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PART 1





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.”
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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…




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

◆◆◆
 
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.”




CHAPTER 6

◆◆◆
 
“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

◆◆◆
 
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.




CHAPTER 8

◆◆◆
 
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.
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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.












WHAT’S NEXT?
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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.
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