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GRAVE MAKERS

By A. King Bradley




CHAPTER 1

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




CHAPTER 2

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




CHAPTER 3

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




CHAPTER 4

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




CHAPTER 5

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




CHAPTER 6

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




CHAPTER 7

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




CHAPTER 8

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




CHAPTER 9

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




CHAPTER 10

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




CHAPTER 11

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




CHAPTER 12

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




CHAPTER 13

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




CHAPTER 14

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




CHAPTER 15

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




CHAPTER 16

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




CHAPTER 17

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




CHAPTER 18

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




SEEVA

By A. King Bradley




CHAPTER 1

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




CHAPTER 2

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




CHAPTER 3

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




CHAPTER 4

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




CHAPTER 5

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




CHAPTER 6

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




CHAPTER 7

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




CHAPTER 8

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




CHAPTER 9

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




CHAPTER 10

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




CHAPTER 11

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




CHAPTER 12

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




CHAPTER 13

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




CHAPTER 14

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




CHAPTER 15

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




CHAPTER 16

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




CHAPTER 17

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




EPILOGUE: PRELUDE TO BLACK MARBLE

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