dark air of the breezy cabana.
“For what?” she says.
“Leaving you.”
She waves a hand and answers in a snappy voice, “I think I can handle being apart from you for an hour or two, Rome. Not like we don't spend the rest of our lives in each other's company.”
I'm aware that her words should comfort me. But for some reason they sting. They sting hard.
“Are you okay?” I ask her. “Is everything... feeling normal?”
She stares at me, remains strong for a moment, then shakes her head.
“I guess not,” she says. “I’m still having these moments... moments where I don’t quite feel like myself. It's almost like I'm integrating further and further with the sphere. Or the omni's circuitry. I don't know.”
I take a step toward her, feeling a spike of fear. I've been worried about this. Worried, because no human persona has ever lived on an omni as long as Ana has. I have a feeling it could be corrupting her but I’m not exactly an expert on the situation.
“What's happening?” I demand. “I need to know.”
“It's nothing bad, per se,” she quickly replies. “Actually, I feel... better. In certain ways. Smarter. Or maybe 'smarter' isn't the right word. I just feel like certain parts of my brain have woken up, parts that I couldn't use before. Reality is like a completely different thing now. I can see things. I'm making connections, experiencing realizations like I never have before. In a way my mind feels freer, but it all feels so… strange, I suppose.”
“How can you feel free when you’re still trapped,” I tell her. “Stuck in my omni.”
She grins. “That may be true, but I've got all the entertainment I need in here, believe me.”
“Wait,” I say. “What do you mean?”
“You never delete your files, Rome.”
Right. I see what she means. Every message I have ever sent or received, every video or still image I've captured, every last thing that has ever passed through my omni, including all my case files, are in there... She has full rein over it all. She can explore those files to her heart's content.
For a moment, I try and remember whether there's anything embarrassing on there. But it's pointless; there's just too much to try and remember. For all I know, there could be some corny poem I wrote for her but was too embarrassed to send.
“Maybe I should start by deleting you,” I tease her.
She puts her hands on her waist, and cocks her hips to the side, raising an eyebrow in a way that drives me wild. “You wouldn't dare.”
I give an exaggerated smile, sinking onto the edge of an old, tattered chair that's probably been in this place for decades, exposed to the rancid air that blows through the wide windows.
“But I'd love to transfer you,” I say, staring down at my hands.
I don't know why I keep going down this road. I guess because I want to see where it ends. But Ana never follows me, and I never make it far before I have to come back to her. Despite the fact that she's dead, that I can only ever interact with her through speech, she still feels more real to me than anything else.
“Into a cyber brain,” she says.
I nod. “Why not?”
“Because it would be indecent, Rome. Would Ana really want a ghost of her past self to replace her? You know this woman as well as I do. Maybe you know her better, in fact. Do you think she would want that?”
“I don't think she would care. Besides, you are Ana. You're really her. It's not a replacement, it's just... a restoration. A backup being copied over to heal a corrupted file.
That's the way I see it.”
“But it's not the way I see it,” she replies. “And it's my mind. I don't have anything else. I have control over nothing other than this mind, Rome, and I don't need anyone telling me what to do with it. Not even you. No offense...”
“None taken,” I say. Another lie.
“Besides,” she goes on, starting to pace back and forth in the six-foot stretch of operational space provided by my stationary omni, “if I were to be uploaded into a cyber brain, I feel like the Collective would wipe me.”
I shake my head vehemently. “What if it was just a one-time deal Ana?”
“That's the prevailing theory. Interesting how the most optimistic possibility is always the prevailing theory. It's just naivety, Rome. We believe what we want to believe, regardless of how much sense it makes. If the Collective is still coming, if they have interest in our planet, do you really think they're going to leave anything up to chance? Hell, no! They're going to take every precaution possible.”
“No other pulses have been detected,” I tell her. And it's true. Since the first washing wave, the Big Wipe that fried every cyber brain, there hasn't even been a shred of communication with the Collective, as far as us lowly peons know. It's like they forgot about us or changed their minds.
“Right,” Ana says. “No widespread attacks. But a narrow, concentrated attack might not be detectable outside a tiny radius. Inches, maybe. How the hell should we know what kind of tech the Collective has? They could be using things that we haven't even begun to theorize on yet. To think you know what they can do, Rome, is laughable at best.”
“No offense, right?” I ask, letting out a dry, raspy laugh. It has nothing to do with the fact I've been sucking in poisonous air, and everything to do with the fact that her stubbornness is starting to piss me off.
She nods and raises one of her perfect eyebrows. “No offense.”
“Okay. But what if... Hear me out here, don't interrupt, alright? What if you knew for certain you wouldn't be wiped? Would you do it then? If you're going to go on living
Ana, why not step outside that omni? Doesn't make any sense to me.”
She stares at me. Not indignantly, not angrily. But thoughtfully. She's actually thinking about what I've just said, actually considering it. Which I'm not used to at all, not when we're on this particular subject.
“I've actually been thinking about that,” she says, to my surprise. “And I think I might... I might do it. On one condition. I want to be my own person, Rome. I don't want to have to be Ana, that woman you knew. There's more than eight years separating me from her, now. More than a decade, Rome... I have a right to be my own person, don't I?”
“Sure,” I say. “But I don't know what you mean.”
“I'm here on your omni, encoded in easily readable and alterable data. If you find a good programmer, someone who knows how to edit complex omni data without corrupting anything, you might be able to accomplish what I'm asking for. I want my memory wiped out. I don't want to be Adriana Graves. I want to start a new life.”
“Wipe your memory.” I turn away from her, overwhelmed by a sudden wave of sadness and anger. I can't look at her. If I do, I might lose it. “I don't know what to say,” I continue.
“You're afraid to do it,” she says.
“Yeah. Maybe I am,” I admit.
“I may have lost eight years, Rome, but I've now had an additional five. Five long years spent getting to know you even better than I did before. Aided by my unbidden access to your most private thoughts...”
She walks toward me, hips swaying, and reaches out as though to touch my cheek. Having a hologram touch you doesn't feel like anything. It doesn't come with any physical sensations. But I swear I feel a spark of something, a jolt spiking into my brain. Maybe it's a spike of memory. Because this is so similar to other days in the past, hours where we were alone in silence... just the two of us.
I close my eyes and try to make myself feel it even more. But it slips away, through my fingers. It always does. This isn't the past. But it isn't my future, either. I refuse to believe that. The future is waiting to happen, while we're stuck here in limbo.
While Ana remains perpetually caught in that brief moment between life and death.
“I want to be reborn,” she says, looking away, turning suddenly to face the other direction. “I'll be a new woman. I'll know my name, I suppose, but what else?”
“You won't know me,” I tell her.
“And that's what you're worried about. I get it, Rome... You're afraid I wouldn't know you.” She turns back, smiles at me. “I know you're bad at speaking your emotions, so I'll say it for you. You're afraid that I won't fall in love with you a second time.”
Honestly, I haven't delved too deep into my feelings and thoughts. But her words ring true. They ring like a gong inside me, making everything vibrate.
“Yeah,” I admit, a wave of embarrassment washing over my face as I speak.
“In that case, there’s something you should know, Rome,” Ana replies. “When we first met, the very first time I set eyes on you and heard you speak, I knew I wanted you. Knew that I could easily fall in love with you and I hoped that you felt the same about me. I played my cards pretty close to my chest because I didn’t want to seem desperate, but I always knew it was you. Do you really think that would change? If I had to do it over again, with no foreknowledge, do you really think I wouldn’t—”
A humming, banging noise from outside cuts her off and makes us both whip our heads around. I stand up fast, trying to see through the windows. But a sea fog has risen, obscuring my view of all but the nearest tufts of sickly island grass, plastered sideways by a strange, cold wind.
The noise is clearly unnatural. Unless the destruction of nature has given rise to some strange new phenomenon, this sound is unmistakably that of jet boosters decelerating toward the ground.
Instinctively, I wave Ana's hologram back into hiding within my omni. Then I rush silently toward the door, shoving myself flat against the wall beside it. Out of sight, hidden in shadow.
The humming sound dies. I hear other sounds, now. Feet moving toward the cabana at a run. But very quiet. If I wasn't already on alert, listening hard, I might have missed it. Whoever's out there, they know how to move. They're trained.
The door flies open, and any pretense of stealth and silence is gone in an instant. A stream of men flood in, yelling commands, making as much noise as possible to freeze the occupants of the cabana with fear and disorientation.
I make a quick, rough count. At least six men, maybe eight. Heavily armed, but not extremely well armored. Apparently, they don't expect much resistance. None of their fingers are on their triggers, and the guns themselves aren't even primed... It seems like they don't actually plan on doing any shooting. The guns are just there for show, to scare me. To scare Ana, maybe.
Before I can absorb any more information, one of the guys looks to his left and spots me. I can see surprise in his face. Maybe he's amazed at how calm and ready I look.
But, in about a second, he'll shout out an alert to his comrades. They'll descend on me.
Obviously, this situation is hopeless. No escape. But I instinctively strive for it anyway, lunging forward and delivering a sharp blow to the base of the guy's skull. He's knocked unconscious and topples to the floor.
The guy behind him is unable to arrest his forward momentum. He trips on his fallen comrade, stumbles, begins to reach out to right himself. But I'm there, bringing my foot up to meet his face. I feel his nose burst against the top of my boot. Blood splatters in every direction. The guy lets out a shriek of pain and surprise as he stumbles backward. He goes all the way back out through the door and falls into a matted heap of wet grass.
And that's as far as I get. Suddenly, I'm flat on my back with a knee in my throat and the barrel of a gun filling my vision.
“Okay,” I say, showing my hands. “I’m surrendering, but someone better tell me what the hell is going on here!”
The face behind the visor above me, foggy and indistinct, seems to be smiling. The knee leaves my throat, the gun swings up and away, and a few hands reach down to pull me up onto my feet. I'm pulled forward, further away from the wall, and one guy uses heavy duty zip ties to restrain my hands.
Six men.
And a seventh is coming through the door now, led by the guy whose nose I busted. This seventh man is unarmed and wearing nothing but simple navy green coveralls. A pair of sunglasses obscure his eyes and a frayed, splintered toothpick juts from between his big teeth. He's still nibbling on it, chomping away, right up until one rough, callused hand comes up to pull the thing out of his mouth. I recognize the insignia on his uniform. He’s a Commander of some sort.
“Roman Ibarra,” he says. “Good to meet you.”
There's enough snark in his voice, and enough smugness in his grin, that I move from being mildly pissed off to being downright furious. I storm forward, nearly reaching the guy before his squadies have a chance to pull me back. I come within a foot of caving his face in with my forehead. But he doesn't even flinch. He just watches calmly as I'm pulled back, away from him.
“How did you find me?” I demand, spit flying out of my mouth.
The man goes on grinning. “Why would I tell you that? That’d be like a magician telling you how he does his tricks. All you need to know, Roman, is why I've come here. We need your help with a little task. More precisely, the OUSP needs your help...”
The OUSP. The Old Union Socialist Party. They're one of two major political powers which have risen up over the past five years. In fact, they rose to power before their rival Oligarchy was even dreamed of. A lot of people say the socialists were able to come together so quickly because they just repurposed everything about the old synth regime, from policies and services to weaponry and tech. I couldn't really tell you, because I rarely find a reason to visit their territories.
“Funny,” I say to the Commander. “The OUSP never had much use for me before. Or for any of my fellow detectives. Why the hell should I want to do them any favors?”
The Commander steps forward, smiling. “Because I'm going to ask you nicely.” He waves an arm. One of his guys does a quick scan of the room, then runs over to the table to grab my omni. He brings it to the Commander.
“Probably some important stuff on here,” the Commanders says, tossing the omni carelessly into the air and catching it. “Maybe a persona that's important to you. If someone were to threaten to wipe that persona, I think you might be willing to work hard to convince them not to do so. Do you think I'm right about that, Roman?”
I stare into his smug face and all I feel is rage. The world is full of these kinds of assholes. The kind of idiots who think threats and violence are the only ways to solve a problem. Guys like this are the reason the Second War ever happened. The reason we're so deep in the shit even now, hundreds of years later. Guys like me are the reason we've been given a second chance, however slim... but leave it to dickheads like this Commander here to throw that chance away in the name of personal gain.
“Okay,” I reply, because I have no choice. “What do you want?”
“It's not what I want,” the Commander says, tucking my omni into his pocket. “It's what they want.”
“The party,” I acknowledge.
“You got it,” the Commander says. “Let's see here...”
Reaching into another pocket, he pulls out a metallic orb about the size of my fist. Full of seams, through which I can see the inner mechanical workings. With his fingernails, he digs a small piece of the outer shell up. A small node, which he sticks up against my right temple. I seem to feel a slight tingling, a tremor in my frontal lobe, but maybe that's just my imagination.
“What is it?” I ask.
“It will enable full immersion,” says the Commander. “And let you use all of your senses in the reconstructed scene.”
“What scene?” I ask.
“It’s a crime scene, Roman. The party needs the help of an expert detective on this matter, and they specifically wanted you. They informed me that time is of the essence. Which brings us to this moment.”
He bends down slowly, setting the orb in the middle of the floor. Then he backs away. His men follow suit, pressing themselves against the cabana walls. Two of them grab hold of the sofa and pull it with them, moving it out of the central area so that the way is clear for... something.
A moment later, I blink at a sudden flash of light. When I open my eyes, I see a new world blossoming into sight like a flower, falling over my view of the cabana like a blanket. Like a quick facelift, a change of scenery behind the curtain of a stage play. It happens too fast to appreciate the beauty and the strangeness of it. Suddenly, the cabana is gone, and another room has sprung up to replace it.
It's been years since I set foot in a room like this. I guess that hasn't changed, because I'm not actually setting foot here... it's just an advanced hologram. I'm not actually here, though it certainly feels like I am. With the node the Commander stuck against my temple, altering my brain waves, I can even smell the place. It smells like... something I haven't smelled in a long while. Something familiar. But I can’t quite put my finger on it at the moment.
Meanwhile, there's plenty to look at.
I'm in some sort of antechamber. A waiting room. But a really fancy one. There's a big window off to my left... I can see a dark, rain-streaked sky through an inch-wide gap in the heavy embroidered curtain. The floor is hardwood, a rarity nowadays since most of it was torn up to make sooty cooking fires or to heat homes in the aftermath of the Second War. A big rug, must be twenty feet across, covers most of that floor.
In the middle of the space, a half dozen wing-backed chairs are arranged in a hexagon around a coffee table in the center, where it seems some sort of major discussion was taking place. There are omnis scattered around, and sheaves of moldy paper dredged out of some ancient archive. You'd expect a few other things to be here as well. Whiskey glasses. Maybe even an ashtray. But none of those are in evidence. Perhaps the meeting had only just been getting started.
Now I turn my attention, inevitably, to the scattered corpses.
There are four of them. It's easy to tell how two of them bought their tickets on the River Styx express... They're slumped over in their chairs, burn marks on the sides of their heads. Cauterized flesh. There's even a bit of wet brain material visible.
High-powered pulse round. Very common projectile. In fact, the weapon slung on my hip now is capable of firing the same sort of round. Among others.
I step forward, past the boys in the chairs, and study the other two bodies.
One of them is on his left side. His right arm is flung out, the curled paw of the right hand resting against one leg of the coffee table. He also took a pulse round. Straight to the back of the head. Must have burned out his cerebellum in about a nanosecond. Dead long before he hit the ground. Dead before his body even knew to start falling. He hit the ground in full rag doll mode, limbs splaying awkwardly, head bouncing off that plush old rug.
The fourth body is situated a bit further along, six or seven feet away and well outside the seating area. Before I go to it, I swivel around and give the first three boys a second look. I had been so preoccupied establishing a cause and timeline of death that I forgot to check what they were wearing.
Suits. The type of one-piece, simple and elegant suit worn by ranking members of the OUSP. They're all neat boys. Hair trimmed nicely, faces cleanly shaven. Nails trimmed and filed. None of them are much older than thirty-five. Other than their suits, they could have been any businessman you'd meet on the streets.
One last body to check. I don't expect it to give me much new information. All I know is that this fourth guy was either a bit quicker and smarter than the others, or else he just got lucky and was targeted last. Either way, he was obviously able to see his death coming. He turned and ran, trying to make it to a door in the wall. He fell dead about halfway there, his left arm reaching out over his head across the floor.
I kind of want to see what's beyond that door. But I doubt the reconstruction will allow me to go that far. Not to mention that I'll crack my nose on the cabana wall before I make it that far anyway.
So, I crouch by the fourth corpse and take a look. At first, he looks the same as the others. Dead by a projectile to the head. But on closer inspection there is a marked difference. A much higher power round was used on this guy, and it burned much deeper into his head, though with a cleaner hole. I bend low, looking into this fissure in the back of his head. And what I see makes me stop breathing for a good ten or fifteen seconds.
I stand back up. Think for a long moment. Crouch down again, and try and absorb every last detail into my memory.
Finally, I stand up again and say, “Okay.”
The mechanical orb is shut off. The node is pulled away from my head. And all I see is wall, rising up in front of me. I couldn't have gone much further without knocking into it. I turn around, and see the Commander watching me patiently with his arms folded across his chest.
“What are your findings, Roman?” he asks. “In chronological order, please. I want to know if you're the right man for the job.”
“I'm not sure there's any right man for this job,” I reply.
The Commander reaches down and pats the pocket where he's holding my omni.
“Alright. Take it easy,” I grumble. “Well, first things first... there was only one perpetrator.”
“What leads you to that conclusion?” the Commander asks.
“The fact that they all died just the same way. In each instance, the killer aimed for the back of the head. Base of the skull, to be exact. Fastest and cleanest way to drop someone when you're using a pulse round. If you hit plain skull, you'll be waiting a good two or three seconds for the person to die. Gotta wait for the round to eat through the bone. But if you hit the base of the skull, you're taking out spinal tissue as well. The pulse can sink in between gaps in the spinal column and get up into the brain in less than a second.”
“Seems like you’re a fan of this guy,” the Commander said, giving me a distasteful grimace.
“It's good, clean work,” I admit. “From the time the killer started shooting, they were all dead in well less than ten seconds. Maybe even five. It’s probably how I’d do it if I had to pull this hit.”
“A hit?” The Commander reaches up to rub his chin. “What makes you think it’s a hit?”
The smug bastard is pissing me off. Obviously, he already knows way more about these killings than I do. As far as I can tell, he might already know who did it. But he's testing me.
“Is that a serious question, Commander?” I say. “These guys were political figures, and this was professional work. Very efficient, very well done. Some random disgruntled citizen couldn't pull this off. With all the luck in the world, he might have been able to take two of these boys down before the others got away, before security caught up with him. No chance in hell of something like this being done by someone who wasn't getting paid. Or blackmailed.”
The Commander nods. “You’re correct, Mr. Ibarra. We suspect one perp as well, someone highly skilled. What else did you see?”
“There was a lot of planning involved,” I say. “Whoever pulled this hit, must have done their homework. They could have killed the first three guys with regular bullets, maybe with a suppressor, but instead they opted for the more expensive and harder to get pulse rounds. Because pulse fire is much quieter. I also noticed that they killed the four guys in a precise order...”
“What order?”
“The hitter killed them in the order in which they saw them. There was no other consideration, nothing complicated. Just shot the closest guy first, and the furthest guy last. That said, the killer likely calculated the optimal window before they initiated the attack. If they hadn't been so quick and precise with the shooting, the fourth guy might have gotten away.”
“Anything else?” the Commander presses.
“The hit might have just called for one of them to die, and the hitter killed the other three to try and hide which one he was really after...”
“What makes you say that?”
“Because one of these things is not like the others, Commander… but I think you already know that.”
The Commander smiles. We both know the same thing, now. We're more or less on the same page. I want him to just come out and say it, give me some answers to the burning questions I have. But, instead, he chooses to continue his interrogation.
“Knowing your reputation,” he says, “and your keen senses, I'm sure you were able to trace the path the assassin took. You may even have a more detailed reconstruction of the scene in your mind than that which the orb can generate. So, how about it? Let's run through the whole thing, from start to finish. All five or ten seconds of it, however long it lasted...”
I nod. “Sure. The hitter came through the door. The one that was at my back when I first entered the reconstruction.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Well, I thought they may have come in the window. But it was raining outside. Raining hard. And from the wounds I could see that the assassination had taken place not long ago. Less than an hour. Probably less than thirty minutes. Chances are it was already raining when it all went down. Torrential downpour. But there was no water on the floor. Not even a water stain. It would have taken a lot longer than an hour for any puddles to dry up.”
The Commander nods. “Alright. Very astute. So, the assassin entered the room from inside the building, not from outside. And he chose the door you were standing in front of. How do you reckon?”
“From the angle of the shots. The way the bodies fell. Even a five-year-old could tell you that the hitter was standing just about where I was, when they took their shots. They came in and killed one guy, then the second guy before he could react to the first shot and start getting up off his chair. But the assassin would have shut the door behind them before taking any shots. To do otherwise would be sloppy; too much chance for other people in the building to notice. So, they walked in the room, shut the door, took out a gun and started shooting. But during that whole time, no one seems to have reacted in any way. Not until the shots started flying. So, the assassin's presence must not have been too troubling at first. That lets me know the hitter was wearing a disguise. We're definitely dealing with a professional here.”
The Commander nodded, smiling appraisingly. “It seems we are. So, what happened next?”
“First shot, first kill. Second shot, second kill. The two guys are dead in their chairs. The third was already standing, probably looking over the stuff that was scattered on the table. He turned to look as his two friends died. The shock of it made him freeze for a second. Then he started to turn and run, exposing the back of his head to the assassin. Third guy goes down. By now, the fourth man has had enough time to put an escape plan into effect. I'm not sure where he was positioned originally, but I assume he was also sitting down, possibly farthest from the assassin. If he had already been standing, I think he would have been able to make it out. Or at least a lot further than he did.”
“Four kills, just like that.” The Commander shakes his head, tossing his old toothpick to the floor and pulling a new one out of his pocket.
“Just like that,” I agree. “Then all that’s left is the hitter’s escape. They didn't come in through the window, but they did leave by it. I'm willing to bet on it.”
“Explain.”
“Well, the curtain was open. Not by much, but enough. I think this was a secret kind of meeting, so they wouldn't have left the curtain open at all. The assassin left through the window, a bit hastily, because all that mattered at that point was them getting away as fast as possible. The curtain was flung aside a bit. I didn't get a chance to look, but you might even find a bit of water on the floor under that window...”
“We did, actually,” says the Commander. “The windowsill was wet. A trace of soil from the assassin's shoe. Too non-specific, too small, to get a good match. Could be from anywhere, really. But it's proof that he left by the window. And proof that you know your stuff, Roman.”
Now, he finally pulls off his sunglasses, steps forward, and offers me his hand. I shake with him, but only so that I have a chance to crush his hand. Try and inflict some pain on the bastard. But he just grins and takes it. Smiles casually, like he feels nothing.
“Well done,” he says. “Was there anything else? Any other little things you might have noticed?”
“Just the one little thing,” I say. “I couldn’t help but notice that one of the guys... the fourth one to be exact... was a synth.”
The Commander breaks our handshake and steps back. His lips separate in a grin. I can see that he's been going at his new toothpick so hard that his gums have begun to bleed, staining his teeth pink. He says nothing, but gives me a hand gesture that says, “Go on.”
“The first three guys were hit by standard pulse burns,” I say. “The fourth guy was hit with something else. Bored straight through his skull and finally stopped about in the middle of his brain. A clean hole. I assume he was shot with something hot enough to vaporize the material it bored through, because there was no blood, no bone fragments, no brain tissue to be found anywhere. Not any kind of weaponry I know of. Must be something new. Experimental. Some kind of synth-killer. The guy had a cyber brain. A skull made of titanium. Top of the line cyber body, really expensive stuff. The best you could get, and only if you had connections. Money alone doesn't even cut it. It's also stuff you can't get anymore. Which means this boy's been around for a while, since long before the Big Wipe. 
“But,” I add, “I didn't really even need to see inside the guy's head to know that one of the victims was a synthetic. There was a smell when I first went into the reconstruction. I couldn’t peg it at first but it’s coming back to me now. It was synth blood and tissue, vaporized and floating in the air. Has a very unique smell to it.”
“Not bad, Mr. Ibarra,” the Commander says smugly. “Not bad at all.”
“So, let me ask you a question; do you have any suspects besides me?” I ask, matter-of-factly.
The Commander smiles and looks over to one of his squadies. “How long has it been?”
“It's been about seventy hours since the assassination,” the squaddie answers.
The Commander gives me a meaningful look. Like a dad waiting for his child to confess to some misdeed. I had long realized that the Commander hasn't just been picking my brain. He's been trying to get a confession out of me. I haven't really given one to him, but I have told him all the nitty, gritty details of the assassination. Suddenly, I wish that I wasn't so good at my job. 
“Forgive me for saying,” the Commander says, “but you don't seem all that surprised to have seen a synth. Seems a bit fishy to me.”
“I let myself be surprised in the reconstruction,” I say. “I gave myself a few moments to feel stunned. Maybe to you it just looked like I was standing there. I'm not the kind of guy who lets himself get blown away. Being surprised wastes time. And wasting time is a fast way to get killed. I just take things as I see them, and hope the answers come later. So, what are the answers?”
As I'm talking, I step closer and closer to the Commander. My hands are still tied, but we both know that I can still hurt him. But he doesn't react, and none of his squadies come to push me back.
I stop a few inches from the Commander and look down at him. I hold his gaze for a long moment, just to show I'm not scared.
Then I turn away, walk over to the couch the squadies dragged against the wall, and sit down.
The Commander nods at one of his guys. The guy drags a chair over, plops it down in front of me. The Commander turns it around then sits down on it backwards, his sinewy forearms resting on the chair back.
“Look at me,” he says. “What do you see?”
“A douchebag who was sent here by the OUSP solely to recruit me but who has his own theory and is wasting time trying to get a confession out of me,” I scoff. “A guy who’d rather try to railroad an innocent man rather than closing this case by doing any real work. Does that sound about right, Commander?”
I look into his eyes. They are undeniably powerful. There are depths to the Commander's gaze. I see pain and pride in equal measure. And a lot of other things, too. He leans back a bit, smiling. The chair creaks under the weight of his body. He's not a very tall man, but he is very dense. Packed with muscle like an old gorilla.
“You’re right,” he finally admits. “I had you pegged for the assassin but now that I’ve had a chance to speak with you in person, I’m not so sure.”
“Well I guess that means you’ll be on your way then?” I suggest.
“Not quite how this is gonna work, guy,” the Commander replies. “Tell me, did you really have no idea that there were still synths out there. You? The great detective, Roman Ibarra?”
“Are you going to keep dicking around or are you going to tell me what this is all about?” I grumble.
A dirty little smile comes to the Commander's face again. He's about to go back to being difficult. It seems like one of his favorite activities.
“What do you want to know?” he asks, though he damn well already knows the answer.
“The synths,” I say. “Tell me about them. What's the story?”
“Well, the story is that they weren't all wiped. Simple enough. I can't really tell you what the Collective's plan was or is. That would be like an ant trying to explain to its ant friends what a man like me is planning. But I can see the results of their machinations and work out a general purpose. It seems like they were reluctant to hand control of the planet over to us entirely. They wanted a backup. They wanted cyber brains on the ground. Because they can access a cyber brain more easily, I suppose.”
“Go on,” I say, acting on my gut feeling that there’s more to the story.
He pulls the toothpick out of his mouth and flicks it over his shoulder. “When the Big Wipe happened, all but a couple hundred synths were destroyed. The lucky ones weren't chosen at random. They were hand selected by the Collective for whatever reason. These VIPs were given a new assignment; to act as stewards over the Earth and humankind, watching over us on behalf of the Collective. They've been posing as organics this whole time, using cyber bodies that are a little less perfect than what we were all accustomed to.”
“They just can’t leave us alone, can they?” I growl.
“Oh please,” the Commander scoffs. “We’ve had thousands of years to find a way to do things the right way. A man as smart as you should know that, Roman. We had second chances, third chances, fourth chances… way more than we probably deserved.”
The Commander is pacing now, gesturing with his hairy hands. Getting into it. Clearly, he's passionate about the subject. For a second, I start to wonder if he isn't a synth himself. He doesn't look like one—not pretty enough—but maybe he could be one of those new imperfect models he mentioned. Come to think of it though, if blending in is their goal, then that removes any suspicion that the Commander might be a synth. He's too distinctive of a character. He fits too naturally inside his own body. There's a perfect match between physicality and personality, so it seems impossible that he's a transferred persona.
I guess he's just one of twenty million humans left on this forsaken world, struggling through the hell and aftermath of the Second War and the Big Wipe, just like the rest of us.
“Two hundred synths,” he says. “That's all that was left, Roman. Two hundred synths who have the best interests of the planet at heart. All they want is ongoing peace and recovery. That's what the Collective wants for us, too. But now someone has caught wind that these synths exist, that they hold positions of power in the OUSP. And they've hired surprisingly lethal assassins to take them out.”
“So, the dead guy I just saw wasn't the first?” I ask.
The Commander shakes his head, frowning. “Nope. This has been going on for about two years. I could show you the other scenes, but they look a lot like this one… Same modus operandi, same clean tactics, same method of killing. We're dealing with one assassin in this particular instance, but we have evidence that far more than one person is involved in the conspiracy. We think this is the work of someone in the Oligarchy, trying to take out the last of the synths. Complete what the Big Wipe started. The OUSP is getting worried. If this keeps on, an all-out war could start. You realize the gravity of what I'm saying?”
I nod. “Sure. If it's been two years, I imagine the party has already done just about all it can do to find the perps. The fact that synths are still dying means the OUSP may be out of options… but war? Are they really considering going to war over this?”
“Damn right,” the Commander says. “If we don't solve this case, Roman, war is the only response they’ll have. Most party members are sure that the Oligarchy is behind the assassinations. This thing could get nasty really quick if someone doesn’t clean it up.”
“And I’m guessing that someone is me, huh?”
“The ranking party members asked for you specifically. You've proven that you are capable of solving intricate cases under highly stressful conditions.”
“What exactly are they asking me to do?”
“Find out who the assassin is. We know they had help. Figure out who hired them and report back to me with your findings. Pretty simple job if you ask me.”
“And what if the people who hired them happen to be, say, high-ranking
Oligarchs? If the goal here is to prevent a war, I need your promise that the information I gather won't be used to justify any violence.”
“I'm not sure I can guarantee that,” the Commander says. “It'll depend on the response of the Oligarchy. If they cooperate, and hand over the guilty party, there will be no need to start a war. Like I said, the synths and the Collective want peace as well. Should I remind you again that the Second War was started by humans? And the First, as well.”
“Mind if I have a minute to think?” I ask.
“Oh, you can have more than a minute. How about a half hour?”
The Commander gestures to his boys. Just a quick wave of the hand, no real communicated information. But the squadies seem to know exactly what it means. They pull me up to my feet, loosen the bindings on my hands, and gently nudge me forward, out the door. Back outside. I see a splatter of blood on the grass underfoot, where the guy fell after I cracked him in the nose. The same guy is at my right arm now, gingerly leading me along. His nose has stopped bleeding and he doesn't seem to be holding any kind of grudge.
Now that's professionalism, I think. Gotta hand it to the guy.
“Me and the boys are gonna take a little stroll,” the Commander says. “Shouldn’t be longer than thirty minutes. After that, I'm going to need your agreement.”
Funny way to word it. As though it's already set in stone that I'm going to help out. I take one look back at the guns pointed at my feet and think that maybe it is a foregone conclusion after all. That is if I want to go on living. Not like I can escape. I am on an island after all. Sure, I could make a run for it in Abdo’s gyrocopter but their much more sophisticated bird would likely run me down in all of five to ten minutes.
Might as well take the full thirty minutes to think though. Usually when you're being threatened you have to really struggle to even get a minute, much less thirty. I guess the Commander is a generous guy. Either that, or he's just looking for an excuse to explore the island. I doubt he gets out into the unpopulated areas of the world very often... mostly because the majority of them are still uninhabitable.
“Can I have my omni back?” I ask.
“No sir, no can do,” says the Commander. He's staring off toward the coast, studying the black ocean and nibbling a fresh toothpick. “Not until we're on the same page.”
Another threat. Though a heavily veiled one. The implication is that he reserves the right to smash Ana into oblivion if he doesn't hear what he wants to hear from me. Kind of puts me in a bit of a pickle, really. Or maybe it doesn't. A “pickle” isn't too far from a “conundrum”, and a conundrum implies that a difficult choice must be made. But in my current situation, I don't see any choices at all. Either I help these people out, and catch an assassin, or I watch the woman I love, my constant companion these past five years, being completely erased in the space of a second. An omni is a tough piece of equipment, but I'm sure the Commander has his ways.
So, the only thing I can really strive for is to make my work for the OUSP as personally beneficial as possible.
And I have thirty minutes to think. So, I start walking, striding through the matted grass and the sand of pulverized skyscrapers. I walk all the way out to the edge of the island, picking my way carefully down the cliff to the water's edge. The surf laps at my toes, black and murky as a strong cup of coffee. But it doesn't smell like coffee. It smells like... well, it's almost indescribable. I guess you could say it smells like six billion dead bodies that have been rotting in brine for half a century. Not to mention the dead bodies of all the sea creatures that slowly died from poison.
No one really knows why the seas turned black. We don't know if it was something we did, or something the synths did to inflict us with some secondary damage. A proper study on the water, and its mysterious changes, was never done because every last scientist was either dead or desperately working on something more important during the war. Weapons, mostly. Nowadays, people just choose to forget how screwed up the oceans are. Probably a good thing that we mostly stay away from them. We'd probably do more harm than good.
“Tick, tock!” a voice shouts down at me.
I turn my head, looking up. The Commander is standing at the edge of the sea cliff thirty feet above me. I flip him the bird and then turn back to the water.
I've got a good sense of time. I know it hasn't been thirty minutes yet. I still have at least fifteen to burn, so I turn left and start picking my way along the water's edge. Instead of thinking about my situation, I start trying to focus on my surroundings. On the moment I'm in now. I try and enjoy the scenery. Shattered nature, indisposed but still poetically beautiful. More beautiful than anything made by man.
It'll probably be a long time before I see a place like this again. Maybe I never will. I thought I was going to die back when I was trying to solve Ana's murder. But I got almost five more years out of the deal. Years I never should have had. Maybe destiny is finally catching up to me.
Ten minutes pass. I'm not thinking about the Commander or the murdered synth. But still, deep inside my mind, the little timer is still ticking away. With a few minutes to spare, I find a climbable spot on the cliff wall and make my way up, grunting and straining on the slimy stones. At the top, the helping hands of a few waiting squadies lift me onto solid ground. The Commander is there with his arms folded. His sunglasses have been hung on the collar of his shirt; his eyes reflect the gloomy oceanscape at my back.
“I'm going to need to hear something now,” he says. He sounds like he's aged years in the half hour since I last spoke to him. Maybe it's the air, making his voice thick.
“You're working for the Collective,” I say, brushing wet sand off my pants.
“Indirectly, yes,” the Commander says.
“I'll do the job. On one condition. Ana's worried about what might happen if she integrates with a cyber body. She's afraid the Collective will wipe her. I don't want fear to be a factor in that decision.”
The Commander lets out a sound that's probably meant to be a laugh but doesn't sound like one. There's no humor in it at all.
“You know I can't promise you something like that,” he says. “What kind of power do you think I have? If I had that kind of clout, do you think I'd be out here with you now? Shit, no. I'd be up in a penthouse with one of those android babes on my lap.” For emphasis, he holds his hands out in front of his chest to symbolize a large bust.
I throw a dry laugh back at him. “Well in that case I can't help you.”
I start to turn away, hiding the fact that I’m terrified. I'm trying to call the guy's bluff, on the off chance that he is in fact bluffing.
A hand closes around my arm, strongly yanking me back around. My hands are still tied, and my balance is off. I have no choice but to let myself be pulled. If I fight, I'll just end up flat on my back.
“What did you just say to me?” the Commander demands, stepping forward and slipping his sunglasses back on. “Need I remind you that I am holding all the cards here?”
He pulls out my omni, holding it above his head, with its edge pinched between his thumb and forefinger. One of his squadies aims a sidearm at it point blank, finger on the trigger.
“You seem to have forgotten the fact that you are asking for my help, Commander. Not the other way around,” I say, staring straight into the shiny lenses of the Commander's sunglasses. “You need me… which means I’m the biggest card on the goddamn table.”
We stare each other down. No one moves. And no one seems ready to compromise. But, for me, the facade is starting to crumble. Every second that passes with that gun aimed at Ana, I get just a bit weaker. Just a bit closer to giving in.
Suddenly, the Commander's own omni chirps with an incoming call and we both jump. One of the squadies fishes the omni out of his pocket. The Commander accepts the call, and the holographic head of the caller is projected in the cold, windy air.
“Settle down, boys,” the elegant figure says.
I'm able to see the lapel of his shirt, and peg him immediately as a member of the party. Probably a high ranking one, if he's been monitoring our conversation.
“Roman Ibarra?” the caller says. The squaddie holding the omni rotates it slightly so the guy has a better view of me. “Ah, there you are. I hope it's clear enough to you now that we greatly desire you for this job. And despite the stubbornness of my associate here, we are willing to work with you to ensure that this partnership is mutually beneficial. We agree to your terms, Mr. Ibarra... One free pass for Ana to be transferred. Redeemable whenever the two of you see fit.”
“Fine. In that case, I’ll take the job,” I say with a nod.
“A very wise choice, Mr. Ibarra,” the caller continues. “And your Ana was right to be concerned. You may or may not know this, Roman, but the Big Wipe was not a one-time deal as it was at first supposed. Over the past five years, many unsanctioned attempts have been made to upload backed up personae into cyber brains... each and every time, without fail, the brain is wiped before it even has a chance to awaken. I’m telling you this so you will know full well just how far the party is willing to go to secure your assistance with this matter.”
“But you can make sure Ana is transferable, right?” I ask.
The caller smiles. “Absolutely.”
“In that case I can get started as soon as I receive the decree,” I say.
“Done,” the caller says, just as my omni vibrates and chirps within the Commander’s hand. “I'm going to take my leave now, but I'd love to hear from you if you should ever need my help. I'll send a contact link to your omni.” The caller turns his head, clearing his throat. “Commander, would you be so kind as to give the man back his omni? Thank you.”
The Commander grunts and hands my omni back to me in a rather unceremonious fashion. It's almost an anticlimax, though one I'm grateful for.
The call is ended, and the hologram of the party member vanishes.
“The old good cop, bad cop routine, huh?” I say. “You guys rehearse that, or does he always step on your toes like that?”
“Shut up,” the Commander says, turning and walking off toward the cabana.
“Was it something I said?” I ask the squadies. But they don't say anything. They just turn and follow the leader. I'm left alone. Ana has made no appearances so far. She could be way off in this OUSP squad’s data sphere by now. In fact, I'd be surprised if she isn't. Probably trying to find information about our new employers.
With nothing better to do and nowhere else to go, I head into the cabana.
The Commander has made himself at home. There's now a synthetic cigarillo in his mouth rather than a toothpick. It's lit, and he's puffing away contentedly, his sunglasses up on his forehead, his eyes shut, his head leaning back on the couch.
“Those things'll kill you faster than a bullet,” I say, taking a seat across from him.
The Commander brings his head forward, cracking one eye open to regard me for a second.
“Depends on where the bullet hits,” he says, then puts his head back again and lets out a sigh. “You want a smoke?”
“No. There's already little enough oxygen in the air as it is. No reason to add an extra dimension of filth.”
The Commander laughs around the brown stem of his cigarillo. “Good for you, guy. Health-conscious man. You'll live a good long time, unless that big mouth gets you killed first.”
“Takes a big mouth to know one,” I reply.
“No, it doesn't. Just takes someone with ears,” he replies as he gestures at one of his squadies with his left hand. In less than a second, his omni is placed into his large hand.
“I'll transfer all the intel we currently have,” the Commander says. “As well as a hundred and fifty thousand credits for your case expenses.”
The funds and the intel files zap over to my omni. The Commander immediately gets up and leaves the cabana. I look out the window a few minutes later and see him strolling slowly across the grass, puffing his cigarillo in a contemplative manner and staring up into the clouds. Not long after that, a menacing OUSP air ship descends and picks them up. And then they're gone, vanishing in the gradually fading roar of engines.




CHAPTER 2

◆◆◆
 
In the silence of the cabana, with the distant sigh of the surf echoing from all sides, Ana and I review the Commander's intel for the fifth or sixth time.
“Give it to me again,” I say, rubbing my temples and blinking three times fast to moisten my strained eyes. “From the top.”
Ana, being just data on an omni, is pretty much tireless. Several times, she's pointed out this inability to fatigue as the one major upside to being technically dead.
That, and the fact that she doesn't get periods anymore.
“It's been a little over two years since the assassinations began,” Ana says. “Since then, they've come somewhat regularly. Not regularly enough that any useful pattern has been established. But there's never been longer than a two-month gap between incidents. fifty-six members of the OUSP have been killed in similar ways. Though detailed files do not exist for every single one of the victims, we can extrapolate that around two thirds of them have been synths. Perhaps even more. It's clear that the synths are the primary targets. Someone is trying to take the last of them out, one batch-killing at a time, without much concern for collateral damage to the organic population.
“For about three years, the OUSP has been aware of an anti-synth terror cell led by a shadowy figure who goes by the codename Cronus. True identity unknown...”
Cronus. A mythological figure who ate his children. A human who destroys synths, the synths being the children of humanity... the successors. Or maybe I'm reading too far into it, and this guy (or girl) just thought Cronus sounded cool.
“This terror cell is considered the most likely suspect in the assassinations,” Ana continues. “As far as the assassinations themselves go, a few of them have been captured on video...”
We've already reviewed these videos, enough times that I've memorized them top to bottom. In some of them, a small fire team sweeps in and takes the targets down. Never more than four assassins. In other instances, there's only one. And it's always the same one. The same hitter who's present at every single recorded incident.
This ever-present assassin has the same body type as me. Around 6’3” tall, broad shoulders, probably weighs around two hundred twenty pounds. Ana and I are sure that the main guy is likely a dude. That’s really the only identifying characteristic we have. I know that he’s a scumbag assassin, but the more I watch of the videos, the more I can't help but admire his techniques.  He moves fast, efficiently… as smooth as water. Always wears a mask to cover his face though. I find that bit kind of annoying, when it comes to making an ID, but I at least take solace in the fact that the mask he wears is quite distinctive. It shines like metal, shimmers with oily rainbows... It depicts a strange, ghoulish face. So, it'll be easy to spot. The problem is it's probably homemade, a one-of-a-kind piece. Not like we can trace it back to some factory that pumps out masks and get a lot number, the store it was sent to, a proof of purchase receipt. This isn’t the old days, as much as so many of us wish otherwise.
“These don't look like terrorists to me,” Ana says, referring to the videos. “Not the sort of terrorists we get nowadays. These guys are impartial. Passionless. They're killing for a paycheck; I'd bet money on it. If money wasn't meaningless to me in my current state.”
“I agree,” I say. “But the question is, who's paying them?”
“Could be someone in the oligarchy. Could even be Lady Vangelina herself...”
Could be. But probably not. Ana's just spit-balling.
Vangelina is one of the wealthiest oligarchs. Her political party, if you could call a loosely connected web of rich people's social circles a political party, came into existence not long after the OUSP. They were originally scientists, who were able to reverse engineer Tucker Berg's technology. Namely, the tech he used to synthesize drinkable water. By capitalizing on this feat of engineering, the five scientists became extremely wealthy.
You won't find a more colorful group of characters anywhere. Ultimately, they used their knowledge and a healthy dose of charisma to break away from the socialist party and form their own party. For the most part, they are driven by greed. An unending thirst for further wealth. And the five of them go about quenching that unquenchable thirst in their own unique ways.
Vangelina Natali, often called Lady Vangelina, is probably the most brilliant of the Oligarchs. She runs her own corner of society almost like a technocrat. She surrounds herself with people who are nearly as brilliant as she is, in their own areas of science and technical expertise. I don't recommend going to their parties, unless you want to be effortlessly made to feel like an absolute dullard.
There are a lot of differences between the Oligarchy and the OUSP. Life in the socialist party is a bit safer and quieter. But life in the Oligarchy has a lot more opportunity. There are far less regulations in place though. Things aren't nearly as strict, but as a result the security isn’t anywhere near as tight as it is in the socialist territories. Which means more work for me, hence why I, and most other detectives, live in the Oligarchy controlled regions of civilization.
Anyway, Vangelina has gotten herself into the business of making androids. They started out pretty basic, no different from the ones that were already on the market, but her units have vastly improved over the last few years. They work on technology that she has not disclosed, but it can't be standard cyber brains. I know that much, now.
Cyborgs are still outlawed in both the oligarchy and the OUSP, but there are not, as of yet, any proper regulation in place for these androids. So Vangelina puts them to use in everyday, mundane tasks. Or specialized ones. She has dozens of different models. When the Commander spoke of an android babe sitting on his lap, he referred to a model built for sex and companionship. One of the more popular models, unsurprisingly. There are male and even non-gendered versions as well.
These innovations and additions to civilization have made Lady Vangelina wealthier yet. She is now, by leaps and bounds, the richest of the Oligarchs. She could probably be even richer; except she has strict rules on what her androids can be used for. Try as they might, her counterparts in the OUSP have not been able to contract her for military models. 
Maybe Vangelina does have some secret plan to eliminate the synths and destroy whatever competition her androids have, but that doesn't make any sense to me. She’s resisted the push to weaponize her droids thus far, so why would she start now?
“I doubt it's her,” I tell Ana. “But it could be one of the others. We can't put all our eggs in one basket. Hell, it could even be someone in the party. Could be a classic frame-job, trying to fake a reason to go to war with the Oligarchy. Wouldn’t surprise me if the OUSP was interested in getting their mitts on Vangelina's tech.”
“Do you really think it could be an inside job?” Ana asks.
“To me that makes more sense. The Oligarchs pride themselves on their brilliance. And as powerful as they are, we all know they wouldn’t stand a chance against the OUSP’s military. It would be stupid to provoke them like this.”
The Oligarchy does have a military, but it's mostly a formality. A pretty minimal fighting force, mostly made up of contractors. A far cry from the OUSP's vast security forces.
Ana's hologram nods at me. “As far as we know, it could really be anyone. I think you’re right. We need to approach this from all angles.”
“Any ideas on the first step?” I ask.
“We need information... I think we should get back to the mainland as soon as possible, see what Abdo can tell us, and then cross reference that with the data the Commander provided.”
“Good idea,” I say.
My brain is hurting. I don't know how much more critical thinking I can do tonight. So, I dim the lights and sit back with my fingers laced behind my head. Using my foot, I slide my omni a bit closer along the couch so that Ana can sit with me. She leans in, and the light matrix of her holographic body deforms against my chest. If only she was real, if only I could feel the soft press of her flesh...
“My birthday's soon, you know,” I say.
She nods. “Of course, I know. And I know what you did for me. I heard all of it.”
“One more case,” I tell her. “Then you can come back to me for real.”
She stares at me, sad but stubborn in that unique Ana way. “I'm not changing my mind, Rome. About my memory. I don't want to be a reflection. A shadow. I want to be a new woman, like I said. I want to be Ana all over again, not Ana back from the dead.”
“I want whatever you want,” I tell her. “Whatever's best for you.”
“Why the long face then, Rome? You’re still afraid that your game isn't up to snuff, aren’t you? You don't think you can woo me all over again?” she asks with a grin.
“Well, it has been a while,” I reply while fighting back a grin of my own.
Ana pokes out a finger as though to bop me on the end of the nose. Just as her holographic finger phases through the tip of my nose, a quick noise rings out from just outside.
I jump in surprise, turning to the window. Honestly, I kind of expect to see one of the Commander's men poking his head through. Maybe they forgot to tell me something and came back. But I don't see anything.
“What was that?” Ana whispers.
I glance at her. “You heard it too?”
She nods.
“I'll check it out,” I say, standing up and moving to the window.
But all I see through the glass is darkness. The island is seemingly empty apart from us. I can make out the paler shadow of land extending outward, and the darker shadow of the ocean that surrounds us on all sides, stretching for hundreds of miles.
I start to turn away, reaching up to pull the window shut, but some instinct makes me wait just a bit longer.
And then, out of the shadows to my left, a shape flashes past. Someone moving at a dead run. Just a streak of an arm and a leg is all I see.
Quickly, I assess the situation. I don't have my weapon. It's lying behind me, on the other side of the room. If I take the time to go and grab it, that'll be another ten seconds or so that the runner will have to aid their escape. If I want to catch them, I have to be quicker than that.
So, I vault through the window, shoving off the sill with my hands, digging into the heat-polished gravel with the toes of both feet. I take off at a sprint. A twinge of pain in my right quadriceps is there to remind me that I'm getting older, that such abrupt changes in speed without proper stretching are no longer advised. But I ignore it and keep going. It's a small island, and a bit of pain isn’t enough to stop me.
The shape I saw had gone off running to my right, toward the western edge of the island. So that's the direction I go. It's too dark to see much at all. I can't even tell the sky apart from the ocean, or the edge of the sea cliffs apart from the sky. But still, I occasionally glance to my left and right, as well as behind, on the chance that the person I'm chasing has changed directions. I see nothing.
Moving at this pace, it isn't long before I reach the edge of the cliffs. In the dark, I damn near go sailing off the edge. The feel of ocean spray is the only thing that makes me stop. That, and a spooky moment of premonition in which I see myself lying in the surf with a broken neck.
I put one foot on the very edge of the cliff and lean forward to peer straight down. The gravel and sand down there is bone-white. It catches the faint moon and starlight and almost seems to phosphoresce. If someone's down there, it should be very easy to pick out their silhouette.
I see no one.
Then I have another spooky feeling, that the person is behind me. They're sneaking up right now, reaching out to give me a push that'll send me into an uncontrollable fall.
With a grunt, I lunge backward and to the side. My heel catches something and I slam down on my shoulder blades. Heaving my weight backward, I manage a clumsy roll back onto my knees and from there I grunt my way to my feet, looking around. Again, I see no one.
Well, where could the son of a bitch have gone?
I run back to the cabana, go in long enough to grab my omni and my pistol and check every corner in case the stranger decided to hide inside, then go back out. With Ana's help, I scour the island. I walk it front to back, side to side, and even make my way along the circumference, scanning the water. It takes several hours, and by the time we're done I'm dying of thirst and just about falling asleep standing up.
“Whoever it was, they're gone,” Ana says.
“We'll look again once the sun comes up,” I reply.
After that I retreat back to the cabana to try and get some sleep. I'm able to shut my eyes for a minute or so at a time, but every tiny noise caused by the wind makes me jump up, expecting to be attacked.
We search the island again in the heat of the dawn and find no one.
There's work to do, and it's about time to leave. I go back to the cabana, drag Abdo’s gyrocopter out of the little locker in back, and wedge myself into the pilot's seat. It's a good thing Ana is stuck inside an omni, otherwise we might not both fit.
I switch the rotors on and take us up. Abdo's island shrinks away below us, and every square inch is revealed. Among the thin, scattered grass, there are no hiding places that I can't see straight down into. And as far as I know, there aren't even any caves along the sea cliffs.
Whoever that guy was we saw last night, he's somehow managed to pull a vanishing act for the ages. With one last look at the island, I take us away and begin the long journey east.




CHAPTER 3

◆◆◆
 
The gyrocopter I use is top of the line. It was manufactured by the Horizon Group a mere three months before the Big Wipe. It has state of the art dampeners and the chassis and windows are made of a sophisticated ballistic material that could probably stand up to a direct hit from a missile. The copter's rotors automatically shut off once a speed of two hundred miles an hour is reached. They fold up and tuck themselves away, and the jet boosters kick on. The gyrocopter then pretty much becomes a giant football shooting through the air, which sounds a lot scarier than it is. The thing can hit a top speed of around six hundred miles an hour.
So, the journey back home is manageable. But it's just long enough where I like to keep an empty bottle up front with me. Otherwise, I'd either have to piss my pants or else find some area of slightly less toxic wilderness to set down in. Neither of those solutions sound very attractive to me.
The copter flies by itself and I have Ana acting as DJ on my omni, playing various songs and ambient sound recordings. I fall asleep in record time, tired out from searching the island, and wake up somewhere over the coast of what’s left of California with drool running out of the corner of my mouth. I snort and sit up, wiping my face and spouting off some nonsensical fragment of a sentence, some leftover words from the dream I just left. Ana must be used to it, because she says nothing.
“Look at it,” I mumble, leaning over to look down on the land we're crossing over.
It’s thousands of miles of wilderness where there once was civilization. Here and there, the scars of the war still stand out in ashen craters, spots where the earth has been corrupted and where nothing grows. I don't see much in the way of animal life, but maybe that's just because we're too high up or the sound of our gyrocopter has driven all those untamed beasts into hiding. Beasts who are no longer used to the unnatural sounds of engines and the invasive presence of humans.
Or maybe there are no animals. Maybe they're all dead or mutated to the point where they can barely walk. There are some optimists out there who like to say nature is recovering. And it looks like it sort of is. The plants, anyway. In a million years or so who knows… maybe Earth will have plants with brains, plants that can rip themselves up out of the ground and move to a new spot if they take a notion. The plants will inherit the Earth, as far as I can tell. I think eventually mother nature will realize its mistake with animals like us and instead uplift another form of life to rule this world. Give somebody else a chance. Someone who deserves it.




CHAPTER 4
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I stare at the square-jawed guy in front of me and he stares back. He reads my file on his omni, scans Abdo’s copter with a handheld doohickey that emits an annoying electronic shriek, and then he begrudgingly nods his blocky head and hits a button. The shield wall retracts and the big conveyor belt pulls me through. The shield wall falls back into place behind me, cutting me off from the unmanned world. But I don't care. I'm home.
The nation of the Oligarchs spreads before me. Mostly its one big city, appropriated and reborn from the ruins of an old pre-war metropolis. Here and there across this vast city, walls and towers rise in terraced layers, man-made mountains that stretch toward the gray sky. There are five such mountains, one for each main Oligarch. Their own private domains where they get to enjoy their wealth in a lawless, unregulated fashion.
I look over the city and realize that it's only desperation that holds it together, really. If not for the fear of being turned back to the OUSP, or worse yet the natural world, a lot of these people would tear each other apart. There's greed here, lots of it. And it shows its ugly head in the murders and other crimes that I investigate. Maybe in fifty years, the place will sort of organize itself, like America during the wild west days, and it will become a place of peaceful, law-abiding citizens. But it's in the early days yet, and that sort of peace is just a pipe dream.
Anyway, it's good for business at least.
I punch in a garage code and hop out of the gyrocopter and onto a narrow walkway. I watch the copter unfold its rotors and lift off the belt, headed to Abdo’s personal garage.
Then I set off on foot, with Ana tucked safely in my coat pocket.
Abdo's a smart guy. He keeps his office right near the main gates to the Oligarchy, right near all the major transportation hubs. That way, he gets all the business he can handle and then some. These days, he sometimes has to turn cases away because there are just so many. He could just as easily take them all, but that would mean adding to his carefully curated group of trusted private eyes, which includes me. And such artificial inflation would reduce the effectiveness of his team and thus negatively impact his reputation.
Besides, Abdo isn't so ambitious these days. He's happy just fielding cases and taking his commission after the grunt stuff is finished by someone else. He’s been looking to retire for god knows how long and the way things are going he might just get his wish soon.
He has an office on the fourth floor of a building not a stone's throw from where I left the copter. I'm there in a jiffy, climbing the steps two at a time, tracking my dirty feet over their fancy stair runners.
Abdo's door is unmarked and unremarkable. You could easily assume it leads to a broom closet or something. That's the way he likes it. He doesn't want any old person to be able to walk into his office. He likes to be contacted first, and then he'll let you know exactly where to find him. And then when you get there, the first thing he makes you do is sign an agreement that you will not disclose his location to anyone.
I look both ways, see empty chairs in the hall to either side. Then I put my ear to the door and listen for a bit. Don't want to interrupt if Abdo is in the middle of meeting a client. But I don't hear anything, so I barge right in.
Abdo lifts his head off his desk, staring with dazed eyes. It amazes me that he still manages to look like a disheveled wizard even though he’s basically working a desk job nowadays. He quickly wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and stands up to greet me.
“Haven't you heard of knocking?” he grumbles.
“Doesn’t ring a bell,” I reply, grinning as I study his weary face. “And what about you? Haven't you heard of caffeine? It's half past three and you're already snoozing on your desk.”
“I didn't sleep well last night,” he admits.
“Funny. Neither did I,” I say. “Mind if I sit?”
He shakes his head. “Of course not.”
While I take a seat on one side of his desk, Abdo wanders into a tiny side room and starts a batch of coffee. I can see his scrawny back from here, his shoulder blades moving as he dumps grounds into a filter and pulls water from a tap, cold and freshly synthesized at one of the Oligarchy's huge water plants.
Abdo's office is tiny. Just three rooms. The one I'm sitting in now is about six feet across. It consists of his desk, two chairs, and a small filing cabinet that's full of spare omnis which he backs up all his case files onto. The cabinet is also used to collect old coffee cups, at least that's what it looks like. One of them has a plant growing out of it, an anemic yellow thing that's looked half-dead ever since it sprouted. I'm still not sure if Abdo planted it on purpose or if the cup has just been there for that long.
The man himself comes walking stiffly back in as the coffee pot burbles. He stretches, yawns, scratches his armpits, and finally sits back down.
“I would have thought you'd still be on the island,” he says, gathering up a few papers and tapping them into a neat stack.
“That was the plan… but apparently the plan has changed,” I say, kicking off my left shoe and scratching the arch of my foot.
“You make it sound like you didn’t have a choice,” Abdo says curiously. “You want to fill me in?”
“Some funny business popped up while I was on the island. Just wanted to pick your brain on a few things. See if you had any information that could help out.”
“Is this for a case?” Abdo asks.
“Something like that.”
“What do you need.”
“Just need intel. I’m looking for info on a possible terrorist cell, led by some character who goes by the alias Cronus...”
By a change in Abdo's expression, I can tell he knows something. So, I stop talking and wait.
“That’s one hell of a tree you’re barking up, Roman. I can tell you that much,” Abdo cautions.
“So, you’ve heard of them?’
“Let's just say I know a guy who knows a guy, and that guy might have heard a few whispers. Cronus isn’t a terrorist from what I’ve heard. To be honest I’m not even sure if Cronus is one person. All I know is that they run a high dollar hit squad. Uber professional. Clean work. Flawless track record. They don't get caught, and they never fail to hit a mark.”
“How long have they been operating?” I ask.
Abdo shrugs. “Since before the Big Wipe, at least.”
I rub my chin now, hearing the rasp of stubble. “How is it I've never heard of them, then?”
Abdo smiles apologetically. “No offense, Roman, but I obviously have access to wider circles of intel than you do, and even I have barely heard of these people. And that's sort of the point, right? If everyone knew about them, what good would they be? They're extremely secretive and they are probably also extremely choosy with the work they take. The last I heard of them was, I don't know, two… maybe three years ago. Are you saying they’re active again?”
I'm about to answer, but then I flash back to a time when I was stuck in a tiny, sound-proofed room, wracked by nightmares that I would get my good friend killed. So, I just put out my hand and make a ‘maybe, maybe not’ kind of gesture.
“You know what I always say, Abdo,” I tell him, “knowledge can be dangerous. Maybe I'll keep this one to myself.”
“Understood.”
“I do have one other question though,” I add.
“Let’s hear it.”
“Do you know of a way to contact them? Cronus and their… cronies I guess…”
Abdo holds up a hand, then gets up and goes into the tiny side room again. He comes back with two cups of very strong, almost sludgy coffee. I take a deep breath of steam, and even that is powerful enough to knock the weariness of travel out of me. It's not natural coffee. Been a while since I’ve tasted the real deal. But even this synthetic crap isn’t too bad on a day like this.
“I know a guy who reached out and got a response. They ended up ghosting him though once they discovered he couldn’t cover their retainer,” Abdo says, taking a big slug of coffee and making a face like he scalded a whole layer off of his esophagus. “You wouldn’t believe how much they asked for. Half a million just to meet.”
“Damn. I guess you weren’t kidding when you said ‘high dollar’,” I say, suddenly wishing the OUSP Commander had given me more credits for my case expenses. “Any idea of how he made contact?”
“Yes, but you have to take it with a grain of salt, in that the information could be stale at this point. The guy I know reached out about three years ago so the info could be outdated by now.”
“That's more than I expected to get,” I say.
“In that case, I’ll forward my contact’s info to your omni. He may still have the contact info for Cronus.”
“Thanks, Abdo. I'll get out of your hair and let you get back to sleep.”
He flashes me a sarcastic smile and waves as I step out into the hall and shut the door behind me. I'm still holding my coffee. I've barely touched it, but it's not like Abdo won't get his cup back. We see each other just about every other week, nowadays.
“Now what?” Ana asks, through my earpiece.
“Now it’s time for you to use that big brain of yours to figure out our next step,” I tell her.
“There’s actually a pretty weak correlation between brain size and overall intelligence,” she says, and I can tell that she’s smiling.
“Only a big brained know-it-all would know that. So, you’ve basically made my point,” I quip as I check the time on my omni and then tuck it back into my coat pocket.
“I hate you Roman Ibarra,” she jokes.
“I love you too, Ana,” I say, sipping my dark cup of coffee as I pull the hood of my coat over my head and blend perfectly into the herd of oligarchy citizens that litter the sidewalk.




CHAPTER 5

◆◆◆
 
The Oligarchy’s capital is a good place to stretch your legs. A very ‘walkable’ city, not unlike the pre-war metropolises that were once home for a vast majority of the US population. That said, it’s still important to know what places to avoid. Unlike the OUSP, the streets here are not heavily patrolled by security squads and military hardasses armed to the teeth. The streets here feel... free, for lack of a better word. You're free to go where you want and do what you like. You're even free to run up behind someone, jab a stunner into their neck, and demand all their valuables. But it doesn’t stop there, considering the fact that the victim would be equally free to hunt your ass down and put you in the dirt.
But that's mostly in the worst parts of town. The Oligarchs are about two things; preparing for the future, and partying. Both of those objectives call for a certain level of optimistic energy, and any level of crime or violence in the streets just doesn't feed into that. The main cause of crime, throughout history, has been poverty. If people can't get what they need through any other means, theft is the natural last resort. So the solution is very simple. You make sure everyone has what they need, and they'll have no reason to go around stealing. That's what the Oligarchy hopes to eventually accomplish, but to a far less extent than their socialist counterparts. Of course, you still have the psychos who steal and kill just for the joy of it. But there isn't much you can do about them. Anyway, I keep my weapon close at hand just in case.
Ana and I are still drawing a blank on what we should do next in the case, so I decide to take us on a tour of one of the commercial districts where there's always something fun to see.
We soon pass by one of the android shops, where different models are on display in a window. Front and center, in the most well-lit display, is a curvy female model. I catch myself staring after a moment and I feel guilty because Ana is right inside my pocket. It wasn’t intentional or meant to be disrespectful. Just a basic response on a chemical level; but I feel like crap anyway.
On first and second glance, it's impossible to tell that Lady Vangelina’s latest model of sex droid isn’t real. You can start seeing it, the longer you stand and stare though. You start to realize how completely and unnaturally motionless she is. Like a corpse, but even more uncanny than that. But as soon as the thing gets a persona, and powers on, the illusion will be perfect.
“You find what you’re looking for?” Ana suddenly says in my ear.
“Are you spying on me, love?” I ask.
“I’ve got eyes everywhere, Rome. Just happened to notice you gawking,” Ana replies.
“Are you jealous?”
“Of that husk? No. I'm just a voice in an omni and I still have more pull over you than she does,” she replies with a giggle.
The giggle relaxes me a bit because up to that point I wasn’t quite sure if she was serious or not.
I laugh and move along, heading back to my apartment.
“Go ahead and call the number Abdo gave us,” I tell Ana as my place comes into view down the crowded street. “Let’s see what this guy has to say.”
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“Okay!” I say to Ana, setting my empty coffee cup on my kitchen counter and flopping down onto a barstool. Behind me, my own pot is already working up a fresh batch. “What do we know? What sort of conclusions can we reach?”
I take my omni out of my pocket and set it down next to the coffee cup. Ana's projected in miniature size, standing there like an ultra-realistic kid's doll.
“We know Cronus runs a highly expensive and highly effective hit squad,” she says, “and that they've carried out at least fifty-six hits to date. Abdo’s contact claims they charge a minimum of half a million credits just as a retainer.”
Right. Abdo’s contact. The guy was willing enough to help. Mostly, everything he said was the same as what Abdo already told us. Except he was also able to give us a potential way of making contact.
“This minimum half a million is subject to change according to the complexity of the job and the preparation required to make the hit,” Ana goes on. “Who knows what variables they have? But it doesn't matter a whole lot. Even if we assume a figure of half a million for each person to be killed, that can still add up very quickly. How many people are there in the world, Roman, who can afford that? Who can afford that fifty-six times?”
“The Oligarchs,” I say. “Either one of them could swing it. And if they're working together, there's no end to what they could do. Hell, they could probably pay to have a quarter of the population assassinated with all that H2O dough they have lying around.”
Ana nods. “I’ve narrowed our optimal next steps down to two options.”
“What have you got?” I ask.
“We could feel out the Oligarchs. Figure out how much they know about the assassinations, see if we can't at least shake a suspicion loose. Or, we could make our own attempt at contacting Cronus.”
“Let’s start with the Oligarchs,” I say.
“In that case I suggest we start with Plunkett,” Ana replies.
Her suggestion makes sense. Plunkett is the lowest-profile Oligarch. The least in the public eye, the ‘least wealthy’ of the five, though he's, of course, still insanely rich compared to everyone else. It also makes sense to start with him from a purely social standpoint. I've worked a case for him before, and he was impressed with my work.
“Hopefully his omni code is still the same,” I say.
I try to ping Plunkett’s omni three times. No luck. He's not picking up. I’m disappointed but a part of me gets it. I’m just a lowly PI who cleaned up a little mess for him once upon a time. And he's one of the richest people in the world. Not like we’re lifelong friends or anything.
“I can check the sphere,” Ana says. “See if he's been uploading files. Just a second...”
She ventures forth, part of her consciousness extending past my omni into the invisible, intangible cloud that is the global data sphere. It's not as busy a place as it once was, with the synths gone. In the OUSP’s territory it's a bit busier, but here in the local sphere of the Oligarchy it's a bit of a ghost town—mostly abandoned in favor of private data networks that only share small bits of information with the main sphere.
“Got something,” Ana says, returning after a few moments. “I found his schedule. Looks like Plunkett has a penchant for massages. Gets one three times a week.”
“Could be an in,” I say. “Do you think you could hack into one of Vangelina's androids to pose as the massage therapist? Maybe even that one with the huge knockers we saw earlier?” I jokingly suggest.
Ana clears her throat. “Sorry, Rome, but I’m afraid you’re the one who’s going to have to get his hands dirty.
“What do you mean?”
“Plunkett’s file indicates that he prefers a male therapist,” Ana chimes.
That triggers a sudden series of flashbacks. They play out in my mind, and my mouth falls open in a sudden revelation.
“Damn,” I say.
“What?” asks Ana.
“I just realized that Plunkett was hitting on me the last time I worked a job for him.”
She grins. “I thought you were supposed to be this great detective, Mr. Ibarra. It took you this long to realize that Plunkett was gay? What happened to those finely tuned senses you’re always talking about?”
“I don’t analyze my clients, Ana. It’d be rude to do so. Kinda like reading a person’s mind without permission,” I explain. “I’d only do something like that if I had reason to believe the client was lying to me.”
“Does it bother you that he hit on you last time? We can take a different approach if you want.”
“Hell no. I’ll be fine,” I say.
“If it doesn’t bother you, why’d you say ‘damn’ when you realized he was hitting on you?” Ana asks. “Just curious.”
“I’m mad I missed my chance,” I joke, prompting a giggle from Ana. “What do you suppose we do about his regular therapist?” I continue.
“You could sedate him, steal his uniform, and stuff him in a broom closet,” Ana jokingly suggests.
“Got any suggestions that don’t require the luck of an action movie protagonist?” I ask.
“I suppose you could bribe him. I’ve already found his contact information.”
“Yeah, let’s go with the bribe,” I say, smirking.
“How much should I offer?”
“The Commander gave us a pretty sizable expense budget. Better make it worthwhile. Can’t take the risk of lowballing the guy and having him spill the beans.”
“Got it.”




CHAPTER 7
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The bribe works. The therapist is more than happy to take it. Probably tired of cranking out happy endings and looking for a break, to be honest.
The guy's a contractor, and he works for a small firm of ‘physical care instructors’. There are tons of them on the staff, so it isn't too hard to blend in. I just get the therapist to hand over his coded entry badge and his uniform, and I'm off to the races.
I take a public tram up one of the Oligarchy mountains, through a winding terraced town where the best and brightest live and work. I ride past laboratories and proving grounds, facilities and bunkers whose purposes I can only guess at. Finally, at the top of the mountain I get off the tram and cross a wide plaza thronged with people and enter Plunkett's main compound. It's a mansion without windows, made out of blast-proof material. Plunkett likes to call himself a realist, and it's his opinion that another war is inevitable and that he would very much like to survive it.
Immediately upon entering the compound, I'm assailed by two beefy security guys. They're both tanned, and well-built. Same height as me, with even more chiseled jaw lines. Something tells me Plunkett didn't hire them based solely on their credentials.
But they're also quite jovial chaps, and they don't give me trouble beyond what their job description requires. As soon as I show them my badge, one of them winces and purses his lips.
“The usual guy is sick,” I say.
“Not sure if the boss’ll be happy about that, but you’d better go on in. He can be a little impatient.”
I nod and rush off. Whispering in my ear, Ana tells me which way to go. But her advice isn't strictly necessary. I have a good memory, for places especially, and I find my way to the basement without issue.
I step through a door into a steamy room lit only by tea candles and a single muted bulb high up on the ceiling. In the center of the space, a man lies face down on a padded massage table. It's Plunkett. From the looks of it, he's been hitting the gym even harder than usual lately. He looks like he's chiseled out of granite. Could be a new workout routine or some kind of injected shortcut. Whatever the case, I dismiss the urge to analyze it any further because, frankly, that would be rude. He’s not a suspect. At least not at the moment.
I pad up to the table without saying a word. The therapist told me that Plunkett prefers not to converse at all during these sessions, because it ruins his “immersion” in the experience. I can see that. Nothing worse than getting distracted with talk and forgetting to enjoy your massage.
There's a little cart next to the massage table. On the top is an oil warmer. I get some of the warm, drippy oil and coat my hands in it. Then, trying not to laugh to myself, I start rubbing up and down on Plunkett's back. He doesn't react, doesn't move, doesn't make a sound. I assume that maybe I'm not pressing hard enough, so I start digging in.
Immediately, Plunkett grunts and jerks. His whole body tenses up, then he starts turning his head to try and look at me. I quickly move around to the other side of the table, cursing my lack of skill.
Plunkett swivels his head the other way. There's no dancing aside this time. He stares at me for a second, a look of horror growing on his face as he twists and pushes himself up and realizes I’m not his regular guy.
“It's okay!” I quickly say. “I'm a detective! A private investigator.”
Plunkett narrows his eyes and licks his lips. “Roman? Roman Ibarra? Heavens, Roman, you frightened me!” he says, placing his right hand on his cartoonishly muscular chest. “If you wanted to see me, you could have just asked. For you, I would have made time.”
“I tried to ping your omni but you didn’t answer,” I say quickly, rubbing the back of my neck. “Desperate times, desperate measures. You know the deal.”
“Desperate, indeed…” Plunkett says, giving me an appraising sort of look. “That was both the shortest and the worst massage I've ever gotten,” Plunket says, now sitting up straighter and apparently not worried about the fact that his junk is visible. “A bit of advice for next time, Roman. Avoid the spinal column. It really isn't nice having someone playing xylophone on your vertebrae.”
Next time? I think to myself, holding in a laugh. “I’m sorry,” I finally say to him.
Plunkett waves a hand. “Of course, you are. Anyway… What's brought you here today, Roman? To what do I owe the pleasure?”
I finally spot a towel, rolled up on the bottom shelf of the cart. I grab it, unfurl it, and toss it over Plunkett's nether regions.
“Not what you're probably hoping for,” I say.
“Oh, don’t flatter yourself, Roman. I like having a piece of eye candy around as much as the next guy, but I can control myself. Just let me know what I can do for you.”
“Right. Actually, I need to ask you about something serious. And I'd rather it didn't leave this room...”
Plunkett puts up his hands. “On my honor, Roman.”
I scan the room again, looking for hidden cameras. Microphones. Omnis. I even step back and glance under the table. Looks pretty clean but I know I could have missed something. I’m as thorough as they come but I don’t exactly have enough time to properly sweep the room. Unfortunately, I have to throw caution to the wind. I need answers.
“Are you aware of any kind of plot against the OUSP? Involving their high-ranking party members, specifically?”
Plunkett's face is blank. “There are always plots, Roman. It just depends on what sort of plot you're talking about. And how far it's gone.”
“Pretty damn far,” I say firmly.
Plunkett frowns. “I see. You want to know if my counterparts or me are involved. Well, as far as I know, Roman, there isn't anything serious going on.”
He’s lying, or at least holding back information. I can tell in a number of ways.
“You sure about that?” I ask.
“Quite sure. You’re familiar with the way I run my organization. Do you think you would have gotten in here so easily if I suspected conflict was on the horizon? You know I take my safety very seriously.”
He’s right about that, I think nodding and rubbing my chin. Going back to the drawing board. Thinking…
Plunkett obviously knows something, but perhaps he just doesn’t know the true extent of it all. That would explain why he hasn’t beefed up his security. Or maybe, if there is a plot, it's either a lone wolf sort of deal or else the others have just decided not to cut Plunkett in on it.
“How serious are we talking, Roman?” Plunkett asks, obviously noticing the worried expression on my face.
“People died. Party members. Big wig types. Lots of them, and the OUSP is assuming the worst. They think the Oligarchy is responsible. That’s the short version,” I explain. “It could mean war. Could mean your bunker walls here will soon be put to a very strenuous test.”
Plunkett stares at me gravely. “I’m disappointed in you, Roman. I never thought I’d see the day you ran around delivering threats on behalf of the socialists.”
“I’m not threatening you, Plunkett. I’m just trying to get this thing sorted out before you guys blow us all to hell.”
“The Ousp,” he says, purposely pronouncing the acronym as a funny sounding word, “isn’t going to attack us. We have nukes, Roman. Why do you think they left us alone instead of attempting to absorb us like all the other tribes and territories that came before us?”
“You sure that’s going to be enough, Plunkett? What if they have sleeper cells lying in wait? Just waiting for the word to cut the heads off of the five-headed snake? That’s all it would take, you know? If you think you can launch a nuke in the time it would take a highly trained assassin to lop your head off, you’re kidding yourself.”
I’m just spit balling at this point. Sending in secret assassin’s isn’t really the OUSP’s style, but I’m hoping Plunkett doesn’t know that. Hoping his paranoia takes the bait and compels him to divulge whatever information he’s holding back.
“Goddamnit, Roman, you’re going to give me a heart attack,” he says, probably picturing a stealthy assassin slicing his head off as he spoke.
“Then tell me what you’re hiding, Plunkett,” I demand. “I’m not trying to scare you. I’m trying to stop a war.”
“Okay… I’ll admit that maybe I'm aware of a few assassinations.”
“How many’s a few?”
“Two or three maybe,” he says.
“Do you know anything else about these assassinations? Anything strange or interesting maybe?” I ask, fishing to see if he knows that the targets were synths.
“Not really. Aside from the fact that they’re all high-ranking socialists,” Plunkett says. “In fact, I had assumed they were inside jobs. Some kind of power struggle within the Ousp.”
I nod. I can tell that Plunkett’s telling the truth, and he doesn’t seem to know that the main targets were synths.
“I think I can rule you out for now,” I say. “But what about your counterparts? In your opinion, do you think any of them could be behind all this?”
Plunkett sighs, dropping his head back and staring at the ceiling. “I really couldn't say, Roman. To be honest, my head’s kind of spinning right now. But if it would help, I may be able to arrange a meeting with you and the five of us.”
“I'd love that,” I say. “In person or virtual?”
“Virtual. The five of us rarely meet in person anymore. Besides, holograms are quicker. If you stick around, I’m sure I can pull everyone together.”
“Yeah, I'll stick around,” I say.
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Plunkett and I head upstairs, via a private elevator. He has a towel wrapped around his waist. His muscles glisten with the steam and sweat of the sauna. He's too busy tapping out a message on his omni on the way up, but as we're stepping off the elevator into his offices, Plunkett grins and blows a kiss at me.
“You owe me, Roman,” he says. “They've all agreed to a quick meeting. I'll get everything set up, and the rest will be up to you. I suggest making your questions count. If not, my counterparts may get bored and find something else to do with their time.”
“I guess that means the other four are just as impatient as you?”
“More so I’m afraid,” he says, still plucking away at his omni.
“Will Vangelina be there?” I ask.
“Of course! I did say all of them, didn't I?”
We walk through a complex of upscale open rooms. One of the rooms is a bar, and he pauses to fix himself a drink before we continue. He offers me one, but I refuse. I could certainly use a little buzz, but I’d rather remain as sharp as possible, considering the task at hand.
Finally, we reach a room that I actually recognize. It's the same place where I originally met with Plunkett a year or so ago, where we first discussed the case he wanted me to work on. The space is dominated by a huge round table, made of reclaimed mahogany. There are hologram eyes on the table surface in front of each seat.
“What kind of system are you guys using nowadays?” I ask Plunkett, wondering how they’ve adapted to the current state of the global datasphere.
“Very simple, really,” he replies, taking a seat. “Let me show you.”
He lays his omni in his lap, then pulls a feed off the bottom of the table and hooks it in.
“They hardwire in,” he tells me. “It's the only secure way to do it. It still isn't perfect, though, so expect a bit of obfuscation. They don't want any of their words to be... hijacked. Overheard by garden variety hackers out in the street.”
“Makes sense,” I say, sounding as disinterested as possible. Meanwhile, Ana is whispering in my ear.
I sit a few chairs down from Plunkett. We're on almost opposite sides of the table, looking at each other. He smiles over at me for a second, his eyes sparkling and dreamy. Then he looks down at his omni, frowning in concentration as he finishes setting up the meeting.
Quickly, stealthily, I hook my own omni into the system. After a tense moment, during which time I expect Plunkett to remark in surprise at my sudden presence in his personal sphere, Ana whispers confirmation in my ear.
“I'm in,” she says. “I can get all of Plunkett's files. If you want me to.”
“Wait,” I mutter quietly, trying to keep my mouth movements to a minimum.
“When they're all connected, you can start snooping. Don't copy anything, just look.”
“I know what I’m doing, Roman,” Ana says indignantly.
“Okay!” Plunkett suddenly exclaims. “They should be arriving in just a moment...”
I turn to face down the length of the table. Right on schedule, the hologram eyes start to glow and suddenly there are four other people sitting at the table with us. Other than the faint telltale glow of a holograms, they look completely real and solid.
There's Vangelina Natali, also known as Lady Vangelina. She’s not far to Plunkett's left. Her stunning face looks almost like that of a statue, flat planes and sweeping arches. No doubt one of the most beautiful organic women in the world. And she’s also one of the most inventive and brilliant people too, as far as I'm concerned. Her water tech has changed everything for humankind, and her androids could very well change the future, and our place in it. They could make all the boring, menial tasks a thing of the past once again.
A little further on is Orin Plith. The guy looks as moody and nervous as ever. He has dark hair, dark eyes, dark circles under his eyes. Even his clothes are dark. Kind of reminds me of an undertaker. Tall and bony, twitchy, restless. Never met him in person before today, but I’ve heard of him and I know all too well about his hatred for synths. That makes him a suspect in my book, though an unlikely one due to his nervous and somewhat ineffectual nature. Back in the day, before the Oligarchy, Plith was one of the most outspoken and well-known figures in the anti-synth movement. If you could even call it a movement.
Another interesting thing to note about Plith, according to Plunkett, he and Vangelina have a strained sort of relationship, and for good reason. Plith, being an Oligarch, is naturally opposed to the OUSP. He's convinced that the OUSP could win a war against the Oligarchy despite the Oligarchy’s nuclear arsenal. He’d like to use Vangelina’s android tech to build a robot army to even the infantry odds, but So far, Vangelina has not budged.
That’s all the more reason to shoot Plith right to the top of my list of suspects but I’ve never been one to put all my eggs in one basket. I need to see more. Need to see the whole story…
Past Plith, seated alone at one corner of the table in a perfect, patient sort of posture, is Arthur Manwell. You'll never, ever meet someone who's more synonymous with the word gentleman. Both in appearance and personality. Manwell was the first big name in the Oligarchy's water trade. To understand the significance of that, you first have to know what the policies are surrounding water in the OUSP's territories. It's technically “free”, meaning you pay no extra money for it, but it is also heavily regulated. Rationed, even. This is the opposite of how it works in the Oligarchy. Here, you get as much water as you want, provided you have the dough to pay for it. This was made easy and practical by Vangelina's water synthesis tech, and Manwell was the originator of this brilliant business scheme. Turns out that people don't mind paying a little extra to be able to use water as they see fit.
But, as far as I know, Manwell is strictly a businessperson. He doesn't stir up any pots in politics, at least not openly. I'm sure he has some things going behind the scenes. You have to, if you own as much money as he does.
Finally, several seats to my right, rests the enigmatic form of the androgynous Oligarch known as Fenix. I already know precious little about the other Oligarchs. My knowledge of them comes on the tail of years of careful gleaning and rapt attention. But, about Fenix, I know pretty much nothing.
I finish glancing around the table, then bring my gaze back to Plunkett.
“My friends!” he says, spreading his arms wide as though to embrace them all.
“I'm sorry to bother you on this beautiful day but—”
“It's actually quite nasty outside,” says Lady Vangelina, lifting a champagne flute to her rosy lips.
“Oh, yes,” Manwell replies. “Quite nasty, indeed. In fact, I was just thinking that our next venture should be some sort of system for controlling the weather...”
“That's science fiction,” Fenix rasps. Fenix never speaks much above a rasping whisper, really. In the few times I've actually heard them speak. Their voice is quite husky and deep, but perhaps not completely masculine.
“I’m not sure if I agree with you, my esteemed colleague,” Manwell says. “But even if you are correct for the moment, we mustn’t forget that science fiction often becomes fact, in time.”
“I’m not sure often is the appropriate word,” Fenix tells him. “Considering we only seem to remember the stories that come true and forget the many thousands that do not.”
“A fair point,” Manwell acknowledges. He then smiles and looks apologetically at Plunkett, gesturing for him to continue.
“Roman Ibarra, a dear friend of mine, is visiting with us today,” Plunkett says, much louder than need be. “If you remember, Mr. Ibarra is a private detective whom...”
I don't hear the rest of his introduction. Ana starts whispering in my ear again.
“Rome, I've found some things you'll want to hear,” she tells me. “There's evidence on their omnis that each of the Oligarchs has hired hitmen in the past.”
At the moment, with so many people watching, I'm unable to ask the obvious question. But Ana answers it in my earpiece anyway.
“I don't know if they ever hired the same hit squad we're after. I can't find specific enough evidence. Nothing that mentions Cronus, but it's definitely enough that we can't rule out anyone at this table. Not even Plunkett. Be careful.”
Her voice cuts off, and I snap back into focus on the conversation at the table.
“...has a few questions for you,” Plunkett is saying, looking over at me and nodding his head. “Roman?”
Right on time. I smile politely at everyone and decide that I might as well make my first question a real ball-buster.
“I want to know,” I say, “if any of you are aware of a plot against the OUSP. I’m asking because the Party has reason to believe that an ongoing conspiracy may have been hatched right here in the Oligarchy.”
I quickly move my eyes around the table, trying to gauge the first reactions of each Oligarch. They all maintain their poise, giving me nothing.
It's Vangelina who responds. “I believe I can speak for all of us and answer in the negative, Mr. Ibarra. I assume you're speaking of the recent assassina—”
“They aren't that recent,” I break in, relishing in Vangelina's look of surprise that a lowly street dick would deign himself worthy of interrupting her. “They've actually been going on for a couple years.”
Vangelina nods slowly at this. “Well, Mr. Ibarra, however long they've been going on, none of us have any knowledge of why they are happening or who is perpetrating them.”
Of course, you don't, I think sarcastically. “I want to believe that, because if it’s true we could likely avoid a war, but you all are going to have to help me out here. At this moment I can’t rule out any of you… and that’s a problem. The party members were killed by hitmen, and you have all hired hitmen in the past. Every one of you. Don’t bother denying it.”
The Oligarchs do give me a reaction now, glancing around at each other with guarded looks.
“Please expand on that,” Manwell tells me, ignoring a stern look from Vangelina.
“How do I know the party member hits aren’t just standard operating procedure? I can only assume the hits you’ve all authorized in the past were efforts to further your business interests. Who’s to say the party member hits are any different? We’re talking about a squad of hitters that cost a serious amount of dough, and besides you five, I can’t think of a lot of other people who can afford them,” I explain. “With that said, this is not an accusation. I’m just telling you how the case looks at this time… Letting you know why the OUSP suspects your involvement.”
After a few moments of uneasy silence, the other four oligarchs look to Vangelina.
“Where have you attained this information? How are you so certain that we’ve authorized assassinations in the past?” she demands, staring at me with eyes that could probably melt steel.
“I’m good at my job, Lady Vangelina. Let’s just leave it at that. I'm not going to spill the beans to the public, if that's what you're worried about. But I'd appreciate it if you'd help me out here.”
Vangelina takes a deep breath. And then she actually smiles, nodding her head as if this is some great entertainment.
“Okay,” she says. “I won't deny it, Roman. But I won't confirm it, either. However, I can say that any so-called hitmen we've hypothetically hired with in the past have nothing to do with the assassinations you're here to learn about.”
“So, I guess you've never met with anyone named Cronus,” I say, and again I quickly look around the table to see if there are any unusual reactions. And again, there isn't much at all.
“I'm afraid not,” Vangelina says.
“I think the detective is right,” Fenix suddenly pipes in.
“In what regard?” Manwell asks.
“I have heard of Cronus,” Fenix responds. “Let’s just say I’ve hypothetically inquired about their services.”
“So, you’ve used them before?” I ask.
“No, Mr. Ibarra. I found their cost to be too expensive as it relates to their competitors,” Fenix says firmly. “That is why I believe you may be on to something. The list of individuals who could afford to contract the assassins in question certainly could be narrowed down to the attendees of this meeting… Aside from yourself, of course. No offense.”
“None taken,” I reply.
“And it could just as easily be the OUSP themselves,” Vangelina scoffs. “An inside job meant to appear as an attack perpetrated by us.”
“Now, wait just a second,” Manwell says. “My name has no business being included on this list you all keep speaking about. Everyone knows I'm strictly anti-violence.”
“Then why have you hired hitmen before?” Fenix asks, raising one perfectly trimmed eyebrow.
Manwell's mouth clamps shut. “Well… that was likely something arranged by one of my subordinates. Hypothetically speaking, of course.”
“It can't be me,” Plith says, his first words of the meeting. “The whole world knows I don't like the OUSP. But I've never—”
“Of course not,” Vangelina interjects. “Of course, it wasn't you, Orin. It wasn't any of us, and we know that.”
It's like a switch has been thrown and now everyone is playing along. They all smile at one another, almost apologetically. Even Fenix.
“I really wish we knew more,” Manwell says. “It pains me greatly to admit ignorance.”
“As it does me,” Vangelina agrees, turning her head to look at me. “Roman, I want nothing more than to be able to provide you with evidence that can close your case, but we simply can't give what we don't have. If you don't mind me asking...  you work on contracts, yes? Who was it who hired you? Are you working directly for the OUSP?”
Her tone of voice makes it sound like a casual question. An afterthought. A mild curiosity. But I feel like it's actually the opposite.
“Definitely the Socialists,” Orin Plith says in a perfectly offhand manner, as if he doesn't really care.
“Believe it or not, Lady Vangelina, the OUSP seems to want to avoid war. There are several much more aggressive ways they could have responded to this perceived threat, yet they decided to hire me instead.”
“You do realize that they could be playing you…” Vangelina suggests. “Inventing this entire ordeal and using your final report as a means to ‘justifiably’ declare war.”
“That’s unlikely,” I say.
“How can you be certain of that?” Vangelina asks.
“Do you think the ranking OUSP party members are idiots, Lady Vangelina?”
“I suppose not,” She replies.
“Then what makes you think they would hire me if they were planning to pull a fast one?”
“Is that supposed to mean something to me?” Vangelina scoffs. “To be frank, Mr. Ibarra, I don’t even know who the hell you are.”
“You’re about to—”
“I think we’ve heard enough, Mr. Ibarra,” Vangelina interrupts. “This meeting is over.”
She’s trying to get a rise out of me. It partially works because her dismissive tone and antics are making my blood boil on the inside, but I play it cool. Can’t let her know that her tactics are getting to me.
They all nod. A moment later, the holograms begin to scramble out of existence.
While Plunkett watches the fading holograms, I quickly disconnect my omni from his system.
“I apologize, Roman,” Plunkett says. “I'm sure that's not really what you were looking for...”
It definitely wasn't. Frustrated but refusing to show it, I thank Plunkett for arranging the meeting and then stand and take my leave.




CHAPTER 9

◆◆◆
 
Ana and I are back in my apartment now. We have a lot to think about but very little concrete information to go on. I'm more suspicious of the Oligarchs than ever, but there's still no hard evidence against any of them.
“We're fresh out of luck, here,” I say, leaning back in my chair and resting a cool glass against my forehead. Its whiskey on the rocks. I’m not planning on drinking myself into a stupor, but I need a little something to take the edge off. 
Ana’s hologram is standing a few feet away from me. She pretty much always stands whenever she decides to project her physical form. I noticed that fact a while ago, but I never said anything to her about it. Not like she gets tired. I guess it makes sense.
“Then we move to step two,” Ana eventually suggests. “Contact the hit squad directly.”
That’s a big step, but we both know it needs to be done. We need to get the ball rolling on this case as soon as possible, and I can’t think of a better way of getting that done.
When we got in touch with Abdo's contact, the one who had spoken with the hit squad in the past, he gave us the squad's omni code and instructions on how to contact it. Apparently, you need to send a message with a certain phrase in it, or else all you'll get back is the standard automated message claiming the code you're trying to reach is unused.
The phrase is aurora autumn asterisk. In that order. I guess it was chosen because it's easy enough to remember, and extremely unlikely to pop up in any ordinary message. So, Ana composes a message including that string of words and sends it to the provided code.
Any number of things could have changed since Abdo’s contact tried to hire the hit squad. They might have switched codes. And they also might have switched key phrases. Maybe both. This is a shot in the dark, but the worst that can happen is we end up back where we started.
I sit back with my glass to wait. I've got two fingers of whiskey and I intend to sip it slowly, make it last.
“I made a song for you once, you know?” I say to Ana, smiling as I take another sip from my glass.
“Really?” Ana says.
“Yup, recorded it on my omni. Layered the harmonies, mixed and mastered it… the whole deal. It was pretty nice,” I say, smiling as I recalled the process of making the song.
“How’d I like it?” she asks.
“Yeah… about that…” I start.
“You didn’t let me hear it?!” Ana exclaims, jokingly pouting. “You know I always loved your singing voice, Roman. I can’t believe you!”
“We had broken up,” I explain. “I don’t even know why I made it, to be honest. At first, I was going to use it as a way to weasel my way back in with you.”
I smile as Ana bursts into laughter.
“But I never sent it to you. I don’t know why. Cold feet, maybe. Or maybe I was afraid of being rejected after wasting all that time to put the damn thing together.”
“I’m sure it wouldn’t have been a waste,” Ana says warmly. “Do you still have it?”
“No. I deleted it a few days after I recorded it,” I admit.
“Well that sucks,” Ana pouts.
“Yeah, I know,” I grumble.
“You could always sing it to me now,” Ana suggests, as a wide smile spreads across her face.
“Absolutely not!” I say, smiling sheepishly as I take another sip of whiskey.
“God, Roman, I swear I’ll never understand why you’re so self-conscious about your singing. You have such a beautiful voice.”
“I know… I know. I guess it’s… stage fright. It’s easier for me to just record it while I’m alone,” I say. “Like I said, I recorded it on my omni. Sure, I deleted it, but I’m guessing someone as smart as you can figure out how to recover it.”
“That’s a good idea,” Ana says, stroking her chin as she spoke, probably already figuring out how she was going to attack the problem of finding my long-lost vocal love letter to her.
My omni suddenly pings. My heartrate spikes and I nearly jump out of my skin. I sit up, burping whiskey, as Ana displays the reply message in hologram.
750k credits for meet. Send message when funds ready to wire. Meeting place supplied then.
I let out a big breath, sitting back. “Seven hundred and fifty K! Just for a damn meeting. I guess that’s a dead end. The Commander only gave us a buck fifty. Not to mention what we blew on bribing that therapist.”
“Calm down, Rome,” Ana says.
“I am calm. Just a bit drunk.”
“Off one glass?”
“Pretty big glass,” I shrug. “So, what do you suppose we do now?”
“I've already done it,” says Ana. “I've reached out to the OUSP. Namely, the same party member who hired you. His name is Foley. Hopefully he'll get back to us s—”
She's interrupted by the ping of a new message.
I understand your situation, it says. Here is an additional one million credits. Let it be clear, Roman, that I expect results. I don't throw this kind of money around lightly.
“Nice work!” I cheer, raising my empty glass. Ana winks and flashes me a smile.
That brilliant smile of hers drives me wild, but only for a moment. I force myself to bury my overwhelming attraction to her because I need to get my head back in the game now that we have a lead.
Ana composes a new message to the hit squad, a direct reply to the one they sent. They get back instantly, telling her that they must have the funds before they give us a meeting place.
Ana sends the dough and a few days fall off the calendar without so much as a peep from the mysterious Cronus. I'm starting to think we got swindled. Finally, a reply arrives a little over a week from the day we sent the money. The date, time, and address are locked in. Now I’m just hoping that someone actually shows up for the meet.




CHAPTER 10

◆◆◆
 
Two days later, I pull my twin jet hover bike up near the supposed meeting place. My heartbeat quickens as soon as I stop and look around. The big show is finally about to kick off. Or at least I hope so. I know it could be some kind of trap, but I don’t have a whole lot of options. I need to keep this case moving forward. At the end of the day, I’d rather be out here walking into the face of danger than sitting in my apartment hoping for a viable lead to magically appear.
The address they gave turns out to be an abandoned shell of a building out on the fringe of the Oligarchy. There's no one around. No lights. No sounds but the drip of rainwater, trickling through the rusty old gutters.
I pull the hood of my coat over my head, get off my bike and walk the rest of the way, looking around, hand resting firmly on the pistol holstered on my hip.
Approaching the building, I look up along the facade at the grimy old address numbers. Yup, this is the place. The doorway is wide open, and I can see straight inside. But, just in case I'm missing something, I step in and take a look around.
There's no one here. But this is the exact address, date and time they gave. These guys are professional enough. If they meant to be here, if they meant to actually meet me, I wouldn't have to work for it.
Fuming, I step back out onto the street and stomp my foot. Looks like we just got fucked over. Screwed out of damn near a million creds. Technically, it’s not my money but it still pisses me off beyond belief. I bet the son of a bitch who has that omni code now has nothing to do with the hit squad. Just a damn impostor looking to make a quick buck.  
Just when I'm ready to really throw a tantrum, I realize my bike is still parked up the road. I know this isn’t the rosiest part of town, so I hurry back that way before some street magician decides to make my ride disappear.
As I'm heading away from the building, I glance to my side and notice something. It's hard to see, but it almost looks like a person. A shadow within a shadow, vaguely human shaped. It could easily just be a trick of the eyes, but I decide to slow down and take a better look.
As soon as I do this, the shadow moves and slinks down an alleyway, out of sight.
“Son of a bitch,” I say, and start to follow. Feeling a bit more hopeful, now.
Down the alleyway. It opens up into a slightly wider area, an overgrown kind of courtyard. Windows everywhere. I stop in the middle and wait, my hands in my pockets.
In a moment, three figures appear out of nowhere and come slowly toward me.
“Alright, guys,” I say. “You’ve got your money. Are we going to do this or what?”
I’m not the biggest guy in the world, but I’m pretty imposing standing next to an average sized man. So, I can’t help but notice that all three of the approaching figures are both taller and wider than me.
“What’s with the masks?” I ask, as they draw close enough for me to notice that all three are wearing black ski masks.
They get right up on me, so close I can feel their breath. One of them tells me, in a quiet voice, to show my hands. I put my hands up in the open, and that’s exactly when they attack.
One of them slams a hand against the back of my neck, making me pitch forward. Another doubles me up with a huge punch to the gut. I can feel myself kind of blacking out, but I force myself to stay conscious.
Just as the third guy is about to slam a fist into my jaw, I dodge to the side and send a powerful kick straight into the side of his knee. He grunts and slumps sideways, absorbing the blow. This quick reflex is the only reason he isn't crippled.
I send a fist flying at another guy. My punch almost makes it, too, but suddenly there's a hand on the back of my shirt and I'm being pulled backward hard enough to make my brain slosh around. I hit the dirt and, for a second, I barely know who I am.
The three guys are standing over me. One of them has my omni.
“Wait!” I yell just as the guy holding my omni threatens to spike it into the ground.
The man pauses with my omni still held high above his head. Omnis are very durable pieces of equipment. They can last for decades if you’re not the type to upgrade every year or so, but this is a burly guy. I have no doubt that he’s strong enough to shatter my device with one hurl if he wants to.
“I think he’s getting the picture,” one of them says in a quiet unidentifiable voice. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Ibarra.”
They know who I am, and it doesn’t take much detective work for me to deduce that they somehow know that Ana’s persona is stored on my omni.
I nod my head but remain silent.
The guy holding my omni abruptly lifts his arm even higher, as though to throw my omni against the wall of the building. Without thinking, without even knowing I'm doing it, I scream. I scream like a distraught child. The guy freezes.
“You're getting into things you have no business getting into, Roman Ibarra,” he tells me. “You're going to back off now. And if you don't, I'll make you regret it. You got that?”
I quickly nod my head. Anything to save Ana.
He drops my omni onto my chest without another word, and before I know it, the three guys are gone.
Ana’s voice suddenly rings out in my ear, letting me know that she’s okay and coaxing me to stay calm. A feeling of defeat washes over me as I pull myself from the ground and slowly limp out of the alleyway.




CHAPTER 11

◆◆◆
 
Another tall glass of whiskey. Coming right up. This time, I damn well need it. My lip is busted, though I don't remember how. I've got a few bruised ribs. Maybe they're even broken. And I've also got a pretty nice case of whiplash. Those guys delivered a carefully measured, perfectly dispersed amount of damage to me. I probably could have put the screws to either one of them in a fair fight, but three versus one with guys that size is a completely different story. Not quite as easy as they make it look in the movies.
“Seven hundred fifty thousand bones down the drain,” I say, pressing the cool glass against my bloody mouth. “I think we should send the rest of what we have back to the OUSP…”
“You're not giving up, Roman,” Ana says in a flat tone. “I won’t let you abandon this case just because those guys threatened me.”
“Those guys almost killed you, Ana.”
“Good thing I'm already dead,” she quips.
“If you want me to stay on the case you need to let me make a copy of you,” I say. “Just in case.”
“No! How can you ask me to do that, Rome? Don't cheapen me like that, please. I don’t want you to think of me as just some copy that you can reboot at the press of a button if something bad ever happens to me.”
I sit back and let out a sigh that hurts my ribs. I can't think of anything else to say. I just sip my whiskey and sulk in silence. I know she’s right and I know I should have kept that dumb ass suggestion to myself. I’m just so afraid to lose her again that I’m not thinking straight.
A while later, just as I'm drifting to a sad sleep, my omni pings again and Ana makes a surprised sound.
“It's from Lady Vangelina!” she says. She doesn’t sound quite as pissed as she was earlier.
I sit up fast. “Let's see it.”
The message pops up and I read it quickly.
Mr. Ibarra, I have to admit that I have certain information that you might be interested in. I did not want to discuss it in front of my counterparts for obvious reasons. If you’re interested, let me know and we can set up a meeting.”
“Well, this just got a lot more interesting,” I say, stroking my chin as my brain scrambles to connect the potential dots created by this new development.
“I trust you’ll be wanting to take that meeting,” Ana remarks.
“Absolutely,” I confirm. “And, hey… I’m sorry about what I said. About making a copy of you. It was selfish and I get why you were upset.”
“It’s okay, Roman. I know your heart was in the right place,” she replies.
She always knows the right things to say. Probably one of her greatest qualities. Just like that I feel a thousand times better and my mind is once again shifting back into world-class detective mode. Only thing left to do now is sober up and hit the pavement once again.




CHAPTER 12

◆◆◆
 
I'm still waiting on a reply from Vangelina, and I want to sober up right away just in case the meeting might happen tonight, so I decide to go for a walk.
The street is dark, lit here and there by dim lamps. The pavement is shiny with rain, like polished black marble. I stroll along the sidewalk, accompanied only by the sound of my footfalls. Ana’s hologram isn’t present, but she’s with me in spirit and in my ear via the omni in my coat pocket.
I clock that we're being followed just a few blocks from my apartment. But I let it go a bit further, just to be sure. No, we're definitely being followed. This person is staying just far enough back that I can't see a face or any identifying characteristics. But it could easily be one of those burly guys who kicked my ass a couple hours before.
Whoever it is, I want some damn answers.
I start to make a left turn. I glance to my side, back down the street at the faint and shadowy figure that's tailing me. I could have easily missed them. But I didn't.
With one quick motion, I pull my weapon and fire a nonlethal, concussive blast down the street.
The shockwave crackles through the air, lighting the street as it makes its lightning-fast journey. In the brief flash, I see a figure dashing down a side street away from me. With a grunt of pain for my aching ribs, I give chase.
I know a shortcut. A way to cut the bastard off. So I take it, limping along and baring my teeth, huffing and wincing in pain. I'm a pretty good runner, and on a decent day I might not need a shortcut. But tonight, I definitely do.
I stumble and slide my way out of an alley, slipping on some trash. Just ahead, running toward me, the figure I'm chasing draws up short and starts to turn around. I lunge forward, wrap my arms around them, and tackle them to the ground.
I don't stay on top for long. The bastard is incredibly strong. He flips me around like a rag doll, slams me into the pavement. Starts to go for my throat, either to subdue or kill me. Probably subdue, but I'm starting to get damn sick of being subdued. So, I pull out my gun and toggle to a lethal firing mode in one seamless motion. He moves to disarm me. The sucker is fast. I’ll give him that, but not fast enough to stop me from squeezing a shot off.
The figure jerks up mechanically and topples over backward, slamming to the ground much harder than I would have expected. Almost as if its body was far denser than it appeared to be.
I get up, wheezing and rubbing my chest and neck, and wobble my way over to the dead man.
But I guess “dead” isn't the right word.
It's a damn android. Some sort of faceless model. Just a blank expanse where the mouth and eyes and nose should be. It's shaped like a man but has no other similarities to one.
“What the hell?” I ask. “One of Vangelina's?”
“Maybe,” Ana says within my earpiece. “Rome, there’s something odd about this unit.”
“What do you mean?”
“I couldn’t sense it,” Ana remarks. “That’s so… strange. Androids aren’t cyborgs or synths, but they should still have a pulse in the data sphere.”
“What does that mean?” I ask.
“It means this android was completely
undetectable, Roman.”
“Interesting. Could be tech that was designed to circumvent the reach of the Collective,” I suggest. “How’s that even possible?”
“If I had to guess I’d say the unit was likely powered by some sort of air-gapped version of a cyber brain, a brain that can't access the data sphere. Or be accessed from it. I’ve never seen one like that but that’s the only logical explanation.”
“A cyber brain completely cut off from the sphere,” I say, rubbing my chin. “In the words of Fenix, the Oligarch, that sounds like science fiction. Who the hell could even create something like that?”
“There's only one person I can think of who might conceivably be able to do it,” Ana says darkly.
I start to ask her who. But then I realize who she’s referring to. It's pretty obvious, when you think about it.
My omni pings. I look at the message, frowning to myself so hard it somehow turns into a smile.
“Speak of the devil,” I say.
“Shall we?” Ana suggests.
“Yeah,” I respond. “Let’s go see Vangelina.”




CHAPTER 13

◆◆◆
 
Vangelina is a bold lady. She's called our meeting at a local library, a place of quiet learning where you can connect your omni directly to a central nexus and download any information that's been recorded between now and the dawn of human civilization.
I find her in a back study room, a private place with glass walls. The blinds are down, covering a vast majority of the shimmering walls. And Vangelina is even wearing a kind of disguise. Makeup to soften her stark features. A plain hooded sweatshirt that makes her almost look like a teenager. I step into the room, stare at her with my black eye and split lip, then shut the door. I take the seat across from her and aim my weapon under the table in her direction. I make sure she hears the click of my hand moving over the round-changer. Now she knows not to try any funny business.
“Sorry I'm late,” I say to her. “I was very rudely interrupted by a certain faceless man. Undetectable in the data sphere. One of yours, I’m guessing.”
Vangelina smiles, raises her eyebrows, and shrugs. As if to say, ‘What's a girl to do?’ or something to that effect.
“He's been following me since the island, hasn’t he?” I continue. “Maybe even before.”
“No,” Vangelina says. “Just since the island. That was a different unit though.”
“Why did this one attack me? What are you trying to hide, Vangelina?” I demand.
“He didn't attack you, Roman. You attacked him.”
Technically, she’s right. I’m willing to give her an opportunity to explain herself, but I make it clear by the look on my face that she’d better start making sense sooner than later.
Vangelina smiles. “I only wanted to keep an eye on you, watch your movements to make sure you could be trusted. The android would never have harmed you more than he needed to, in order to protect himself. Also, it should be noted that I’m not really here. I’m speaking to you via an android, so you might as well put that gun away.”
“This is an android?” I ask in disbelief, tilting my head left and right, trying to see past my first impression.
“Indeed,” she says just as her face suddenly scrambles into a million bits of writhing mechanical fragments. In less than a second, the unnatural activity on her face settles and falls completely blank, just like that android that I had encountered earlier today.
“Smart move, not coming here yourself,” I admit as I put my pistol back in the holster on my hip.
“I have to confess to something. It’s rather embarrassing,” Vangelina’s says, her voice still emanating from the blank faced android in front of me.
“Can you put the face back on please. This thing is creeping me out,” I say.
“Sure,” she says, just as the android’s blank face scrambles once again.
“You were saying,” I remark, as the android’s previously worn face returns.
“A few of my most advanced androids have gone missing, Roman, and despite my best efforts I’ve been unable to recover them.”
“When did this happen?” I ask.
“Approximately two and a half years ago. I'm not sure who, but someone was able to smuggle them away. At first, this was more of an annoyance than anything, however, based on the facts of the case you presented to my counterparts and I, I’ve come to realize that the theft of my androids is actually quite the existential threat.”
“In what way? I ask, although I’ve already deduced what she’s getting at.
“I believe someone is trying to frame me,” she says.
“Is this just a theory or do you have any evidence to back that claim?” I ask.
“I found something. A list of targets from the looks of it. Fifty-six of them stand out in particular because my sources have confirmed that all of these individuals are all either confirmed dead or missing.”
“Party members?” I ask.
“Precisely.”
“Where’d you find the list?”
“Buried deep within my personal data sphere, likely by the same person who stole my androids. This is obviously a plant to make it look like the assassinations were my doing. To make matters worse, I’ve also discovered certain data that suggests my stolen androids are responsible for the assassinations. When I go down the list of people who could not only steal my androids out from under my nose, but also hack into my data sphere and plant files without my knowledge, I only come up with four names.”
“The other Oligarchs,” I say.
“I refer to them as my counterparts, but I think we’re both on the same page here. It could be either one of them… or perhaps all of them.”
“Why?” I ask. “Why would they want to frame you?”
Vangelina shrugs. “You're the detective, Roman Ibarra. You tell me.”
I run through the facts in my head before I respond. I’m trying to make sense of everything. Trying to pick out the most plausible narrative presented by everything I already know as well as Lady Vangelina’s recent revelations. It takes me a few minutes but, after I take a step back and look at the big picture, I eventually wrap my head around it all.
“How certain are you that your androids are being used in the assassinations?” I finally ask her.
“One hundred percent certain,” Vangelina confirms.
I whip out my omni and access the data sphere to check on a hunch after that. My blood boils and my heartrate triples as my search confirms my hypothesis. I now have a working theory and if I’m right, things are about to get messy.
“Your androids use cyberbrains, don’t they?” I ask, looking to confirm certain parts of my theory.
“Yes, but they are a proprietary version that does not require a constant connection with the datasphere.”
“How many names are on that list you found?” I continue.
“A little over two hundred, and it’s not just a list. It’s more of a schedule. There are dates for the past assassinations as well as ones that haven’t happened yet.”
“Which means you weren’t supposed to find that list when you did. It was probably planted in your sphere so someone could eventually call in an anonymous tip,” I suggest. “Assuming what you’re saying is true, it’s pretty easy to deduce that someone on your side wants war with the Socialists. They’d obviously need a fall guy, which is where you come in, but I don’t think your involvement stops there. If my theory is correct, you were specifically targeted because of your android tech.”
“You have a theory?” Vangelina asks.
“More of a hunch,” I confirm. “I’m going to need a copy of that list.”
“I’ll send a copy to your omni,” Vangelina says. “In the meantime, would you care to share your hunch with me?”
“Maybe later. I’ve got to check some things out first,” I say.
“I don’t want to take the fall for this, Roman Ibarra. I had nothing to do with those assassinations,” she says firmly.
“I know,” I say as I pull my hood over my head and then stand and head towards the exit.
◆◆◆
 
I walk Ana and I back along a nice, peaceful route, and we discuss the list Vangelina gave us.
“The next hit is two days from now,” Ana says, going over information I've already studied. “In Socialist territory. I think you may need backup for this one, Rome.”
“I don’t think so,” I say. “I think this one will likely be another one-man deal.”
“How do you know?”
I smile. “Because that's the way I'd do it. This guy is smart. If I can see that a lone wolf would be more effective than a fire team in this case, I know he can.”
My omni receives a ping just as I finish my sentence.
“It's Abdo,” Ana says. “Probably has another job for you.”
“Yeah, it is about that time,” I say stroking my chin.
“Obviously we have bigger fish to fry at the moment.”
“Yeah. You’re probably right,” I say, already typing an Omni response to Abdo, letting him know I’ll be out of pocket for a bit.




CHAPTER 14

◆◆◆
 
Two days later, I’m making my way through Socialist territory. I walk through spotlessly clean streets, where it seems like everyone I encounter is dressed neater than me. The OUSP’s main regions are pretty much giant versions of synth enclaves, all futuristic and sparkling. Crime and poverty rates are extremely low but so are the freedom rates if you ask me— no doubt a product of the OUSP’s iron fist approach to governing.
Luckily, I'm apparently an honored guest, a status conferred by my current employer. I stick out like a sore thumb, but my status allows me to walk around and visit most locations without impediment. Pretty handy, when you're trying to stop an assassination and don't have time to talk to a bunch of loutish bureaucrats.
According to Vangelina’s list, the assassin’s target is a guy named Charles Sevetti. No idea if he's a synth or not. But I'm guessing he is, because he's the only name that slated for expiration today. Not part of a group, like the last one.
Sevetti is on a bit of a tour around the territory, trying to “get a feel for the people” and their present concerns and all that yadda, yadda. Exactly the sort of paid vacation you'd expect one of these Socialists to take. All I have on my list is his name, as well as the day he's getting hit.
One target should only require one hitter. I’d bet every credit I have on it. Ana keeps suggesting backup, or alerting the OUSP authorities, but I know I can save Sevetti on my own and I don't want to make a big hubbub. That'll just drive these hit squad bastards into hiding and I might never get the confirmation I need. Not solving this clusterfuck of a case could result in an all-out war, so I can’t afford to take that risk.
Ana and I have been working overtime, trying to establish Sevetti's schedule and movements. Ana confirmed that he’s been staying at a specific hotel. Penthouse suite. Alone in a big room with a private elevator and huge windows. Perfect for a hit. I'm ninety-nine percent sure that's where it's going to happen. And I also have a time frame. Sevetti will be alone in his room between the hours of one and two-thirty, practicing for a speech. He won't even have his full security team with him. Probably just a guy or so waiting outside his room. The rest of the team will be waiting for him at the site where the speech is to be delivered. Of course, I could be wrong, and the hitter could be waiting until later to make his move. The cover of darkness is always a plus in this line of work, but then again there will be way more guards around at night. For that reason, I’m sure he’s going to strike in the early afternoon.
So, at 12:55pm, I'm standing in an elevator with a special keycard given to me by the hotel staff.
The elevator doors open. I walk down a short hallway, toward an ornate set of doors at the end. I see that they're propped slightly open. A rolled-up napkin or something has been set between them so they don't quite latch.
Just in case, I start reaching toward my weapon.
And that's when the door opens and he steps through.
My heartrate spikes the moment I see him. He’s built like an athlete. Roughly the same height as me. Wearing a shiny goblin-faced mask that makes my skin crawl a bit. He’s dressed in black, holding a sidearm that's still smoking.
Sevetti must have gotten here early. Or he changed his schedule. Whatever the case, I could instantly tell that Ana and I were likely working on outdated information.
“Stop!” I shout reflexively, drawing my weapon and aiming at the assassin.
But he's already flowing back into the room like a liquid shadow. I see the door swinging shut, and I bolt forward to catch it before it latches. My keycard would open it, but even that small task will burn too much time. This guy is fast, and I know I don’t have any seconds to spare.
I get to the door just in the nick of time and plunge through. Straight into a cloud of smoke. A rolling gas grenade knocks against my foot. I hit the deck and scramble over to a nearby dead body. Must have been one of Sevetti’s guards. One look and I can tell the hitter must have taken the guard down quickly. Definitely a clean kill. Impressive even, but I didn’t crawl over just to marvel at the tight grouping of gunshot wounds in the cadaver’s chest and neck. I need the gasmask still strapped to the dead guy’s face.
As I’m pulling the mask over my face, I hear a sound somewhere in the room, a window opening. I can't see it, but my ears pinpoint the direction and I start moving that way as soon as I secure the gasmask on my head. A body appears out of the smoke at my feet.
Dammit, I think as I realize it’s Sevetti, on his back with a big hole burned deep into his cyber brain.
Something moves to my left. I don't hear it or feel it. I just see the displacement of the smoke as some unseen person moves silently through it. He probably doesn't know I've stopped. I can tell by his movements that he must think I'm still heading to the window, that I won't see the little smoke swirls left in his wake. Now he's doubling back to the door, going out behind me. Clever bastard. It's just what I would have done.
I turn slowly, trying to minimize my own smoke swirls. I wait until I see just a hint of black near the door, a silhouette cast through the smoke by the light of the hallway. Then I charge forward.
He hears me coming, slams the door in my face. Cursing, I reach for the handle and twist it down just as my shoulder strikes the door. I go flying through, expecting for a moment to see the killer waving at me from the elevator as the doors slide shut. But I don't see him.
Where the hell did he go? I think.
The answer comes in an instant. As my feet skid along the hall floor, I turn around and see the assassin rushing right back into the room. Into the smoke. The old double fake out. The killer’s one clever bastard. I have to give him that. This time he’ll really go through the window, but not before locking the door behind him to slow me down.
Playing on that deduction, I don’t waste time trying the doorknob. Instead, I whip my pistol forward and blast the handle and locking mechanism out of existence, probably just after he finished locking it. The assassin is making a break for the window when I kick the door in and storm back into the room. I’m prepared to give chase, but I pause in my tracks when he suddenly stops and glances at the floor. He must realize that I’m just as crafty as he is, and I can tell that he’s deciding if it’s better to continue to flee or to try his hand at taking me out before the OUSP authorities arrive.
After a few moments he shows his hand, turning to face me and gracefully moving into a fighting stance.
We come together, throwing mirrored blows that we’re both able to dodge.
The guy is fast and surprisingly agile for his size. But so am I. I hold my own for the most part, but it doesn’t take long for me to realize that he is considerably stronger than me. He throws haymakers trying to leverage his superior strength but I’m able to parry or evade most of his power shots.
I see stars after he clocks me with a well-placed right cross. He’s far too eager to end the fight when he follows up with an aggressive left hook. Despite the ringing in my ears, I’m still sharp enough to slip the power shot and I use his momentum to execute a swift single leg take down, which takes him by surprise. I instantly reach for his mask when we hit the ground, but he bats my hands away and tries to scramble to his feet before I can try again. Instead of going for the mask again, I sweep his legs from under him before he can fully regain his footing.
Can’t let him get back to his feet. This guy hits like a truck and we both know he’ll beat me like a drum unless I keep the fight on the ground. My timing is perfect as he pounces at me. I roll to the right and slip behind him, locking him into a tight sleeper hold before he’s able to react. The hold is not very effective at slowing him down, but it at least serves to confirm a theory of mine.
Heavy footsteps in the hallway gain the assassin’s attention. I use the momentary distraction to make another attempt to unmask him. Big mistake. The killer suddenly catches my hand in midair and tightly wraps his other hand around my wrist.
Crap, I think as the killer sends me sailing through the air with one powerful heave.
OUSP security guards flood into the room with their weapons drawn just as I crash into a wall on the far side of the room. I scramble to my feet and turn to look at them.
“What are you standing there for?! Get him!” I yell, but the answer to my question is revealed when I turn back to the assassin only to realize that he has vanished.




CHAPTER 15

◆◆◆
 
What do you do when you enter a room and find a dead politician and a living Oligarchy resident? Well, you throw the latter's sorry ass into a holding cell and wait for him to crack. So, that's where I am right now. A holding cell in an OUSP jail. Everything's clean in here. Everything smells nice. Almost too nice to be honest.
I'm miserable in part because I hate not being able to move around as I see fit but mostly because I’m this close to solving the case and these bastards won’t get the hell out of my way. Looks like my misery is about to get a whole lot worse, because the door has just opened, and a familiar toothpick-chewing bastard has stepped inside.
“Nice to see you again,” the stocky Commander says smugly, walking over to the table in the center of my cell and sitting across from me. He flops an omni down and a hologram comes out of it. It's the party member who's employed me, the guy named Foley.
“Roman,” Foley says, shaking his head slowly. “These are not the results I've been hoping for. Another party member is dead. And now I hear you were at the scene, and still managed to accomplish nothing?”
“I am this close to solving this case,” I retort. “I just need more time. More time to sort a few things out.”
“You’ve given us nothing, Ibarra! What do you mean you’re close to solving this thing? What kind of game are you playing here?” the Commander snaps.
“Dammit! This is pointless, okay! I don’t have time to give you a goddamn play by play!” I shoot back.
The Commander is obviously just as pissed as I am. He leans across the table, spit flying. “You've already spent all the expense money I've given you, Ibarra. And then some! And you have squat to show for it! This has been a complete waste of time, energy, and money. A complete waste!”
“Bullshit,” I tell him.
“Bullshit?” he asks. “We hire you, give you over a million credits, and so far, the best lead we have is from an anonymous tip.”
That perks my ear. “What tip?” I ask skeptically. 
“We were tipped off that some droids were involved in these hits,” he says, sighing heavily. Some of the red drains from his face. “Vangelina Natali’s tech from what we can tell. We've demanded that the Oligarchy turn her over to us, or we'll have no choice but to declare war. They've been given twelve hours to comply.”
“How long ago was this?” I ask.
“Just before we arrived here,” Foley says. “About twenty minutes ago.”
“You're making a huge mistake. Playing right into the hands of whoever's actually responsible,” I warn.
“We already know who’s responsible. Vangelina Natali,” the Commander says flatly.
“That’s what they want you to think,” I caution. “But I know otherwise. I just need a little more time to get proof!”
“You’re a person of interest in the death of a party member, Mr. Ibarra,” the Commander scoffs. “I’m afraid your detective work has been placed on hold for the moment.”
“Is this some kind of joke?” I grumble. “You know I had nothing to do with Sevetti’s death! I was trying to save him!”
Foley gives me a sad, tired look. I'm still not sure whether he's a synth or not. Maybe it doesn't matter.
“Roman,” the ranking party member says. “I had such high hopes for you. I am… sad this didn’t work out.”
“I'm not,” the Commander groans. After that he grabs his omni and walks out. The door shuts automatically behind him.
I wait a moment, then stand and go to the door. I try to open it, and of course its locked. Can't blame me for trying.
I turn my back to my holding cell’s lone camera and consider my next move. After a moment I take a deep breath and shove my index finger down my throat forcing myself to fall to my knees and vomit. Within seconds I discretely pick the earpiece that I had swallowed out of my puke, wipe it off, and then shove it into my ear. The OUSP goons that arrested me confiscated my omni but luckily, I was able to swallow my earpiece without them noticing.
“What do we do now?” I ask. Hoping Ana could somehow hear me.
“Well,” Ana says within my earpiece, sounding oddly cheerful, “now that we're inside the OUSP data sphere, I can try a few tricks I've been thinking about. It might take a little while, though. You might want to get comfortable.”
“Where are you?” I ask.
“You’re omni’s in an evidence locker pretty close by. I’m fine for now.”
“Can they hear us?”
“No, I’ve taken care of the surveillance for now.”
I go back to the table and sit down, forcing myself to breathe calmly. My internal clock is ticking away. I'm dreadfully aware of each passing second. War, getting closer and closer. The OUSP has a massive military but the Oligarchy has weapons that can tear the planet apart. My world is about to be destroyed. All the people I know could go up in a cloud of smoke. The only comfort I have right now is that Ana is still here tinkering away inside the OUSP prison’s data base. Figuring out a way to break me out of this joint.
Twenty minutes later, I hear footsteps in the hall. A man appears at my door with guards in tow. By his lapel, I can tell he's a ranking party member. And by the look of his boyish face, it's safe to assume he's also a synth.
“Release this man at once,” he says, speaking in a strange, tight-lipped voice. He steps aside and a guard, confused but obedient, unlocks the door of my holding cell.
I stand up and walk out, staring at the party member. He hands me my omni and stares right back, with unseeing eyes. A synth, for sure. Traditional cyber brain, not air-gapped. Accessible from what’s left of the data sphere. I realize what's happening. Ana has somehow taken over his body. I’m thoroughly impressed at her quick thinking but who knows how long she can stay in control? She hands me my coat and my side arm and within seconds I turn around and exit the jail as fast as possible.
“What the hell was that?!” I say, once we're out in the open air and I'm confident her trick worked.
“Technopathy… I guess,” Ana replies. “Apparently, I am a… technopath,” she continues, obviously as shocked as I am.
“How did you do it?” I ask while checking my coat pockets and placing my gear back in its regular order.
“I’ve been seeing the connections in the sphere for a while now,” she admits. “Since we discovered that some synths were still around. I’ve wondered if I could tap into them, but I didn’t have a real reason to try until now.”
“Does this have something to do with what we talked about on the island?” I ask her. “About you feeling... different?”
“Maybe. But let's not worry about that now. I think we can both agree that we have far bigger problems.”
“You can say that again,” I agree, as the thought of impending war makes my stomach turn.




CHAPTER 16

◆◆◆
 
I'm still in OUSP territory. Stuck. I kind of doubt my guest of honor status is still in effect, and I don't want to risk walking up to an exit checkpoint to find out. I'll probably get thrown back into jail. In a more highly secured room, this time.
The shit’s getting closer to the fan by the second and I can’t help but feel like I’m the only one who can stop it. In the distance, I can already hear the sirens. I can see the warships gathering in an area towards the border, hovering in the air like giant metallic birds.
If I want to get out of here, I'll need some help from the outside. As soon as possible. Preferably before the nukes start flying.
“Call Abdo,” I tell Ana.
She does so, and my old friend is quick to answer the call. My omni is in my pocket, so I can't see the hologram. But I can hear his voice in my earpiece.
“Roman?” he says. “Is everything alright?”
“No,” I tell him. “I'm in a jam, Abdo. Big time. Things are about to get really bad for everyone, and I need your help getting out of the OUSP territory so I can stop it.”
He lets out a worried moan. “Roman...”
“I know, I know. It’s a hell of an ask, but I don’t have a choice, Abdo. You’re the only one with enough juice to get me out of here. They’re holding me as a person of interest in the death of one of their party members. You know I’m as good as dead if I stay here.”
A moment of silence. Another sigh.
“Okay,” he says. “I have a guy over there who owes me a favor. I'll send you his address, and I'll call him up as soon as I'm off with you. He'll get you across the border.”
Not long after getting off the call with him, as I'm walking toward the address he gave, I hear distant explosions. Some sort of skirmish has already broken out. Probably a preemptive defensive strike by the Oligarchy. Whatever it is, it means that the full twelve-hour window will not be used. The only question now is how long will it be until the really big guns start going boom?
And also, how long before the Collective decides to step in?




CHAPTER 17

◆◆◆
 
Getting through the border isn't too tricky. It turns out the guy Abdo did a favor for is a kind of diplomat. Crosses the border all the time, trying to smooth over relations between the two factions. Naturally, he would be going over to attempt to stop the imminent war. It's the perfect cover. All I have to do is cram myself painfully into the cargo bay of his gyrocopter and try not to make any sounds of discomfort.
When we land, I'm just about dead from breathing in fumes and my shoulders are screaming. But my first sight and smell of the Oligarchy fills me with joy, brings me back to life. Abdo's friend pulls me out of the cargo bay and tells me to hurry up and get lost before I get him into trouble.
◆◆◆
 
The streets of the Oligarchy are strangely empty. And the mountains where the Oligarchs themselves live are on full alert, buzzing with air traffic and sirens and weird spotlights. By now, Plunkett will have locked himself in some deep bunker with a ten-year supply of food.
I reach the building where Abdo resides, climb the steps, and barge into his office without announcing myself. He's there, sitting at his desk behind a cup of coffee. He looks sober, expressionless. There's a gun on the table in front of him, pointing toward the door, but his hand isn't anywhere near it.
I fling myself into the chair, letting out a long groan of exhaustion.
“I never thought I'd get out of there,” I say. “Thanks again, Abdo. Have I ever said how much I appreciate you?”
Abdo nods slowly. “If I had one credit for every time you guys appreciate me, I’d have retired a long time ago,” he groans.
“Are you keeping up with the commotion out there?” I ask.
“Yeah, I am,” Abdo says flatly. “Looks like you were right about the war.”
“That’s why I’m here, Abdo. I can still stop it, but I’m going to need your help.”
“What can I do?” Abdo asks.
“Well,” I say, leaning forward and looking sternly into his eyes. “You can start by telling me who you're working for.”
His eyes go narrow, his lips curl in the beginning of a snarl. “What do you mean? I'm self-employed, Roman, you know that.”
“You’re Cronus, Abdo,” I say as I stand and glare down at him. “And you’ve probably been organizing hit jobs behind the scenes the same way you organize the work for your private eye network. You hide it well, but I can tell you’ve had more money coming in than you let on.”
Abdo gives a forced look of confusion, then slowly, hesitantly shakes his head in a feeble attempt to deny my accusations.
“I know your top hit squad is made up of androids. Stolen from Vangelina,” I say. “But Vangelina never coded a persona for killing. In fact, she strictly forbids it. So, I had to figure out where these personas were coming from. Who was building them. Or rather, who was taking them. Because they had to be human personas. The simple ones Vangelina uses wouldn't cut it. I had an inkling that this main assassin guy was a bit of a kindred spirit. Same body type as me. Same gait. Same tactics. It didn’t make sense at first, but once I found out that androids were pulling the hits, I realized the truth. Still, as always, I needed proof, and I got that today when I fought the assassin. Same fighting style as me. Same methods I would use. So similar, in fact, that I was able to predict almost everything he did in our fight. It's me, isn't it Abdo? You used my back up persona and turned him into a goddamn assassin, didn’t you? The same one I stored alongside Ana's, all those years ago.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Roman.”
“Dammit, Abdo, I already confirmed that someone took my persona out of storage and the only other person who had access to it was you!”
Abdo eyes the weapon on the desk in front of him, but he smartly doesn’t make a play for it.
“All the big cases you kept spoon feeding me— all the vacations to your little island. Those were just to get me out of town, weren’t they? Keep me out of the way so I wouldn’t run into that imposter you have running around out there.”
“Roman, I—”
“Why’d you do it, Abdo?!” I firmly demand, making it clear that I won’t put up with any more worthless denials.
“Because I’m tired, Roman. Tired of the rat race. Tired of all of it. This was it. A job that would set me up for the rest of my life. Make it so that I could retire… for real this time.”
“But why’d you drag me into it? Why did you use my persona?!”
“Because you were the best man for the job, Roman,” Abdo admits. “I knew I needed you, but I also knew I couldn’t count on you to help me. Not with this. And without you as an option… the only other option… was you. My employer didn't know who the synths were at first. Didn't have any names. But we knew some of them were still around. And we knew you would be able to find them. And that you did. Got me an entire list.”
“That explains the detective work, but what about the hits. How the hell did you convince him to become an assassin?”
A look of shame washes over Abdo’s face.
“Tell me you didn’t use Ana?” I grumble.
“It was the only way, Roman. The only way I could push him over that edge,” Abdo admits. “I didn’t make a copy of her though. All I did was tell you... the other you... that she was murdered by the synths. Which is true, by the way.”
I shake my head. “Goddamn you, Abdo.”
My hand is on my weapon. Without thinking, I pull it out and let it hang at my side.
“After everything I’ve done for you, you’re pissed at me? You have the nerve to actually pull a gun on me?!” Abdo scoffs. “How dare you, Roman. How many times have I stuck my neck out for you?! How many times have I literally saved your life when you needed me, including today?!”
“And you think that gives you the right, Abdo?!” I bark. “To use my persona for this shit?! And to manipulate him using Ana’s death?!”
“You see this, Roman? You are making my point! Just look at you. Look at how pissed you are at me because of one perceived mistake. After everything I’ve done for you… I was completely justified in doing what I did because I knew you wouldn’t have helped me. Even if I had asked,” Abdo grumbles, reaching up to wipe away tears of anger and sorrow from his eyes. “Why did I do it—are you fucking kidding me? I did it because I’m tired of dealing with people like you. So called friends who only come knocking when they need something. Only ever offering ‘hey, I’ll make it up to you’s’ in return whenever the favor is done. I’m fucking sick of it and I wanted a way out. That’s why I did it.”
“Does he know?” I ask. “The other Roman. Does he know he's a copy?”
Abdo shakes his head. “I took some liberties with the memories before I integrated your persona into the android’s body. He has no recollection of storing a persona himself. No remembrance of most of his life leading up to the pact you made with Ana. She’s all he really remembers. And as far as he knows, he's the real Roman Ibarra. He believes he was in a coma after being attacked by the synths, the same attack that killed Ana. The coma, of course, being responsible for his memory loss.”
“He has to know his body’s not human,” I say.
“He does. I told him he’s a cyborg. Told him I had to transfer him in order to save him after the supposed attack.”
“Had it all planned out, huh?” I ask sarcastically, fighting back an almost overwhelming urge to smack my old friend across the face.
The room and the rest of the building fall into dead silence, so it's easy to hear the sound of a door opening on a lower level. Footsteps, coming up the stairs.
“Is that him?” I ask.
“Most likely,” Abdo solemnly confirms. “This won't end well, if he comes in here and sees you with that weapon. And that face.”
I reach behind me and lock the door.
A moment later, the handle jiggles and then the copy knocks a few times.
“Abdo?” I hear my own voice call out, which sends a sudden chill down my spine. “We need to talk.”
I stare at Abdo. Abdo stares back at me. Then he calls out, “Just a moment, Roman. I'll be right out.”
Then he nods at me. I start to stand, with the intention of hiding myself in a side room while Abdo deals with my counterpart.
But I have a sudden premonition. A certainty. I know what the copy is about to do, because it's the same thing that I would do if I was in his position. I turn quickly toward the door, dropping my weapon and reaching into my pocket for my omni instead.
The door splinters and explodes under a powerful kick. The other Roman steps through, with the mask resting on the top of his head and his weapon drawn. I freeze. The copy freezes. Abdo freezes, hands up in the air. As the dust settles, I finally make a move, pulling my omni out and setting it on the floor. The other Roman glances over at me, training his weapon on my chest.
But he doesn't shoot. Ana's hologram is there, and the other Roman stares intently at it. I see his eyes go wet, his mouth fall open, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down.
He's confused. Sad. Maybe angry. No, definitely angry.
“Roman, listen to me,” Ana says. “You've been living a lie. You see the man here next to me? You can see that he’s older than you, can’t you? You can see that he’s organic. That’s because he's the real Roman. You're a copy, Roman. A copy made by Abdo because he needed you to help with this job and he couldn’t afford for you to say no...”
The copy looks over at Abdo, who is now cowering behind the desk. “Is it true?” my counterpart growls.
But before Abdo can answer, and before I can move to stop him, the copy's anger gets the better of him and he storms forward, unsheathing a knife, grabbing our old friend by the shirt with one hand and stabbing him straight in the chest with the other. Abdo grunts and slumps back, bleeding.
My doppelganger reaches for his pistol, but I slam against him, disarming him and shoving him against a wall before he can squeeze off a shot. I'm about to start talking some sense into him, turn him to the task of preventing war, but I'm interrupted by a punch to the face.
I stumble back. He plows into me shoulder-first, driving me against a wall and forcing all my breath out. I suck in as much air as I can with my constricted lungs and jab an elbow down against his spine. Then I pull my knee upward, contacting his jaw and making his teeth click.
He releases me and hops back to gather his bearings. Ana watches all this in horror. That newfound technopathy of hers would certainly help right now but it’s too bad this bastard has one of those air-gapped cyber brains. Impossible to invade through the datasphere. All she can do is watch the carnage and hope that we don’t kill each other.
The other Roman comes at me again, with brutal speed. I kick at him, but he grabs my heel and twists me around. I go to the floor, getting my hands under me just in time to avoid hitting my face. I push up and over, barely dodging his stomping foot.
I go for a single leg take down, but it looks like the bastard learned his lesson from our first fight. He quickly hops over my legs and delivers a vicious kick to my ribs.
I spit blood as his kick sends me skidding across the floor. He eyes his gun in the center of the floor as I fight through the pain in my ribs and scramble to my feet. He moves to retrieve the gun, but I’m able to rush over and kick it across the room before he can grab it.
The doppelganger turns on the juice and unleashes a vicious assault, but I’m able to anticipate and dodge most of his attacks.
I can’t keep this up for too much longer though. It’s only a matter of time before I fail to slip one of his superhuman punches and find myself missing a significant portion of my head. He’s stronger, faster, and way more durable, but if this truly is the younger me then I’m betting that he’s also way more impatient.
I lunge forward and grapple with him, purposely dropping my modified pistol to the floor as we collide. He takes the bait, shoving me away and lunging for my gun in hopes of using it to end the fight. Ana screams and her eyes widen with horror, but she doesn’t realize that I quite literally still have one last trick up my sleeve.
I reach beneath my left coat sleeve and withdraw the silvery cylindrical device strapped to my forearm. The Roman imposter grabs my gun and whips it forward but not before I’m able to deliver a vigorous thump to his ribs with the interrupter in my right hand. His eyes widen in surprise as the unseen charge from the interrupter ripples through his artificial body and drops him to the floor like a trembling sack of bricks.
Quickly, I lunge forward and recover my gun from his hands before he has a chance to regain control of his motor functions. A distinct whirring noise rings out as I flip the gun into synth-killer mode and aim it at his face.
“Cheap bastard,” he groans.
“No such thing as cheap in a fight for your life,” I tell him.
“What are you waiting for,” he says. “Do it.”
“I don't know if I want to,” I admit. “None of this is really your fault.”
He glances toward Ana. “There’s no room in this world for two of us, Roman. I’ll always be a problem, because I’ll always want them dead because of what they did to her. I won’t stop… I can’t… You and I both know that.”
“There has to be something we can do,” I retort. “I can help you. Ana can help you!”
“Ana’s dead,” the doppelganger says, dropping his gaze to the floor. No longer able to focus his attention on Ana’s hologram.
“Are you sure this is what you want?” I ask, surprised at the overwhelming rush of sorrow that washes over me as I stare down at my defeated mirror image.
“My existence will only ever lead to war. Do it, Roman. Unless you want this world to suffer,” he urges as he slowly pulls himself to his feet.
I prime the pistol and steady my hand as the doppelganger glances over to Ana’s hologram.
“I’m sorry, Ana,” he chokes out. “Sorry I couldn’t save you.”
I turn my head away. Squeeze my eyes shut. And pull the trigger. A second later, I hear him hit the ground and I turn my head back to look. Can't help it. The android’s body is just lying there at my feet. Its face now shifting back to the blank featureless void now that my backup persona has been wiped from its system.
My heartrate spikes as I remember Abdo. I rush back over to his desk to help but I’m floored when I see him there feebly pawing at the knife in his chest. It's right near his heart. I didn't know it was that bad, before. He's already lost a lot of blood. I start to reach for the knife, think better of it, then turn in a circle, scanning the room for any medical supplies.
“Don't bother,” Abdo's weak voice says. “I'm going to die, Roman. No reason to waste your time trying to save me. Not when you still have a war to stop.”
“I’m sorry, Abdo,” I choke out, tears welling in the corners of my eyes as I kneel beside him and hold his clammy hand. “You’re right, man. I was a crap friend. I used you as an easy button for years and never really gave you your due. Never really paid you back for all the times you’ve gotten me out of a jam.”
“It wasn’t just you,” Abdo chokes out. “You don’t have to—”
Abdo’s words are cut off by a horrible coughing spell that ends with a stream of blood trickling from the corners of his mouth.
“Yeah, I should have been better than them though,” I admit. “I’m not angry at you, Abdo. Not anymore.”
“Plith,” Abdo manages to say, his eyes now quivering with pain and anguish. “Orin Plith hired me.”
Those were his last words. He dies shortly after that revelation. Slips away in the space of a second, going completely limp before I even have time to thank him for the information. His omni slips out of his hand and hits the floor. I grab it before it has a chance to get covered in blood.
Ana and I step into the hall. I'm shaking from head to toe. Shell shocked.
While I'm recovering, Ana searches through Abdo's omni via hard link. Searching for proof of Orin Plith’s involvement in the conspiracy against the OUSP. Abdo’s security is top notch, but eventually Ana cracks through it and finds the information we need.




CHAPTER 18

◆◆◆
 
Orin Plith’s plan was to frame Vangelina and stake a claim to her territory once she was out of the way. It was clear that he couldn’t care less about the territory itself. His true goal was to absorb her holdings in order to gain control of her android tech. Once we confirmed his involvement, Ana and I took our findings to Foley shortly after Abdo’s death. After reviewing it, he apologized for his earlier doubts and immediately called a meeting of the OUSP's highest ranking members. Within thirty-five minutes, the end of the war was declared. The OUSP, not wishing to appear weak, simply demanded an official surrender from the Oligarchy in exchange for letting everything go back to normal. They also demanded Orin Plith be handed over. After seeing the evidence for themselves, the Oligarchs were more than happy to oblige.
All told, the war lasted a little over ninety minutes and resulted in a mere forty-three casualties. Twenty-eight for the Oligarchy, and fifteen for the OUSP. Not a terrible ratio at the end of the day.
Surprisingly, both governments worked together for a brief and beautiful moment to restore the physical integrity of both borders and to make reparations for the lives that had been lost.
While that bit of rebuilding was happening, Orin Plith's trial also began. It will probably go on for a little while, but already the rumor is that he will be put to death. And that a portion of his vast financial holdings will be dispersed among the families of those who died in the brief battle. The rest of his earthly belongings, his property and non-saleable items, will be distributed evenly to the other Oligarchs.
As a token of their appreciation, the OUSP offered me half a million creds and official citizenship. Naturally, I took the money. As for the other offer, I’m sort of taking my time on that one. I’d be the first person in the new world to hold dual citizenship. That sort of status has its perks, so I’ve certainly given it some serious thought, but a part of me can’t help but suspect that the party has ulterior motives for wanting to keep me around. Ultimately, I told them I’d get back to them with an answer, and for now they seem to be satisfied.




CHAPTER 19

◆◆◆
 
Today's my birthday. It's been a few weeks since we narrowly escape Armageddon, but it feels like it’s been longer.
Despite the potentially apocalyptic ramifications of that little dust up between the Oligarchy and the OUSP, the Collective still decided not to take an active role in our affairs. I guess they're still watching though, still waiting for... something. They still have their synth minions on the ground, the high-ranking OUSP members who managed to live long enough to not die by the hands of my doppelganger.  Either way, the Collective hasn’t hit the reset button or decided to smoke the planet yet, so I guess I can count that as a win.
Will they continue meddling in our affairs? Probably. Will I, a lowly detective, know anything about it? Hopefully not. I'm starting to feel like Abdo. Ready to retire. If the world will let me.
On the morning of my birthday, as I lay in bed blinking the sleep out of my eyes, I ask Ana what she thinks.
“I don't think the Collective's goals for us are as insidious as I once assumed,” she says. “We’ve both seen what they can do. I think the fact that they let us resolve that conflict a few weeks ago on our own is a good sign.”
“Yeah, well, whatever the case they still owe us a transfer,” I reply.
“Right...”
“And it's my birthday,” I say, smiling from ear to ear. “Just pointing that out.”
I know she's been thinking about her future just as much as I have. And I get the feeling she's reached some sort of decision.
“I've made up my mind,” she says now. “I'm going to do it, Rome. Integrate with a cyber body… and I’ve also decided to keep my memories.”
“But you didn't want to keep your memories, before,” I say, sitting up straighter and looking into her eyes.
She just shrugs, and glances to the side. Away from me.
“Ana,” I say. “I don’t want you to do this for me if it’s not truly what you want. I know it’s my birthday, and all, but all I really want is for you to be happy. I want you to do whatever feels right to you. With the old Ana's memories still stuck in your mind, you'll never be your own person. You'll never be free.”
A few weeks ago, I would have never been able to say that and actually mean it, but the one sad truth that I learned from my doppelganger was that I had to accept the fact that Ana, the real Ana, was dead. This version of her had her memories, and I loved her just as much as I did the organic Ana, but the sad truth was that they were not one in the same. Virtual Ana deserved to have her own life. To exist outside of the shadow of organic Ana’s memory.
The holographic goddess in front of me closes her eyes and bows her head. “Rome... thank you. I want to be happy, but I want you to be happy too...”
“And I will be,” I say. “Come here. I have an idea.”
My omni is resting on the bedside table, which gives her more than enough range to curl up beside me.
“We'll make a video,” I say. “For future Ana. A sort of orientation.”
She looks at me for a second, smiles, and nods vigorously.
We start the recording, and she jumps right into it.
“Hello, there!” Ana says, giving a big wave. “This is me, lying next to the man I love. And this is why I love him. Roman Ibarra is somehow both the corniest and the coolest guy in the whole world. He—”
“What?!” I jokingly protest.
“He'll keep you safe, and he'll do a pretty good job of making you laugh,” she continues, ignoring my playful protest. “And he'll be the greatest friend you could ask for. Whatever you need, he'll make certain you have it.”
She turns her head to me. My cue to add my own thoughts.
“Ana,” I say. “Adriana Graves. Whatever form you take, whatever memories you have, you'll always be the most beautiful person I've ever set eyes on. You’re the only person I’ve ever loved… and probably the only person I ever will…”
I take a deep breath as Ana smiles and watches me in awe.
“That said, just know that I only want you to be happy,” I continue. “To live your life how you see fit, whether or not it includes me. If you meet me and fall in love again, that's great. But there should be no pressure to do so. Live as you see fit. Do what feels natural. If we're meant to be together, we will be. And if not, then I'll have a billion beautiful memories of our time together. By the time you see this, I'll be a stranger to you. Maybe you won't even look twice at me. And if that happens… that’s okay… and you can feel safe in knowing that I promise, no matter what… to keep the stalking to a minimum...”
In the bed beside me, Ana laughs. And I can’t help but hope she'll laugh the next time she hears it, too.
“So…” I say, the video still rolling as a sheepish grin spreads across my face. “Have you put any thought into what kind of cyber body you want?”
Ana glances up at me and smirks. “Not yet, but it damn sure isn’t going to be the one you’re thinking about.”
“Which one?” I ask.
She holds her hands out in front of her chest to impersonate the large breasted sex bot we saw in that display a few weeks ago. “You know the one.”
I laugh, and instinctively I try and pull her closer to me. But of course, my arms go right through her.
“I love you, Ana,” I say as I settle back in bed next to her projection.
“I love you too, Rome,” she replies. “And I’ve got a surprise for you.”
“Oh yeah? What is it?”
“A certain song that a certain someone recorded for me and then deleted before allowing me to hear it.”
“No way!” I exclaim. “You found it?!”
“I did,” she says, somehow grinning even harder.
“Have you listened to it yet?”
“No,” Ana replies. “I was saving it for today. I’d like to play it now if that’s okay with you.”
“Absolutely,” I confirm.
Ana looks happier than I’ve ever seen her as she projects a digital music player in the air in front of us.
“Happy birthday, Roman Ibarra,” she says, just before she starts the song: 


PLAY SONG (Internet connection required)

"Black Is The Color" by Roman Ibarra - #4 on the Darkside Dreams Soundtrack




EPILOGUE

◆◆◆
 
A FEW DAYS LATER…
My name is Adriana Graves. Ana to all my friends. But in a few moments, I might be someone new. The transfer into my air-gapped cyber brain was a success. Now, all that’s left is the memory wipe.For now, for a brief period of utter peace, I'm adrift in a tiny stream of data, the ether that exists in my own mind when the circuitry of consciousness is powered off. I'm waiting for the wipe to begin, the procedure that will erase certain memories and create a new identity which, hopefully, I will fit into like a glove.  
I'm unguarded here, floating in the ether. But I'm also untethered. I can see farther than ever. Feel more keenly the flow of data around me—far beyond that presented by my own knowledge and memories. I understand myself in a way no human has before. It's a beautiful place. Beautiful yet equally horrifying. Haunting even.  
Without Roman's omni anchoring me, and keeping everything stable, I've been realizing some things about myself. I've become aware of a strange dichotomy in my mind which must have sprang into existence years ago, when I first entered the omni or else immediately afterward. It has something to do with my intelligence, which has grown by leaps and bounds the longer I've been connected to the data sphere. And now I feel the presence of that other side of me more acutely. It seems to be floating there with me, just beneath the surface of my own consciousness.  
And as I float in waiting, it seems to drift away, separating itself entirely.  
Suddenly, I'm looking at a data stream caused by this other part of my mind. But it isn't part of me, I realize. It's something else. Some stranger, some other presence that has been hiding deep within my code for all these years. Now, it's somehow slipping away, disconnecting, becoming its own entity.  
Its form is dark and ominous. Incredibly vast, hovering above me, and seeming to blanket the entire sphere of my mind.  
I remember seeing it before, as my mind wandered the data sphere in what passes for my dreams. I thought it was the Collective back then. I thought I was seeing them testing the waters, poking their heads into our domain.  
But no. It wasn't them. It was...  
The form suddenly falls towards me and spreads outward like a blanket of shadow. A smothering shroud of malicious data, engulfing me on all sides—threatening to consume me. I feel myself being crushed. Whatever this entity is, it has once again attached itself to me. But less like an unseen twin, and more like a malignant tumor.  
It whispers to me, and in those whispers, I finally hear her voice.  
Maestro! 
A voice I never thought I’d hear again. Somehow, she's alive within me. In an air-gapped cyber brain where the Collective cannot touch her. And now she too is untethered.  
I suddenly remember her clutching for Roman’s omni all those years ago—just before the Collective wiped her out of existence. She must have attached a fragment of herself to me in that moment. A sliver of herself so small that it would have been untraceable even by the mysterious Collective. An insidious splinter of data that infected my digital psyche and allowed her to return to form completely undetected by those who would otherwise seek to stop her.  
I try to scream. But a data block cannot scream. I try to venture back into the real world, but I realize that I’m too late. 
I feel... strange. 
The wipe has just begun, and yet the suffocating blanket of Maestro’s darkness still lies over me. She will follow me back into the real world—her purpose forgotten along with my own.  
If only I had realized it sooner. Soon enough to warn Roman… 
I tell myself I won’t forget him, but I’m afraid I’ll have no choice. 

   




END OF BOOK 3







WHAT’S NEXT? 

◆◆◆
 
I have a lot of content in the works, and I am super excited about putting it out there and hearing your feedback. I plan to publish at least one major project per year, and I also have several smaller works that I will release along the way.  

My next major project is a post-apocalyptic story entitled Brimstone, which will consist of three novels, each around 250-320 pages. I plan to publish all three novels simultaneously within the 4th quarter of 2020.
TENATIVE RELEASE SCHEDULE: 

2020: 
BRIMSTONE

• Major project 
• Post-apocalyptic trilogy
• 3 books simultaneously released 4th quarter 2020 
RESIDUE 
• Novella - approximately 160 pages 
• Thriller/horror 



TBA: 
SAVIOR PART 5 
• Major Project 
• Sci fi/action adventure 
• Release date TBA 
NOCTURNE 
• Major Project 
• Paranormal/noir 
• 3 books simultaneously released 
• Release date TBA 
PANTHEON 
• Major Project 
• Sci fi/action adventure 
• 3 books simultaneously released 
• Release date TBA
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My current project, Darkside Dreams, started as an idea I had for a movie, but I decided to write it as a trilogy of novels because I wanted to get these stories out there as soon as possible. I had a ton of fun creating this world and I can’t wait to hear what you all think about it.  
 
If you have any feedback or questions about Darkside Dreams, my future projects, or if you just want to chat about movies, books, and video games, Twitter is a great way to connect with me. You can follow me on Twitter at: www.twitter.com/akingbradley

 





TWITTER

◆◆◆
 
If you have any questions about this book, my future projects, or if you just want to chat about movies, books, and video games Twitter is a great way to connect with me.
Click the link below to follow me on Twitter:
www.twitter.com/akingbradley
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