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"Winston Brand, you get your ass up and catch that girl." The voice rang clear in my skullset, and I had absolutely no idea what she was talking about. Either Hetty, my handler, was confused or—
Yep, I was the one with head problems.
I sat up and looked around, not knowing where in the hell I was. An empty warehouse stretched out around me, the kind that stored food on its way south to Austin. The heavy odors of gunsmoke and rotten vegetables mixed into a somewhat pleasant bouquet. Dusty light filtered through rows of windows high above on the side walls; one window had been smashed inward, leaving a scattering of glass and metal strewn across the floor. The door in the back of the building had been wrenched from its hinges while the hangar doors in the front stood imposing and strong. Still-smoking bullet holes and scorch marks covered the walls, doors, pillars, and floors.
Welcome to the Republic of Texas, a country mined from the rubble of a fallen America and forged into steel by civil war and unending corporate conflict. Technology and neglect made this country what it is. It's near as wild as it was after America wrestled it from the native civilizations. Maybe more so. It's a tough place to make a living, but it's home and on a good day it’s a bounty hunter's gold mine.
Well, I was the fastest, smoothest, toughest bounty hunter there was, but I was not exactly having a good day. Some serious fight had happened in this warehouse, and I didn't remember a damn bit of it. My head felt like a bucket of bolts was rattling around in it—I don't believe I was the winner of that fight.
I tried to cover my amnesia when I responded to Hetty. "Uh," I said. "What?" I didn't do a very good job.
"I said, get back up and track her down. That's my vacation what's getting away!"
My joints cracked in protest as I forced myself to stand. "Care to upload that memory again?" My red beard, the pride of my life, felt odd, so I ran my fingers through it. They came back sooty and with a distinct impression I was lopsided. How much memory had I lost? A day? Two? I shook my head to clear the nonsense.
There wasn't time to reminisce because a second later, Hetty started an upload. My neural implant popped to life and flooded my brain with memories. The target’s name was Lena Goodwin, daughter of the esteemed Chester Goodwin. She was eleven and wanted, dead or alive. Chester was the head of a company called Goodwin Dairy, which dealt with anything from dairy to cybernetic implants to sidearms. Getting in good with the Goodwins was enough motivation for any intelligent bounty hunter, but the reward was nothing to scoff at either. I picked up my still-smoking cowboy hat from the floor while I processed the details of the arrangement.
I blinked. "Dead or alive?" I asked, surprised that Mr. Goodwin might want his daughter back dead.
"Keep her alive, if you know what's good for you." Hetty might have been referring to getting in good with the Goodwins, but she might also have been referring to the significant bonus associated with a live retrieval.
"Ten thousand stars?"
"It ain't the night sky, but it's enough for that vacation you promised me, so get your ass in gear."
Hetty was always such a great motivator. That's why I hired her back when… Well, that memory was a bit fuzzy. A while ago. She handled the flow of information for our operation, and I handled the rough and tumble. Hetty was the perfect mix of stubborn and sweet. She just wanted a little vacation. How could I deny that?
That many stars could buy a decent trip south to the ocean—or a pile of new tech. The thought of upgraded nanomachines and some shiny eye mods put a smile on my face. I'm a modern man—a modded man. Nothing God ever gave man couldn't be upgraded and improved. Of course, I'd split the haul with Hetty if we bagged the bounty. She was one of the best-paid handlers in the business, but I often felt like I was getting a steal. Her intel was top notch and had saved my hide dozens of times. I tried to remember the last time she saved my ass, but my brain got all scrambled. All I knew for sure was she deserved a vacation.
I put on my hat and started walking toward the door. My boots rang against the hard concrete as I quickly took in the scene. My eye implants hummed in my skull, feeding me wave after wave of input, but it was up to me to interpret it all. Scuff marks around the high window revealed it as the probable main entry point for two combatants. One was heavy, the other quite light, if my assessment was correct. One left hardly a mark from the fifteen-meter drop from the window, while the other damn near left a crater. Residual heat on a column showed that the small figure had jumped and scaled it quickly, avoiding several bullets in the process. Mine, probably, but I didn't remember any of it. Gouges in the concrete showed a scuffle near the center of the sprawling warehouse, then a long skid mark led to where I'd woken up.
So, I was the big guy. Lena Goodwin might have been the small one. Why didn't I remember any of it?
I got to the door. It was heavy, steel, and bent like someone had been practicing origami. I pulled my Remington Blue Action revolver and made to step through.
Carried by a hot wind, voices reached my ears. The noise was too low for me to pick up words, but the urgency was clear. They were approaching.
"Hetty, I reckon I have company."
"Well, no shit. You know damn well it's the Roth brothers. A sweet contract like this has all the hunters out today. How hard did that little girl knock you 'bout anyway?"
"Now listen here," I said. "Ain't no little girl knocking me around. I just got a little scrambled, is all." As far as I knew, this was the truth.
"Uh-huh." There was a pause. The voices outside got a little louder. "Just be glad your employer’s boys aren't coming. They would not have been impressed by this display of competence."
"Why would they be coming?"
"Because I called them as soon as you started to engage the target."
My jaw tensed. "I'd appreciate it if you waited a bit longer next time."
"It's in the contract, hon."
"I bet."
"Just you worry about those Roth boys. I'll figure out why the boys from Goodwin didn't show."
I didn't want to face them, not in the condition I was in. The heft of my numerous sidearms felt reassuring, but my head didn't feel quite right. I tried to access the neural links to my weapons to see if they were loaded, but the signals came back all mixed. Based on the number of fresh scorch marks and jagged bullet holes, my guess was I was somewhat low on ammo. My knives were all in place, but that wasn't going to be enough against three seasoned hunters. Slung across my back were my Blue Angel shotgun and Nellie. I loved Nellie. She was the best damn needler on the market and way too good to be wasted on those Roth boys. Good black metal needles were expensive, after all. I holstered my pistol.
The far end of the warehouse was a single ten-meter-tall door, not the sort a person can sneak out of. The window was my best option, presumably the same one I'd used as an impromptu entrance. It was fifteen meters up, but between the enhanced strength of my modified endoskeleton and the pockmarked steel of the wall, I figured I could get up there pretty quickly.
I hurried to the wall, careful not to make any extra noise. The wall looked taller up close, but I didn't hesitate. I stuck a finger in one hole and started pulling myself up. Hand over hand I climbed the wall. My uncallused fingers protested at the jagged metal edges cutting into my flesh. Then my shoulders began to ache, and my whole body screamed with the pain of the climb, but I moved fast as I could, hoping it was fast enough.
The voices were close. The empty echoes of the warehouse amplified murmurs of anger and frustration. I could see the shadows move near the door.
I was almost there. My cut fingers worked their way along the torn metal, edging my heavy body closer to the window. If I could just move a little closer I'd be able to swing a leg up and pull myself outside.
My bloodied hand slipped. I hung for several achingly long seconds, cursing the pain. I knew how to make the climb, but my body refused to obey. I couldn't tell if my tech had seized up or if it was my muscles. I wasn't going to make it.
"Well, if it ain't Doctor Winston Brand, the Doc Twang himself." The voice was high-pitched and nasal. I recognized it as that of Connor Roth of the infamous Roth brothers. 
I twisted around and dropped to the floor. My impact echoed through the warehouse and sent dust flying.
Lots of things weren't working quite right in that brain of mine, but one thing I knew for sure was I did not like being called Doc Twang. That put me in a dangerous mood.
"That was another time, Roth," I said. "Got nothin' to do with why we're here."
Connor stepped closer into the room, followed by his brothers Daryl and Charlie. Daryl was an idiot—slack-jawed and slow. He was strong, though, and I knew from experience that he followed orders. Charlie was a little harder to pin down. Like the others, he had sandy-brown hair, but looking straight at him gave a guy a headache. He wore a scrambler, which made his features difficult to see properly by distorting light around him. It was probably the one piece of tech that kept him out of prison.
I rested my hand gently on my Colt. "No reason for us to be talking," I said. "Just let me pass right on out and you have yourself a look around."
Connor smiled. "No reason, Doc? Seems we got plenty of reason." He snickered at this, and his brothers joined in as if they got the same joke. "Seems to me we just about had our bounty, and you done scared her away."
"That so?"
"Indeed." Connor was close now, five meters away. I could already smell the gunsmoke and tobacco on him. "So the way I see it, you owe me some compensation or some information. We're gonna kill us that damn bounty this time. Finish this whole mess."
Neural enhancements are a funny thing; they can give you access to more information, but they don't always help you sort out the best choice of paths. For instance, between my neural network and my eye enhancements, I knew that Daryl was tensing up. He was ready for a fight. I also could tell that Charlie wasn't where he seemed to be. The blur surrounding him shimmered and popped, indicating an active holographic projection. I didn't need fancy brain enhancements to calculate that they had me outnumbered and outgunned.
My enhanced brain had no algorithm that could help with the tactical navigation of stressful conversations, so I used my instincts.
"Fuck you." My instincts were bad.
A pulse of pain and electric shock burst from my kidney and spread through my chest. I turned my head to see Charlie's mischievous grin.
Then Daryl was close. His gigantic fist slammed into my head, sending icy-sharp lines of pain down my neck. The idea of up became a mystery, and I crumpled to the floor.
Daryl closed one hand around my head and lifted me up to face Connor.
Connor looked at me, cool and calculating with emotionless eyes. "It seems to me you ought—"
I shot him.
At least, I thought I shot him. My head was spinning so hard I didn’t know if I hit him or not. Muscle reflexes kicked in, and I drew my weapon and fired before he could do a damn thing about it.
I fired again. Daryl heaved me up by my head, then slammed me hard into the ground.
A vision of a girl—a slim, beautiful girl—swam in front of my eyes. She was young, maybe eleven, and she smiled a huge grin with shining white teeth. "Dead oak," she said. Her voice was a soft whisper. She produced a card with those words and some coordinates written on it and slipped it into the front pocket of my duster. The Roth boys acted like they didn't see her. Was she really there? Was this a lost memory?
A pit of blackness swallowed the world.
 
 
 
I woke, sprawled in a pool of my own regurgitated bourbon and beef brisket. Blood mixed with the mess—probably my own. My head hurt, which just about fit with what the rest of my body was doing. Every beat of my heart sent little pulses of pain through my body. My back was sore, so I stretched it and tried to sit up.
Standing unsteadily, I patted myself down. The Roth boys had taken my guns, my glow cube, and my cash. There wasn't a lot of it. The guns were the currency with which I bought most of my way through life. Also, they stole my damn boots. As I limped across the warehouse, I brushed the reeking vomit off my hat.
"Hetty," I said.
"Yessir."
"Got into some trouble, there."
"You don't say,” said Hetty. “I was kinda thinking you were dead so I was just about to shut this operation down for good."
Pain pulsed in the back of my skull, the network of connections searing their imprint upon the inside of my skull. The skullset that let me talk to Hetty was connected to state-of-the-art tech. "Hetty, did I ever tell you about that time my little brother Evan wandered off?"
"Well, no, I believe—"
"He was little, maybe three, but got himself into one of those cargo shuttles down in Low Austin. One second he was with me and our mama. Next second, he was halfway across town. My mama had the biggest fit you ever seen a mama have."
I paused and gave a good hard listen at the door. There weren't any voices this time.
"Well, there were eight of us boys. Seven's a whole lot easier to feed than eight, so when she told my pa about it at supper, he just grunted and asked me to pass the potatoes. Pa always was a bastard that way. Mama wasn't too keen on that. Next day, she went out and spent up our whole savings on neural chips for her seven boys. From then on, she never had trouble tracking us, no matter where we wandered off to."
A long pause made me wonder if Hetty was even still listening. Then, "Winston, you got a point in all that?"
"Mama got us all our first neural chips back in the day so she could trace us all the time anywhere we went. Nowadays, people trace just about anything that's worth something to them."
"We been over this, Winston. The girl's not traced. She's got somethin' that's not letting them do it. She's dark. She's important, but we can't just trace her. That's why they riled up half the bounty hunters in Austin, remember?"
"Not talking about the girl. You got a trace on Nellie?"
There was a pause. "Well, yes I did," she said.
I smiled. "Much appreciated. Those Roth boys took her, and I intend to get her back. A needler like that's something special."
"Hon, that's no business of mine."
"I'll be damned if they aren't headed straight for Lena Goodwin."
"Well, that's more like it."
"They want to kill her. I suppose she humiliated them." As I said it, the thought occurred to me that any quarry able to humiliate the Roth brothers was most likely out of my league.
"Well," said Hetty, "you'd best get your ass in gear."
"Found him the next day," I said.
"What?"
"They found Evan the next day. Everyone always asks that. Company that ran the cargo shuttles found him and tracked down our family through a DNA match. He was waiting for us when we got home from getting implants. He was a little hungry but otherwise perfectly fine."
A hot wind greeted me in the doorway. I stepped out into an unforgiving world, squinting at the red sun setting on the horizon. Waves of heat danced along the concrete landscape before me. In the distance, the harsh, black Austin skyline scraped at the swirling clouds in the sky. A windwall wrapped the city, protecting it from storms; the wall’s jagged fingers swarming with flying vehicles out in the distance. Thousands of city folk made their way through the dark towers trying to get to their safe little caves in the sides of man-made mountains.
I winced as the hot ground burned my feet through the holes in my socks. I needed that payday. I needed bullets, guns, a place to stay, and some food to eat. A whiff of vomit hung like a halo about my head. A new hat would be nice.
There wasn't much around the warehouse. A few short buildings hadn't fared so well in the latest megastorm. I headed for the closest, hoping that Connor Roth was either not as crafty or not as much of an asshole as I suspected. If he trashed or stole my car like he took my guns, I'd be in a hell of a spot.
I hopped over the short remains of a broken wall and landed solidly on a cracked section of concrete. The far walls of the building still stood tall, casting deep shadows in the red glow of the setting sun. I squinted, straining to see into the darkness.
She was still there.
"Suzy," I said. "What would I do without you?"
Air shimmered in front of me. The jet-black curves of my sleek, convertible 5700 Series Mustang brought a smile to my face. Fully integrated camouflage and a low power idle must have kept it off of Connor's scope. I ran a finger along her side. She was beautiful. She was the love of my life.
I hopped inside and pulled open the glove box. Connor might have taken most of my guns, but there was one I always left in the car. It was ancient. My neural implants wouldn't connect with it, and the son-of-a-bitch kicked like a mule. It was a Colt .45, modified a hundred years ago by my great-great-grandfather. It was ugly and heavy, but I kept it around anyway. I checked the ammunition. Ten plain old lead bullets.
A lead bullet would have a hell of a time punching through an average person's skin. Blame the nanomachines for that. Nannies could slowly replace a person's skin with a stronger, tougher hide. They could assemble tech inside a person's eyes to interface with the sub-neural network. A reasonably advanced batch of nannies could even help heal tissue and fix damage done by implanted tech.
A series of images slid through my head, and I responded by remembering my own series: a baseball field, an acoustic guitar, my grandfather. It's one of the security features of my Mustang. She's able to receive my neural cast, but she liked to be extra sure that it's me sending commands. The images were my proof of identity. The car gently lifted into the air.
"Head northwest," Hetty said.
"Away from the city? How far?"
"Far." There was a pause. "They've got some distance on you."
I cursed under my breath. Outside of Austin, Texas, was a wasteland of tiny towns and abandoned desert. There wasn't anything out there worth slowing down for, let alone stopping. Likely if the girl headed northwest she was headed for Canada through the mountains. The Texas-Canada border was fuzzy up there, as was the rule of law. My spine tensed at the idea of heading up that far north. 
Maybe I didn't have to. I checked the pocket of my duster, but it was empty. What had that card said? The girl had put it there, I was sure of it, but what exactly did it mean and why would the Roth boys have taken it? "Hetty, the words 'dead oak' mean anything to you?"
There was a pause. "There's a Dead Oak up thereabouts."
"A town?"
"Somethin' like."
"Well, I reckon we just might have a destination. Can we catch them before they make it there?"
"No, but you can get there just after they arrive. They're headed straight for it, and they have a pretty good lead."
"Wonderful."
A few mental commands later, my Mustang was roaring low over the dry red dirt of The Chihuahuan Desert. A bubble of calm air kept my hat from flying off.
"Hetty?"
"Yes?"
"I'm going to take myself a nap now. I'm not dying, so don't shut everything down quite yet."
"You sure are sleepy today."
I ground my teeth. My head still hurt. "Yup." I pulled my hat forward and put my feet up on the soft black leather seat. I closed my eyes and let the world roar by in peace.
 
 
 
My bare feet sizzled on the still-hot gravel. An hour after sunset and the stuff still practically glowed. I had ditched my socks. For some reason, I had decided it wasn't worth it to ruin a perfectly good pair of socks. Pain coupled with a scent like grilled beef served to remind me of my stupidity.
A couple deep breaths soothed the pain, but only because I had turned down the receptors. One of the advantages of a quality neuro-implant is the ability to turn down pain. Instead of pain, I felt only a dull warmth and a quivering sense of unease.
An ancient library loomed in the darkness like an enormous, squat bunker in an otherwise ruined landscape. It wasn't in the town of Dead Oak, but it was close enough to not matter. On the horizon I could still see the silhouette of the town's dome-shaped buildings. People still lived this far out, scraping a living from the hard earth. A touch of pity made me pause and shake my head.
The Roths' vehicle was parked outside, and I moved forward to hide behind it. The thing resembled a heavy-duty Civil War–era troop hauler, originally used to fly low and fast, dropping off twenty or more goons under heavy fire. It was armored and red, like the dirt of the great deserts. The cabin up front was fully armored and very much locked. The back was open but empty.
"Nellie's signal's coming from right next to you, hon," Hetty said.
"Ain't no way I'm getting in there without the code." I could sense the signal from the truck probing me for codes I didn't have.
"Winston, I thought you were the best?"
"I never said that."
"This little truck's going to stop you from getting your baby?"
"I never said that neither."
"Uh-huh."
"I just need a plan." I closed my eyes and tried to think. If the Roth boys stopped, then they must have thought the girl was nearby. Probably in the library. The question was, would they split up or stay together?
Connor Roth thought himself a tactical genius. I had no doubt he'd split the boys up with some clever plan to cover every inch of the place and seal the entrances at the same time. Truth is, it was probably the best plan available to him.
He wasn't counting on me, though.
Peering up at the dark building, I spotted a way inside. There was a row of windows. One of them would give me easy access to the top floor. Once in, I would be able to take out the Roth boys quietly and then focus on tracking that girl. All I needed to do was climb a few stories, subdue three highly trained and heavily armed thugs using nothing but my wits and fists, and then catch a girl who in all likelihood had already defeated me in one-on-one combat. It wasn't the ideal plan. I flexed and stretched my fingers, feeling a sense of warmth and unease where my skin was still open from my earlier climb. The brick, at least, would be gentler on my fingers than jagged metal. Positive thinking gets you places.
Creeping forward, I stooped down to keep out of sight from the front door. If there's anything I know about tactical geniuses, it's that they don't leave obvious entrances unguarded. Near the wall, an enormous burr oak hid me from most directions.
I pulled my hat down hard so it wouldn't fall off. My big toe fit in the crack in the concrete facade of the ancient library. I pushed my way up, reaching high above my head to the next handhold. Step, reach, step, reach. I slowly made my way up. Ten meters then twenty passed below me. Branches of the tree scraped my back.
My toe slipped, sliding out of its hold and ripping the toenail clean off. I cursed under my breath and held tight to the weathered brick with my sore fingernails. My hands were bleeding again, and now so was my toe. A warm-water sensation of not-pain flowed from the tips of my fingers and toes. I was glad I had dulled my pain with neurotech, but a little worried about what I'd have to deal with when I turned everything back on.
I jammed my bloody toe back into the wall.
The window was almost in reach. A few more pulls and I'd be there.
Voices drifted up from below. I froze, my numb fingers digging into the cracks between the bricks.
"Just signal when you catch her." Connor's voice carried in the cooling night wind. "I'll keep an eye from above, in case she tries to sneak away."
"Sure."
"Start down in the basement and work your way up. Daryl, you stick by the door to the stairs. We don't want her doubling back on you."
"Uh-huh."
"Charlie, you better go full stealth for this."
"But—"
"I don't give a shit if it hurts. Bend the fucking light all the way or that bitch is going to make a fool out of you again." Silence held heavy in the night air for several long moments. "Anything moves outside this building, I'm gonna toast it from above, so y'all better ping me before stepping outside to pee, you hear?"
The deep hum of the truck rumbled in my chest. My stiff fingers protested, but I scrambled up another meter to a window barred with wrought iron. I wrenched the bars apart, scattering dust everywhere. Squeezing, I slipped inside the building and landed heavily on an old desk.
My enhanced eyes adjusted to the dim light. Rows of shelves stretched out before me, bookshelves designed for a time long gone when books made of dead tree were a common thing. Everyone knew paper books were better and everyone knew how valuable they were. Still, paper was a thing of the past, a relic of a time long ago when such things mattered.
The looters hadn't been kind. A few scraps of leather were all that remained of the thousands of tomes that once occupied this library. Dust covered everything, from the shelves to the floor. It hung in the air and swirled to life at the slightest movement. I hopped down onto the floor.
"Hetty," I said, "I'm inside."
"She there?"
"I don't know. Gotta stay quiet now. The Roth boys are searching the place. Connor is above, watching."
"Just find the girl, Winston. Forget about the Roth boys. That many stars and you can buy shiny new guns."
I gritted my teeth. She was right, but something about it bothered me. A nagging feeling, like I was supposed to be doing something else, kept tickling the back of my skull. Also, I doubted my ability to catch the girl with almost no weaponry and very little tech. I didn't get to being the best damn bounty hunter by using nothing but sunshine and roses. It's the toys that gave me the edge. She seemed a bit trickier than your average street thug. The idea sent a wave of pride through my spine. There was no reason for pride that I could remember. Still, the feeling was there.
Connor had instructed his boys to start at the bottom and work their way up. It, therefore, made sense for me to start at the top and work my way down. I had no idea how I would deal with Connor and his aerial firepower, but I figured I'd deal with that later. First step was to find the girl.
I pulled my Colt .45 and looked at it in the greenish light of my artificial senses. It was all but useless to me. Even if I thought it could take down the girl, it would still be so noisy it'd pull the Roth boys down on me in seconds. No, I'd have to come up with something better.
As far as I'm aware, there's only one weapon better than a decent gun: charm. Hell, a winning smile ought to be worth five guns. Maybe ten. I stood straight and adjusted my hat. Brushing the dust and debris off of my coat, I hoped as hard as I could that my nicest smile would draw attention away from my bloody hands and feet.
I walked.
As I strode through the endless aisles of the long-dead library, I reached into the pockets of my coat, pulled out a cigarette, and lit it. The warm feeling of nicotine and tar soothed me. I let the cigarette dangle on my lip as I crossed the library and doubled back to cross again.
Then I saw what I was looking for. In the dust near a vent was a single small footprint. I bent down to look at it closely. The edges were sharp, so I knew it was recent. I judged the distance from the vent and the angle where its maker must have pushed off. The trajectory likely took the owner straight toward a three-meter shelf across the aisle from the vent.
I grabbed the shelf and pulled myself up, peeking over the top. Sure enough, the surface up there had been disturbed. The trail led across the top of the shelf and then disappeared. I walked to where it ended and checked the nearby shelves, smiling when I picked up the trail. This was likely one of the easiest trails I'd ever followed; it was a shame I didn't have proper weaponry to take down the target.
The trail went like this for nearly an entire cigarette. Then it stopped.
I peered at the adjacent shelves. I looked at the trail to see if she might have doubled back. I looked at shelves farther away, not sure how far she could jump.
Taking off my hat, I scratched my head and tried to figure what was going on. I pinched out my smoke and flicked it to the ground. I flipped through a few optical sensor arrays, picking up faint traces of residual heat and radiation. Nothing really gave me a good clue about where the girl had gone to. It must have been a false trail. In frustration, I flipped off the sensors in my eyes and peered out into the dark room.
She was there.
The waif of a girl was looking at me with puzzlement all over her face. She was small, with straight hair tied up into ponytails and large almond eyes. She was sitting cross-legged right where the trail ended.
"Lena," I said. "Howdy." Boom. I brought out the smile. I scrambled to put my hat back on so I could tip it properly.
She stared, tilting her head to one side.
"I don't mean you no harm, miss," I said, holding my hands palm out towards her. "Just thinking you might like a chat."
Lena took a turn at smiling. It was a dazzling smile, a charming smile worth ten guns, at least. She had me outgunned in charm-and in speed.
The girl kicked faster than I could even think the idea of kicking. Her heel connected with my jaw and my head snapped back. I stumbled into the shelf behind me.
Metal shelves screeched, twisting and collapsing sideways. My eyes grew wide. I turned and grabbed the shelf, steadying it. Like a slow-motion train wreck, it just kept moving to the next shelf; every time I grabbed part of it, another piece came off in my hand. It was all I could do to keep the noise down as it continued to slowly lean to one side.
"Listen, I…" I slid around the end of the shelf and propped the whole shelf up with my back. The effort wasn't much, but beads of sweat ran down my neck. If the Roth boys had heard the noise, we'd be in trouble. "Lena, listen…"
She hopped forward and landed silently right on top of the shelf I was holding up. "Yes, hunter? What is it?" Her voice was sweet, but her tone was mocking. Twisting around, I could see the grin on her face.
My grip slipped and we shifted down. The shelf touched the one next to it, and that shelf began to wobble.
"Peace," I said. "I'm just here to talk."
Her grin faded. Her brow turned down in anger, and her beautiful eyes flashed a harsh blue. "Hunters don't talk. Hunters track and capture and kill."
I couldn't argue with that.
"I'm not stupid, cowboy." Her knuckles turned white where she gripped the corner of the shelf. The metal shuddered under the tension of her grip. "You're just trying to trick me. I know a safe place, and you want to keep me away from it."
"There's no safe places, girl."
She leaned down, her face inches from mine. "A safe place where nothin' and nobody can find me." She grinned again, but her eyes just said fear.
"Listen," I said. "There's no safe place till we take down those Roth boys. I suggest we team up till that's done and then head our separate ways." I said it with all the charisma of a hyperactive coyote.
Her smile darkened into a frown. "I thought we'd already done that."
"Done what?"
"Gone our separate ways."
My jaw clenched and my head throbbed. "Miss," I said, "I don't recall making any such arrangement."
"Suppose you don't remember a lot of stuff."
Our eyes met and my jaw hardened. My muscles tensed as I made ready to step out from under the shelf and make a grab for the girl. To hell with the plan. To hell with charm. The girl knew about my memory problems, which probably meant she was responsible for them. A man doesn't much appreciate someone messing with his brain.
She smiled, and thoughts of grabbing her slipped away. "Well, Doc Twang, I believe we have a deal."
I bristled at the name. If I hadn’t been in such a tight spot I don’t know what I might have done, but, things being as they were, I calmed myself and nodded. I’d been beat.
Lena hopped down off of the shelf and stood next to me. The tops of her ponytails didn't come to my shoulder, and I'd be damned if she weighed more than thirty kilos. She stuck her hand out and I shook it. My back still supported the shelf. Lena darted away and returned with a couple of steel chairs. She used them to prop up the shelf, and I was able to extract myself without much noise.
I motioned for her to follow me, and we set out quietly across the library. Rather, I was quiet and she was absolutely silent. Twice I looked back just to make sure she was still there, only to find that she was right next to me. She could have killed me, stuck a knife in my ribs, or shot me. I like to pretend that I didn't know it at the time, that I somehow didn't realize how dangerous she was. It's not true. I knew what she was. I knew she could end me whenever she wanted. Maybe I even hoped for it. It'd be a hell of a lot easier than what I figured I was headed for.
We reached a row of shelves near a wide spiral staircase leading down to the lower level. Crouching low, I pulled my knife out and motioned the girl close.
"Gotta split them up," I said. "Do you think you can lure Daryl away so I can jump Charlie on the stairs?"
"How come you're here?" Her expression was dead serious.
"When a fellow gets older, he needs to hold a job." I looked down at the wicked blade of my hunting knife. "Hunting was the most legal thing I could find to put food on the table."
Her expression didn't change. "You hunt little girls for food?"
"I don't suppose I'd put it quite like that."
She looked at me for a few seconds, blinking innocently. When I didn't think she had any more questions, I continued to explain my plan.
"If you were to make some noise to draw—"
"Do you like it?"
"What?"
"Being a bounty hunter."
My jaw clenched. "It has its perks."
"But you don't like it."
"I didn't say that."
"Sure you did."
"No, I—"
"How long have you been a hunter?"
"I…" My mind went blank. How long had it been? Seemed like forever, but then, what was the rest of my life before that? I remember working, doing something else. What was it? "Long time."
"You say it has its perks, but your body says you don't like it. How does your body know that when you don't?"
I turned to her and met her gaze. Lavender flashes of light blazed across her eyes. The naked eye couldn't tell how much tech she was walking around with, but my own scanners might show me something. I mentally switched on my own tech and waited as the visual overlay flashed into my vision. I blinked when what I saw wasn't what I expected.
Lena was gone.
"You can't see me with that old tech, you know." Her voice was right in front of me. "I'm fancy."
I flipped my scanner off and she was back.
"How?"
"I'm fancy."
"Yeah, you said that."
"It's true." She smiled a huge mischievous grin.
"My tech ain't old."
"Obsolete."
"It ain't."
"Obsolete, obsolete." She grinned. "Why do you think they want me so bad?"
"Because you're the boss's daughter."
Her smile faded. She looked away.
I wanted to know more but couldn't figure out how to ask. "So," I said, "you lead Daryl up here, he'll chase you as far as you like."
"And Charlie will come up the stairs."
I nodded.
She grinned and made little gun-shooting motions with her hands. "Taking them out one at a time will be easy."
"Well," I said. "Easier, anyway."
"You're so smart."
I turned to look at her, but she wasn't there. I shook my head and listened. There was a noise from above and a smell I recognized. It was starting to rain. The shattered glass dome above the stairway revealed a flashing tumble of dark clouds. I watched as yellow lightning arced through the night sky and fat drops of rain started to lazily plop down into the abandoned library.
A dark shape passed above. I realized the error in my plan. Connor was up there. If we made any noise, he'd see us. He'd coordinate with his brothers.
"Lena," I whispered. "Hold up."
It was too late.
Lena appeared at the top of the stairs, flickering into view with a rainbow flash of bent light. Apparently being invisible to scanners wasn't always enough, so she could also bend light. It was a harsher bit of tech—same as Charlie Roth used—but it probably gave her some extra options. I'd have to keep that in mind if I ever got around to trying to catch her.
She cupped her hands to her mouth and drew a huge, exaggerated breath. "Hey, jackass," she yelled. "Whatcha doin'?"
"She's up there!" Daryl's voice boomingly echoed from below, followed by his plodding footsteps.
A crack of lightning lit up the sky above, silhouetting the Roth boys' truck. Thunder rumbled as the truck dropped low and lit Lena up with a dozen spotlight beams.
I froze.
"Shit is gonna get ugly," I said.
From behind me, Charlie whispered, "Damn straight."
I spun to face my invisible opponent, but out of the corner of my eye I swear I saw Lena leap fifteen meters into the air, directly at the floating truck.
Before me was a long empty aisle boxed in by metal shelves. Charlie was nowhere to be seen, but the air shimmered and smelled of ozone. I flipped on my scanners and could see a flickering shadow of a presence twenty meters down the aisle.
"Was hoping to take you by surprise." I brushed back the tail of my coat and touched the handle of my sidearm with the tips of my fingers. "I suppose you heard the plan, then?"
A chuckle echoed hollowly down the aisle. "Brilliant, Twang. You thought you'd catch me by surprise? Me?"
I shrugged. "Was worth a shot."
Behind me, a flash of orange flame lit the night sky. A rumble of thunder mingled with the frightening crack of an explosion.
The wave of heat dropped me to one knee, but I gritted my teeth and kept my gaze on the empty aisle.
Charlie flickered into visibility for a second—not even a second.
I drew.
He must have been waiting for me to make a move. One slug caught me in the left shoulder, the next in my gut. I fired a shot, but it slammed into the steel shelf far behind him.
His third shot caught me in my right arm, thunking into the muscle with a wet noise. My hand went weak, and the gun clattered to the ground. I slumped to the side.
"Not so damn smart now, are you?" Charlie said. I felt the tug of Charlie's light benders as he approached. Hair at the back of my neck tingled.
I didn't reply. The bullets had penetrated my shoulder and right arm, but the one in my gut had only knocked the wind out of me. Through the haze of shock, I wondered why my modded skin had been so easy to puncture. I clutched my gut, hoping Charlie wouldn't notice I was not dying.
He appeared in front of me.
Daryl bellowed behind me, but I couldn't make out the words. There was another explosion, and a second wave of heat washed over me.
"Charlie," I whispered.
He scuffled forward—only a few meters away. An idiot grin was plastered all over his face. His skinny fingers slipped into his coat and brought out a black knife. 
"Honor of the hunt," I said. "You know the rules."
He shook his head. "Not this time, Twang." He licked the blade and holstered his gun. "Connor says we're gonna take you out of the picture for good. Newbies like you ought to learn to steer clear of the big scores."
"Been doing this longer than you, Chuck."
He peered at me. "What?"
"I said—"
"Naw, never mind. Goodwin really did a number on you, huh?" I could see a pained expression on his face. The air around him shimmered, but he didn't disappear. "It doesn't matter anyway. Takes more'n smarts to be a decent hunter. Takes a certain…"
I moaned, and doubled over. My eyes drifted out of focus. Blood from my arm soaked the front of my shirt and dripped onto the floor.
"Hell," said Charlie. "I never liked you uppity eggheads." He stepped forward, raised the knife and—
I charged forward, shouldering Charlie in the gut and lifting him off the ground. The floor shook with a thunderous crash. New waves of heat flowed over us. I stumbled, tripping and crashing us into a shelf.
His knife plunged into my back, sending new waves of warm not-pain rippling through my body. In one motion, I drew my own knife and slashed it across his belly.
With a surge of strength, I slammed him to the floor. He clutched his gut while I stood tall. 
A chuckle grew on its own in my belly. "It takes a certain what, Charlie? Toughness? Perseverance? What were you saying?"
He reached for his gun, but I stomped it out of his hand.
"Tenacity? What was it?" The floor seemed to sway, and I couldn't tell if it was another explosion or my own blood loss.
I grabbed his arm, yanking him around onto his belly. Blood poured from my arm, spraying the shelves and drenching Charlie. Darkness threatened to swallow my vision, but I pinned Charlie and held him. Blood loss was going to do me in soon if I didn't act fast.
"You're done," I said. "Give up and I'll let you live. Hunter's honor."
He responded with a dull chuckle.
"Say you give up, Chuck." My arms were numb—not the non-pain of augmented senses, but the empty nothing of nerves gone dead. My limbs felt like someone had replaced the muscles with a fine batch of jerky.
"Moral ambiguity," Charlie said in a choked voice. "Guess… Guess you got it."
"Say you give up," I said. "Say you..."
That's about when I passed out.
 
 
 
I woke in a dozen centimeters of tepid water that stank like stale beer and old bread. My fingers ran across a coarse texture underneath the water, like a carpet. Darkness pressed in all around, but I got the feeling I was in a small room. My back was pressed haphazardly against something that felt like a padded leather chair. A chair sounded like a good idea in my sluggish brain.
Moving was a terrible, terrible mistake. Waves of pain tore through my body, starting in my back and rolling outward to my limbs, then starting in my arms and spiking into my core. I sucked air through gritted teeth and closed my eyes.
Turning off pain is always a bad idea. Pain is how the body tells its owner when damage is being done. It tells a person when to slow down and when to stop. Mine had been off when I fought Charlie. He'd damn near killed me, and I hadn’t slowed down. My not-obsolete-thank-you-very-much nannies could repair damage to my body, but it took time and the pieces had to all be present and accounted for. The pieces had to be in the right place too. Cut skin needed to be stitched. Broken bones needed to be set.
With my left hand I probed the damage on my right arm. To my surprise, there were bandages. The bone had been splinted into place.
What had happened? Flashes of memory played out under my closed eyelids. There was an explosion, and fire. The truck had crashed. Charlie had shot me, but I'd fought. 
I opened my eyes.
Damping pain was always a mistake.
I turned off my pain and stood.
This wasn't done yet.
My toes squished in the slime of old water as I sloshed forward to the door. It was open just a crack, and there was a tiny amount of light coming through. I gently pulled the door open and peered out into the hall. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but everything came to me in grays and blacks. The world was silent but for the sound of running water. To the right was a narrow stair leading up. A steady stream of water flowed from the ceiling above the stairs, drenching the wall and adding to the water on the ruined floor.
To the left was an open door to a small auditorium. The girl was there.
Lena lay on a raised stage. She opened her eyes and slowly sat up as I sloshed into the hallway. When I approached, she pulled her knees close to her chest and shivered. Something felt odd in that room. The noise of the world was suddenly replaced with a heavy silence.
"Morning," I said.
She smiled weakly.
The impulse was to ask why she was there and what happened to the Roth boys and why I woke up in a pool of water. In fact, I wanted to ask why I had woke up at all. One look at her face stopped me, though. There were tears in her eyes.
I sat on the stage next to her.
From my pocket, I pulled out my pack of cigarettes, realized they were soaked, and tossed them into the water. Then I pulled out a half-empty tin of snuff, took a wad for myself, and handed the tin to the girl.
Eying me through her tears, she cautiously took the tin. Her eyes followed me closely as I crammed a wad of the stuff in my lip. She took a small pinch, stuffed it in her lip, and her mournful expression turned to one of sour disgust. She didn't spit it out.
We sat in silence for a time. Moonlight reflected off the pooled water, shining in from the top of the stairs, where a wall of the building was ruined. I guessed that we were in the basement of the library, but I had no real way of knowing.
I spat into the water, and Lena followed suit. She wasn't so elegant, though, and ended up with a mouthful of chew. I stifled a grin as she tried desperately to clear her mouth. After a time, she seemed satisfied, pulled another wad of chew, and stuffed it in her lip. It was an impressive display of perseverance.
She turned to me. "You ever seen a horse?"
"Sure."
"Like, a real horse. Not a vid or anything." Her voice was barely a whisper. "Not one of those... machines."
I let the silence sink in for a moment. "Once, when I was little. They were wild, but I saw them running below as I flew up north."
"Around here?"
"Farther."
She didn't say anything for a while.
"I've never seen one up close," I said. "Heard of some folks riding them out where tech isn't such a concern. They're slow, but some folks like them anyway."
"I'd love to ride a horse someday. I bet if I had a horse she'd love me. I'm light." She untucked her knees and let her legs dangle over the edge of the stage. "You ever want something that doesn't make sense?"
"Hon," I said. "Ain't nothing people want that makes sense."
She smiled, spat, and looked up at me. "I want you to live," she said.
"Well, that make's sense. I'm handsome."
"It's safe here."
I nodded. There was something odd about how she said it. Something that made me think back to our encounter before.
"Lena," I said. "How'd you know to call me Doc Twang earlier? Did you hear the Roth boys say it?"
Her eyes smiled, but she was otherwise still.
"You were there when they knocked me around at the warehouse, weren't you? They didn't see you because of your fancy tech, but you were right there. You planted the address of this place on me so they'd come here looking for you."
She nodded.
"Then you rode their truck so they'd give you a lift. You used me to trick them." I looked closely at her. "Clever girl. But why?"
We sat in silence again for a while. There was no need to push for the answer. Some memory itched at the back of my brain, but it slipped away every time I tried to grab it.
"I think of this place sometimes," she said. "When I'm getting chased or I'm scared. I think of this place."
"You ever been here?"
She shook her head, almost imperceptibly. Her brow knit together in worry.
"So you know what it is."
Her tears were starting to come again. She pulled her knees up to her chest.
I spat out my chew and stood in the murky water. "We're in a bad box here, Lena. You gotta go."
"Aren't you going to turn me in?"
I bit my lip.
"I mean, you said you weren't, but you were lying, weren't you?"
She was right, of course. I’d made a promise, but Lena knew I was lying. Hetty also knew I was lying, which got me thinking.
"Hetty," I said. "I'm going to need a new plan."
Lena looked at me sideways, curiosity in her glowing eyes. There was a long pause. Time was kept only by the slowing drip of water.
"Winston," Hetty's voice came in loud and clear in my head. Lena couldn’t hear Hetty's end of the conversation, but she'd understand. "Well, honey, I thought you were dead."
"Hmm." I was not amused.
"What?" Lena said.
I looked at her. "Just talking to Hetty."
Her look told me she still thought I was a few stirs short of a cocktail.
"Hetty," I said. "What say we just end this hunt."
There was a pause. "Honey, I know you didn't just say that."
"You'll get your vacation, just not this bounty."
"I think you might be forgetting the terms of our contract here, mister."
She was right. The contract was one of the many things I’d forgotten. "Remind me," I said.
A moment later, my brain buzzed with the details of a complex contract. I blinked and tried to sort it all out.
"Absolute secrecy? Time dedicated to the hunt and nothing else until its completion? No option to back down once started?" I shook my head to clear it. "Hetty, what kind of beef-headed fool would sign this?"
Lena said, "It's so quiet in here." She looked up at the ceiling and around at the walls. "So quiet."
I grunted to her and said to Hetty, "Hetty, what was I thinking? This is a shit deal."
"Hon," she said. "It's not like there was much choice."
I didn’t quite catch her drift, but I didn't want to push the subject any more. A bad contract to hunt a little girl didn't sit well with me. It wasn't like me to cave to a little pressure. What was Goodwin trying to pull?
I turned to the exit and started to walk. There was a light splash behind me as Lena followed.
"You were going to catch me soon as you had a chance," she said. "It's safe here, no noise from outside. Are we going so that you can turn me in?"
We moved out into the hallway. "Nope," I said, "I like you now."
"Winston," Hetty's voice was razor sharp in my skull. "You get back to work."
"Can't do that, Hetty."
"Like hell you can't." Flashes of light pulsed between my eyeballs and my brain. 
I stopped, thought for a second. "Won't," I said. "I won't do that. Not without a few more answers. Something's not right."
Hetty went silent. This worried me more than anything she could have said. Hetty's usually pretty pissed about something, but she's not the type to get so mad she won't shout it out.
The rain had stopped and so had the waterfall above the stairs. The staircase led up to what used to be the library's domed entryway, but had recently been remodeled into a wide open rubble field complete with a flaming truck and a corpse. The sky was dappled with fast-moving clouds, but the moon was bright and full.
"Quite a mess..." The corpse was barely recognizable as Daryl, but he was missing an arm and had been crushed by the weight of the truck. His head had been split cleanly in two. I turned to see that Lena was still at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyes were wide and she stared up into the sky.
I looked up. There was nothing there.
"Lena—"
"Shhh." She ran up next to me, crouching low. "They're here," she whispered.
"Who?"
Hetty replied, "Your employers, hon. Time to make good on that contract."
Lena's eyes were darting back and forth, scanning the sky.
Closing my eyes, I switched on my scanners. When I opened them, the sky lit up like fireworks. Three cars floated high above, trailing thin lines of drop cords. There must have been men on the ground already, but my scans didn't show any sign of them. Lena was gone, but I expected that. She was fancy, after all.
I felt Lena's hand gently touch my forehead.
"Car," she whispered. "Unlock."
I chewed on my lip. Goodwin's goons were here. All I had to do was stand up and draw attention to myself and the contract would be fulfilled. Hetty and I would get paid. I owed Hetty that much, didn't I? We had been partners for so long.
How long had we been partners? I couldn't remember. What was our first mission? It was all blank. A sea of images and memories were jumbled up in my head. Who's side was I on anyway?
My own side. That had always been the answer. I was sure of it. No matter what memories I was missing, there was one thing I knew for sure: there was nobody out there more important than me.
But that wasn't true either. Pieces of the puzzle started fitting, not with memories but with emotions.
We were too far from the Mustang for it to register, but I ran her sequence anyway. A baseball field, an acoustic guitar, my grandfather—the images that would unlock Suzy.
"Thanks," Lena whispered.
"Get out of here," I said. "Just go."
I didn't have time to consider the fact I’d just let her get away. The shrill howl of needler fire tore through the still night air. It was close, on the other side of the truck.
"Nellie." I recognized her sweet song.
I drew my Colt.
The back half of the truck was still on fire, but the cab was relatively clear. I crouched low and ran as quietly as I could to the ruined vehicle. The door was wide open, but I had to step around Daryl's massive corpse to get in. Climbing up into the tilted vehicle, I saw almost everything the Roth boys had stolen from me. I slipped my boots on first, then rifled through the rest of the stuff.
Everything was there but Nellie.
As quickly as I could, I gathered my things. The e-cuffs were scattered, but I grabbed a few. My guns were all in good shape, still in their holsters. I paused and looked at them. Each gun had a golden G stamped on the side, the mark of the Goodwin Corporation's own armory. I clipped on my Remington pulse pistol and slung the Browning Blue shotgun over my shoulder. I felt safe again.
I wasn't safe.
The first needle tore through my shoulder, tugging me off balance and sending waves of warmth through my arm and chest. I toppled backwards out of the cab, landing cushioned by Daryl's massive corpse.
"Twang!" Connor's voice cracked. I had never heard it laced with so much pain. "You done killed my brothers!"
Another needle tore through the truck, punching a hole next to my head. I rolled to the side just as another dozen needles perforated the truck.
I wanted to tell him it wasn't me, but giving away my location seemed like a bad idea at the time.
There was more gunfire, but sharper, louder this time. Connor swore then fired Nellie a few more times. I circled around the back of the truck, backing away from the fire, when I saw smoke rising from my coat. I'd feel the burns in the morning, but pain-damping had kept me going.
There were three of them. Black-clad figures, barely visible even with my full-spectrum scan. One was tearing apart concrete and glass with a pulse pistol. Waves of force pounded Connor's cover. The two others tried to move, but Connor brushed them back with a couple well-placed shots. It looked like the genius had managed to pin them against a wall behind cover. A fourth figure lay still on the ground.
Just beyond them was the ruined building where I’d stashed my Mustang.
I fingered the grip on my Colt and thought about trading up to a fancier weapon. The Colt was the least fancy piece of tech on the entire field. Still, it had a heft that somehow felt reassuring, so I kept it out.
"Connor," I said, keeping my voice as calm as I could. No need to shout. I stood and walked with measured pace. "Connor, these men are your employers. They're here to pay the bounty."
Connor stopped and leveled Nellie at my head.
"Connor, I didn't kill your brothers. You know that. I'm a man of honor—"
"That's bullshit, Twang," Connor said. His whole body tensed. I flinched, but the needle didn't come.
"Gentlemen," I addressed the three remaining shadows. One of them silently moved behind a shrub. "Mr. Roth and I would like to collect that bounty now."
Connor's jaw dropped open then shut again. Anger faded from his glowing orange eyes. He nodded. My gamble was paying off. Apparently greed trumped love of family.
One of the shadows spoke. "Where's the quarry."
I took a step forward. "She's here," I said.
He whispered something to the guy next to him, who then approached me. His eyes flickered blue as he scanned me. "Tough job, huh? Not just another day at the office, was it?" There was a hint of amusement in his voice.
"How many others did you have working this job?" I asked.
The man approaching me stopped. I could see his trigger finger tense on the sleek pistol he carried. It bore the golden G, just like mine.
"Connor," I said. "You ought to get together with this guy and talk shop sometime. You tactical geniuses are all friends, right?"
"Just give us the girl," said the shadow closest to me.
I didn't move. "You send bounty hunters out to flush the girl, knowing full well they got no chance against her." I smiled. "But stressing her out triggers an implanted program that tells her to come here, a place where her fancy sensors can't detect you until it's too late."
Silence drifted in the gentle wind.
Lena couldn't sense them coming because no signal could enter or leave the bunker under that library. It was shielded.
"Shit," I said. "Hetty."
The closest shadow swung his weapon up, but I drew faster. The Colt thundered one shot, slamming square into the shadow's chest.
He staggered but fired anyway.
He missed. I fired again, slamming two more shots into his skull. He stumbled backward, but didn't go down.
I dropped the Colt, drawing two pulse pistols.
A dozen belches of plasma sunk into the man's chest in rapid succession. As he dropped, I stepped forward, continuing to fire, sending blue-hot force at the man who had done all the talking.
Connor had already tagged him with the needler, but the shadow still fought. One pulse fried the end off of his weapon. The next took the top off of his skull. He slumped to the ground.
There was a roar of explosive flame, and the blue-glow light of two enormous headlights flooded the field. The Mustang was rising slowly. I flipped my sensors off and saw Lena in the seat. Connor raised an arm to shield his eyes.
Suzy swung sharply to the left, revealing the final shadow's hiding spot just as he pulled the trigger. A bullet whizzed by my ear, and I dropped to the ground for cover behind the rubble of the library wall.
Hetty's voice rang in my head. "Stand up, Winston," she said. "They'll let you go, even though you've made a mess of this job."
I shook my head. "No," I said.
Another bullet tore through the air above me. I holstered my pistols and drew the shotgun. I rolled to the right, staying behind the low wall.
I took a breath. Those shadows were Goodwin's men. I fingered the golden G on my shotgun. These were Goodwin's guns. All of them. How did I end up here with only Goodwin's guns hunting a bounty for Goodwin's thugs?
A bullet slammed into the wall, spraying dust into my eyes. I blinked and tried to clear my vision. It was no use. I heard the needler going off. Connor was on the attack.
I stood, eyes closed. I heard needles slam into whatever cover the last shadow had fallen behind. I fired at it with the shotgun, all barrels.
Then there was silence.
My eyes cleared. Connor was approaching, the needler raised in my direction.
"You killed my brothers," he said flatly.
I slung the shotgun back over my shoulder and started walking to the car. It hovered a meter up and was drifting slowly in my direction.
"Killed 'em." Connor tried to step in my way, but I brushed past him. "Where the hell you going, Doc?"
When I got to the car I turned to face Connor. I nodded to the gun in his hands. "You take good care of her, you hear?"
He narrowed his eyes at me then looked down at the needler. He nodded.
"Goodwin's given us all a raw deal," I said. "Sorry about your brothers. It wasn't my intention."
Connor's jaw hardened.
"You'd best disappear for a spell."
He nodded and stowed the weapon. I felt a pang of loss. I had loved that weapon.
Yet I didn’t remember ever having fired it. I searched my memory for any time I had ever used the thing, but it just wasn't there. Every time I tried to recall a hunt, the memory flitted away, like a mirage disappearing when you look straight at it. My knees felt weak. I grabbed the edge of the car and hauled myself up and in.
Collapsing onto the floor, I looked up at Lena. She smiled down at me, reached down to touch my forehead.
Blackness swallowed everything.
 
 
 
The law is nothing in the Republic of Texas. Less government means weak laws and even weaker enforcement. That's how the people like it. Government's got no place in the matters of its people. Sometimes it's up to the strong to protect the weak.
Sometimes it's up to the weak to protect the strong.
I woke.
My breath fogged in the cold. The sky grew pink with the hazy light of morning. Moving hurt, but not moving hurt too. I thought about dulling the pain, but I didn't. It was time for me to face it—all of it. Lena stood a few meters away, facing the brightening sky. The car idled quietly at her side.
"You were always nice to me," she said in a voice so quiet I barely picked it up.
I sat up, despite the pain. Of everything that had happened, my toe hurt the worst. One lousy toenail—or lack thereof—rang out and drown the noise of dozens of other pains. Wincing, I pulled off my boot and poked at the ugly mess of my foot.
"All the stuff you did didn't matter," she said. "All that tech you made, I always dreamed you were making it just for me. Just 'cause you loved me."
"Lena," I said. "I don't know—"
"No." She turned to face me, and her tears glistened in the morning light. "No, you don't know anything. Not anymore." Her slender arms hugged her body hard.
I shook my head and started working on putting my boot back on. "What did I do anyway?"
"You don't wanna know."
"Sure I do."
"No," she said. Her eyes got serious. "You don't. I tried to bring it back in that warehouse, but you fought. I thought I'd give you back the memories that Mr. Goodwin must have took—"
"Instead you left me with big holes and an affinity for blacking out."
She nodded.
A long moment passed. Finally, I set my jaw. "Try it again."
Our eyes met and she stepped forward.
The voice in my head spoke up. "Winston," said Hetty. "Winston, you'd best put a stop to this."
"Quiet."
Lena took my hand in hers. A tingle of electricity pulsed where our skin touched. My mind sharpened.
"Winston," Hetty continued. "Winston, she's up to no good."
My head hurt.
"Lena," I said. She looked up at me. "Can you silence Hetty?"
Lena shook her head.
"Turn her down a bit?"
"So much neural work... Upgrades on top of upgrades..." She closed her eyes and continued in her softest voice. "I can turn it down a bit."
The pink sky brightened, and the warm sun lit the eastern horizon.
"Do it," I said.
There was a jolt in my brain. The urge to resist washed over me, but I forced it back. I remembered it all. I had worked at Goodwin, invented neurotech that would change the world. I had made a fortune running experiments—terrible experiments. Music was the key. When the twang of a guitar inspired me to invent a neural nanomachine that could manipulate emotions, they started calling me Doc Twang. At an early age, I was a legend in the industry.
I remembered the horrors I did to rats and monkeys—and to the little girl. The girl, who Goodwin himself had ordered enhanced. Mr. Goodwin himself had trusted me with his most deadly creation. The girl with all the latest tech. The girl raised from a baby as the greatest assassin to ever live. The girl who could disappear without bending light and was stronger than anyone had any right to be.
The guilt fell heavy on my chest. Guilt and pain and injury mixed and crushed me. Fat tears rolled down my cheeks.
Far away, I heard Lena's voice. "I'll stop," she said. "It's hurting you."
It was all I could manage to shake my head.
Memories continued to flood in. A day had come when my worth to the company was no more. My love of the girl had grown so that I refused to work on her. They must have seen it coming, but I got her out. I loved her like a daughter. She was everything to me. The feelings flooded back. She got out. But I didn't.
I now remembered how they rewrote my mind. They took my memories, made new ones. They made a handler for me, Hetty, who was programmed to keep me on task.
They rewrote my love for the girl, redirecting it to Nellie and Suzy. Things. They thought those things could replace the girl.
A noise started in the back of my throat. It was a gurgling, choking noise at first, but then it bubbled over into loud sobs. Finally, I found I was wailing in my grief.
Then, it stopped.
Lena's sobs reached me through a haze of confusion. "You want me to take it away?" she asked. "I can make it go away, take away the memories and the pain. It'll leave you a little less than you were, but you'll be able to move on. We'll be able to move on."
Tears blurred my vision. It hurt. Everything hurt.
"No," I said. "I want to keep it all." Light touched my eyes again. The sun was high in the sky, beating down on us with its fiery grin. My tears stopped. "I need it all."
 
 
 
 
"Winston, look!" Lena’s grin looked too big for her face. Her eyes sparkled with joy. "There they are!"
We drifted in Suzy a hundred meters above the dry wilderness of West Texas. The landscape was dotted with stout, black windmills. At first I didn't see anything special, and I was trying to figure out why Lena cared about the humming windmills when we'd already passed about a million of them.
Then I saw them. Horses. Real, live horses running across the rolling hills. Dozens of them.
They were beautiful.
There was freedom out there, far from Austin and far from the corporations that ran the world. My spirit lifted at the sight of those wonderful beasts. The horses ran, flowing through the sea of mills. They were free.
I put a hand on Lena's shoulder, and she looked up at me.
Sometimes it's up to the strong to help the weak. Sometimes the weak help the strong. I don't know which of us was which, but together we found something I never thought we'd find in the wasted wilderness of Texas.
Out there, we were human. We were human and free.
 



 
A Note from the Author:
 
Grit and Grace is a companion piece to my novel Justice in an Age of Metal and Men. The books share a broken world where Texas is independent and civilization is in retreat.
J.D. rejects the idea that technology solves all problems. He’s the sheriff and he does everything he can to keep justice in and around Dead Oak. J.D. struggles to solve the murder of a rancher, but when he uncovers a conspiracy he needs to decide how deep he wants to go looking for justice. He’s a stubborn man, but it seems the more he digs the deeper he gets.
 
Justice in an Age of Metal and Men is available on Amazon.
 
-Anthony W. Eichenlaub
http://eichenblog.org
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