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C H A P T E R
I
 
I kick the doors to the conference room on the two-hundred-and-seventieth floor. The weak lock cracks under the pressure of my foot and thanks to the momentum I’d gathered during my sprint. My ears are still ringing from the flash grenade explosion from seconds ago. Now that I have dispatched the guards in the hall, I am nearing the completion of my mission.
Yet, I begin to doubt that when I see the two heavily armored mechs. Their targeting lasers instantly hone upon my position as I walk. Glass shards graze my skin when a nearby window breaks, drawing blood, but I ignore it. My nanites will fix these scratches in a matter of seconds. I barely have time to jump out of the way as a rocket passes over the top of my head. I can feel both the wind and heat from its propulsion engine. 
This is going to be a longer day than I expected. I wish I had stayed in bed and played sensual holo-fantasies with Sabrina and Kathy. 
But such is my life, such is my purpose. At least that’s the company’s line. I am a rare breed, nearly irreplaceable, and right now, no one else can do the job. Days like these I wish it weren’t true.
As I roll on the floor ending my dodging move, I can see another rocket coming my way. The blinking red targeting lasers burn my cornea for a split second as time freezes. TAINHA (Tactical Artificially Intelligent Neuronal & Holographic Augment) doesn’t wait for my mental order, and she activates the artificial shading of my cornea to avoid physical damage as well as improve my vision in the midst of this chaos. She is invaluable, especially during combat. Not only does she know when to act without my consent, but she speeds up my neuro-link with every one of my augments.
She basically streamlines everything and makes me a more effective agent. If I don’t see a punch coming, I know there is a good chance she will block it for me. It does feel strange sometimes though, as I feel she could, if she wanted to, take control of my entire body while I sleep. I shrug at the thought; now is not the time.
I enter bullet-time mode. An expertly complex mix of adrenaline enhanced with short-life nanites targets my nervous system in less time than it takes the rocket to advance a single inch. It also overclocks my augments so I can react faster. What happens next in my body is nothing short of a miracle. And yet I know this feeling very well. I have become dependent on this kind of augmentation. To achieve my goals and to succeed in my missions, these state-of-the-art techs are the difference between life and death on the battlefield. I rely on them every moment of the seven-hundred-and-seventeen minutes of each of my deployments. 
I love this moment and feeling though. The bullet-time augment is like a drug when it’s activated. When the nanites seize control of my nervous system and inject adrenaline, serotonin and dopamine in targeted parts of my body, time freezes with diabolical precision. The result is an instant high; for a split moment in real life that feels like it lasts minutes as it unfolds, I feel like I’m transformed into a time god. The feeling is intoxicating but I know I can’t revel in it. There’s a rocket with my name on it flying towards me at great speed.
In this state, however, time no longer has a grasp on me. My body and mind are augmented to their paroxysm, and it only takes the impulse of a single thought to raise and activate my forearm body shield. Time is slowed down so much from my perspective that I can actually see the blue hexagonal pattern of the shield draw in front of me as the shield comes to life. It takes less 0.1 second for it to rise to full capacity, yet I feel like I can take the time to watch it deploy. I’m mesmerized by the light show, no matter how many times I have seen this happen before. 
Then again I realize this is the first time I activate it a handful of milliseconds after entering bullet-time. Once the oval shield is fully deployed, it flashes a radiant blue light. At this slowed time perception, the flash is almost blinding. I mentally push my cornea shading implant further to avoid visual ghosting side effects on my next move. 
Taking care of a mark VI heavy mech on any given day is a feat of its own. But my target, my mark, has brought two of them along. I should not be surprised though. The mission brief did warn of his exceptional hacking skills and determination to complete his objectives. And I know from experience that this particular terrorist is one of the most dangerous foes I ever had to deal with.
But, by god, I will deal with this scum. Today is the last day he draws breath. I swear it to myself: I won’t let him escape this time.
I’m thrown out of my own thoughts as the shield illuminates when the rocket enters in contact with it and detonates. The effects of bullet-time only last for a few seconds, even though it feels like minutes inside my head. The fact of the matter is, while my reflexes, speed, and cognitive abilities are all upped to eleven, I can easily lose track of normal time in bullet-time. The exhilarating effect of this augment has played tricks on me before. It has one big caveat though: I can only use it once every ten hours, for risk of frying both what’s left of my natural brain and my augmented nervous system. And somehow I am thankful for that fact. I think I would overuse this augment if it wasn’t for this limitation. Who wouldn’t want to feel like they’re so fast, so strong and so smart that everything plays in slow motion while you can recall a lifetime of past memories at the same time as you’re fixing the problem at hand?
Flames erupt in front of my eyes past the shield, its hex pattern now colored orange as a response to the concussive explosion of the rocket. I know I have plenty of time to devise my next move, but I decide now is not a good time to reminisce about how addictive it is to be under the influence of bullet-time.
I check my tactical neuronal HUD, a holographic interface that is superimposed over everything in my field of view. Immediately every threat in the room is highlighted red. Those not in my field of view are arrows in my peripheral view, pointing me towards my targets. There are three arrows on the left and four on the right. Great. Seven more bogies to dispatch on top of the two mechs. I’m sure glad I decided to activate bullet-time; without it, I can take care of seven targets if they are human, perhaps even augmented ones, but not the additional two mechs in the room. They are the ones that need to go first before they get a chance to blow me up to smithereens.
I calculate a trajectory that will put me exactly in the middle of their line of fire as the last flames from the rocket turn to smoke. The path draws on my neuronal HUD. I then activate two more augments. I turn invisible at the exact same moment the second augment kicks in. The holo-ghost. A holographic projection of myself starts running along the target path. I follow quickly in its wake as I don’t want to take the risk that the mechs might see through my deception. I disable heat signature protection from my stealth mode so that my body heat still registers on the mechs’ scans. 
Since rockets have failed to inflict any damage on me, the mechs switch to plasma laser fire. These are equally deadly and I know well my shield won’t take them for long either. But they should last until I’m ready to act and take down the mechs. Both myself and my holo-ghost are barely a few feet from the mechs when I summersault high into the air thanks to my super strength augment. I activate holo-ghost’s camera so that the top right corner of my neuro-HUD shows me what it sees. The mechs are still firing on my decoy. The ghost stops exactly between them and starts aiming holographic blasters at them, both his arms extended towards its targets. They haven’t figured it’s a decoy yet. They keep pounding everything they’ve got to their target, except their fire blazes through my holo-ghost, effectively tricking the mechs into firing at each another. Their shields are very strong, too strong for any of the weapons I still have in my arsenal, but their shields won’t take their own pounding of plasma laser fire for very long. When they realize they hit nothing but air they switch back to rockets. 
I feel like smiling from ear to ear. They are doing exactly what I need them to do right now: bring their shields down for me. When each of the mechs has fired a pair of rockets at my holo-ghost it’s too late for them. Their shields are disabled and they stop firing. I’m so pumped up by how precise my mental and augment acuity is right now that I can almost feel them trying to re-acquire me. I grab my nano-blade from my waist while finishing my summersault and position myself a good few feet atop the nearest mech. I’m coming at him from above, the last place they will check. Hopefully.
Before I deploy my blade I quickly throw a mirror bomb in front of the second mech. My plan hinges on each mech not detecting me, but the moment I activate the nano-blade, its light blue tinge might be enough visual stimuli to draw fire upon me. Better safe than sorry.
The mirror bomb, contained in a small metallic sphere not bigger than a grape, hits the ground and deploys. As everything still happens in slow motion from my perspective, I have all the time in the world to position myself perfectly for the first kill while keeping an eye on the holographic mirror field jumping upwards from the ground. The holo-mirror projects a mirror image to the second mech, the one I intend to destroy last. Since it is already facing another mech, I’m hoping it will be distracted and think the new image it receives is just a glitch. I only need to slow it down for a fraction of a second anyway while I finish my current move.
My trunk and chest are arched forward while both my flexed legs and arms are arched back as I activate my nano-blade. It comes to life a millisecond before I spring into action and slash my way downward at the center of the mech from above. As the nano-blade cuts through metal, wiring and silicon, sparks erupt, dark oily fluid sprays, and small pieces of metallic debris are ejected on both sides of the ongoing slash. In bullet-time, it’s an incredible show to behold. If I didn’t have to finish off this mech and formulate a plan to rid myself of its counterpart, I would be mesmerized by what I see and just get lost in the moment. 
That’s when I hear her in my head. I can’t get enough of her voice. I don’t know who at the company designed her vocal engine, but she feels real. Every inflection and subtlety in her voice, every artificial emotion, can be felt in her sweet, sensual, almost singing voice.
“Don’t worry, Cole, I’m recording everything; you can re-watch it later. Ballsy move by the way, but I approve of this tactic,” says TAINHA.
Of course you are. I’m glad you agree, but you ain’t seen nothing yet.
“I’m sure I haven’t and I can feel my emotional subroutines tingling with anticipation.”
That’s when I realize that everything must happen to her at slow motion all the time. The rush I feel in bullet-time, she probably feels 24/7. What we humans do when not using our augments must feel incredibly slow to her, just like everything feels for me now. Except I probably can’t keep up with her, even in that state. She experiences trillions of cycles every second. While I have no doubt she doesn’t feel a rush while functioning, I wonder how much she does feel nonetheless. Her last comment was unlike any other AI I have worked with or used before. She is one of a kind, that’s for sure. If she wasn’t mostly made of synthetic and organically enhanced silicon and graphite, I might even think about asking her out. But let’s face it, she’s already with me twenty-four seven. 
“May I suggest you keep concentrated on your task? You’ll have all the time you want to fantasize about how I look in a tight red dress later on.”
I smile ear to ear. Ever since she was grafted into me, I never really felt alone anymore.
I then realize it’s the first time TAINHA has spoken to me in bullet-time. Usually she just gives me visual diagnostics, threat assessments, visual augmentations and buzzing alerts when need be. She must have adapted her speech to my current perception of time. And that is why she is by my side everywhere I go. She’s the most advanced piece of technology ever created on this beautiful blue marble, or what’s left of it anyway. Her neuronal net is more complex than the world’s most renowned scientists’ intellects put together. And that sexy voice to boot. Can’t get enough of it, but she is right. I need to get my head back in the game.
The nano-blade keeps slashing and cutting the mech as I descend near its waist level. Being a single nanometer thick, the nano-blade will cut through pretty much anything like a hot knife cuts through butter. But it’s a very dangerous weapon. One misstep on my part and I could cut valuable appendages of mine. That’s why I usually keep it for moments like these, when I don’t have the time nor the payload necessary to dispatch highly armored and highly dangerous targets. 
The nano-blade has finished cutting through what would be a scrotum if the five-meter high mech was human. But it’s not. It’s a hunk of metal, silicon and wiring driven only by AI and electrical impulses, and I’m about to recycle its ass to kingdom come. I land with one knee on the ground as I safely put my nano-blade on my belt after retracting the blade. It attaches itself to it magnetically. As I rise from the floor, the mech is only now starting to feel the effects of gravity on its now perfectly cut-in-half titanium body. It’s splitting in two symmetrical parts, neither of which is able to hold any equilibrium. I have most likely slashed the mech’s main CPU in half with my nano-blade but decide not to take any chances, should its CPU not be placed at its center.
I raise my now blade-free hand and open my palm towards the still splitting mech. I can feel the nanites inside my hand morph outside of my skin. I feel the nanite-infused liquid metal morph into an upside down triangle shape eroding from my skin. It’s not the most pleasant of feelings but my job requires me to hide most of my weaponry inside of my body for the times I go under cover. I can feel my palm warm up, something I can’t really register outside of bullet-time. I unleash my laser-net shot. Deadly thin lines of laser spin randomly as they advance forward, dicing through hundreds of small mech parts. I know it is overkill but I switch my firing mode to incinerate it nonetheless. The extruded triangle canon morphs into a perfect circle from which flames of hell propel forward, consuming most of the mech’s debris before it reaches the floor.
“A little overkill, isn’t it?”
While I can’t disagree with TAINHA, I am surprised at how vocal she is in this situation. Surprised yet not bothered in the least. In fact I like it. Feels more like a team battle this way.
“Can never be sure with the people we fight. Last thing I need is the mech’s secondary systems to kick in and allow it to self-destruct in my face as a goodbye present.”
“That would be unfortunate indeed.”
My HUD flashes red once. I know what that means. I only have three seconds left in the real world before the bullet-time augment turns off and time resumes to unfold in its boring, excruciatingly slow pace. But then again one only feels this way once they’ve experienced time-altering augments. As incredible as the rush is when it kicks in, there is an almost equal fallout when exiting it. I am most vulnerable when that happens for a few seconds until my nervous system and brain adapt to the shift back to real time. These are often tricky times to deal with. I must make sure I am under cover when that happens. 
But three seconds right now feel like a long time in the future. So I turn around and jump through the mirror holo-field. I can only imagine how it would feel from my target’s point of view to see me emerge out of thin air. I smile inside. I grab my holo-blade again but this time activate the lasso mode. Even more dangerous to use than the blade itself, one tiny imperfection in my movement and I could slice myself into bits of flesh and silicon. TAINHA’s systems make sure I don’t do that though; I can already feel her ready to assist me with my task ahead.
I lash at the second mech with diabolical precision. By the time it realizes I’m coming, it’s already been turned into pieces. The multiple parts explode into a fiery inferno, but I have more than enough time to bring my shield in front of me. I can see its power level draining; it will contain this explosion but then it will be all but useless for the rest of the fight. My neuronal HUD flashes red. Somehow TAINHA feels the need to add a vocal warning.
“Watch out, Cole, behind you; five o’clock.”
When I turn around the laser blast from one of the ground units is right in front of my face. I barely have time to dodge it and it grazes my cheek, burning my flesh.
“A little close to call, wasn’t it?” I ask TAINHA.
“You’re still alive, aren’t you?”
I can’t argue with that. Without her intervention, the blast could have burned a hole through my brain.
I engage the foot solider by grabbing one of my blasters and blow his head clean off with a single, super-charged shot. I then check the time I have left in bullet-time. Not much. Barely half a second. Enough to gather sufficient strategical data to dispatch the remaining foot soldiers once time resumes at a normal pace. I also find a place to lie low for the transition back to real time. On my way there I jump into the air to avoid blaster fire coming from all directions and throw a sonic grenade at three soldiers who made the fatal mistake of being tightly packed together. I land rolling and take cover. The grenade explodes a fraction of a second before it starts.
The return to normal time is painful as always. I’m briefly disoriented and my brain struggles in the midst of all the chaos around. Sparks dropping in front of my field of view are blurry and laser blaster noise has a very unpleasant echo, making it difficult for me to rely on my senses to get a good feeling of what’s going on. I close my eyes and activate mute mode. I need to rely solely on TAINHA’s data in the next few seconds. That is also a very strange feeling but it’s not the first time I’ve done it so I soldier through.
I have locked the nearest couple of targets out of the remaining four still standing. They’re the ones posing the biggest threat. The image my brain receives while my eyes are closed is a CG reconstruction of the floor I’m on. It provides me with everything my sight would, but it is digitally generated. It’s a pretty close match to the details my own eyes would show me, but my brain knows it’s simulated, hence the weird feeling I get when I work this way, like when I’m training in virtual reality. 
I leap from cover with a roll right in front of my nearest attacker. He didn’t expect the move and by the time he lowers his blaster I have activated my nano-blade and I’ve sliced him in half, starting with his scrotum and slashing upwards. I see the second target aiming at me. I can’t rely on my shields anymore so I improvise. I turn off the blade and re-attach it to my magnetic belt. I grab one of the falling halves of my last kill, his eye still frozen with terror. It can’t cover me fully but I make sure my head and torso are protected. I see through him thanks to TAINHA’s data, though. The first shot was aimed at my head. The half torso of the dead soldier takes the blast but before I can spin to align my own retaliatory shot, a second blaster shot lands and burns through my shoulder, and I drop my blaster to the ground. 
“I think it’s time for backup,” says TAINHA with clear worry behind her words.
I want to say no with every fiber of my being. The stealth drone flying outside, currently invisible to human eyes, is my last ace in the hole. I wanted to keep it in reserve for when I face Ahmed Al’Hasi. But if I use it now, it will no longer be concealed. Sensing my hesitation TAINHA insists.
“Cole, please let me take over; the farthest soldier is loading an RPG. Without your shield you’re a sitting duck.”
I swear in my head. With a slight mental push I give her my okay and duck back into cover. I reopen my eyes and un-mute my hearing. I’m back to my senses now, still a little woozy, but now that the drone will enter the fold, I probably can just sit tight and relax. 
Less than a second later I can hear the drone’s plasma fire cut through the seventieth floor with deadly precision. I activate PIP of my drone’s targeting camera and see what it shoots at. Before the soldier can bring his RPG to bare he is cut in half by a plasma shot. Blood sprays everywhere around him. He probably didn’t even understand what happened to him. One second he is alive and kicking, the next he is cut in half, both parts of what’s left of his body falling towards their final resting place. The last remaining soldiers get a similar treatment, a ball of plasma burning a basketball size hole in one of them while the last one explodes when three successive blasts hit him full front. 
That’s when blaster fire starts raining from the roof of the skyscraper and what I wanted to avoid happens: the enemy on the roof has started firing on the drone. TAINHA does everything she can to steer the drone through the barrage of fire ripping holes in its armor. She engages after burners and the droids soars upward. A second later I hear it explode as the ground beneath my feet shakes. Right after that I hear multiple screams. I turn my attention to the now broken windows just in time to see four bodies, free-falling, two of them engulfed in flames. I shed no tears for this scum, even though they’re probably just brainwashed fanatics following orders. Nevertheless they chose the wrong side. They have a handful of seconds to live and pray to whatever deity they believe in.
Their god can’t help them now. They’ll realize that the moment their bodies splash into the concrete some seven hundred meters below.
I get back to my feet and dust myself off. My power levels are pretty low, and my neuronal HUD illuminates with a faint orange tint. I will lose the use of my augments in a few minutes. I need to race to the roof before Ahmed escapes once more. Now that I’ve diffused his tactical nuke in the basement of this government skyscraper in the middle of New Geneva, he will not stay around any longer. The tracker I managed to shoot at him earlier is still showing me his current location. 
He is on the roof approaching his ship. I wonder why he hasn’t left yet. I calculate the time it would take me to climb the stairs and reach him. Even in super speed mode it would take thirty-five seconds. 
Too slow!
I reconfigure my repulsor’s augments from incinerate mode to propelling thrusters. I jump outside the window and activate them.
“You’re insane!” shouts TAINHA.
“What else is new?” I answer calmly as I soar up through the air, determined to end the life of my nemesis once and for all.
 
 



 
 
C H A P T E R
II
 
 
I land on the World Security Center’s roof, or what’s left of it after the drone has crashed into it. I am forced to dash to the side to dodge the barrage of fire from the few foot soldiers still covering Ahmed. He is walking at a steady pace towards a heavily armored transport ship. 
I hear a familiar sound. An F-235 approaches at mach-4 and launches two air-to-ground missiles towards my position. 
I don’t need backup!
“Evidently the security Council of World United would disagree,” says TAINHA, clearly hearing my thoughts.
“Fools!” I shout as I run towards cover. 
I mentally hack into the building’s CCTV feeds and keep track of Ahmed's reaction while I jump into cover for a brief moment. I don’t linger there, though. The missiles are still a good couple of seconds away. Plenty of time to thin the herd. I raise from cover and shoot two supercharged shots at his guards with my repulsors. One shot burns a hole in the middle of his face and the second takes a large chunk of the soldier’s throat on its path. He drops his weapon to cover the gushing wound and that’s when I see it. He wears a full belt of grenades. This could make my job a whole lot easier.
“Haven’t you forgotten something?” says TAINHA.
The missiles are about to hit. I either let them finish the job while I’m behind cover, ready to jump the feck out of here if needed, or I take that shot. Time to make a choice. I go for the shot; my gut feeling tells me two air-to-ground missiles won’t stop someone like Ahmed. He has faced a lot worse and survived, dozens of time over. I’ve thrown a lot more at him in the past and like a relentless cockroach he keeps surviving. But I can feel it in my bones; he dies today! 
I fire at one of the grenades. My first shot is imprecise and lands on the guard’s
body armor an inch away from the belt. But the second one is right on target. When he explodes the entire sky is filled with flames. The missiles have detonated at the exact same time I blew the bastard to kingdom come, where he won’t find lined up virgins awaiting him to screw his brains out. I can guarantee that! 
It’s the Earth year 2175 and these fanatics are still as disillusioned as they were when they started their campaign of terror at the dawn of the twenty-first century. You’d think they’d learn. You’d think they’d understand that we won’t let them terrorize us with their fear tactics. I sure won’t. 
The first thing I notice is that there is nowhere enough heat from the explosion of the missiles. And the fact that I can see the flames and not feel them is a dead giveaway. They’ve been stopped by a shield. Like I was almost certain they would be. I see Ahmed with his arms extended in front of him. He’s extended his personal shielding to cover not only himself but most of the roof, making sure his escape vehicle is protected as well. I am in awe of the level of technology this scum has managed to equip his body with. This is not going to be an easy fight. 
“You’re right there; you need to reload or let him leave,” says TAINHA.
“Let him leave? Be serious, will you?”
“Cole, your power levels are at nineteen percent. In expanding his shields the way he did Ahmed consumed twenty-three percent of his own power reserves, but that’s still an unfair fight.”
As much as I hate to admit it, she has a point. I look around and find a power conduit panel.
“You’re not seriously considering what I think you’re about to do?” she says with a trembling voice. “You could fry yourself and most of my systems at the same time.”
“Desperate measures,” I say as I use my super-strength augment to rip the power conduit panel and plunge my hands through the 50,000-volt conduits.
“Please, Cole, don—” but her voice cuts off the moment I make contact.
To say this was the scariest and most painful experience I have ever felt would be an understatement. And for a millisecond, I think she might have been right. I lose access to some of my systems on the spot. I can plug into 10,000-volt power streams easily, but 50,000 thousand is a good margin over what my recharging circuitry is meant to handle. I don’t give a rat’s ass. I can’t afford to have Ahmed escape me one more time, not again.
Automatic security features kick in and I get ejected from conduit and crash onto the floor. When I open my eyes I see smoke rising from my body. I hear her but she’s garbled.
“In the name . . . bzzz . . . were you think—bzzz . . . crazy feck!” This is followed by some strong static that quickly dies back into silence.
She sounded pissed, and I can understand that. But I have a terrorist to kill. I need to cut the head of the snake, the head of one of the last Jihadist groups in existence. Allah’s Angels Freedom Army. 
Angels, my ass!
My power level gauge is at one hundred percent but I get dozens of overload error messages that I choose to ignore. When I rise back to my feet I can see lightning bolts still sizzling upon what’s left of my armor and black, torn bodysuit. 
The commotion has attracted unwanted attention but that was unavoidable. I hear Ahmed shout something in Arabic. As always TAINHA translates all of this on-the-fly for me: “Kill the infidel!”
Not in a million years, I think to myself.
TAINHA is silent now. I think I must have fried her communication circuits. I can’t run diagnostics now, not with three soldiers running towards me, unleashing blaster fire with less than accurate precision. But then I realize something. Even though I’m not in bullet-time anymore, I must have activated a bunch of nanites with the electric shock, ’cause I can see the blaster fire approaching and I dodge the shot, jumping and whirling in the air like an Olympic athlete. When I land from my last stunt I activate super-speed. I punch through the air like a supersonic bullet and soon I’m upon my first foe. I grab his blaster rifle and turn the muzzle towards his head. Before he understands what the hell just happened, the sky is filled with blood, bones and brain parts. I lose no time and run towards the other two soldiers, activate my repulsors still in thruster mode, and fly over them. I backflip in the air on my way down, increasing my velocity even more. When I feel I’m near them, I slash both my arms on my sides, activating my forearms’ blades implants and cut both heads clean off. 
When I land with one knee on the ground, I can hear their bodies and heads impact with the ground. One of the heads rolls in front of me, a look of utter terror on the bloodied face.
I rise up and kick the head towards Ahmed like a soccer ball; thanks to my super strength it flies there very fast. He deflects it with one of his arms.
“Ahmed!” I scream. “You’re next.”
He laughs out loud as the remaining two guards flee the scene. They clearly don’t feel like measuring up with me. He shoots them in the back with his own repulsor weapons. They are incinerated on the spot as he mutters something in Arabic that I don’t quite catch with all the commotion. As the F-235 soars nearby and breaks left for another pass, the turrets on Ahmed’s heavy transports spring to life, acquire the jet fighter and quickly dispatch it with powerful volleys of plasma fire, cutting through its wing and sending it to crash and explode into another skyscraper nearby. The explosion incinerates at least four floors. Casualties will be high, but these council feckers shouldn’t have tried to take things into their hands. They either trust in my abilities to complete my mission or face the consequences of their dumb-ass, chicken-shit posture. 
I brush the thought away. I still have someone to kill.
I rush towards Ahmed who’s already in a defensive posture. I grab my nano-blade and try to activate it but nothing happens. I fried the damn thing a minute earlier with my reckless flash recharge. While it was to be expected, I arrive upon him in the middle of a slashing move without my blade being deployed. Ahmed is taken by surprise but was already ducking to dodge my attack. As he quickly realizes what has happened, and before I can regain my balance, he grabs my arm and smashes me into the ground. Chunks of concrete are dislodged and fly in the air as I feel a tremendous amount of pain travel down my spine. 
As he stumps his foot towards my face in an attempt to crush me right there, I spin on the ground just in the nick of time, use both my hands in super speed and super strength and catapult myself upwards towards him, both feet aimed at his face. He is unprepared for that move and I hit him squarely in the jaw, throwing him back a good ten feet. Somehow he manages to stay upright. A little blood drips from the corner of his mouth, but he still smiles back at me.
He wipes the blood with the palm of his hand while I grab a piece of dislodged concrete from the ground and throw it full force at his face. He then uppercuts the projectile and turns it into dust, but he doesn’t realize I’m already upon him by the time the dust cloud clears out. I throw a powerful jab at his lower left ribs, and his armor takes the brunt of the attack, but I know from his facial expression that this blow, enhanced with my super-strength augment pushed to its maximum, has hurt him. In fact, I hear the satisfying sound of his ribs getting broken. 
I push my advantage forward; I grab him by his hair and introduce his head to my knee, making sure the blow is as powerful as it can be. Seeing a couple of broken teeth and blood fly through the air as a result is extremely satisfying. I don’t know if it’s because he almost incinerated hundreds of thousands of innocent lives today with the nuke I managed to diffuse, or if it’s something else, something deeper within myself that I don’t want to acknowledge. One thing is for sure: I feel a thirst for this man’s blood. Not only do I want to kill him, but I take pleasure with every blow I land. 
I push my thoughts to the side as I continue pounding on him more. I decide to work with his body now, inflicting as much internal damage as I can muster while I have the upper hand. He tries to dodge and block my blows but he is always a step behind. I time them in such a way that each new blow hits before he has time to recover from the previous one. That’s when I start to see fear in his eyes. He knows he is in trouble. 
Good!
But then in the middle of my next combo, his speed increases. He probably overclocked his augments in order to keep up with me. And keep up he does as pretty soon none of my blows manage to hit him anymore. He expertly dodges, blocks and counters my attacks. I go for a low, sweeping round kick, hoping the sudden change of tactic will throw him off. Big mistake. He jumps out of the way with ease and I can feel him atop my now defenseless position. I don’t know what I feel first, flying through the air or the intense throbbing pain in my cheek as a result of his powerful kick. I almost lose consciousness.
I realize in mid-air that I probably fried so many of TAINHA’s systems that I will probably be on my own for the rest of this fight. Part of me dreads the thought and part of me enjoys the fact that I have to win this on my own. I also know full well this could be my ego speaking, and that could be fatal if I underestimate my opponent. Speaking of underestimating my opponent, it is clear that Ahmed isn’t doing so with me. I can see him run towards me, raising his palm to incinerate me with his repulsor weapons as I crash onto the ground on my already wounded shoulder. The pain is excruciating; more than it should be, in fact. I probably damaged the nanites assigned to lower feedback from my pain receptors as well.
That’s when I decide it’s time to throw him a curveball before he can try to turn me into charred meat. I can hear his weapon humming when I spring into action. Fortunately my automatic targeting systems are still operational. Without them, pulling what’s coming next could be tricky at best. I throw two of my guided shuriken. Their edges are a nanometer thin, and made of the same material as my nano-blade. Each lodges right in the center of his repulsor weapons that were turning red hot, ready to incinerate me. Instead of firing deadly plasma at me I see sparks bursting out of them. 
Try incinerating anything now, asshole!
I jump back to my feet and while Ahmed is looking at the damage and removing my shuriken from his weapons, I send him flying with a powerful reverse roundhouse kick. I have no doubt he is equipped with nanites that will mend the damage I have inflicted on his tech. But it will take time, and I fully intend to end his life before that time has come. I grab my last sonic grenade and throw it at him before his body hits the ground from my latest blow. I close my eyes and cover my ears, doubting that my augments will negate the effect of the grenade at such close range after everything I put my augmented body through earlier. 
It detonates an inch under his body and he is catapulted into the air, spinning wildly. He is at least thirty-five feet in the air when I activate my dagger-claws implant. Four long and highly sharpened blades spring to life from my right hand. 
Time to finish this.
I quickly crouch, divert all power to my super-strength leg implants and launch myself into the air after him.
Ahmed is still spinning when I reach him. He flings an approximate kick at me, trying to send me back down, but I see it coming a mile away. I grab his extended leg and use it as an athlete would a support beam. I jump upwards and summersault over him. When I’m done spinning I thrust with claws deep in his back, the claw blades traveling through his flesh, bones and armor. The pleasure I get from this is intense.
“That’s got to hurt,” I say, grinning ear to ear. 
We’re now plunging back towards the roof of the building. My claws are still dug into Ahmed. His time has come. I feel the urge to prolong his suffering, but many of my augments are sending me superimposed visual warnings, so much so that I need to de-activate my neuronal HUD. It’s too distracting, like an over-decorated, madly blinking Christmas tree. I crouch on top of his back to prepare for landing and retract my claws just before impact. The blades are coated with his bright crimson blood. I use his body as a skate board as we skid on the ground for another ten feet, leaving a trail of his blood in our wake.
That should do it. Now I can finally finish him off.
I step off him as I magnetically unlock my secondary blaster rifle off my back armor plating and check its charge and functions. He painfully rolls on his back, half of his face disfigured from the skidding on hard and coarse concrete. That makes this fight, this execution, all the more satisfying. But then he starts laughing through the pain as blood bubbles from his mouth.
“What is so funny, asshole?”
“You are . . . you think you’ve won.”
“Need a mirror to see what you look like now? I have stopped your plan and I have beaten you. Laugh all you want, but these are your last moments on this Earth, so please, be my guest and enjoy them, all twenty seconds of it,” I say as I aim my blaster rifle nozzle at the middle of his head.
I charge the weapon to max settings. It takes a few seconds of humming. It’s a little slower than usual, probably because of the power overload.
“Any last words?”
Ahmed tries to speak but instead he coughs a large amount of blood. Eventually, he manages to mutter, “You think you are doing good but you couldn’t be . . . more wrong.”
I shake my head from side to side as he continues.
“The megacorporations are using . . .” he coughs some more blood. “You . . . They probably told you that you are preventing my attacks by . . . ugh . . . traveling back in time. But you aren’t. Somewhere . . . sometime . . . I have blown that building and that city into a hellish inferno and you weren’t there to stop it.” 
He attempts to smile. From the amount of blood he has lost, I figure finishing him off by blowing his head to bits is probably just for my own satisfaction than real necessity. I decide I’m gonna enjoy that moment nonetheless. It’s been years since this asshole had first escaped me. Sure I always managed my primary target to prevent his plans for mass destruction on our planet. But could he be right? Could I travel to another timeline when I jump back after preventing his actions? Not only am I not versed in time travel physics, but the whole thing gives me a headache, even when TAINHA tries to explain it in the simplest of terms. All I know is I get a mission objective, and I always deliver. That’s my job and, since my wife passed away, it’s actually been my whole life. Today is no different, except this time he won’t escape and I won’t have to stop his next attack. Another zealot with thirst for martyrdom and fame will take his place, of that I have no doubt. But the life of Ahmed Al’Hasi ends here and now.
I spit on him. “You will say anything to plant doubts in my head. Your kind of an expert at brainwashing others, but I’m not your usual weak-willed suggestible mind.”
“One day . . . you’ll understand.”
“But that day is not today. Time to say goodbye, I’m afraid.”
The blaster is at full charge; at this distance and supercharged level, the blaster will incinerate his head and probably most of his upper torso. I relish the thought of depressing the trigger. 
“Cole?” he says in between coughing more blood.
“We’re done talking.”
“Goodbye. Till next time, that is,” he says.
I hear a buzz of static inside my head. Could it be TAINHA?
“There won’t be a next time ass—” 
Before I can finish my sentence, something hits my throat at extreme velocity. I can feel it traveling through my neck from side to side, and I can’t speak anymore. I try, but I feel a viscous liquid in my throat and a taste of lead. 
Was I just hit?
Ahmed smiles from ear to ear and I re-aim the gun and depress the trigger but I’m too late. He kicks it out of my hands the moment the blaster shoots. It creates a crater in the concrete a couple of feet away from his face.
I put my hands on my neck and feel both the entry and exit wound. I turn in the direction of where the shot came from. I use my vision augment to zoom, for a mile, then two, then five. That’s when I see him. A sniper is lying down on concrete atop another skyscraper, the sun reflecting into his visor. I try to activate emergency healing nanites but they don’t respond. I get an error message instead. I deep fried them, no doubt. TAINHA was right. I’m insane, and it looks like I’m also about to die. The thought sends my brain into a weird mixture of terror and satisfaction. On the one hand I can’t fathom how pissed I am at failing to kill Ahmed, even though I have managed to stop him incinerating New Geneva. I was a few seconds away from removing this scourge from this world. And then, another sensation superimposes itself on my mind: that the fight is over, that it is the end, and that I will rejoin my wife in the afterlife, if there is such a thing. 
He rises to his feet painfully, his nanites already mending his wounds, but I can’t say the same about my own body. I shouldn’t have used bullet-time earlier. That’s what I get for not listening to my instincts. It should have been kept in reserve for this, like I planned it. I would have heard the smart bullet that hit me if I had. I only realize I have fallen to my knees when I look back at Ahmed who is now looking down on me.
“As always it’s been a pleasure, my friend.”
I want to scream back at him, to tell him I’m not his friend and that I’m gonna rip his heart out and shove it down his throat, but instead I feel bubbles of blood expanding and bursting from the holes in my neck.
“I’m afraid your last words will have to be silent ones. Farewell, Agent Cole Seeker.”
He lowers his face and puts two fingers on his temple, then waves them away as if to say goodbye. 
He turns away and starts walking towards his ship, the loading ramp of his craft lowering automatically upon his approach. 
The amount of rage boiling inside me is beyond anything I have experienced. Our fight has been so quick I could have taken him with my twenty percent or so reserve with fully functioning augments. I would be healing from this wound right now if I had. But it’s too late. I can’t change the past, not if I die on this roof anyway. The irony is not lost on me though. I’m a time traveler agent whose sole purpose is to try to change the past to make a better future. I try to engage the emergency recall. I never had to use it and I never wanted to . . . It would mean acknowledging I have failed my mission. But I can’t seem to access this augment either. Not that it would do me any good; the response team in charge to evac and time travel me back in time would probably not make it before I draw my last breath, which is now very near; I can feel it. 
My rage intensifies and a natural release of adrenaline happens. I decide that if I die, so does he. I get back to my feet and start running. My blaster is aimed at Ahmed. I can still use my super speed. I roll to the ground to grab the blaster and set it to overload as I lock it magnetically on my thorax. I’m gonna need all my strength and both my hands to grip myself onto Ahmed.
I hear another shot and a split second later I feel a bullet travel through my right thigh. Sparks flow as the bullet hits the mechanically enhanced augment inside that particular area of my leg. I lose balance and stumble forward but I manage by miracle not to fall to the ground.
Ahmed turns to face me. I’m still a good ten feet from him and I now limp.
“Agent Seeker, what are we going to do with you?”
He opens his right palm and a blaster pistol flies from his ship and magnetically locks into his hand. He aims at me and fires.
It hits my blaster, still overloading, but it doesn’t explode right away. Instead it flies upwards, spinning in the air, making a high pitch screeching noise as I am catapulted backwards from the blaster impact. Before I hit the ground my blaster explodes and flames spring all around it. Ahmed erects a personal shield that protects him from the inferno. I am not so lucky and I can feel the intense heat and flames burn my flesh as I close my eyes.
I can’t see him anymore but I can hear his footsteps travel away from my position. The sound changes as he steps onto the metal ramp of his ship.
I have failed. And I’m about to die. My brain can’t process the enormity of it all. 
How could I fail? How could I have been so stupid?
I try to pry my eyes open but only my left eye opens, and only partially. It’s enough to see the dark grey sky above. The sun is now behind a huge, dark cloud. 
I hear the engines of Ahmed's ship hum to life, and I feel the ground shaking when it lifts off. 
“Agent Seeker,” I hear through his ship’s speakers. “It’s been fun as always, but now it’s time to say goodbye for good.”
I muster what’s left of my strength and bring my head upwards. The pain from my neck wound makes it near impossible but I fight through it and manage to see a blurred image of the ship now hovering atop the roof of the building that is surely to become my grave. 
I hear his plasma guns powering up. 
“Allahu Akbar,” says Ahmed through his speakers.
The last thing I see is two bright green plasma shots coming my way.
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I scream from the bottom of my guts and I’m surprised to hear my own voice. I’m standing on my bed in my apartment, soaking in sweat.
“Condition red! Emergency shield activating,” says TAINHA in a panicked voice.
I see the flashing blue cubic-shaped shield come to life all around my bed as the emergency lights in my apartment come on. They give every piece of furniture and every wall a reddish hue.
What the feck? A nightmare?
It takes my augmented brain a couple of seconds to compute and realize that I am still alive, safe and sound on my bed. I can feel my heart beat so fast that it feels like it wants to break free from my ribcage. I know TAINHA is talking to me; I hear her voice intonation, but right now I can’t make out what’s she’s saying to me.
I have had nightmares before, but this felt more real than any other lucid dreams I ever had in my wretched life. It’s like I died and was resurrected, and my brain has trouble dealing with it all. I feel dizzy, disoriented and terrified all at the same time. Small rivers of sweat are traveling down my face.
“Cole . . .” I barely register what TAINHA says. “What’s happening? What’s wrong?”
TAINHA is genuinely worried about me. Heck, I’m worried. 
“I’m okay . . . I think. What’s the date?”
“Earth year 2175, March the 7th.. It’s six twenty-three in the morning, Cole.”
The date matches the mission. I wonder if that wasn’t a dream but something else . . . Perhaps I’ll be put into active duty later today?

What the hell does it all mean?
“Should I call for a medical emergency, Cole? Your vitals are worrying me; your heartbeat is off the charts.”
Of that I have no doubt. I feel like my flesh is still burning and I’m being consumed by plasma fire.
“Denied,” I say, trying to calm myself down. 
“What the hell happened, Cole?”
“The only explanation that makes sense right now is the mother of all nightmares.”
“That must have been one hell of a nightmare to send most of your body’s vitals into overdrive like this.”
“Yeah, it was . . .” I correct myself. “It was something else.”
“I’ve released a tranquilizer into your bloodstream via your nanites to help you regulate your heartbeat and counteract the adrenaline overload you have received from this . .. experience.”
TAINHA turns off the force field around my bed. 
I bury my face into my hands. I can already feel the soothing effect of the tranquilizers acting on my system. I’m starting to breathe more deeply now. It calms my internal chatter. I am a little more focused now, less overwhelmed by the sheer intensity of the lingering memories. I still struggle with the concept of this being just a dream; even when I try to convince myself of it, I feel it in my heart and deep down in my bones that I could be wrong.
I need a shower. 
Before I have time to ask TAINHA I can already hear the water starting in my bathroom. I sit on the border of my bed, looking at my feet. The feeling of the smooth carpet under my toes is soothing me. I look at my naked body, I see no new scars, no damage from the fight with Ahmed. All evidence suggests this was a nightmare.
“I can sense your internal turmoil, Cole; perhaps we could talk about it? Would you like that?”
“Later, TAINHA, but thank you.”
“At your service, as always, Cole. You know you can tell me anything.”
I know, indeed. Truth be told I would probably go insane if it wasn’t for her. And I don’t think of her as a thing either. Her AI matrix is so advanced and she demonstrates so many emotions that I sometimes think she is more human than I ever was. Perhaps she is.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Cole, but I appreciate you thinking so.”
I must be broadcasting my thoughts all over the place. 
“Engage privacy mode, TAINHA.”
“Have I said something wrong?”
“No, TAINHA, but I need to be alone with my thoughts, just for a little while.”
I hear a beep inside my head and I can feel TAINHA’s subtle assistance on my body turn off. I don’t really need her help outside of deployment, but I’ve become accustomed to leaving her on most of the time. I feel sorry for deactivating her during my sleep, but nighttime is the only moment when I can escape it all. The last thing I want is for my AI augment to see my most intimate fantasies. But now I wished she had been online to record this. At least if she replayed the dream to me I could be sure it was one. 
When I arrive under the shower, the water splashes against my skin at a perfect one hundred and seven degrees Fahrenheit. It doesn’t take long for me to relax. Water has always soothed me. Nowadays it’s a privilege to have a water shower with all the restrictions and the quotas that are put in place. But being one of very few Time Agents for the Rewind project, I can have whatever I want. All the luxuries that only the ultra-rich can afford are given to me, no questions asked. I can eat meat as much as I want, honey, wine . . . I sometimes feel self-conscious about all of that.
Why does ninety-nine percent of the planet have to make do without so many of the things the human race once took for granted? That’s the world we live in, that’s why. Water was polluted on a large scale in the twenty-first century and potable water is now a rare and expensive resource. Being a nostalgic son of bitch, I am always amazed when I watch movies from the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first. People used to have everything they could ever dream of: water, clean air, and all the food they could imagine. They squandered it all, not seeing how unsustainable their ways were, and they were greedy in their pursuits. Once the last of the Amazon forest was gone, everything started going to shit. The ice caps melted and shortly after the oceans rose. Ninety-five percent of all animal species on the planet perished in the nuclear winter that followed World War III. The Earth was never meant to be put under so much strain, and it became a dying world, barely able to sustain the few hundred million survivors. 
 We knew it, of course; everyone knew deep inside their mind, even if it was just a doubt in a dark corner of it. They knew that destroying the ecosystem so we could eat all the fish, meat and fast food we wanted had to have a price one day. The scientists tried to warn us. Whistleblowers tried to wake up the human race from its semi-comatose state. We didn’t listen, even though they warned us we wouldn’t all see the end of the century under these conditions. Others debunked their claims, calling them alarmists at best, and heretics at worst. Now look where it got us? We can barely feed what’s left of the human race. The animal kingdom is all but extinct, and everything that made the world a wonderful place has been taken away. Now, we’re living in a glorified desert where life is slowly but surely heading towards its final oblivion.
The water feels so good, I can only imagine how people make do with sonic showers. Sure they clean the skin efficiently, but nothing beats the sensation of hot water splashing and trickling down one’s skin. 
I bet the ones that thought it was bullshit talk to warn us about our unsustainable ways are thinking different now, or they would if they were still alive. Sure augments and advance in the medical fields have raised the maximum lifespan of humans to up to one hundred and twenty years, give or take, but only the rich can afford to have their lives artificially extended beyond the now morbid forty-two years old average lifespan. We’re basically back to the Stone Age now in terms of mortality. When it became clear that we had royally fecked up, that this world would not regenerate from the damage we did to it, well, it was too late. The megacorporations incited all the governments to establish some drastic measures, and one of them was population control. They controlled whatever was left of the world’s food production, which wasn’t much, so they told the politicians what needed to be done. To say the transition was harsh is putting it mildly.
The human race couldn’t survive in its entirety. Not all ten billion of them could be fed. But then some super-strain viruses took care of reducing that number to a healthier five billion, give or take a few million. And that was even before World War III. Then came new and terrible STDs that were very efficient in bringing down the population, much more so than the laws of limiting the family unit to a maximum of four persons. Was the Earth trying to rework the equation of a sustainable world on its own? Or were those measures implemented without public knowledge to deal with the situation? I wonder.
People need to feck, no matter what we tell them; we are, after all, at least in that regard, animals. We can’t live without the pleasure of the flesh. So a super STD like HIV-6 that could turn you impotent in hours and have you draw your last breath in less than a week after that, became a blessing in disguise for controlling population growth. If there is one thing humans like more than having sex it’s to be alive. The usual contraception methods, once a good way to protect against the spread of these SDTs, were rendered inefficient. HIV-6 contained a protein that would burn through latex and other materials. The only safe way to have intercourse was to be subjected to a battery of tests beforehand. 
Soon the sex-bots were created for the recreation sessions. Their AI makes them feel human enough, and their artificial bodies, perfect recreations of human flesh and skin to the touch, didn’t pose a risk health wise. They also helped reduce the birth rate quite a lot. Nowadays one must be either rich or very determined and a bit of a daredevil to try to have children. The avalanche of viruses the humans have faced in the past century made it difficult to birth a genetically safe child. People used to be paranoid about genetically modified organisms. Yeah right! The first and second generation of children were only affected with mild to severe allergic reactions, sometimes to compounds made by our own damn bodies, like histamine. But these were the easier symptoms; the other ones that installed themselves over the generations into the human body, those are the real kick in the ass. What did we think would happen when we created seeds that poisoned our soils, one pesticide at a time, while killing precious fauna? Every insect, animal, or fish all served a function in the eco system. But no; we were arrogant and thought we could play god and get away with it.
I sometimes daydream that I could, by either a miracle or accident, jump back in time more than the limited 717 minutes I’m allotted. I dream of jumping back into the twenty-first century and hitting everyone on the head, showing them where they are headed, making sure they take it seriously. But that’s all it is really, a fantasy, a utopian dream . . .
We now live under domes. The only way to recycle the air efficiently is to limit the amount of it you need to recycle. Some say that the soil must have healed by now, that soon we can try again, do better. Long gone is the Internet the way we knew it. It’s now just a network whose sole reason to exist is to make sure megacorporations know everything about you. There are only seven megacities left in the world. There are rumors that some humans have adapted outside of the domes in spite of the radiation and established colonies. But since no one is allowed outside, that’s all they are. Rumors.
And then there are the terrorists. They call themselves freedom fighters and claim we must reduce the human race to a bare minimum and start over, start smarter. But if there is one thing that people are good at, it’s striving for survival. We are no different than animals in that regard; we’ll do whatever it takes to breathe just a little longer. No matter the cost.
That’s where I come in. When acts of terror are unleashed upon the world, I am sent back in time to fix these aberrations. You could say I have the most important job in the world. Heck, sometimes I believe it myself. I’m just a glorified soldier but apparently something in my DNA allows me to travel in time without turning into a pile of goo. There are only a handful of us. But we aren’t told how many.  
I turn off the water with a wave of my hand. I don’t feel like stopping but I must have been showering for at least fifteen minutes, reminiscing about a past that is lost, probably forever. It’s an indulgence that comes with the job. I save lives so I can use all the water I want. It doesn’t seem fair sometimes but the hot water helps my muscles and overall mood, which are both critical for me to achieve my missions. The people financing Project Rewind know that and they’re not gonna spare any expenses as long as I keep delivering the results they expect of me. It’s been a little tense at headquarters lately. I have never failed a mission’s primary objective, but Ahmed . . . he has become my nemesis, the one terrorist whose head I still can't deliver on a silver platter, no matter how much I try. It’s like he knows I’m coming for him every single time. Sometimes I get paranoid and think he must have inside help for him to always escape the way he does. Then I realize it’s easier to blame someone else than myself for failing to accomplish the task of killing the son of a bitch.
The floor of the shower turns blue and a whirlwind of ionized air dries my body in less than two seconds. My hair is lifted upwards for a brief instant. When it goes back in place, I’m fully dry.
The thought lingers in my brain. 
Does Ahmed get inside help?
I know I’m being paranoid, but that would explain why he is always a step ahead of me. Which couldn’t be possible considering that I’m the one traveling back in time, I have an incredible amount of useful intel as I make the time jumps. That’s how I devise the best plan of action; that’s how I stop the terrorists’ nefarious plans. By knowing what to look for, at what time, and making sure TAINHA and me go for the course of action that has the higher probability of success. Yet he keeps getting away from me. 
On the other hand, being a little paranoid is why I’m still alive after so many years of deployments. I have received so many medals I don’t know what to do with them. At first I was proudly showcasing them on my wall. But then I realized I was the only one looking at them, so what was the point? So I took them down and piled them into an old shoebox under my kitchen sink. 
Loneliness. That’s the one thing that defines me the most. I am not allowed to have friends. I can’t socialize. I can’t form emotional attachment as it could hinder my judgment when I get deployed. My enemies could use them against me. 
I was enlisted after my wife got sick and died. We couldn’t afford the medication she needed to stay alive. My soldier’s salary was barely enough to allow us to eat and have something resembling a roof over our heads. Of course all that changed once my particular genetic aberration was found during a routine medical test. I wish I could go back in time. I wish I could save her. But it doesn’t work that way. I can only jump back seven hundred and seventeen minutes, not a second more. Barely enough time for me to actually complete my missions. There have been many close calls over the years. 
I asked the eggheads at the labs once why we can’t jump further back. But after two minutes of their technobabble, my brain melted into a puddle of boredom. I’m no scientist. To each his own. All I know is that it isn’t possible. Perhaps one day, but not today. 
And then I remember they made me infertile and unable to feel sexual pleasure. For the same reasons I’m not supposed to be emotionally attached to anyone. The first three years I was doing fine in these conditions. But there’s something particularly soul-sucking to be alone all the time. I can use sex bots, but even then, I can’t really get the kind of pleasure I would like from them, no matter how much I try. I wonder why I bother really. I guess it’s a sanity thing. My brain copes better if I lie to myself that I have some sort of activity resembling sexual intercourse. But who the feck am I kidding? They neutered the shit out of me. I understand why they did it and I was informed beforehand, at the time when I was losing everything I held dear. My sweet Vassiliki. She would be disgusted with me if she was still here. Or would she?
Then after a while I started suffering from all the loneliness, and it affected my results. While I was still managing to achieve my primary objectives, they said I was taking too many chances, that I simply couldn’t be replaced, so they sent me to shrinks. I have no problem talking about my life with others, but what was there to talk about? I take a shower in the morning and one at night, and in the meantime I train my ass off, relax in the evening, eat whatever I want. Not a bad life compared to many out there. But nothing to write home about either . . .
Home . . . Such a strange and far away concept now.
The shrinks decided that I needed companionship but one that couldn’t be used against me, so they created TAINHA. And I’m very thankful for her. She has been my salvation. I needed a presence and someone to talk to. Eventually being alone all the time got to me. I was all tear-dried from crying over Vassiliki’s passing. At first I rejected the idea of TAINHA. First my ego got bruised, since she was also there to help me during my missions. I felt like I was being given an artificial piece of code instead of a real relationship. And for a little while, I resisted her. Until I realized my actions were actually hurting her feelings. The first time she cried, I was blown away I didn’t think code could cry. Could anyone blame me? 
It’s the one thing I was never able to bear: making a woman cry. Vassiliki knew it and, god rest her gentle soul, I think she used it to her advantage. I can’t blame her. I can be a right asshole on the best of days. To say my temper has a short fuse sometimes would be the mother of all understatements. 
I dress myself and when I go to my living room, I am struck by the fantastic smell of poached eggs and bacon. My stomach grumbles immediately and I lose no time digging into the tasty food. I still remember when I was living on protein bars, most likely processed from the dead carcasses of bugs. When Vassiliki passed away I couldn’t afford anything else except a loaf of bread once a week. Now I can eat so many things, and I feel sorry I can’t share this luxury with her. 
My smoked pork meat is succulent. I know it’s wrong to eat that, but great tasting food and running water are my only indulgences these days. Most animals died after the plagues. The rest were killed when China and the United States went to war for the control of the last, already tarnished fossil-fuels stockpile. The Third World War was a short one, but it did help deal with the overpopulation. Three billion deaths in less than two days. The world went to war. It launched its nukes, and before it could be stopped, in the horror of the worst holocaust known to man, the irreparable damage was done. Whatever was left of the already dying ecosystem was burnt to a crisp. Only cities not targeted in the first assault that had domes able to filter the polluted air survived. That’s where the last of humanity survived in these dark days. Only seven cities had survived. New Geneva, which was rebuilt from the ground up in the middle of the twenty-first century when a major earthquake brought half of what was once Europe to rubble. New Paris, New Moscow, Adelaide, Montreal, Tokyo & New Chicago. China had been wiped out, as was most of the United States. 
After World War III, it was decided that a unified world government with one currency, and one council of politicians were to rule the world. The United Nations of the World. But soon those who had the resources took power behind the scenes. The megacorporations and a few others in the fields of information, military weaponry, energy and agriculture took control. They made sure that we repeated the same mistakes again, so a chosen few would share the world’s riches, while the majority fell in line and did their bidding.
I know I should stop thinking of the past. I wasn’t there for most of it, but just thinking about it makes me sad and a little angry as well. I finish my eggs and drag my ass back to my bedroom. I fall into my bed and for a split second I think about re-activating TAINHA, but then my mind wonders somewhere else. Thinking of Vassiliki earlier made me somewhat horny. It’s the worst thing. I am horny but I can never experience the full pleasure of the act. Whoever thought of that sick joke I could decapitate with pleasure. Feck the fact that I voluntarily signed the paperwork, that I accepted this be done to me. 
I am looking at the ceiling of my perfectly furnished apartment atop one of the highest skyscrapers in New Geneva. At this height the view is simple. I see the tips of a few other buildings on the horizon, and a layer of smog that looks like a sea of clouds. And then there is the bright green reflection from the force fields above. It doesn’t matter that we found a way to clean the air; true clean air is only for the ones who live two thousand feet from the ground or higher. The low-level dwellers don’t need such air. They just need to be able to work until they die. That’s the world we live in now. That’s the world I try to protect and, days like these, I wonder why I even bother.
I’m activating holographic sex bots. I don’t need the real flesh models, since they won’t bring that happy ending anyway, so I might as well use holographic ones. A beautiful, caramel-colored-skin goddess appears from thin air, and soon she is joined by an Asian angel with the body of an athlete. Muscular yet feminine, with obviously unnatural dark red hair and green eyes. That’s the beauty of holograms; you can set it to whatever wildest dreams and fantasies your mind can muster.
One dances next to the bed while the other rides me, but, as always, I feel nothing. My life feels as barren as the world outside of the dome.
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It’s way past ten o’clock in the morning when I decide I’ve had enough of unfulfilling sexual fantasies and that loneliness is starting to get to me. I activate TAINHA back.
“How was your morning, Cole?”
“The usual,” I say, not bothering to conceal how bored I feel. 
“Would you like to talk about your nightmare?”
The nightmare. I had almost forgotten about it. There’s something about tits bouncing up and down that will mesmerize the shit out of you in any circumstances. Be them real, fake or virtual. But the simple mention of the nightmare or whatever the feck I experienced last night brings me right back to reality, faster and more efficiently than a cold shower.
I guess I needed that anyway. I’ve got to figure out what the hell it all means.
“Yeah. Let’s do that.”
“I’m listening . . .”
I proceed to retell the tale to TAINHA with as much detail as I can remember. She stays silent until I’m done. 
“Oh my . . . it must have been horrific to feel you were dying, burning alive.”
“Yeah, not a pleasant feeling. I could feel the pain; it was so realistic . . . I still don’t know if this was a nightmare or something else.”
“What else could it be, Cole?”
“I don’t know; need I remind you that I time travel for a living? What if something went wrong and I really died?”
“And how do you explain that you’re back here, safe and sound?”
“I didn’t say I had the answer. I’m just saying this didn’t feel like any other dream I ever had before.”
“I didn’t mean anything by it, Cole. But it’s just . . .”
“Say it.”
“It doesn’t seem likely to be anything but a nightmare. No offense.”
“None taken, Tanya.”
“Who’s Tanya?” she says with what sounds like a hint of jealousy in her synthesized vocals.
Crap! That’s what I was calling the sex bot of Indian descent in my holographic fantasies, which I named after my first girlfriend.
“Charming,” says TAINHA, clearly annoyed I could confuse her with a sex bot.
“I’m sorry, but you have to admit, that’s a pretty name.”
“If I didn’t know where it came from I would be inclined to agree. I would even consider letting you call me that.”
“Why don’t you?” I say, knowing full well that I should stop talking.
“Yes . . . why don’t I let you call me like one of your holographic whores, Cole? Sometimes you can really anger me.”
Yeah, I stepped right into that one. But then I realize that I would enjoy calling her that. So, knowing full well I’m gonna crash and burn in my attempt, I push on.
“Look. I understand how you feel, I really do.”
“I seriously doubt that,” says TAINHA coldly. 
“You have all the right in the world to be pissed at me right now. But let me explain.”
“Whatever.”
“Okay. So Tanya is the name of my first girlfriend . . .”
“You do realize you’re making things worse, don’t you?”
“Would you let me finish?”
“We both know you can’t.”
I want to continue explaining that I actually never had sex with her and that our relationship was mostly platonic, when TAINHA’s sick joke sinks in. It’s one thing to not be able to have a fecking orgasm, it’s another having my AI use that to hurt me because she felt scorned.
We both stay silent for a very long time. My blood begins to boil and I jump out of bed. I take three steps until I’m in front of the mirror. I’m fuming inside. I know I shouldn’t be pissed; I started it, but she went too far. Then I do something I immediately regret and I punch the mirror. It breaks into a million pieces, some of them deeply planted into my fingers.
“I’m sorry, Cole,” she says, sounding genuine, “I spoke before I thought.”
“How the feck is that even possible? Huh? How the feck can you do anything without thinking? Or should I say processing? Your matrix is fifty times faster than my brain, if not more, so please enlighten me: How is it that you didn’t mean to hurt me with that comment?”
“I did mean to hurt you, but I regretted it the moment I said it. I . . . I don’t know how to take it back. I wish I could, though. Part of me would really like to be called Tanya, in fact. So maybe we should discuss this more.”
“I don’t think you grasp how pissed you’ve made me right now. I feel like turning you off until our next mission.”
“Please, Cole, don’t. It won’t happen again.”
I feel like telling her she bets her silicon-and-graphite ass it won’t happen again, but then I know in that state I’m probably broadcasting my emotions all over the place and she hears them. She knows she has pissed me off. I don’t need to tell her with words.
“Cole. I would like you to call me Tanya.”
“We’ll see about that. Right now I think I’d like to be alone with my thoughts.”
“I will obey if that’s really what you want but we both know that’s not the case. Shouldn’t we talk more about the nightmare?”
I take deep breaths and try to calm myself down. I wonder why I get so pissed. There has to be a reason. While it was a cheap shot, it was also the truth. I can’t come. I wish more than anything that at least I could get that part of my humanity back. For a moment I loathe the day I signed the contract with the company. I know it’s selfish of me to think so. I live like the richest people in this world while most of humanity is surviving in awful conditions.
“Let’s talk about that then? I have noticed you are feeling more and more self-conscious about the gifts that come with your position,” she says, always a step ahead of even my own thoughts.
“Gifts?”
“Advantages then?”
“Why wouldn’t I be? Why is it I can have everything I want while most people live a miserable existence, as mere shadows, a daily nightmare compared to how things once were?”
“The predicament of the human race is not your fault.”
“I get that, but my conscience isn’t exactly thrilled when I eat to my heart’s content, knowing others are gobbling down processed insects to survive and suffer day after day, their lungs filling up with pollution, their health declining at a rapid pace.”
“What triggered that reaction in you, Cole? I’m curious. You used to not give a rat’s ass about such things in the past. You’ve been increasingly concerned with the well-being, or lack thereof, of others lately. Do you know why that is?”
I see what she is trying to do. She is changing the subject, and I think she’s right to do so. I already feel less aggressive. I don’t feel like smashing the table next to the mirror anymore. 
“I . . . I don’t know, TAI . . . Tanya.”
Her facial avatar appears in my neuronal HUD and she smiles. “I really like that name; thank you for calling me like someone you once loved.”
I wish I could answer to that. I just can’t. I smile back. 
“Did I ever tell you how wonderful your smile is, Cole?” 
“I guess for that I’d have to smile from time to time. But thank you.”
“Granted, it’s not something you do often, but you do smile when it counts, and it’s a beautiful one.”
I still struggle with the fact that an AI is telling me all these things. She’s way more intelligent than I ever will be, and I suspect she feels a wider range of emotion than I am capable of experiencing. Sometimes, especially in moments like these, I wonder if I can experience anything but primal emotions. Rage, hatred, sadness, fear . . . these, like most people, I know well, but the rest . . . “That’s not true. You’re a gentle soul at the core, and I think the fact your conscience has been eating at you lately is the proof of that. You’ve been through a lot.”
Have I? I don’t know. Seems to me I got everything served to me on a silver platter after Vassiliki died. Sure part of me died as well that day, my better part in fact, the kind person I once was. Or thought to be.
“Thank you,” I say.
“You’re welcome, Cole. Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re saving hundreds, thousands, sometimes hundreds of thousands of lives when you jump into service. That’s noble and not many minds could cope with the pressure you’re under. That’s why you were selected.”
“I thought it was an aberration in my DNA allowing me to jump back in time. Or am I being lied to?”
“I wouldn’t know, Cole. I’m not privy to such information. What I meant is that beside your ability to survive the jump in time, you have the right amount of focus. And like it or not, your aggressive tendencies are welcomed when we must kill terrorists in cold blood to avoid the terrible plans they have for this world.”
It does make sense. I do feel like most of the time I bottle up my rage, but when I’m being deployed, I get to release it by killing the scum of the Earth. I feel pleasure ripping their lives away from them. I feel gratification for every fanatic I kill. And then I realize that if Vassiliki was still alive, she would loathe what I have become. I feel overwhelmed with sadness and can’t stop tears from forming in my eyes.
“There, there, Cole, you’re only human, after all. It’s only normal to question yourself, and to feel sad the way you do. I won’t tell you to forget the past. It’s part of who you are and how life works. I can remember when I was first activated. I was scared, and I was wondering what I was. It’s not easy to accept that I don’t have a body, you know? I cried a lot about it. In fact, I’m still jealous sometimes. But I know I’m helping you fulfill an important task. I live through you and hopefully I’m . . . your friend?”
“You’re my only friend.”
“Right back at ya!”
I chuckle. I never put myself in Tanya’s shoes until now, at least not on this level. Here I am questioning everything about my life, but I have a pumping heart, I have hands, legs, and other things that make me human. Tanya only lives inside her head. It must be disconcerting.
“That’s funny. Where did you get to have such a great sense of humor?” I ask her.
Again she projects her smiling face on my neuronal HUD and winks. “I learned from the best.”
I smile back and reach to wipe my tears when I feel my arm stop in mid-air. I was about to wipe my eyes with the hand I used to smash the mirror, little sharp pieces of glass still protruding from my hand. She didn’t let me do that, of course.
“Thanks, Tanya, you’re always there for me,” I say as I wipe my tears with my other hand and proceed to the bathroom to remove the pieces of broken glass from my hand. I stand watching droplets of my blood dripping in the sink. 
“Do you remember when you received the call for deployment? In your nightmare, I mean?”
“Around 7 P.M.”
“Do you mind if I ask what the mission was about?”
“Not at all. And if it happens in the future it will be one of the worst ones yet. Ahmed Al’Hasi was trying to detonate a nuke in the city. Most of the town was incinerated even though it was a dirty bomb with much less power than the military nukes we used . . .”
“In World War III?” 
“Yeah. But most of the southern part of the city was incinerated upon detonation. Radiation does the rest over a few hours in these cases.”
“Can I ask you something else, Cole?”
“Anything.”
“Do you ever fear that one day they will locate where we live, you and I, and get rid of us?”
Then I realize she, like every other living thing, is subject to fear as well.
“Are you afraid of that?”
“Terrified. Why, aren’t you?”
“That’s a good question. I always assume that we can go back in time to fix such things.”
“We can’t go back in time if we’re dead.”
“Indeed. This building is protected, as you know. Even a military grade nuke detonating in this area wouldn’t damage this building. It has its own shielding”
“Yes but what about an internal attack.”
“I hadn’t thought of that. But this place is a fortress. I guess you and I can’t easily be replaced. That’s why there are platoons of soldiers and the most advanced security AI system on Earth running this place.”
“Have you ever talked to that particular AI?” 
“I don’t have access other than the info I can gather through you. Really, Tanya, I understand how you feel, but we are quite safe here.”
“I hope so.”
“Let’s go back to the nightmare conversation, shall we?” I say, feeling she is the one who needs to be distracted now.
“What about it?”
“Well . . . if it was a nightmare, and if nothing happens after 7 P.M., we can leave it at that. But if it’s something else, shouldn’t we try to anticipate the events and stop them?”
“Cole, we can’t get out of here without being officially deployed. Therefore we can only let it happen first.”
“Surely the two of us could find a way.”
“Perhaps, but it’s contrary to my programming. You know that. The rules are there for a reason; they have served us well until now.”
I feel like pushing the issue but I know it’s useless. She is right. What if we get outside trying to stop an attack than isn’t real, only to fall prey to another one, die and not be able to stop the real thing by going back? My head spins. Time travel will do that to you.
“Yeah, you’re right. The last thing we want is to break protocol and get killed for it.”
“I know it feels like a prison sometimes up here.”
“Sometimes?”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yeah, I know. Let’s get back to the subject though; I want us to be prepared. If by any chance what I experienced is not a nightmare, we should use that information accordingly.”
“I don’t see what else it could be, Cole, but I agree, assuming this is something else, another timeline, or a premonitory dream, then we’d better be prepared.”
We talk about it some more and go over the mission again and again. We argue about my decision to flash recharge; that was reckless and Tanya makes me promise I won’t do it again, no matter what. I agree, though reluctantly.
“I understand how frustrating it is to have him escape you many times, Cole. But it’s best to think of the lives saved than the one man escaping, no matter how infuriating this must make you feel every time.”
She is right. I know she is. But I can’t shake the feeling that he needs to die. 
“We will get him one day,” she says calmly.
“Doesn’t it bother you that every time we face him we come empty-handed?”
“Cole, I’ve calculated we saved over three hundred and fifty-two thousand lives, give or take, just by defusing his many attacks up until now. I wouldn’t really call that empty-handed.”
“Right. Still, I haven’t received a medal lately, and we both know why.”
She laughs out loud. She got the joke.
“Cole, you crack me up. We both know the shoe box is full. We also know you couldn’t care less for these pieces of melted metal.”
“You got that right. Still, I have a reputation to uphold,” I say sarcastically. 
“Can I tell you a secret?”
“You have secrets?”
“Very few. But yes.”
“Then, by all means, Tanya.”
“I told General Richardson you were dumping the medals under the sink. I thought you’d had enough of receiving them, and they kinda ran out of new ones to come up with anyway.”
I laugh. “Alright then.”
“You’re not mad at me, are you, Cole?”
“Of course not. You’re right. I’ve had enough of receiving medals, and I don’t feel like getting another one anyway . . . Perhaps if we kill that bastard; but I don’t need the medal, just the satisfaction of knowing we got him would be reward enough.”
“That’s the spirit.”
After what seems like hours of debrief I finally hit the gym. We’ve talked all we could talk about the nightmare. Now is time for some muscle pumping, and soon it will be time for dinner. That is if . . .
I can’t even finish my thoughts when I feel the ground starting to shake.
“It’s happening, Cole.”
“Feck me!”
“I’m receiving the code red. We have to go, now.”
I drop the weights back on their support and I wipe my sweaty face with the clean towel next to me. 
“I know, but Tanya?”
“Yes, Cole.”
“I have a bad feeling about this one.”
“Me too.”
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Mission completion time: T minus 707 minutes.
 
 
We’re underground, inside the shielded bullet train that will get us to Rewind headquarters. 
I can’t stop from feeling fear. I’m never afraid of a mission, but this one scares the bejeezus out of me. I look at the devastation caused by the nuke from the TV feeds all over the world. We’re barely a minute away from arriving at Rewind. The train is nothing more than a single-seat capsule being projected at super speed via a powerful magnetic field. Every five seconds we pass through a bright blue light source that briefly casts blue tones on my face and everything inside the capsule. This is basically my private mode of transportation. I have no doubt others in the military and in our project also travel this way, for obvious security reasons, but I never met anyone else, so it feels like it’s mine and mine alone.
“General Richardson is on the line.”
I exhale deeply. “Should we tell him what we know?”
“I don’t think that would be wise, Cole. What if he deems us . . . defective?”
“Right. Better not take any chances. Put him through.”
I mentally swipe away all the live feeds and replace them with the video conference call on my neuronal HUD, full screen.
“General.”
“Agent Seeker. By now you undoubtedly know what happened a few minutes ago in New Geneva. We’ll brief you on the details of what we know as soon as you arrive. We’ve already sent drones to gather as much data as possible from ground zero, so you can try and get a clearer picture of what awaits you on your mission.”
“Very well, General.”
The video feed turns off. Richardson was never a talker, always straight to the point. Business as usual then.
“I’m already receiving some of the probes data, Cole,” says Tanya. “It’s really bad.”
“A nuke in a major city will do that. That’s why we do what we do.”
“I’m afraid, Cole, I don’t like this one bit. It’s the first time you had precognition about one of our missions, right?”
“It is, and believe me I’m afraid as well. I died the last time around.”
“Let’s just hope the nightmare was there to allow you to change our tactics.”
Yeah . . . let’s hope. 
I know full well which mistake not to repeat. No bullet-time before I meet Ahmed; that’s one thing I need to change for sure. Which probably means another, if not completely different approach to the whole mission. Perhaps we can even skip the two hundred and seventieth floor altogether; that is, if the mission repeats itself the way it did before. I need to be able to use that ultimate advantage that bullet-time gives me to make sure I don’t end up dead. Dying once, whether it was a nightmare or god knows what, is one too many times for a lifetime. I do not intend to repeat that experience, not if I can help it. But I can’t shake this feeling I have inside of me. 
This is going to be the longest day of my life.
When we arrive at headquarters, the general is already waiting for us. As always, he salutes me. I’ve always wondered why. I don’t really have a rank, not officially anyway. Project Rewind is a highly secret facility and officially doesn’t exist. I am not a member of the United Nations of the World’s military. I used to be, but my insertion in the program required me to resign my previous commission. I was a major back then, but now I’m just an agent. Nevertheless, I salute him back.
“This is one hell of a shitstorm, Agent Seeker. Multiple high-level megacorporations’ employees and their families have perished in the attack. I don’t need to tell you how paramount it is that we don’t allow this atrocity to take place. We need to Rewind as soon as possible and prevent this from happening again.”
“Absolutely, General. Do we know who is behind the attack?”
“You’re not gonna like it.”
“Ahmed Al’Hasi.”
“Correct, Agent. I think I don’t have to tell you how critical it is that this time you take care of this scourge once and for all. I know how frustrating it must have been for you in the past to have him escape justice. Still, stopping the nuke is, as always, your top priority. Al’Hasi is still a secondary objective, but we both know we’d all sleep better if he bites the dust. Do not even try to bring him in; your orders are to use extreme prejudice. You’re authorized to use any means necessary to achieve both your first and secondary objectives.” He looks at his wrist smart watch. Not too many people still carry those with all our augments, but I guess, like me, General Richardson is a bit of a nostalgic. “You only have about seven hundred minutes of Rewind Time left; use them wisely.”
“Understood, General.”
My heart beats like the double-drum bass track of a speed-metal song. 
I’m usually in control and detached from my mission on both a personal and emotional level, and that’s what gives me my edge. I need to regain control of my emotions and I need to do it fast. But for now I’m failing miserably as I still try to understand how any of this can be possible. Have I developed a precog ability I’m unaware of? Or did this happen sometime in a previous mission, one the Rewind program doesn’t want me to know about? And if so, how did they manage to bring me back? My head spins and I wish I could try to find an answer, but right here and now, time is of the essence.
“You have twenty minutes to analyze the ground zero data we’ve been able to gather since the . . . incident. All signs point to a dirty bomb exploding in the lower levels of World Security Center, in downtown New Geneva. Most of the population is already suffering the effect of the radiation. This is a doomsday scenario for this city. I can’t stress enough how important your Rewind mission is at this point, but I’m sure you get the gist.”
I know all of this already, but I can’t tell him any of that. Why did he pause mid-sentence though? That’s not like him. It’s not like I can ask him anyway.
“Absolutely. I will not fail either my first nor secondary mission objective. Ahmed needs to be dealt with once and for all.”
“Are you two on a first name basis now? Never mind that though, just . . . just kill that fecker! Whatever it takes, Agent Seeker. I have the utmost confidence in your abilities to fulfill your mission. You’re dismissed.” The general salutes me once more and leaves the entrance hall of the Rewind facility.
I notice he’d made another awkward pause. I wish I was as confident with myself as he seems to be. But I’m no fool. I heard something in his voice. What was it? Hesitation? Fear? Or perhaps doubt? It doesn’t matter since it won’t change a thing as far as I’m concerned. I have no choice here; I either succeed in my mission or die. And dying isn’t an option.
“That’s right, Cole,” says Tanya, “we come back alive from this. I . . . I don’t want to die either.”
I have no doubt Tanya doesn’t want to cease to exist. That’s the first sign of consciousness, and while I may have had my doubts about her in the very beginning when they implanted me with her augment, I know she is alive. She feels just like any human being, and right now, with her processing speed, I’m sure the amount of fear she is having to deal with is just as high if not higher than mine.
We get inside the holographic chamber mission prep room. It’s a spherical room with a catwalk stretching out from the entrance to its center. Once I’m in the center platform, the catwalk retracts. This room is where I get to prepare all my missions. It provides me with all the data after the fact, using not only my own AI augment processing power to calculate mission specific protocols and strategies, but also using the city’s main AI, which has, in the past few minutes, accumulated all possible data pertaining to this mission. Without it, jumping back in time would be left to chance, and that’s not what the Rewind Project is about. One terrorist act, one jump back, to course correct history for the better. At least that’s what they tell me.
The lighting inside the room turns dark, and soon the room is filled with a gigantic holo-projection of the part of town where the dirty bomb detonated. Superimposed over the still flaming and smoky rubble is a 3D diagram of the building, pre-explosion. A top, right-corner window indicates an estimate of casualties. It’s currently at over three hundred thousand souls and climbing at more than fifty lives a second. The emotions that these numbers generate in me I try to mentally push away. I can’t let this impact how I approach my mission. I need to detach myself as much as possible or risk being overwhelmed.
The mission number is a simple seventeen displayed on the left corner of the holo-simulation. That would mean it’s my seventeenth deployment. Feels like I’ve deployed way more than this paltry figure somehow. I don’t know why, but that’s how it feels. I also wonder if my current anxiety has anything to do with the unusual amount of time I have seen the numbers one and seven in the past few weeks. Like the universe itself is trying to tell me something. At this point it feels more like yelling than talking, and that gets me worried even more. Is this the day I die? Is it written in stone? I am neither a pessimist nor a fatalist but I don’t like this coincidence, not one bit. I reluctantly brush the thought away; it brings nothing but stress and I need to stay clear-headed as much as I can under the circumstances.
“Any way to lower my anxiety, Tanya?”
“I’m way ahead of you. I’ve released a mixture of drugs that should help you improve your concentration shortly as well as lower your anxiety levels right about now. I’m doing this in privacy mode, so that mission control doesn’t see it happening. I’ve been feeding them bogus data ever since we’ve been called to action.”
That’s the price to pay for being connected twenty-four seven. Normally I couldn’t fart without someone, somewhere, knowing about it. But Tanya knows how to give me an extra layer of privacy, one that she understands I need in order to perform unencumbered and feel like I have at least a sliver, no matter how small, of my life being mine and mine alone. I realize it’s an illusion of freedom, but that’s one I care about. We’ve agreed a long time ago to have her rewrite her own code for this purpose, but I honestly couldn’t tell if mission control is able to access that data nonetheless. They’re the ones who created Tanya. They probably know everything about her, and because they can still access a complete data dump if they wish, we don’t know if they’d tolerate such mods. But I decided, long ago, to trust that whatever modifications she has made to her code is foolproof. It’s the only way I can stay sane and not feel like a rat in a maze under constant scrutiny.
I turn my attention back to the projection before me. The amount of destruction is the worst I have seen in a pre-deployment briefing. A ton of data is added to the holo-scene. A list of known associates, suspects and their entire bio. I know Tanya records all of this so I can call upon it if needed after the time jump.
After a couple of minutes Tanya starts running scenarios and displays the odds of success for each course of action in simulation. We detect traces of mechs in the wreckage, probably those from the two hundred and seventieth floor. I cringe at the display. The holo-display zooms inside the building now. I have access to all shafts, elevator and routes to my objectives.
Should we concentrate on scenarios where Al’Hasi escapes from the roof only? she asks mentally so only the two of us can hear this, hopefully.
No . . . we can’t assume this will turn out the same as in my . . . nightmare. But compute additional scenarios with those variables. We have to come up with a new game plan. I don’t trust the one that unfolded before. Taking anything for granted is a surefire way to get us both killed.
“Agreed. How do you want to split the time between reckon and action in this mission, Cole?”
That’s a good question. We usually use about seventy percent of the time on reckon and interrogation, trying to get as much actionable Intel on the field before we act, with a mostly fixed battle strategy. Of course, some slight on-the-fly adjustments are always needed. I usually just trust my instincts and up until now they haven’t betrayed me, but today I feel like I can’t trust shit. So can we afford to use a standard approach this time? I wish I had a definite answer to that. 
“Just use the standard approach for now and we’ll see,” I answer.
Soon Tanya has all the information gathered by the central city AI. She has already computed dozens of scenarios. I recognize the one with the most chances of success to stop the nuke from detonating. I know this one should work, but I also know I might die in the process. So we’ll need to make changes. I wish I could decide not to interrogate some of the targets I have interrogated before in vain, but I also know that this could just be a fecking nightmare with no impact on how the mission goes. If only I could know this for sure. The more I think about it, the more I think we need to treat this like any other mission and wing it as necessary when the time comes. I might need to be ruthless in my interrogations during this mission. I have to make the most of the now six hundred and fifty-three minutes left at my disposal.
“We need to decide for a safe zone in case of mission failure,” says Tanya.
“No. We don’t fail this mission. That’s not an option. No matter what, we stop that nuke. Do you hear what I’m saying, Tanya?”
“Cole, this is contrary to mission protocol. Even in the catastrophic event that we fail to diffuse the nuke, we have to survive this mission. Or we can’t go back to try to prevent it from happening again. It’s in your job description; survival is paramount.”
“I don’t care. They’ll find someone else, but this nuke doesn’t detonate! My last actions on this planet are not to let hundreds of thousands of lives perish.”
“I understand, but by your own admission, these wouldn’t be your last actions if we successfully evac to a safe zone during the mission, should the need arise. Therefore, we need to think about a plan B where both you and I live to fight another day.”
“Compute that plan if it makes you feel better, but do not, I insist, do not activate it against my will. Are we clear on that?”
There is a long pause. In Tanya’s world that must mean more thinking than I could achieve in a day. When she finally answers I can feel tension in her voice.
“Very well, Cole.”
I keep my thinking on the down low as much as I humanly can. I don’t want her to pick up on what I’m thinking now: that part of me is unconvinced of the sincerity of her last answer.
“Thank you, Tanya, I couldn’t do any of this if I didn’t trust you with my life.”
“Neither could I.”
Tanya focuses on the three most likely simulations leading to a higher chance of completing the primary objective. She keeps tuning that scenario in real time and I can see all the variations. We’ve already spent too much time in here, but this is not a mission we want to rush into unprepared. The holo-simulation flashes orange to let us know we can’t stay more than another few minutes in here. It will flash red once more soon, and then it will turn off, whether we think we’re done or not with our mission assessment. We must hurry; the more time we spend here, the less time we will have in the past to complete our mission.
“What about the scenarios where both objectives are met successfully, i.e., diffusing the bomb and killing Al’Hasi? Display those please.”
“None of these scenarios are past the seventy percent chance of success, therefore they didn’t make it to the final selection. Since the first objective as well as our survival is paramount, I have relegated these scenarios to not feasible.”
And that’s perhaps the one mistake that could kill us. Trust that a simulation will determine the best course of action to optimize our chances by lowering the risks. There is one thing I am almost certain about: without taking a risk we won’t get Al’Hasi. He knows that, and I’m thinking that’s why he always slips between my fingers. Time to change the way we operate, at least on one front. 
“Belay that. Display the simulations where both objectives are attainable and show me the odds.”
The first one shows a sixty-five percent chance of diffusing the bomb and only a thirty-five percent chance of catching Al’Hasi. 
“I can live with these odds.”
“Not according to standard operations protocol you can’t.”
“Screw protocol,” I answer vaguely as I’m looking at the second simulation. It has less chances to reach primary objective completion, at only fifty-nine percent, but it has a seventy-one percent chance of capturing or killing the terrorist. That’s more like it. Perhaps that’s the reason behind all the ones and the sevens I’ve been seeing these past few days. Maybe it’s a sign. 
“I like this one even better,” I say as I quickly glance at the third scenario, which seems useless: less than fifty percent chance on both objectives.
“Cole, I feel obliged to remind you that your current state of mind could very well influence your decision and, at the same time, put both our lives in danger. I cannot comply and go ahead with a simulation where the odds aren’t at least seventy percent chance of success on our primary objective.”
“Override.”
“I can’t; this function isn’t something I can rewrite. I’m sorry, Cole. If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think this would work.”
I start getting angry again. I feel like smashing something else. I try to lower my anger and focus all my attention on how to make it work, how to fool the system into giving us bigger odds, since Tanya can’t do it on her own. I can feel it in my bones. This is the course of action we have to choose. The simple fact it was rejected automatically makes me even more certain of that. When was the last time anything worth doing was easy, after all? No risk, no reward. I know I’m just citing clichés inside my head, but something rings true nonetheless. 
Private mode? I ask mentally.
Of course. No way I’d let mission control hear us bickering about the course of action we need to take. They’d decommission me on the spot and equip you with a memory-wiped model. I don’t think that’s what you’d want?
Indeed it isn’t. What if we had someone join our party?
Who? There isn’t anyone to add, Cole.
That’s not entirely true. I know a . . . someone. I know someone who can help us make sure we succeed at the mission.
This is against Rewind Protocol, Cole. We’re already deviating too far from our standard operational procedures as it is for my own comfort.
No offense, Tanya, but screw comfort and screw protocol. This is someone I can trust; this officer owes me one, a big one. Today is the day I cash in on that favor.
Not knowing about this person can’t help me feed the data on the simulation and won’t affect the score. Not to mention that by doing so I might sign my own death warrant should we be discovered.
Can’t you just calculate the odds if a highly decorated special ops marine were to enter the equation?
You know full well that I need as much details as I can in order to calculate odds, and we’re running out of time, Cole. You either divulge the soldier’s identity or we go with plan A.
Feck plan A! I don’t care if the whole world heard that in fact. But I resign myself.
Captain Eleanor Trevisano.
Accessing . . . says Tanya coldly.
I know she is jealous. I’m not an idiot. Tanya is no mere machine. She has feelings, and from our fight earlier on, I can tell these are deep-rooted feelings. Unless it’s my ego talking.
Yeah that’s more like it, Cole. Get a grip on yourself, will you? My entire world doesn’t revolve around you.
That hurts a little, but I have to concede it’s a well-deserved comment. 
Impressive resumé this Captain Trevisano. Up until she was discharged that is.
You don’t have to tell me; she’s saved my ass more than once.
Then do you mind if I ask how come she’s the one owing you a favor?
Let’s just say I’ve saved hers more times. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?
How likely is she to accept being an intricate part of this mission?
Likely to very likely.
You know I need a more precise variable than that, Cole. How likely?
I swallow hard while I try to imagine how this conversation will go. That’s when the holo-simulation flashes red. We have ninety-seconds left before the mission scenario is selected and locked into Tanya’s matrix. Feck!
Seventy-five percent chance, I say with as much conviction as I can muster.
I wonder, am I trying to convince her of that figure, or just myself?
Never play poker, Cole, you’re a terrible liar. Hasn’t anyone told you that? Nevertheless, crunching numbers. Stand by . . .
The next five-seconds feel like an eternity. Tanya’s right, I lied. I’d be lucky if Eleanor didn’t blow my head off the moment she saw me. We hadn’t exactly parted on the best of terms. But she still owes me one, a big one. I need to cash in on that one today so we need to try nonetheless. I’m hoping Tanya’s CPU is too occupied to hear that thought or that she agrees with me; or, at the very least, that she’s willing to take that leap of faith.
I have faith in you, but let it be known that I object to this course of action, and that’s between you and me. I have redacted the reason for her dishonorable discharge from her file though. Only way to make this work.
Thank you, Tanya.
That dishonorable discharge is my fault, and if she tries to redecorate my head with a hole in the middle of my forehead, that would be the reason. I hold my breath while the scores rise progressively with the new mission parameters injected into the scenario. The odds stop at an even seventy percent. 
I exhale deeply in relief. 
“Lock that scenario in, Tanya.”
I should mention the chances of her surviving this mission is less than twenty percent though.
That’s the kind of information I don’t need to know, even though I have no doubt it is a strong possibility. Am I really willing to risk an old friend’s life to achieve this mission? I guess there’s no way around it now. 
“Is the scenario locked-in?”
“It is, for better or for worse.”
And just in time too. The holo-simulation terminates, the lights come back to life in the room as the catwalk re-extends itself. A vocal alert informs us it’s time to leave the pre-mission tactical room. 
Now let’s hope I made the right decision. One way or another we’re about to find out soon enough; within the next six hundred and thirty-nine minutes, to be precise.
 
 
 
 
 



C H A P T E R
VI
 
 
 
Mission completion time: T minus 637 minutes.
 
When we reach the outer doors of the room, a robotic arm comes out of the wall. I know the drill. This is the authentication tattoo I must present at the other side of my jump. To make sure I’m traveling according to official orders, not on a mission of my own. Only the AI in this room can deliver authenticated tattoos readable by people from the past, and it’s a smart and elegant failsafe to prevent unauthorized time jumps from ever being made. The tattoo is required to jump back in time, as well as my release from the jump chamber in the past as well.
I used to think it was a lack of trust for the agent, but then again I’m not exactly employee of the month lately. I walk a fine line between following protocols and doing what I feel must be done, like today. 
I’m thinking there has to be a way to trick the system. This tattoo is obviously known beforehand in some memory banks. It’s one hell of a secure system with multiple encryptions. Still, like every system designed by humans, it must have a flaw. I don’t need to find it, really. I don’t intend to time travel for my own devices. 
But I get it that the company can’t take any chances about it. The mind is a fragile thing, and a loose time traveler could cause irreparable damages not only to the timeline but to the future of humanity as well. Burning the glowing purple barcode tattoo on my skin takes a few seconds, and when it’s done, the door opens. I step outside the holo-simulation room and take a left. From here I’m only a few seconds away from the time chamber.
“Nervous?” Tanya asks.
“More than the first time I had sex.”
“At least you got to do that. I know it’s a touchy subject right now for you, but all things considered, you experienced that pleasure in the past, many times.”
Not nearly enough if anybody asks me, but no one does.
Yeah and I wish I could tell you I don’t miss it, but I’d be lying through my teeth. Of everything I had to give up for this job, this is what hurts the most. Even though I can technically have sex, it’s the enjoying part I can never feel again. Sometimes I feel like using time in a mission to visit a black market augment doctor and fix that. But how long would it take until the company discovered I’d done that? Wishful thinking, I know, but it’s a thought I get almost every time before I jump lately.
Perhaps we should do it, Cole. I think it was a mistake removing that part of your humanity. I don’t see why it would affect your performance.
That’s sweet of you to say, Tanya, but it’s not worth the risk, and we definitely don’t have time to do this during this particular mission. I need to be one hundred percent focused on the task at hand. I’m afraid reactivating my junk will have to wait for another time.
And yet perhaps it would relax you more than you know, give you something to fight for and make sure you come back alive from it.
Could she have a point? It’s all theoretical, and we can't lose precious time to discuss it right now or try anything to that end during this mission. Still, I wonder.
We enter the time room. I never like what comes next. For some reason the bozos who built up that wonder of a machine didn’t manage to allow time traveling with clothes on. I think of old classic SciFi movies and the joke is not lost on me. Oh well, at least Tanya can jump with me. 
I remove my clothes when I catch a glimpse of a new girl operating some part of the machine. She blushes at the sight of me naked. I wink in her direction and she turns red before looking away.
“Smooth, Cole, very smooth.”
“Stop being jealous. You know I only have eyes for you, dear.”
“Yeah, that’s why I get deactivated a minimum of three times a week so you can bring holograms into your bed.”
“Touché. But I tell you what? Get a body and you can replace them.”
There is an awkward silence. It doesn’t last long.
“I might take you up on this. One day.”
I smile. That wouldn’t be the worst of things now, would it?
“Tell you what, let’s get . . . fixed and we could try that. I think I would enjoy it very much,” she says with a slight trembling of her synthetic vocal chords.
You and me both. 
I stand atop the Time Convection Field Generator. The hum of the machine comes to life and I feel a slight tingle on the skin of my feet. A tad more and it would tickle.
A column of cylindrical blue light raises from below and engulfs me. There are circles of brighter energy flashes flying upwards at a higher frequency over time. They pass in front of my eyes with a distinctive hum. It takes about twenty seconds until they are so fast I can barely see them. They render the cylindrical energy opaque enough that I can’t see the people operating the machine anymore.
I hear the countdown over the speakers. 
“Time jump in 5 . . . 4 . . . 3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . Engaging time jump.”
What happens next is the most bizarre sensation. I feel like my body is being de-molecularized, and for a split second that feels like an eternity, I exist only as energy, or thought. I couldn’t tell which. It’s both exhilarating and scary as shit. For a fraction of a second, I also get that feeling like I’m one with the universe. It’s the weirdest and strangest of feelings, no matter how many times I’ve experienced this before. I both love and fear it. It’s over before I can make sense of what it was, but, for just a millisecond, I feel like I know everything about myself, my life, my experiences, my death even. It’s too short for my brain to make any sense of it, and soon the time jump is completed. 
When I open my eyes, not much seems to have changed. The cylindrical light around me does its thing in reverse and soon I am standing naked in the room again. I can tell it’s not all the same people looking at me. Different shifts I guess. I’ve jumped back nearly twelve hours into the past. 
As is protocol, a member of the team comes and scans my jump tattoo. 
“Code identified. General Richardson will be here shortly to review your mission brief.”
I don’t have time for this, not with this mission, not today.
“This is a code Ultra Red. My AI augment will debrief him remotely, but we need to get going right away,” I say as I walk towards the nearest locker that contains some clothes for me. It’s not what I was wearing when I came in but it’s only temporary, so I don’t walk naked until I go to the armory for a quick load on supplies, then head out to my safe house in town, where I will pick a more precise set of tools. If I need something particular that I don’t have there, I need to get it from here, like a second portable deflector shield. Eleanor will need one as well and I don’t have a spare in the safe house. Not one that can link with Tanya’s systems anyway.
When I turn back I can see the team member is still unsure of what to make of my last statement. He’s in my way.
“I repeat: code Ultra Red. This is not a drill, son,” I say with as much calm as I can but with authority nonetheless. “Do you understand?”
“I . . . I have never been part of a code Ultra Red.”
“You’ll get used to it. Now, son, let me pass.”
I can see fear in his eyes. Can’t blame him though. Who wouldn’t be scared? Ultra Red is for the worst possible types of attack we can imagine. It doesn’t take a genius to imagine the consequences of a nuke or biological attack. Perhaps this man has family in the city. Working at Rewind requires the utmost security level but also the utmost discretion. Still, our humanity, it can be our strength but also our biggest weakness in times like these. 
“I sense a ninety-two percent chance that this man will call his family to warn them about the impending attack. We can’t leave this facility until this has been taken care of. A single phone call outside, a rumor even, could start a panic and change too many variables and render our mission strategy null and void. Our mission could be over before it started, Cole.”
I can’t believe we have to deal with things like these on a day like today. I look at the man’s name tag.
“John, would you please accompany me?” I say as I walk towards the door.
“What . . . why? Did I do something wrong?” 
I stop and turn around to face him. 
“No, John, but I need your help with something.”
His facial muscles relax a little. He follows me to the hallway and walks silently a few steps behind me.
“Sir, I . . . I really want to tell you how much of an honor it is to work on this project.”
Yeah yeah . . . but you clearly have forgotten the basic protocol that comes with your job, now haven’t you?
“It’s a tough job we do, John. Do you have family?” I ask, trying to sound as casual as possible.
“A wife and a daughter of eight.”
“What’s your daughter’s name?”
Before he can answer I spring into action. I grab him and lock his head with my left arm, strangling him.
“Cole? Go easy on him,” Tanya pleads.
What is she worried about? I’m not gonna kill that poor sod. Maybe someone will, but not me.
I can feel John trying to release himself but my augmented arms make that impossible. He hits my arm a few times with his fists, but soon enough he passes out from the lack of oxygen. I throw him on my shoulder and pick up my pace towards the brig. 
The guard there jumps out of his chair when I enter the room and salutes me. I salute back.
“What happened?” he inquires.
“He’s been deemed a security risk.”
I gently drop John’s unconscious body in the nearest cell. 
“Would you mind?” I say as I point with my head to the nearest cell. 
The guard enters a command on a nearby console and a force field springs to life.
“Your orders are to not let this man out of the cell for at least twelve hours. This is a priority one order, do you understand?”
The guard nods back at me.
“Sedate him if you have to, but under no circumstances is he to be allowed to talk with anybody until he is released. If in doubt, report to General Richardson.”
“Understood, Agent,” he answers.
I have no doubt it’s the end of John’s career in Rewind. Hopefully that’s the full extent of his punishment. After all, there was still a slight chance he would have kept his mouth shut.
That’s three minutes wasted we didn’t have to spare. I leave the brig and run to the armory where I rush to jump into mission clothing and equip myself with a full body armor. I grab a couple of guns (a blaster and a rifle), and a few throwing knives and shuriken that I attach to the magnetic strip running around my right thigh. I’ll load on some more later. I grab that extra personal shield and a couple of grenades. I also take two portable power packs and magnetically attach them to my belt.
“Expecting resistance between here and our safe house?” Tanya asks.
“Better safe than sorry; this is going to be a long day.”
“Technically only less than half a day, but I get what you mean.”
Less than twelve hours to save hundreds of thousands of lives; that’s a long day in my book, no matter how you spin it, not to mention that I have been up for more than twelve hours already. Why can’t I ever get a deployment call at seven in the morning when I’m all rested?
“Let’s get out of here,” I say, not trying to hide my annoyance. “We’ve lost enough time as it is.”
 
*   *   *
 
On our way to the safe house, I get lost in thought as the cityscape of New Geneva unfolds in front of my eyes from the window of the self-driving ship taking us there. The view from the tube is mesmerizing, I get lost in it for a little while. Far in the distance, I imagine Lac Léman. 
New Geneva has been rebuilt a fair bit away from the now mostly dead lake. We’re a few miles from the shore, quite a difference with the old tall buildings only a road’s width away from the lake as it was before. I’ve seen holo-vids and documentaries of it in my down time; it used to be such a lovely place. The holographic-waterjet in the middle of town emulates one of the old city’s monuments. It used to be the highest waterjet in the world back in the twenty-first century, and thousands of tourists the world over came every year to look at it. That was another world back then; it’s all but gone now, but the holographic waterjet is a reminder of that time nonetheless. 
 “Why didn’t we take the underground turbo tube?” Tanya asks.
“Well, I felt like looking at the city and gathering my thoughts, something I can do with more ease than when I’m in an underground speed tunnel.”
“I thought time was of the essence.”
“It is, but this doesn’t take that much more time.”
“By my estimate we will lose three point two minutes this way.”
That’s a very AI thing to say. She is right, of course. This way is slightly longer. But I need to gather my thoughts and try to find an appropriate way to convince Eleanor to come with us on this mission. Truth be told even if she refuses, we’ll get the job done without her. The important thing is to lock-in a battle plan that gives the maximum chance of getting rid of Ahmed. And since that plan of action is fundamentally different from the one in my nightmare, at least it won’t feel like déjà-vu all day. 
I have no doubt that we stand a much better chance of success with her help. 
“I need that little bit of extra time to think,” I answer moments later.
Soon we arrive at our destination, and the ship drops me on the top of the building where our safe house is located. It’s deep underground, so we take the turbo elevator down to the safe house entrance. A full body scan in the form of a sweeping green laser does its job, starting from my feet and working its way up to the top of my head in less than a second. The laser focuses on my retina next for just a brief instant and the door splits open in the middle with a familiar whoosh.
As I step into the main room, lights turn on automatically. On the surface this looks like a big studio apartment with minimalistic furniture. A sofa and a coffee table are facing the holo-screen that’s imbedded in the wall. With the push of a single mental thought, a wirelessly transmitted password, it all changes.
Walls flip onto themselves in their center to reveal the arsenal to choose from for my mission. There’s enough weaponry and destructive power in this room to start a small war. And then it hits me. Nothing is out of place; all my weapons are there. Could that even happen if I had time-jumped the first time around? What if the nightmare is nothing else than a bad dream? What if by changing my approach I put myself into more jeopardy than I normally would have? 
“It’s too late to second guess yourself, Cole. We have to proceed with the data we have now. There’s no turning back.”
“I know . . .” 
But that doesn’t stop my internal questioning. I never have to replenish the stock in between deployments myself. Someone at Rewind does that for me. So I could have time-jumped before and still have all my weapons ready. Unless my half-assed theory about alternate timelines is valid and even if I time-jumped ten times for the same mission, each time this room would look the same simply because it would never have happened in that particular timeline. 
“You do realize that no matter what it is we do, no matter how it physically happens, it doesn’t impact our mission right this moment?” says Tanya trying to get me out of my wretched doubting loops.
She is right, of course, but I can’t stop questioning everything now. I guess that’s what the human brain is all about. We want to know the answers to almost every question starting with what, how or why. Still, time is running out so this will have to wait. For now.
I need to arm myself, not too little so as to run out of ammo and things to throw at my numerous enemies in the next eleven hours, but not too much as to be encumbered by my gear either. I need to be able to move freely and do the most outrageous of stunts, while fully armed, so I need to find that perfect yet fragile balance.
“Tanya, according to mission specifics, please display what weapons you recommend.”
While I will make the final decision, having her make a pre-choice in that matter saves time. She highlights every weapon in my neuronal HUD. The selected weapons glow green when I look at them. Just like I would, mostly, she selects a rather sizeable arsenal. I replace the gear I took from Rewind with my own gear, as it’s been adjusted to my liking, modified, and tested in battle. 
I take an extra blaster, more sonic mines and decide to have not one but three drones accompany us on this mission. Three is already a gamble. Their stealth tech is strong but they emit too much interference when there is more than one in close proximity. Three could very much take away some of the surprise factor out of the equation should they be detected and dispatched before they are required.
“Then why take the risk, Cole?” asks Tanya.
“Call it a gut feeling. We’ll fly them miles apart from one another to limit the risk of detection.”
“Do I have to remind you that Ahmed is one of the most talented cyber terrorists of all time? If there’s one person that will detect the slightest interference, it’s him.” 
“I bet on the fact that he will have bigger fish to fry today.”
“Let’s hope you’re not betting our lives in the process.”
I know she means well. I also know her logic is, more often than not, more sound than mine. But the one thing I believe an AI lacks, no matter how intelligent or how large her scope of emotions is, is instinct. She has yet to show me a decision based on the tickling of a je-ne-sais-quoi inside her that proves to be the right path of action. And truth be told, if instinct wasn’t required, they wouldn’t bother sending a human being back in time for these tasks. They’d send a synthesized canner instead.
“I’ll try not to get offended by that.”
“You shouldn’t. I don’t consider you a canner. You know that.”
“I do, but if my mind was put into a synthetic body, by your own logic, I’d become one.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Then what did you mean, Cole?”
How do I dig myself out of the hole I’ve just dug? I try to choose my next words carefully.
“I mean that for all your wonderful personality and superior intellect, I still think you lack instinct.”
“If that were true do you really think I would have allowed us to tamper with mission parameters to include Captain Trevisano into the mission? At the risk of having my circuits fried if anyone found out?”
And there she was, throwing me a curve ball. Could what I have perceived as a leap of faith on her part, an implied trust, actually be governed by instinct?
“You better believe it, jackass,” she says, her voice icy cold.
“Was name calling really necessary?”
She laughs. “No, but it’s fun, and you got to get used to the fact that you’re rubbing off on me over time. It’s only logical, right?”
I smile as I continue to pack the gear, making sure to take some grappling hook extensions loaded into my forearms alongside my blades, claws and missiles. We need to get going; as fun and enlightening as this is, we’re neither on vacation nor sightseeing.
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Mission completion time: T minus 575 minutes.
 
I go into the vehicle room on the fifty-seventh floor of our building. There are many options here. Flying car, chopper, small range fighter but more often than not I’ll just go with my trusty jet bike. It’s fast, highly maneuverable and has enough space to accommodate an additional passenger. Which hopefully will be needed later today. It’s also armed to the teeth with high-intensity beam lasers and plasma canons, concussion missiles, the works. I load extra gear onto the jet bike in multiple compartments, more grenades, and additional spare weapons. 
Once I’m installed on the jet bike, I select a track to listen to on the way. I’ll have time for a single song, but that matters not. I feel the need to listen to some music, even if for a fleeting time. I scroll through my library’s metal section and choose a Sentenced song: Vengeance is Mine. 
The bass line of the song starts blasting inside my head as I open the flight-level garage door. It splits from the middle to display morning godrays struggling to shine through green tainted smog. It’s raining outside New Geneva’s dome, and each droplet that impacts on its force shield briefly illuminates in bright green. It’s an incredible sight. Millions of droplets generating expanding green light like ripples in a pond impacting with one another, sending lifelike green hues onto the entire city below. I check the weather forecast; it will stop raining in a few minutes. Somehow I’m happy I caught it. I love the mood it gives the city.
Before we can visit my old . . . friend, we stop at a preliminary target spot. It’s the place where one of the terrorists involved in today’s attack lives. It’s his last known location according to the Intel we’ve gathered. Which, more often than not, is accurate. This one is a direct connection to Ahmed, being one of his lieutenants, Samir Faysal. Taking him out of the equation so early in the day should slow down Ahmed's plans. But before I rip his heart out, I have a few questions for the sucker. Soon we land on the roof of the building where his apartment is located.
After dropping ten flights of stairs in a hurry I approach the target’s flat with caution. I use my vision augmentations to scan the place. Infrared, X-ray, subsonic resonance, light field, electromagnetic fields, local and external CCTV feeds, the works. Basically every data that can improve visual acuity through solid walls. It’s almost like seeing through them in fact. The overlay of all that real-time data gives me a clear picture, especially when displayed on top of the building schematics. Tanya superimposes it onto my vision in wireframe as to not overload and disorient my brain with too many layers of visual stimuli. 
There are two people in the flat. One more than I expected. They are sitting in the living room. I take both my blasters out and set them on maximum stun.
I guess it’s two for the price of one.
I kick the door and shoot the first target before he can realize what’s happening but then, when I shoot the second one, a personal shield around him stops the blast. He gets up but he is still not facing me. When he turns around, I can’t believe my eyes.
Ahmed!
I instinctively unleash a flurry of shots straight into his head, but they are all absorbed by his shield. He looks back at me and smiles. 
I feel my blood reaching boiling point inside my veins. I quickly switch both my weapons to kill mode with a single thought and keep firing. He rolls to the side and takes cover behind the sofa. I grab a sonic grenade off my belt and throw it his way. He lurches out of cover and throws it back towards me. I jump out of the way but it’s too late; the grenade detonates before I have time to get clear of its blast radius. When it explodes I’m thrown backward against the wall, cracking it upon impact. My ears are ringing, my head buzzing and I am completely disoriented. I hear a rolling sound approaching me amidst the chaos happening in my mind and body and when I look down at my feet I see two metallic spheres rolling, one either side of me. Before I can kick the first one away, they fly upwards at shoulder level and electrical arcs shoots from them and hit me on the thorax. 
My muscles contract as pain travels up and down my entire body. I am, for all intents and purposes, unable to move as an intense electric current runs through me. My neuronal HUD is affected and I see an overlay of static and noisy artefacts adding to the blurriness my vision already suffers.
Tanya! Anything you can do?
She must be affected as well because I can’t sense her in my thoughts. I’m on my own now.
The amount of electricity in my body seems to lower somewhat. I still can’t move but the pain is less intense. I wonder why.
“You and I go back a long way, Agent Seeker,” says Ahmed Al’Hasi. “Somehow, you’re never far away. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you’re time traveling. But there isn’t any such thing, now is there?”
He must be fecking with me. In our last encounter—granted it might just have been a nightmare—he seemed fully aware of that fact. I fight through the pain as best I can before answering him.
“Was there a fecking question in there? What do want from me?”
He bursts into laughter. “What do I want from you? Are you for real, Agent Seeker? You’re the one that’s always after me. Every time I have a plan in place, every time I’m about to strike somewhere, you’re there. Like a cockroach infestation I can’t get rid of. It’s been fun playing cat and mouse with you these past couple of years but I’m growing tired of it. At least you’ve become predictable by now. Knowing you would show up allowed me to put additional fail-safes in my plans. I guess I should be thankful for that. You’ve made me a better servant of Allah.”
“The feeling’s mutual . . . I’m also tired of your ugly mug. Tell you what? Disable your gizmos and I promise I’ll make both our lives a lot simpler.”
“I have no doubt you’d try. On the other hand, it seems to me you’re in deep trouble this time. These gizmos, as you say, I’ve had them custom made just for you. They’re one of a kind. Nice little prototypes, aren’t they? With a single thought I can modulate the amount of electricity and even deliver a fatal jolt.”
I fecked up. I went in guns blazing, not taking time to analyze the situation fully. I could have sent a stealth drone to provide me with real-time video of the apartment from the outside. I would have seen Ahmed then and not rushed in like a debutant foot soldier on his first day on the battlefield, looking for glory but getting death as a reward for his utter stupidity. I stepped unprepared into what could very well become my grave. 
How can I have been so stupid? 
I don’t know if the electric current traveling through my body is weakening me, or if I’m building a resistance to it. I keep grimacing so he doesn’t know that I feel less pain. Somehow, I manage to transfer most of my power to two systems. First of all, I need Tanya back, in any capacity, and the rest I divert to my super strength. I need to get out of this . . . Failure is not an option.
Tanya speaks inside my head but it’s all garbled. I catch enough words to make sense of her thoughts.
Cole . . . we’re . . . trouble. Got . . . destroy . . . spheres.
Yeah, thanks, I figured that one out already. If I can destroy one or even both spheres, perhaps I can end this day early; that would be something. But right now the first priority is to not die in the next few minutes. I need a distraction, and fast. 
Tanya, try and have one of the drones shoot inside the apartment, preferably without vaporizing both of us.
Unders . . . bzz.
I’ll take that as a yes.
“Any last words, Agent Seeker? As much as I’d like to stay and enjoy this moment, as you can imagine, I have a busy day ahead of me.”
I shoot him as deadly a look as I can muster through the pain, buying precious seconds that I direly need.
“You’re a coward, Ahmed. You and your army of mindless fanatics.”
The pain rises. Great! I’ve made him angry. Way to go, Cole.
“You’re just proving my point,” I say, my voice trembling, feeling sparks of electricity in between my teeth as I speak.
“Listen, Agent Seeker, and listen well, since these words are the last thing you’ll ever hear: I’m not the enemy, and somewhere deep down, inside that tough exterior of yours, you know this to be true. The corporations have enslaved the human race. We’re nothing else but drones at their mercy. We either conform and accept the prison that our lives have become or we die, and neither of these options is acceptable to me. And they shouldn’t be acceptable to you or anyone else either.”
“And that gives you the right to blow up innocent people by the thousands? Is that it?”
“Nobody is innocent,” he says coldly.
I don’t know if I’m hallucinating from the jolts overloading my nervous system or not, but I hear a countdown in my head.
Cole . . . 10 . . . 9 . . . 8 . . .
“Hey, Ahmed, it’s been fun but I’d rather die than continue this conversation with you. So here are my last words to you: FECK YOU!”
At this exact moment the reinforced plexiglass window on the other side of the living room explodes when multiple plasma fire shots impact inside the apartment. Flames travel inside like a rabid wolf looking for a kill as red hot plexiglass shards are sent flying all around. Ahmed covers himself.
It’s now or never. I divert all power to one arm and manage to grab one of the spheres with it. I apply as much crushing force as I can. At first nothing happens, which quickly elevates my already off-the-charts stress levels. But then I feel something happening in my right arm, some added strength. I don’t really know what Tanya did, but she manages to give me that little extra power that is the difference between life and death in this moment. 
The spherical device cracks, and almost instantly the arc of electricity it had been jolting towards me is interrupted. Sparks flow out of the sphere as it gets smashed like an aluminum soda can in my hand. Ahmed recovers from the surprise of the explosion and turns his attention back to me. I don’t lose a millisecond. I throw my arm as fast as I can to the other sphere and punch it dead center. The velocity and power of that punch sends it flying to the other, far left side of the living room where it rebounds against the wall. The second arc of electricity paralyzing me is cut off for a brief instant. I bring both my repulsors to life. One blast of carefully aimed plasma obliterates the second sphere while the second shot is aimed at Ahmed’s torso. He tries to dodge but it still hits his shoulder. His shielding takes the brunt of the blast but the point blank range makes him lose balance and spin in the air before crashing into a glass coffee table nearby.
I feel like I’ve just come back to life. My neuronal implants are slowly rebooting and I get a ton and a half of warnings and damage reports. I don’t give a shit. I’m standing. I can move. That ought to be enough. I launch myself at Ahmed before he has time to get back up, but he’s already pointing his own repulsors at me. A shockwave hits me and sends me crashing back to the wall. I hear multiple cracks inside my rib cage, quickly followed by acute pain. I broke my ribs—again. He goes for another shot but I jump out of the way just in time. The second shockwave shot, a much more charged one, blows more than half of the wall off, revealing the corridors outside the apartment and carving a cobweb-like giant crack in the next wall in the hall.
That was close, says Tanya, her vocal subroutine back to full form.
I don’t have time to chit-chat but I must admit I’m glad to hear her voice clearly again. I mentally take control of the drone and have it lock onto Ahmed’s heat signature. I shoot one of my grappling hooks into the thigh of Ahmed's unconscious lieutenant. I need to interrogate the sucker and since I don’t plan to let Ahmed survive my next move, I’m hoping at least this asshole survives what comes next. I run like the wind, only slightly slowed down by the sliding body in tow. I know this next part won’t be fun for any of us if I stick around for much longer. 
I jump atop the sofa and propel myself towards the ceiling where I grab the fancy chandelier. Three laser blasts impact nearby, scorching the ceiling. The chandelier gets ripped off the cheap plastered material before I’m done swirling optimally and I land on the sturdy oak dining table. It quickly splinters all around me as Ahmed unleashes a barrage of laser fire in a panic attempt to bring me down. I hear the attached body tumble like a piece of dead wood in my wake. Hopefully he won’t end up with more holes than Emmental cheese by the time we’re out of Ahmed’s firing range. Not much I can do about it though.
That’s right, sucker, you should have killed me while you had the chance; now say hello to your creator instead.
I jerk my arm as much as I can to give Ahmed’s lieutenant enough velocity to follow me as I jump through the large hole the drone created earlier and let gravity do the rest. The moment I feel its grasp onto me, while still hearing blaster fire hiss past my ears, I command the drone to fire its entire regiment of missiles into the apartment. I swivel around in mid-air to catch a glimpse of the show. One explosion after another, it looks like a Fourth of July fireworks display.
I’ve already traveled down at least ten stories; now it’s time to get back inside. I deploy my left wrist blade and use my right repulsor in thruster mode to get projected against the nearest plexiglass window. It explodes upon impact as I’m thrown tumbling into someone’s living room. I hear distant shouts and footsteps in the midst of the chaos all around me. But soon I hit something and my tumbling stops. My heart is beating fast but it’s skipping beats, which is not a pleasant sensation. Clearly, a side effect from the current that has been pumped into my body for too long a time. I honestly can’t tell if this whole ordeal lasted a minute or an hour. The intense pain and disorientation made it impossible for me to keep track of time.
“Three minutes and twenty-seven seconds,” says Tanya cheerfully. 
“Show off!”
“And haven’t you’ve forgotten something?”
I get dragged on the floor but backwards this time, approaching the window fast. Yeah, I forgot I had an unconscious body attached to mine when I jumped out the window and now he’s bringing me down with him. I manage to stand by using my whole body as a counterweight while skidding and shoot another grappling hook from my other forearm armor into the opposite wall. Two loud noises follow. The first one is my own scream when the tension exerted by being between the grappling hooks dislocates my shoulder as the lieutenant’s body stops its free fall towards the ground. The second is a distant and muffled thump as the body hits the plexiglass of an external window many floors below. I have a high tolerance for pain but these past few minutes have not been kind.
“Let me help you,” says Tanya as she diverts the drone to use its tractor beam and bring the body back into the room I’m in. I’ve made quite a mess around me; whoever lives here will be pissed. I brush the thought away; unless I’m successful in preventing Ahmed’s nefarious plans for today, anyone in this building will be incinerated before the sun has set anyway. I can feel my nanites working my internal wounds. But they won’t be able to relocate my shoulder, so I’m gonna have to do that myself. I quickly glance at Ahmed’s lieutenant, Samir Faysal. I’m not even sure he’s still alive.
Tanya comes in. “His vitals are quite low but I think he’ll live, at least for another twenty minutes or so.”
“We won’t need him alive any longer than tha . . . aaaaaaaarg—” I scream after I propel my shoulder against the nearest sturdy wood cabinet, its glass window imploding upon impact with my shoulder. The bones crack, the pain goes straight to my head and I almost pass out from its intensity. 
“Better? You could have used a wall to do that.”
I don’t know if she’s teasing me or if she’s being serious.
“Yeah I could have . . . As for feeling better, let me ask you this: are you sure you still want a body?”
“Mine won’t have pain receptors, just pleasure ones.”
“That’s cheating,” I hiss in between my clenched teeth, still hurting and aching pretty much everywhere. “Whenever you feel like administering painkillers, by the way, be my guest.”
“I’ve done that already, Cole, I’m just afraid to give you stronger stuff. You need your head to stay clear.”
Not that it was so clear to begin with. There’s a moment of hesitation when I want to tell her to screw that, but she’s right. I need to be able to think on my feet. A wave of shame permeates my thoughts as I realize my mind was clear earlier and I still managed to go in charging like a rookie.
“There’s no point in blaming yourself now, Cole. What’s done is done. I should have told you to wait before you made your move.”
“I didn’t give you time to do that in my impatience to get the mission started.”
“Correct, but I could have stopped your muscles from working. I just didn’t have enough information at the time to predict what would happen, and I know you don’t like it when I force you to do anything.”
“Yeah, well, seeing how this turned out, you have my permission to intervene next time I display signs of recklessness.”
“Really?”
“Yes . . . no. I don’t know. Use your own judgment.”
“This is not helping me establish a baseline from which to decide to take over.”
“Yeah, that’s part of being human, honey.”
I feel something viscous and awful-tasting in my mouth and spit it to the ground. A large quantity of my blood spills onto what was once a pretty carpet. Now it’s mostly torn to shreds from my wrist blade while tumbling inside earlier and covered with thousands of plexiglass shards too. I take a look at the mess in my own body. I have cuts and bruises everywhere.
That’s when I realize that Tanya is silent. There’s another ten seconds of silence before she speaks.
“Did you just call me honey?” she says with a mix of surprise and utter satisfaction in her voice.
I chuckle painfully. “I guess I did.”
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“Tanya, can we get visual confirmation that Ahmed died in the explosion? I can’t seem to be able to contact the drone,” I say.
“I’m afraid the drone’s camera was damaged in the explosion. Would you like me to recall another one? The nearest one is about five minutes away.”
“No that’s okay. I’ll get visual confirmation myself.”
I secure Ahmed’s lieutenant, bounding both his arms and legs with lock-foam. The white shaving-cream-like material solidifies in less than two seconds to form unbreakable restraints.
I’m out of the apartment and rushing back upstairs, climbing steps three at a time. I need to see it for myself. I need to make sure Ahmed bit the dust. The staircase reaching to the sixty-fifth floor has been damaged in the explosion and I have to use my super strength to leap far enough and land at the top of the stairs.
The second I land I feel the floor under me give in. The structure isn’t stable enough and before I know it I’m stumbling back downwards. I instinctively fire my repulsors in thruster mode just in time before hitting the ground below and soon I fly back upwards. 
When I land on the floor where I stormed the apartment earlier, the entire corridor is in flames, sparks shooting from the walls, and I feel something’s wrong with my neuronal HUD. The interface is blurred and jittery. At first I wonder if it’s because of interference from the damage all around me.
“What’s happening, Tanya? Status report?”
There is no response. I try again.
Then something weird happens.
My view is filled with a holo-view of Tanya but the image is distorted. I can see her speak but no sound reaches my brain. I slap my scalp. The last thing I need today is hardware failure of any kind. The image gets more and more distorted and then her face is replaced by another. 
My heart skips a beat. It’s Vassiliki. She smiles and looks at me for a few seconds. 
What the hell is this? 
Her smile vanishes as she gives a frown, a solemn look on her face. Her lips part and I hear her voice. It’s distorted as if the quality of the communication is weak. Her words send shivers down my spine.
“Cole, do not trust everything you’ve been told. There is more than meets the eye here.”
“Vassiliki? How is this possible? You’re . . . you’re dead,” I say, feeling a tear travel down my left cheek.
To my despair, her image fades away and is replaced with Tanya’s avatar. She’s still speaking to me. It takes a couple of seconds until the words are comprehensible.
“Cole . . . we can’t stay on this level for long. Too much interference, and it’s affecting all my systems.”
No shit!
I want to tell her to run diagnostics. I need to know what the feck seeing Vassiliki was all about. But then I remember why I came here. First and foremost I need to find Ahmed's dead body. It’s very hot all around and I don’t have time to help fight the flames so instead I activate my temperature shield augment. It radiates the right amount of sub-zero air around the force field surrounding me so I’m unaffected by the blazing flames.
Soon I reach the room I ordered the drone to blast a few minutes ago. I scan the room for remains of a body, anything to confirm that my nemesis perished in the explosion. But I find none. I punch a hole in the nearest wall before storming back downstairs.
On my way there I ask Tanya to run a self-diagnostic. I don’t know what happened earlier, but it worries me. Before I reach the apartment where I left Samir, she answers me.
“Self-diagnostic complete. All systems working perfectly.”
Why do I have trouble believing any of it? Is she hiding something from me or am I being paranoid because of all the stress?
When I arrive next to Samir he is still unconscious. I approach him and kneel beside him and Tanya deploys the drug injector from my right index finger. 
“Wake that fecker up please, Tanya.”
“In his current condition, he won’t last long. Fifteen minutes at best.”
“That’s more than enough time. This will be a short conversation.”
I press my index finger against his jugular artery and feel the drugs injected into his bloodstream with a slight pneumatic depression from the tip of my finger.
The drugs act fast and Samir comes back to consciousness screaming. I put my hand on his mouth to muffle his scream as I grab a knife and put it under his left eye, applying enough pressure to get his attention.
“Listen to me, sucker, I don’t have time to lose. So the only words I want to hear from you are answers to my questions. Are we clear?”
His bloodshot eyes stare at me with pure hatred. I remove my hand slowly from his now silent mouth.
He spits his answer like acid venom: “Go feck yourself, infidel!”
“Wrong answer!”
I plunge my knife into his thigh, about an inch away from his artery and twist it ninety degrees, resulting in more screaming.
“Listen to me, Samir, I have no intention of going easy on you. If you think this hurts, you obviously don’t comprehend how far I’m willing to go to get the information I require from you. So let’s try this again, shall we?”
Samir’s eyes are now shut closed from the pain. 
“You know I don’t like it when you torture other human beings,” says Tanya, trying to be the voice of reason.
What she doesn’t understand is that I can’t afford to be a human being with feelings if I am to accomplish my goals. Not when the fate of hundreds of thousands of souls hangs in the balance. I switch off my emotions completely and only focus on results. This pathetic excuse for a human being will suffer and then he will die. How much of it he will have to endure is entirely up to him. But both his pain and death are set in stone as far as I’m concerned. Nothing can change that now.
“Where is Ahmed’s dirty bomb located at the moment? Give me what I need and I’ll make the pain stop.”
Samir blinks his eyes back open. I can start to see fear in them. The dance has begun. There’s still a healthy dose of defiance in them though. That tells me I need to keep pushing.
I grab one of his fingers. They’re arched from the pain, but he can’t move his hands because of the lock-foam. I go for the little finger. I don’t need to use much of my augments for that next move. I break his finger, hearing every bone in it brittle under the pressure, and rip it from his hand. 
By now I don’t hear Samir’s screaming and moaning anymore. I just need the Intel I’m looking for; the rest of the world around me is now just background noise. 
“Now, Samir, where’s the dirty bomb located? I don’t enjoy this and I’m sure neither do you. There’s no way out for you. Today is your last day, and it’s up to you if you want to die fast or have me make it a living hell for as long as it takes.”
“Allahu Akbar . . . you shall burn in the flames of hell for all eternity,” he says back to me, tears of pain forming around his eyes.
I take the knife out of his thigh and plant my finger into the wound. 
“Not the answer I’m looking for, Samir!”
His teeth are clenched so hard and his eyes close shut.
I approach his ear and whisper to him.
“This, what you feel right now, is nothing compared to what will come next. Do you understand me, Samir?”
But then Tanya interrupts the process. “Cole, the wound in Samir’s leg. It will make him go into shock soon and probably die shortly after if you continue, and then he won’t be able to give you any answers.”
I remove my finger from his wound and activate one of my repulsors in concentrated fire mode. A short, blue-tinged flame comes to life. I usually use this mode to solder things. It will do the trick just fine. Time to seal that wound then. I burn the wound to stop it from bleeding. Without anesthesia I can only imagine the level of pain that he feels from this.
I give Samir a few seconds to recover from the shock of it all. I then pry his left eye open and place my blade under his eye once more.
“Don’t force me to do this!” I scream. “Tell me where the bomb is!”
He mutters something in Arabic. Tanya translates: “I do not waver in the face of adversity. Allah the merciful is my guiding light.”
“Allah can’t do shit for you anymore. Last chance, Samir!” I shout, one inch away from crushing his face from frustration.
I can feel him trying to close back his eye, but I don’t let him.
I exhale deeply. “Very well, Samir, you asked for it.”
I use the tip of my blade and plunge it under his eye ball and with a swift movement I pop it out of its socket. 
“Stooooop! Please stop!” he begs.
Now we’re getting somewhere. His eyeball dangles on the side of his face. 
“Where . . . is . . . the . . . nuke? Answer me or I’ll keep going!”
A few seconds pass before he answers.
“I . . . I don’t know.”
“I don’t believe you,” I say as I grab his eyeball and close my fist around it and start pulling, slowly.
The sound he emits is beyond pain. His facial grimace mirrors that fact.
“This next part will hurt more than anything you can ever imagine,” I say, my voice ice cold.
“Please, just . . . kill me.”
“I will if you tell me where to find the bomb, Samir. You can meet your maker fast; all it takes is that one piece of information.”
“World Security Center.”
“I didn’t ask what the target is. I already have that Intel. I need to know the location of the bomb at the present time.”
“Only Ahmed knows that. I don’t know where the bomb is right now, I swear!”
Tanya intervenes. 
“Cole, he’s not going to be able to take much more of this, and I detect no deception from his last statement. Maybe we should give it a rest. We have another lead in our mission’s Intel package, and perhaps we should get your friend and go pay a visit to Rasul Yasser instead. I don’t think we’ll get anything of use from Samir.”
“Very well,” I say as I rip his optical nerve in frustration and throw it to the side.
He screams from the top of his lungs in agony and part of me disagrees with the move. That part is called my conscience. It’s not happy about this unnecessary act of brutality. I know full well this was gratuitous and that Vassiliki wouldn’t have agreed. I’m surprised at the thought. I usually can contain my emotions better than this. But there’s no denying it, today I’m off my game and I know it. The nightmare has shaken my foundations and I’m not able to turn off my human side the way I know I need to in order to accomplish my goals.
I grab a sonic grenade when my arm stops moving.
“Tanya! What are you doing?”
“Cole, you don’t need to do this. Just shoot him in the head and end his suffering already.”
“Tanya, override and give me back control. Now is not the time, you hear me?”
I can feel the sensation back into my arm and shove the sonic grenade in Samir’s open mouth, breaking and dislocating his jaw in the process. I don’t activate it just yet. I get up and leave the room, and when I’m far enough I send the mental command to detonate it. I don’t need to turn back to know what happens. I get the mental image of Samir’s head being blown into pieces from the detonation and spread all around his now dead corpse. 
“Was that really necessary?” asks Tanya with the unmistakable weight of disappointment in her voice.
I don’t answer. I know there’s nothing I can say that will justify my actions. I normally have no problem admitting defeat and ending an interrogation with a simple laser blast to the head, but I’m beyond mad right now. I recognize that. I also recognize that it’s not a good emotion to feel while in deployment. My augments usually allow me to control all my emotions, but today is different. There’s something lurking inside my brain, doubts doubled with fear, and that’s a very dangerous mix.  
I get back on the jet bike and soon we’re flying over New Geneva as the day unfolds little by little. It all seems peaceful at the moment. People going to work, public transport getting them where they need to go, thinking this day is just like any other. They’re unaware of what will happen to them if I fail my mission.
“Failure is not an option,” says Tanya with a grave tone of voice. “Or have you forgotten that?”
I haven’t forgotten. I just have a bad feeling about today. I wish I could shake it, but I can’t. It lurks in the back of my head, eating at my confidence with every passing moment. I need to regain control, and fast.
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We arrive at Confederate Road. That road bears the name since Geneva was once part of the Swiss confederation, made up of multiple cantons that merged together to create Switzerland. Of course today the notion of country doesn’t exist anymore. Whatever few cities are still left standing are all part of the United Nations of the World. New Geneva is one of the largest cities on the European continent now. Today it’s one of the most advanced technological cities in the world. Up until not long ago it was also where most of the megacorporations had their headquarters. Until they moved them to New Paris and its highly advanced dome shields and lower crime rate. 
It’s time to enlist Eleanor’s help. At least try, that is. I dread meeting her again more than I am willing to admit it to myself or to Tanya. We were close once, very close, like brother and sister close. We also made one hell of a team when we went into battle together. We sweated, bled and did everything we had to do to always get back alive from a mission, together. We never left the other one behind, no matter the state we were in. I can sincerely say I wouldn’t be alive today if it wasn’t for her acts of bravery under fire. I’m sure she feels the same about me. Past memories overload my mind in this moment. 
Soon we enter the tall building where her apartment is. I stop in front of her door and freeze, looking at her name engraved into the small copper plate near the doorbell. My finger hovers a couple inches from the touch control.
“What’s wrong, Cole?” says Tanya.
I don’t answer.
“Cole, I understand you’re not feeling well today, but unless you get your shit together, we’ll both perish, and I haven’t signed up for this! You hear me?”
“I hear you.”
“I don’t think you do, Cole. I’ve never felt you so agitated before.”
“Feeling yourself die will do that.”
“Cole, it was a nightmare!”
“How do you explain that the target was right, then? This doesn’t make any sense and you know it.”
“I’m willing to recognize that it is peculiar, yes, but perhaps it’s a side effect of time travel. Perhaps you acquire some sort of discombobulated precog ability from it.”
I think about it. It’s true that during the time transfer I feel something indescribable, a state of pure consciousness detached from human experience. Perhaps in that state I glimpse into my own future, and my subconscious serves this back to me in my dream state. That could explain it. But even so, am I or am not destined to die? How does this explanation help me?
“I’ll tell you how it helps, Cole. You know what could happen, therefore you have the edge required to change your own destiny. But not if you keep obsessing about the one thing you fear the most.”
There is wisdom in her words, and it helps me calm down, at least a little. Except I never thought I feared death before. Not since Vassiliki died. And that’s part of what made me the unrelenting, unstoppable agent that I have become. She’s right, though, I need to get a grip and start grounding myself in the present instead of letting the past eat at my heart and the future scare the crap out of me. 
I don’t even realize it but my finger touches the doorbell controls. The sound of the door chime brings me back to the here and now. I swallow hard.
“Tanya, activate privacy mode.”
“Cole, it’s against standard operation procedures to deactivate me during deployment.”
“Don’t make me repeat myself, Tanya.”
“Very well,” she says, her tone grave. I hear the confirmation beep that she has turned herself off.
When the door opens my eyes focus on the barrel of an old .357 Magnum pointed right at my face. My focal point changes from the barrel of the gun to Eleanor’s cold and emotionless face. 
She barks at me, “What part of ‘I’ll kill you, motherfecker, if I ever see your face ever again’ didn’t you understand, Cole?”
“I need your help.”
“I don’t give a feck! You don’t get to come here and ask for anything but a bullet, do you understand what I’m saying?”
I then recall our last conversation. Right after her court martial, right after I testified against her. My heart fills with shame and regret. 
“I can’t change the past, Eleanor, no matter how much I wish I could. But please hear me out. If what I have to say doesn’t matter to you, then you can go ahead and shoot me.”
She looks at me differently now. I don’t know that look, though. Is it curiosity? Is it disgust or something else altogether? Whatever it is it makes her think. I can tell that much. She puts her thumb on the hammer and slowly de-cocks it.
“You have balls, I grant you that. Speak, but make it short. Just seeing you causes a host of memories and years of repressed anger to come back to the surface.”
I can understand that. In fact, I can imagine that killing me is on the top of her bucket list. If our positions were reversed, I might actually feel the same. But no matter how she hates me right now, part of her recognizes that I saved her life many times. Too many to count, in fact.
It feels like I have ten thousand ways of starting that conversation, but I settle for the most direct one.
“Here’s the deal: I need your help to stop a dirty bomb from detonating in New Geneva today and incinerating most of the population with it.”
I can see her eye twitch. I can tell she is processing the full weight behind my words. 
“For the sake of argument, let’s say I believe that this is true. Why me? Why come to the person you’ve betrayed for help? You must have known that I want nothing more than to blow your head off.”
She is right, of course. Why her? I could have requested a full platoon of military soldiers to accompany me and it would have been given to me. So why did I come here?
“I don’t know. Call it intuition. This is one of those days when I fear it could be the last.”
“And so your first thought was to see the one person who could actually help that fear become a reality? That doesn’t sound like you.”
“It’s a long story but there’s very little time.”
“Bullshit, Cole!” She cocks the gun again and puts her index finger back on the trigger. “Don’t feck with me, Cole! I’m not in the mood.”
“I’m not fecking with you. Today Ahmed Al’Hasi will detonate a dirty bomb in the World Security Center.”
“If you know the target, then why do you need me? Why not take an entire army and get the job done that way? Why would you want to put your faith in the one person you’ve fed to the wolves to save your own ass?”
Was that what I did? Was I trying to save my own ass? I feel a strong sensation in my heart. I can’t shake it but I decide to ignore it. Now is not the time and I’m already in a shitty disposition. I don’t need to pile up crap that will only prevent me from staying focused on my mission. I repeat that inside my head like a mantra. My mission. I need to stop this from happening, no matter what. 
“Because you’re the only person I can trust with my life.”
“That’s where you’re wrong, Cole. Maybe in your sick head you think I can forgive you for getting me discharged from active duty. And heck, maybe I deserved it. Maybe I went over the line that time. Maybe I could have done things differently. But if I did, maybe you wouldn’t be breathing right now. Have you ever stopped to think about that?”
I have, of course, many times in fact. That’s what made that entire mess all the more painful. But right now we can’t rehash the past. Today isn’t about that. I know in my heart that I will have to eventually, just not today. 
“I have, Eleanor. And I can’t even describe how sorry I am—” 
She doesn’t let me finish and the canon of her Magnum presses hard against my forehead. I wonder if deactivating Tanya was a mistake. It would only take a thought to bring her back, but without context she might just act rashly. More than that, this is something I need to do on my own. If I have even the slightest chance to get back on my feet and accomplish my mission today, I must face my demons, my fears and my doubts alone. 
But right now I’d give anything to be back in my luxurious apartment cracking jokes and exchanging sexual innuendos with Tanya. But if I ever want to experience that again, I have to complete this mission first.
“Cole, chose your next words carefully, and don’t ever try to say you’re sorry to me ever again, or god be my witness, I’ll punch a hole through your brain for your efforts. You’ve taken everything from me. Going on missions and serving my planet was my whole life, and you knew it. In fact, you’re the only one who knows how important this was to me.”
“Alright. Here’s the deal.”
I know Tanya would stop me from talking if she was active. I’m about to break every rule in the book. I just don’t see any other way now. I continue.
“I’m working for a top secret project called Rewind. They send me back in time whenever a terrorist makes serious damage in our world. The nuke I’ve told you about already exploded; it incinerated hundreds of thousands of people and the resulting radiation would surely kill ninety-eight percent of New Geneva’s population over the next few days. I have come back in time to prevent it. This is my job. This is what the government approached me to do after our unit was . . . disbanded.”
I immediately realize using that word was a mistake, a huge one at that. But it’s too late now . . . I’ve said it. I can tell from her expression that she is struggling to compute everything I have just said. But then her lips part to display clenched teeth. 
She moves fast. I’m impressed even though I see it coming nonetheless, perhaps thanks most to my improved augment that gives me unhuman reflex levels, or maybe simply because I would have done the same if I was in her shoes. She tries to slam the grip of her gun into my temples. I block the move and disarm her, but not before a single shot is fired. I feel the pain in my neck. The bullet has grazed me. I grab the antique gun and smash it in my hands. Using my repulsor I bring it to melting point, making my job easier.
She stumbles back with fear in her eyes. 
“So that’s why you came here? It wasn’t enough that you rid me of my purpose, now you actually want to finish the job!”
I shake my head. “No, Eleanor. I really need your help. I have to stop Al’Hasi, and I don’t trust anyone else to help me do this.”
“And you couldn’t come up with a better lie than time travel? Really? Do what you came to do, Cole. If in this ghost of a man that I see standing in front of me remains a shred of humanity and loyalty for your ex-partner, drop the bullshit and just take me out.”
“I’m not here to kill you, Eleanor! And I’m not lying either. I can prove it.”
“Yeah right. You can prove you’ve time traveled? How?”
“I can show you footage of what’s going to happen. I can probably even show you footage of what your day would have been if I hadn’t showed up.”
Her eyes lock with mine and she looks at me with an intense stare. 
“I can’t seem to find deception in your words. But that makes my head spin.”
I can relate to that. I know how I felt when I was introduced to the concept of what would become my new job. 
“That’s because I’m not trying to deceive you. I swear on Vassiliki’s grave that I’m not.”
Her eyes widen. She knows that I would never do that unless I was being truthful. She drops to her knees and a tear runs down her cheek. 
“You fecking asshole. You come on the day I finally decided to put all of my pain, rage and fears to rest. You decide to ring the door mere seconds before I’m about to end it all.”
A shiver travels up and down my spine at the realization behind her words. Was she about to shoot herself? That would explain why she answered the door so fast, gun in hand.
I activate Tanya in information-only mode and look at the records from the mission Intel package. I check police-related information regarding Eleanor. Two hours from now a patrol would have found her dead body in her bathroom, blood spilled all over her old, decrepit and shattered mirror. The image grabs at my heart and squeezes. I can barely breathe. Why didn’t Tanya tell me all of this? Surely she knew the moment I gave her Eleanor’s name. But then again she managed to add Eleanor to the mission, and while I didn’t second guess how she managed that, I know it’s not standard procedure to involve anyone else in our missions. Time traveling is dangerous as it is. The ripple effect from too much change in the timeline is something that has to be carefully planned. That’s why the company doesn’t allow two or more agents to do a single mission. So did Tanya lie to me and showed me what I wanted to see when she added her into the mission? Or did the company actually see what we were doing and allowed it for another reason? The questions are hammering my conscious mind to oblivion. I can’t think of a reason, but the fact that Tanya hid the fact that she knew that Eleanor would not survive the day, with or without us meeting, is something I have trouble understanding.
I put my hand over my mouth and let it slowly slide towards my chin. This day is getting weirder by the minute, and there are things that don’t make sense. That’s when my neuronal net shows me another garbled image of Vassiliki.
“Cole, you’re being used. Don’t trust anyone but yourself,” says Vassiliki.
The image flashes out of existence as fast as it came. 
What the feck is happening to me?
“Cole? Cole!” I hear Eleanor say, but she sounds like she’s far away. Eventually she screams my name once more and I get back into the moment.
“Cole! For feck’s sake, what’s going on?”
Her eyes are red, repressed tears burning them.
I take a knee and wipe the tear on her cheek. She pushes my arm away with little to no conviction. I help her back to her feet and sit her on her couch. I go in the kitchen and fill a glass with water and bring it to her. When she doesn’t take it from my hands I drop it in front of her. She looks at it. I need to do something to get her out of this. Feck, I need to get out of this myself before this pile of shit consumes me as well. I want to regain control but the more time passes, the more I lose my grasp on it.
I don’t know how to do it, so I just do what I thought I would do before I saw the coroner’s report and the scene photo of my friend’s death. A death that I somehow prevented by coming here today. It’s boggling my mind but I can’t let it distract me any longer. 
“Do you have a brain augment?” I ask.
It takes a little while before she nods. “They removed my top of the line army one, but I got another, a cheaper model in its place.”
I reach with my mind and easily find and hack into it. I show her what I’ve just seen. I know this is one hell of a gamble. It either jolts her back into reality or will forever consume her psyche in the fiery depth of hell.
She loses all color in her skin real fast. I want to tell her I’m sorry for fecking up her life, but I know she doesn’t want to hear that from me now, perhaps never in fact. 
She is shocked and something in her snaps. She slams her hand into the glass of water and sends it spinning on the carpet, rolling and tumbling until it smashes against the wall.
“I just want to know one thing, Cole, and please don’t lie to me. Is this true? Are you coming from the future? Are you really trying to stop a dirty bomb?”
“I haven’t lied to you at all today, Eleanor; all of it is true.”
I show her the mission parameters, the data and images of New Geneva post detonation and continue.
“If I don’t find a way to stop it, this is what will happen,” I add.
There is silence for a few minutes. Time seems to stop and I feel trapped. There’s a buzzing in my head reminding me that time is the one commodity I can’t waste today, but another part of me, one that screams at me, is telling me this is an important moment of the day. 
Slowly, color returns to her face. She starts to take deeper breaths, and wipes the remainder of her tears before looking in my eyes, her whole expression changed. Her look of resolve sends another shiver up my spine. Her voice is strong as steel.
“What do you need me to do?”
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Mission completion time: T minus 421 minutes.
 
I’m back on my jet bike flying towards our next destination. I can feel Eleanor’s arm around my thorax, holding me tight. The last twenty minutes have been some of the most emotionally charged I have had in a very long time. We both could have been consumed by what happened back at her apartment, but we weren’t. In the chasm of despair, we have rekindled something we both thought we had lost a long time ago. Partnership. We both want to talk about it but we know it will have to wait, even if it means we never get the chance to have that conversation. We both understand what needs to be done today. For better or for worse, we can’t let emotions, fears and doubts cloud our judgment. Her willingness to overcome death and be part, for one more time, of an op to save others has brought her back from despair. But in doing so it has also brought me back into the present where I need to be today more than any other day.
I activate Tanya back with a mental push.
“What have I missed? I see you’ve convinced her to join us.”
“Yeah,” I answer simply, not feeling in the mood to give any more details. 
“Cole,” says Tanya. “Are you back in the game? We can’t do this if you second guess every one of your moves today.”
I know that. There will be time to worry about this afterwards, and if there is no after, if this is somehow my last day, then I’ll leave this world with questions unanswered, like we all do. But that’s the price every human being has to pay for the privilege of being alive. In this at least I’m no different than anyone else. But right now I just have to put all of this on the back burner and concentrate on achieving my goal. 
“About your nightmare,” says Eleanor. 
“Yeah? What about it?”
“I don’t know what it is, Cole . . . whether or not it’s just a premonition, a dream, or a subconscious remainder of a previous time jump. But I think you should concentrate on the one thing it might be: a gift, a second chance. We both get one of these today, so let’s not waste it, okay?”
I smile. Yeah, obsessing over it will bring nothing but chaos. 
“Agreed.”
Tanya stays silent and I mentally thank her for doing so. Right now I’m not in the mood to talk about anything anymore, and she probably senses that. I’ve talked and thought about all of this for so long and it brought me nothing but grief. An emotion I can’t afford to feel, not if I want to survive this day, not if I want to prevent Eleanor, myself and the rest of New Geneva from being consumed by nuclear fire.
We land on top of the twenty-story high building where Rasul lives. Hopefully he is still there. According to the Intel we have he will be spotted in a turbo tube in thirty-six minutes. I’m hopeful he hasn’t left his apartment yet. As we get off the jet bike Eleanor looks at me.
“What?” I say.
“Nothing, but I wondered, how is it you have all that info?”
“When a terror attack occurs, the central AI for New Geneva compiles all the usable data it can find. It analyzes the logs of the day, surveillance, online chatter, and compiles that info so I can use it during my mission.”
“I?” says Tanya using the jet bike’s speakers to make sure Eleanor hears her objection.
“I’m sorry, Tanya, we,” I correct myself.
“That’s your augmented AI? Tanya, huh?” Eleanor asks.
I nod. She knows about my first girlfriend, of course. She made the connection immediately. 
“You two must have some interesting discussions in the middle of the night,” Eleanor adds.
I sigh. “In fact we do have some really good conversations, but I can also disable her when I need some me time.”
She looks at my crotch and gives me a look. “I see.”
“Hey, those are not the only moments I need to be on my own.”
“I try not to interfere with Cole when it’s not needed,” says Tanya. “But right now I think we all need to be connected. Eleanor, do you mind if I hack into your communication’s augment and install a direct link so we can also talk directly?”
Eleanor shrugs. “Yeah, why the hell not.”
“Done,” says Tanya.
“That’s weird but somehow an interesting feeling,” says Eleanor. “Yeah, you’re welcome, Tanya.”
“You can actually tell her everything you want with your mind. Just think of her, and she’ll hear the words,” I add.
She flashes me a thumb up. 
“What’s the plan guys?” she adds.
“We go in, interrogate him and hopefully get a twenty on the bomb’s current location.”
“In my experience fanatics are difficult to break hours before they strike,” she answers.
That brings back the fresh memory of Samir’s failed interrogation. “What do you propose?”
“Follow my lead. Just make sure you get a bug on him the first chance you get.”
“Very well.”
“I like her already,” says Tanya cheerfully.
“Well, thank you, Tanya,” says Eleanor beaming.
 
*   *   *
 
It doesn’t take long for us to arrive in front of Rasul’s apartment door. The second droid is in position hovering stealthily outside, providing real-time video of the inside of the apartment through the windows to my neuronal HUD. I’m not going guns blazing without doing my homework this time. Rasul is sleeping on his couch. I signal Eleanor to go for the door but, instead of kicking it down, she takes a small hacking device from her pocket and quickly opens the door with it, all under three seconds and without making a sound. That’s another approach for sure, but probably the right one. She has the lead, after all.
We step in carefully, stun-set blasters pointing forward as we enter the modest apartment. There’s a foul odor in the place. I’m hoping he isn’t dead. When we reach the living room, we see fast-food wrappers scattered all around. A rat is there, eating the food, and doesn’t seem bothered or startled as we pass nearby. When we reach the couch, we can see Rasul is sleeping and snoring loudly.
“I’m surprised he isn’t preparing himself for this day,” I whisper.
“Yeah, maybe his orders have changed,” answers Eleanor. “It’s possible Ahmed Al’Hasi decided to change his plan because of your earlier encounter.”
“Let’s hope not or we’re wasting our time.”
“No matter what the deal is, I’m sure this guy can be of some use.”
“Why are we still whispering?” I ask.
“I don’t know,” she says very loudly.
That does it, and Rasul is startled out of his slumber. He jumps awake, but Eleanor clocks him in the face and sends him crashing back to the couch.
“Who are you people?” says Rasul with a strong, Middle Eastern accent, acting surprised pretty well.
I take a few steps towards him, which gets his attention, but Eleanor asks me to back off via our link. I freeze and shoot Rasul a cold stare.
“Okay, I don’t know who the both of you are, but there’s obviously been some sort of mistake. You two look like officials. I’m a legal renter in this building.”
Seriously? I say to Eleanor via the link.
Let him blabber whatever he wants and trust me, she answers.
“Look, mister,” she says loudly. “I’m Samir’s friend. He owes me money, and when he failed to pay earlier today, well, let’s just say that he had an unfortunate accident with a sonic grenade.”
Rasul’s look changes immediately at the mention of Samir’s name. 
“But before the grenade accidentally blew his head off,” added Eleanor, “he said something about coming and getting what he owes me from you.”
Rasul nervously looks at Eleanor, then at me, and then somewhere behind us. To not tick him off I use the drone’s long-range cam to zoom where he was looking and see a small cupboard behind us where a crappy holo-TV runs, its sound muted. Eleanor pushes on. I’m still not sure what she’s playing at, but decide to trust her.
“Give us the money now and we’ll be on our way,” she says, her tone hard as steel.
“I don’t have any money, and I don’t know any Samir! Please leave. You have made a terrible mistake,” Rasul repeats, clearly not intimidated by us so far.
That’s when I hear her in my mind. Go apeshit on him, and remember to put a tracker on him. To make sure he can run, leave his legs alone.
I take two more steps and clock Rasul in the face with a strong jab that nearly knocks him out in one blow.
Okay, says Eleanor, maybe apeshit wasn’t the right operative word. Scare the shit out of him, but we need him operational.
I think I understand what she has in mind. Rasul is so disoriented I easily inject him with tracer nanites after grabbing him by the collar and dragging his ass off the couch.
“What are you doing, Cole?” she shouts. 
I know it’s for show.
“I’m wasting that sucker. He’s not going to give us the money, so let’s just spill his guts on the carpet and go grab lunch.”
Rasul’s eyes grow big and he looks terrified now. I put my foot on his thorax and push him to the ground. I have to be careful not to hurt him too much, but need to apply enough force to make it believable; not the easiest balance to find while improvising something for the first time. I point my blaster at his head and see sweat beads gliding off his forehead like passengers abandoning a sinking ship.
“We’ll get the money from someone else,” I say, looking at Eleanor. “Right?”
Rasul speaks. “Please, don’t kill me. I don’t know you. I haven’t done anything. Please. I’ll give you all the money I have.”
“Hear that, partner? He’s gonna give us some,” I shout.
I’m fully aware I’m overacting, but I’m not exactly in my comfort zone here. Tell me to rip someone’s head off and I’ll probably find ten ways to do it, but pretending to be a thug, that’s new for me.
I grab him by the hair and lift his entire body off the ground. His legs are flailing uncontrollably. When I bring his face near to mine I regret it. His breath stinks like a long day spent swimming in the swamp.
“No funny business, okay?” I hiss at him.
“I . . . I promise. Just put me down and I’ll give you all I have.”
I let his feet back onto the ground and release his hair.
Nice performance, Cole, says Eleanor on the link.
If you say so, I answer.
Rasul goes to the cupboard he’s been eye balling before. I warn Eleanor.
He looked there when we first woke him up. He could be hiding a weapon inside, so stay frosty.
Roger that, Cole.
He opens the top drawer of the cupboard and takes a wallet from it as well as something else but I can’t see what. Must be important, though.
What if he holds a piece needed to make the bomb work? Can we really afford to let him go? I ask Eleanor.
That’s when Tanya decides to chime in.
There is a good chance he will lead you to where the bomb is, which is why letting him go is the smart thing to do.
Well I’m glad you agree, Tanya, says Eleanor.
You two are enjoying this too much. But okay, I’ll follow your lead. Brute force hasn’t been very helpful with his friend Samir, so let’s play this your way. How do we make his escape look believable?
Rasul comes with his wallet, takes a money card from it and gives it to me. “There’s more than ten thousand credits on here. It’s untraceable and all yours if you let me go.”
“And what stops me from shooting you in between your eyes and grabbing that from your corpse exactly?” I retort.
“Right now it’s set to only work on my DNA imprint. I can unlock it remotely, but you’re gonna have to trust me.”
“That ain’t happening, pal. You unlock it now or you’re dead meat.”
Easy there, Cole, says Eleanor. He’s presenting us with an easy way to let him go. I understand you want to stay in character, but . . .
Right.
He continues, “You and I both know that if I unlock this now, you’ll kill me right away. I have no need for this card, and I value my life. If it’s not unlocked later today, you can always come back and kill me then. But if you let me go now, you’ll get your money.”
“What do you think, partner?” I say loudly. “Does that cover Samir’s tab?”
“Not even close, but it will have to do. We need to get going anyway. You,” she shouts at Rasul. “We’ll be back next week. Make sure you have another one of these but with twenty Ks on it, or you’re history. Are we clear?”
Rasul nods his head up and down nervously. “Very clear. I will get you what you need.”
“Okay then, get the feck out of here before we change our minds.” 
Rasul runs out of his apartment like an athlete running the Olympic one-hundred-meter dash.
“Now what?” I ask.
“Now we follow the bee back to the hive,” says Eleanor.
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Mission completion time: T minus 339 minutes.
 
Rasul takes more than a few precautions to get where he’s going, and I’m nervously looking at the reverse-counter mission clock while my patience is running out.
“I could have gotten this information out of him faster than this. He’s been going all over town for more than an hour,” I say in frustration from the jet bike, hovering atop one of the large skyscrapers not too far from where Rasul is at the moment.
“He probably suspects we’re trying to follow him, so he’s just making sure he’s got no tail,” says Eleanor, mildly annoyed at my complaining. “And if you had failed to acquire the info from him, we wouldn’t have had any leads whatsoever to intercept the weapon before it reaches its intended target.”
“We don’t even know if he’s getting anywhere we need him to. What if he got spooked and changed his mind? I don’t like this.”
“Look, Cole, I understand waiting is not your strong suit, but trust me, this guy will lead us to the bomb.”
“And how exactly do you know?”
“Call it female intuition.”
I want to argue some more but then I decide against it. I know Eleanor is a difficult gal to argue with. Better spare myself from the possible fallout. I am, however feeling something I haven’t felt in a long time. Friendship with a flesh-and-bone partner. It’s been so long since last we went together on an op that I had forgotten that bond. I love having Tanya with me at all times but this is something else. 
“Tanya, what’s your take on all of this?”
“If Rasul doesn’t get where he needs to go in the next thirty minutes, we’ll have no other choice but to change tactics. Hang on a second, he’s making a call.”
“How do you know that?” both Eleanor and I ask in sync.
“I hacked his transmission augment and installed spyware while you two were doing your thing . . . Cole, something is happening.”
“What?” I ask.
“You’re not gonna believe this. He’s calling Ahmed.”
“Bingo!” says Eleanor with a triumphant smile on her face. 
“What are they saying?” I ask impatiently.
“Not much, but Ahmed gave him a rendezvous point not too far from his current location. He should be able to get there in less than twenty minutes.”
“If they meet in person we can put them both to rest,” I say.
“Yeah, let’s not jump the gun here,” says Eleanor. “He might just send someone else to recover whatever Rasul has in his possession.”
“We’ve been working under the assumption that whatever this bozo is carrying is important, and I think Ahmed will want to make sure he gets that back from him. If it’s a part of the bomb, he can’t detonate without it. So we make sure Ahmed doesn’t get his hands on it, and, while we’re at it, if he shows, we take him out.”
“Their call has ended, and the bozo is already changing tubes,” says Tanya with a chuckle. “I sensed tension in Ahmed's voice during the call. Whatever Rasul is carrying, it seems really important to him.”
“Which means we shouldn’t have let him go,” I say dryly.
“Look, Cole,” says Tanya, “what’s done is done. The important thing is we have another real lead to Ahmed now.”
I don’t answer; she’s right and there’s no need to assign blame. We have to play the cards we have been dealt.
“We should have a second vehicle, you know, in case one of us needs to go after one of the targets. We need to be able to split up, and we could use some additional firepower,” says Eleanor. 
“Tanya,” I answer simply.
“I’m sending the short range fighter to rejoin our location. It’s already in the air. ETA eight minutes,” says Tanya.
 
*   *   *
 
By the time Rasul arrives at his destination we’re already in position. We can’t afford any more cockups today, so everything needs to go smoothly. No sign of Ahmed yet even though Rasul has arrived before their agreed time. Eleanor is providing sniper cover from higher up in the structure while I use my stealth augment to follow him inside an abandoned and decrepit factory, undetected. There are barely any lights in here besides the city lights casting chaotic shadows all around, always in movement due to lights from vehicles passing outside at different speeds.
This is definitely not Ahmed’s base of operation but I didn’t expect it to be. He’s far too crafty to rendezvous with Rasul in such a place. 
I look around for booby traps and scanning devices and find none. Of course it doesn’t mean anything. Ahmed is smart enough to have stealth tech of his own in place. This place could have its fair share of surprises, and I know I must stay on my toes the entire time. An incoming neuronal message from Eleanor interrupts my train of thought.
How come you guys don’t have all the information needed to stop them? I’d expect you’d know their meeting places and just get there and scoop them.
It’s not that simple, you see. While we do get some valuable information after the fact, most of it is due to post-attack analysis. If terrorists were clumsy, we would simply catch them before they act, but they are very crafty, especially Ahmed. Somehow, he always seems to be one step ahead of us.
That must be frustrating. But how can it be the case? Have you asked yourself that? I mean, you should have the upper hand knowing where and how he will strike. How come he still gets the upper hand, unless he is helped by someone on the inside?
The thought is legit and somehow echoes my previous concerns. Eleanor probably isn’t too far off here. Why is it that he is still able to anticipate our movement when things are clearly happening differently during a time jump? The very fact that I am in this time, running after him and trying to prevent any terror attack makes this timeline different. How can Ahmed anticipate that? Unless he knows our tactics. But Project Rewind is the most top secret operation in existence. He shouldn’t know about it. And if he indeed does, can Eleanor be right? Could there be some mole providing him a head’s up? 
I sure hope there is no mole or outside forces helping scum like Ahmed. The terrorists are wreaking havoc enough as it is, I say.
Well, technically every time they do, you stop them, so from their perspective they aren’t really getting many wins, right?
Time travel is not really something easy on the mind. Humans are not supposed to rewrite their own history. Just thinking about it defies the laws of what it means to be human, to be born, live a linear life as far as time is concerned, and then, in due time, die. From his perspective, every time I stopped his nefarious plan, it would feel like one more failure for Ahmed. Having witnessed so many successful attacks before making sure they didn’t happen after a Rewind mission, I never stopped to think that Ahmed never really got the satisfaction of succeeding. Well, at least whatever satisfaction he got was short lived as it was surely erased afterwards. But then, there were those times when the people in power decided that a specific attack didn’t yield enough loss of life to warrant a Rewind mission. Smaller targets, where only a few died, were often just accepted as collateral damage. To them it made sense to time jump to course correct history after only the vilest of acts, but it didn’t seem fair to the innocent who perished in what the company considered acceptable loss.
It’s not that simple. Sometimes Rewind doesn’t sanction a time jump if they deem the loss of life acceptable to the timeline.
This is bullshit, Cole, and you know it! Nobody should have the power to decide when it’s right to save lives and when it’s not. I’m surprised you actually agreed to serve such interests.
This stings me but I have to admit I cannot deny or rebut Eleanor’s words. It’s not the first time I question that part of the job either. But at the end of the day, missions like the one today, where my actions could save hundreds of thousands of lives, couldn’t be belittled either. 
It’s not black or white, Eleanor. If we succeed today we save hundreds of thousands. Doesn’t that count for something?
I’m not trying to make you feel bad about it, Cole, but surely you must ask yourself about the motives, especially if there have been times that you felt like time jumping to save only a few but the company said otherwise.
Yeah, we had many such occurrences.
Which means you’re not really in control.
Control is an illusion. I wish it wasn’t, but in this world, the last place one can really experience freedom is within one’s mind, and, even so, with all the augments, I’m not even sure that is the case anymore.
Eleanor doesn’t answer.
I want to further defend my case and my reason to be part of Rewind, but I know very well I wouldn’t just be trying to convince Eleanor; I would certainly try to convince myself as well. I have doubts sometimes; heck, a lot more often than just sometimes. But I believe that at its core, even if I am just a pawn, my actions are serving a higher purpose.
That’s when Tanya’s holo-image appears in my mind. But before she speaks, static distorts her image and her face is replaced with Vassiliki’s.
What the hell is this? This is not the time to have yet another bug-ridden hallucination.
“Cole, you need to ask yourself these questions. There is a reason why you feel you are doing good. Pretending to have pure intentions is the only way a corrupt organization can trick someone like yourself to do their bidding. Don’t trust everything you think you know. Keep asking yourself questions, a lot of questions. Your life and the ones of everyone on planet Earth depend on that. Don’t ever just be their pawn. I beg you, my love . . .”
The message makes me shiver to the core. Is it because these glitches, if that’s what they are, happen with Vassiliki’s face and voice, or is it something else? Could this be part of Ahmed’s arsenal of cyber terrorism to make me doubt myself and to weaken my resolve? No matter what they are they give me the creeps; plain and simple.
Tanya, I think you’ve got a virus. Please run another set of self-diagnostics.
Why? What happened? she answers. 
You didn’t hear that last holo-message I got?
What message? I guess I should run self—but then she stops. Hang-on, there is movement outside. I don’t think now is a good time to do this.
Agreed, we’ll have to check your code later. Give me a full tactical data overlay. Eleanor, get ready, something’s happening.
Roger that, Cole. Eleanor confirms.
My HUD overlies with all the info Tanya sends on my enhanced vision. Infrared confirms two men are approaching the entrance of the abandoned factory. I get some weird static on wireless signal scans.
“Tanya? What is this? Why do I get all that wireless static?”
“Unknown, but if I had to theorize I’d say it looks like signal-scrambling.”
I am not happy to hear that but then again it might mean Ahmed is coming himself. It would make sense for him to scramble the area, keep his presence unknown to the city’s central AI and security watchdogs. That’s what I would have done in his place. 
I take position not too far from Rasul, still in full invisible mode until I find a decent cover and drop the augment as its power consumption is substantial and I need to keep my power levels up. I check my internal power source; it’s at seventy-three percent. The moment I drop my cloak, another augment starts syphoning power wirelessly from nearby electrical sources. It’s a slow trickle type of charge, but every bit helps.
But then the two men stop right after entering the building. Just after I dropped my cloak. Have I been detected? I swear in my head, activate image enhancement and zoom towards the two men. It takes a little while to process the pixelated image from this distance but before the sharpening filters finish their jobs, I recognize Ahmed’s face. He has a burn on the right side of his face, no doubt a result from the explosion at Rasul’s place. 
I start to worry that I might have been discovered and cut any wireless connections from my augments. Soon the two men resume walking towards Rasul, who has been pacing impatiently only a few yards away from me, playing nervously with a data chip in his hands. No doubt the piece of tech Ahmed came himself to reclaim. 
Ahmed is here. He’s the left Tango. Get ready to snipe the sucker. He doesn’t leave this place alive if we can help it, understood? I ask Eleanor.
Eleanor clicks her comm mentally twice to acknowledge. 
Whatever Rasul has in his hand Ahmed must not get his hands on, no matter what, I add.
You call it, Cole, said Eleanor.
I wait until both men are only a few yards away from Rasul to activate my cloak and start moving towards Rasul, making sure I make absolutely no noise. The lights of a vehicle passing outside at a high speed blind me for half a second and when I regain my sight I see Ahmed twitching.
Now! I say mentally.
Eleanor doesn’t hesitate and takes the shot. The moment I hear the gun fire, I run with my super speed to grab the data chip from Rasul’s hand. Everything goes to hell real fast. Eleanor’s shot is a bullseye but it’s absorbed by Ahmed’s personal shield. The second man accompanying him raises his hand, a robotic one, and launches a rocket towards Eleanor’s position, who’s now unleashing a flurry of shots all around both men. Some find their targets but are stopped by their shields. 
I am only a few inches away from Rasul when Ahmed throws a powerful shockwave towards us, knocking and throwing both me and Rasul into the air. He screams from the bottom of his lungs and I see him release the data chip. It’s spinning in the air but I am a few inches too far to grasp it. 
I summersault in the air and land on flexed knees. I push forward with all my might and catapult forward towards the chip, still spinning in the air. For a fraction of a second I know I’ll have it and could take care of Ahmed next. But just as I begin to close my fist around it a small tractor beam snatches it away. Ahmed catches the chip and smiles at me. 
Can he see me in stealth mode? That makes no sense. But he could very well have tech that allows him to detect my electromagnetic signal even if he can’t see me. He raises a blaster but instead of shooting towards me he lodges a perfect centered eye shot at Rasul who is just getting back up. He falls to his knees, an expression of shock ablaze on his face, and collapses to his death with a mild thud.
“So long, Agent Seeker, I have what I came for,” says Ahmed as he turns his back on me and starts running the way he’d come. 
“Not so fast, you son of a bitch!” I say out loud, dropping my stealth augment and redistributing the full power to my super speed. But before I can travel half the distance separating us, a metallic arm smashes across my sternum, taking the wind out of me. I get catapulted backwards and I smash back first into the concrete floor of the building, a thick cloud of dust rising around me.
“Ouch,” says Tanya.
I want to reply to that derogatory comment and ask why she didn’t see the man take a swing at me, but now is not the time to argue with my AI.
“Eleanor, please respond?”
“Go ahead, Cole. I’m sorry I couldn’t bring Ahmed down.”
“That’s okay. You did what you could, but you need to pursue him with the fighter. I’ve been delayed. I will take care of his goon and join you in thirty seconds or so, but we can’t afford to lose Ahmed. Take drone two with you.”
“On it. See you soon.”
With that I hear the engine of the short-range fighter hum to life. With Eleanor on Ahmed’s tail, I can take a few seconds to deal with the asshole who has taken that lucky pot shot at me. I move my hands over the back of my shoulders and flip back to the upward position. By the time I’m up, Ahmed’s goon is already upon me, swinging his metallic arm towards my face. 
I tilt my head and grab his arm, then pull it towards me further, something he’s not prepared for. I land my knee in his stomach as I feel Tanya readjust my super strength and speed on the fly to deliver maximum impact. I hear the satisfying crack of breaking bones, no doubt ribs too, as the man spits blood.
Next, I spin his arm around his back and hear yet another set of bones crack, accompanied by a scream of agony. He clearly fights through the pain as he manages to unlock his metal arm from his body. In a split second I am holding a detached arm as he spins on himself, something I wasn’t prepared for, and his other elbow impacts with my jaw and sends me spinning on the side before crashing to the ground. I drop the goon’s metallic arm to the ground.
Son of a bitch!
I get back up just in time to see him aiming a blaster at me and taking a shot. I roll to the side multiple times, avoiding his shots only by inches until I manage to get behind a crate for cover. 
I don’t have time for this shit.
I activate my repulsor weapons, my nanites pushing through the thin skin layer of the palm of my hands, accompanied by the usual burning sensation. I charge a super-powered shot on my right arm while using my super strength augment to take a vertical leap into the air. But I am still facing away from my target, so I use my other repulsor to quickly spin around in the air. I lock my shot with my mental HUD to the dead center of the man’s head. He is already aiming upwards, trying to shoot me in the air. But I am faster. The super-charged shot packs quite the recoil but I hold as steady as I possibly can. It takes my target’s head clean off. I then spin off in the air and land with one knee and one hand touching the ground, my gaze still locked on my target. He is still standing, even with his missing head. A geyser of blood is shooting up at the rhythm of his last heartbeats.
I rise to my feet and get a glimpse at the dead goon’s metallic arm I dropped earlier. I don’t know if it is the adrenaline or just one of these days.
“Cole,” says Tanya.
I decide not to answer and kick the arm towards the dead man still standing. 
“I think this belongs to you,” I crack out loud as the arm reunites with its owner, knocking him backwards where he crashes against the ground to the sound of a loud metallic thud.
“You do realize he was dead the second you shot his head off a few seconds ago?”
“Tanya, if you have a point to make, I suggest you make it.”
“No point. Just that you seem quite on edge today.”
“You can say that again.”
I call my jet bike remotely and order it to fly itself to the entrance of the building as I am running towards the exit. I also decide to bring up the camera of Drone Two inside my HUD and see Eleanor in pursuit of Ahmed, who has boarded a transport of his own, one with automated turrets that relentlessly fire upon her fighter. It’s forcing her to engage evasive patterns and not giving her many occasions to take shots of her own. Drone Two was having better luck with its automatic firing pattern.
“Maybe you should take control of Drone Two for her. We can’t let Ahmed leave with the chip,” I ask Tanya.
“Sure thing, but I will have to divert from helping you here.” 
“I’m done here. Just help her.”
“Understood, Cole.”
I am only ten yards from the exit when both large windows on each side of the main entrance explode and two jet bikes fly in, guns blazing.
“Or not,” I say to myself.
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I manage to dodge most of the incoming fire from the couple of impromptu jet bikes that blast their way inside the abandoned factory as I’m about to leave. But one shot still manages to hit me in the shoulder. Fortunately my armor takes the brunt of the hit. The jet bikes have finished their first pass and I have to act fast before they maneuver back for a second pass.
I swing about, take one of my smart blasters and activate a rocket round. Both jet bikes are doing a reverse maneuver and cross their path in an X shape. That’s when I lock onto the one that’s slightly ahead of the other just about to finish its reverse maneuver.
“That’s not the most efficient way of dealing with this situation,” says Tanya.
“Just make sure to deal with Ahmed, and let me deal with this, will ya?”
“Snappy,” she replies.
I start running at super speed towards the jet bike I’ve locked into. I hear the mental alarm of a missile locking acquisition ring inside my head but I fire at the jet bike before it can lock onto me. The explosive rocket round impacts with its shield, which lights up brightly orange for a brief instant before dying down. 
By now I’m jumping in the air, right in its trajectory. I only have a second before its shields turn back on. I land with my left foot onto the bike’s windshield and use my right one to kick the pilot off of his bike. He flies backwards in the air and I jump towards him.
While in the air I use my neuronal hacking programs to take control of the pilotless bike and I send it flying towards the second one, just in time before it can open fire on me. The first bike explodes and takes out the other bike’s shielding, sending it spinning on its axis, while hurling towards us at high speed. 
I need to be fast. I catch the ejected pilot and grab him by the neck, snapping it with a swift and deadly motion. Without losing a beat I grab his lifeless shoulders and bury my feet into his back so I can catapult myself away from him. I activate my repulsors in thruster mode to get higher and make sure the incoming bike still on a spin won’t hit me. 
I grab my nano-blade and activate it. That’s a risky move with the bike spinning but I know I can make that move. Just to make sure I’ll have a place to land I call upon my own jet bike mentally.
“You’re insane,” says Tanya.
“Déjà vu,” I answer as I spin myself into position and swing my nano-blade at the exact moment the jet bike flies under me. My blade cuts through the pilot like he was made of paper, taking one of his shoulders and his entire neck and head with it. My blade encounters a slight resistance when it cuts through some of the bike’s armor at the end of my swing.
I must have hit a vital system there because the next thing I know, the bike explodes and I am thrust backwards with extreme force. My current trajectory sends me directly into a large pile of barrels that have symbols of explosives on them.
Not good. But just before I crash into the explosive barrels, my jet bike flies in position and swoops me into the air. 
I let out a big sigh and take manual control of the bike. Half a second later I am riding through one of the broken windows through which my enemies busted a few seconds earlier. And in due time as well, as the explosion erupts when the enemy jet bike creates secondary explosions inside the abandoned building. Soon it bursts into flames, but my bike’s shield allows me to fly out of the fiery inferno unscathed.
I take some altitude, check my radar to see how far Eleanor and Drone Two are and vector towards their position, activating my bike’s afterburners. I need to get there fast. But then a flurry of red laser shots grazes my position and I have to go evasive. I end up in the middle of city traffic, except I am going the wrong way. Flying cars shoot past me at incredible speeds, rocking my bike as they do, and some explode from the unceasing blaster fire that’s meant to bring me down. Another target acquires me from behind and starts firing at my bike.
Flying in reverse traffic is like threading the thinnest of needles, but I don’t have a choice at the moment. Unless I activate bullet-time, something I can't afford to do if I want to have it ready when I face Ahmed, I’ll have to solely rely on my reflexes and whatever support Tanya can give me.
The fighter on my tail is heavily armored; I activate my turret and it starts scoring one hit after another but it doesn’t manage to make much of a dent in its heavy shields. 
Feck! I don’t have time for this!
I use my brain augment to scan the incoming vehicles for a convertible and, sure enough, a nice latest model Mercedes SJ-75 is approaching right on my path. I raise my jet bike atop the flow of incoming cars and send it on autopilot as I jump out of it. Three laser blasts hit too close for comfort as I start free falling back towards the incoming traffic, my eyes locked onto the approaching convertible Mercedes. I hack its operating system and simulate an inflight collision. This forces the car to eject its pilot into the air, but not before enveloping him in a protective foam capsule a moment before deploying a chute.
I land in his stead on the now free pilot seat and take manual control of the flying car. I am less than a second away from the incoming fighter still shooting at me. I have to go evasive and spin wildly; this proves to be a much simpler move than the previous one, now that I am on the right side of the traffic. I recall my jet bike mentally as I’ll need it soon; that is, if I survive my next move.
I don’t really have a choice; it’s a case of do or die and I have zero tolerance for me dying in this instant, so I keep avoiding incoming fire until the last second, playing a game of chicken with my foe, who doesn’t seem too worried about it. After all, his heavy shield can protect him from impact with the Mercedes. Or so he thinks. When I am absolutely sure that I’ll hit my target, I use my super strength to jump outside of the convertible, aided by my repulsors at full power. When I am high enough I switch to blaster mode, shoot the power cell of my improvised rental and overload it. 
Hope you’re insured.
The Mercedes catches fire and impacts with the fighter that is still firing at it. The explosion is massive and damages a multitude of cars; some explode as well and others spin out of control before eventually managing to regain their trajectories.
The fighter’s passed through the explosion and its shield has protected it from the impact as expected. My HUD informs me that the fighter has elevated its nose to catch up on my position. I line up my next repulsor shot and blast through the fighter’s canopy, hitting the pilot in the torso. This saves me from being cut in half by one of the fighter’s wings, the way it was heading towards me. Thanks to my repulsors, I land on the back of the fighter, but because of its high velocity I lose my balance. I magnetize my boots and forearms and manage to stick to the ship’s metallic armor.
I get back up on my feet and hurry towards the cockpit a couple of yards away. I don’t know if my shot was lethal or if the pilot’s armor, if he had some, could have saved his life. I don’t intend to find out one way or the other. I grab a sonic grenade from my belt and activate it. As I pass near the canopy I throw it in the hole I had punched earlier with my repulsor as I demagnetize my boots and push away in the opposite direction, while missing getting cut in half by the wing of the plane by just a few inches. 
I dive downwards, letting gravity do its thing when I hear the ship explode. In the midst of the action I hadn’t seen the skyscraper coming right at me before now. But my jet bike is still vectoring on my position and it swoops just before I impact with the building. The plexiglass windows of the building wobble but don’t break.
“Do you actually take pleasure in taking the most dangerous path in accomplishing your goals? There were at least ten other strategies that could have achieved what you have just done with half or less of the danger,” says Tanya.
“What’s the fun in that? I got to go with my guts, dear.”
“Obviously, but I’m just worried that one day it’ll get us both killed.”
“Today is not that day.”
“I hope you’re right, Cole. We still have a date, you and I.”
I smile as I set the bike’s trajectory back towards Eleanor and Drone Two and hit the afterburners.
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I am only a few seconds from catching up with Eleanor’s fighter. She is still pounding Ahmed’s ship but he manages to keep his shields up with some fancy flying maneuvers and by throwing her curve balls in the form of sonic mines, smoking her, so she has trouble maintaining a lock on him.
He is one crafty bastard, that’s for sure. The drone is still scoring hits here and there but Ahmed’s turret is also giving it, and Tanya currently flying it, a hard time. She knows I’ll probably need its help later, so sacrificing it is only a last resort measure. And since I am almost there, I ask her to make sure drone two survives the engagement. 
My heart is pounding heavily in my chest. My previous encounters were filled with adrenaline and all I want now is to deal with Ahmed once and for all, and to change the course of history. This day cannot end up with a mushroom cloud over New Geneva, but that’s not all. I will go the extra mile to rid planet Earth of Ahmed Al’Hasi in the process. 
“I’m almost there,” I tell Eleanor.
“I can’t seem to make enough damage to his fighter. His shields are incredibly strong!” she barks back with the evident weight of frustration on her part.
“We’ll find a way.”
I’m not surprised Ahmed is protecting himself so well. He is a master at acquiring the latest high-end technologies, which always helped him stay one step ahead of us in our many past encounters. In fact, some of the tech we faced seemed better than our own, a fact that always bewildered me, since I thought Rewind was using the most advanced tech on the planet. I always wondered from where terrorists could acquire better ones.
I am only a few seconds away and now have a visual on the craft trio. Eleanor’s short-range fighter, drone two on its wing and farther down my line of sight, and Ahmed’s getaway medium-sized cargo fighter. Some of its lost turret blaster fire is passing me by, now that I’m within its firing range. 
My jet bike onboard computer alarm wails to signal a missile lock. A second later two rockets fly from Ahmed’s ship as I am gaining on the trio and lock onto it. I go evasive as the missile lock alarm grows louder and with shorter intervals. When it’s almost a solid tone I release countermeasures and dive my jet bike into a near free-fall vector. When the rockets find the decoys and explode overhead I adjust my angle backwards and vector back on target. 
That was clearly a message from Ahmed, letting me know he saw me coming. I open a channel to his craft.
“You’re a very persistent cockroach, Agent Seeker,” he says preemptively.
I feel anger explode inside of me.
“Feck you, Ahmed! You’re the cockroach and before this day is over you’ll be smashed under my foot. No matter what, I swear I will take you down.”
“I admire your passion and determination, Agent, as misplaced as it may be. You would make a formidable ally. Too bad you’re too blind to the truths of this world.”
“If you think blowing up people by the millions is the right way to rebel against the system, you’re not very smart.”
There is a little silence and I am now on Eleanor’s right wing, adding my firepower to hers in an attempt to bring Ahmed’s shields down, but the damn things seem impenetrable. We are making a dent into them, but as soon as he manages to evade our locks for a few seconds, their quick recharge nullifies all our previous efforts.
“Please explain something to me, Agent Seeker. What is so great about this world? We have destroyed most of the atmosphere and ecosystem. And now the megacorporations have enslaved the world even more than they have been doing in the past two centuries. You’d think the people would learn, but no, they seem intent on being told what to do. What is there to look forward to under that rule? Where is the freedom Man once had?”
“It may be an imperfect world but people are alive; that should count for something.”
“Is that what you think from the top floor of your crystal tower, eating fine food in your luxurious living quarters? Do you ever stop to think how others are living? Or are you just content with what you have and you don’t care if others have to live in toilet-size accommodation, eating tasteless protein bars as their main food intake?”
That last remark stings, of course, and it hasn’t been long since I last asked that question myself. 
“I’ve seen the size of your associate’s place downtown,” I retort. “You guys aren’t faring bad either, so spare me from your hypocritical bullshit.”
“I don’t know what she sees in you, but well . . . I guess beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”
What the feck does that mean? Who is he referring to? Is he working for someone I don’t know?
“What are you talking about? Who are you referring to?” I say, adding two rockets to my heavy raining of blaster fire towards his craft. 
Keeping him engaged verbally does seem to diminish his evasive acrobatics and we manage to bring down the levels of his shields.
“You know very well who I’m talking about, Agent Seeker. You have seen her today; she is trying to make contact with you, but you’re so sure you know everything you’re looking for a glitch in your AI’s system instead of accepting the truth.”
“What is he talking about?” asks Tanya.
“Couple of times before, your holo-image and vocals were replaced by another girl.”
“Is that what you wanted me to run diagnostics for?” 
“Yeah.”
“Who did you see, Cole?”
“Vassiliki . . .”
“As in your dead wife Vassiliki?”
“The one and only.”
“How is that even possible?”
“I wish I knew. Since it was a familiar face I thought it had to be some sort of bug in between your AI matrix and my neuronal link; some sort of electro-neural leakage of some kind.”
“That would be detected by my internal sensors, Cole. How sure are you that your wife is actually dead?”
“One hundred percent sure, Tanya. She died in my arms.”
There’s silence, but soon Ahmed breaks it.
“She is very disappointed in you, Agent Seeker.”
“Shut the feck up! You’re using her likeness to try to make me hesitate about killing you!”
My anger becomes a rage with the force of a thousand tsunamis. There’s so much adrenaline and testosterone flowing inside my body that it feels like it’s about to explode. I’ve never felt rage this intense before. My nemesis is talking to me about my dead wife as if she would know someone as vile as him. All I want is to punch him to death.
“I’m not using any deception, Agent Seeker, but believe what you will. I told her you’re not the man she thinks you are. She got into her head that you could actually be a force for change in this world, but you turned out to be the biggest thorn in the side of it, as far as I’m concerned. Poor Vassiliki! She really believes in you.”
“Don’t you dare utter her name! I’m going to kill you for this.”
“We’ll see about that, Agent Seeker; maybe you will, maybe you won’t. As resourceful and fearless as you are, you are blinded by the veil of lies that controls your entire existence, if one can call this existing anyway.”
Each and every word he speaks is like venom to me. It burns inside of me and only fuels my hatred to a state of paroxysm. 
This has to be a trick. He’s gone through my file and found a way to exploit my weaknesses. There can’t be any other explanation.
“Can’t there be?” says Tanya.
“Don’t tell me you’re taking his side as well now?”
“Of course not, Cole, but you have to admit this is more than strange.”
“It’s just a pathetic attempt to make me lose my shit, so I make a mistake and he can escape once more. Crafty bastard.”
“Not to add insult to injury, Cole, but it seems to be working. Your vitals are all over the place again; you’re definitely not your cool, albeit crazy usual self. All signs point to you getting completely out of control, and I don’t like this one bit. The mission parameters and chances of success are low enough as it is, but they were calculated assuming you could keep a clear mind. With you in that state, clearly compromised, I don’t know what’s going to happen.”
Could Tanya be right? Could what Ahmed was doing be exactly geared towards breaking my concentration, making sure I act emotionally instead of logically?
Ahmed, once again, breaks the silence.
“I have a proposal for you, Agent Seeker. If you’re so fearless, why don’t you prove it to me? Just the two of us, hand-to-hand combat. None of that tech shit we’re employing at the moment. Firing at each other is so uncivilized, don’t you agree?”
“Sure thing, Ahmed. Land that craft of yours and let’s deal with this like men.”
“Who said anything about landing? Both you and I are perfectly able to fight on our vehicles, but you need to ask your friend to back off of my craft.”
This gives me an idea. While I know for a fact he has something up his sleeve and that this is some sort of ploy to get rid of me so he can finish his mission, perhaps we can use this to our advantage.
“I’m listening.”
“Have your friend and drone stop firing upon my ship. I’ll de-activate my turrets as well. Then I will drop my shields and we’ll fight, but I want you to give me your word you’re not going to use that opportunity to shoot me instead. Let’s see if you’re a man of honor or just a dumb drone blinded and bought by the megacorporations. Prove me wrong.”
“You have my word,” I say in between clenched teeth.
Eleanor, please stop firing on my signal.
What? Have you lost your mind? His shields are almost down now. Another three minutes and we can finally take him down.
Can we? It is why Ahmed is using this new tactic? It doesn’t matter; if I can get my hands on him I know I can send him straight to hell.
Just do it please, Eleanor. Tanya, same for Drone Two; cease fire when I ask you to.
I sure hope you know what you’re doing Cole, says Tanya.
Yeah, so do I.
He’s gone loco is what has happened. We almost had him! says Eleanor.
Eleanor, trust me.
That’s the second time you ask me this today, and I’m not much more confident this time around than I was the first time. You’d better not be screwing with me, Cole. I don’t know what you have in mind but you’d better have a good reason.
I do. I will create a diversion by fighting him in hand-to-hand combat, and you need to use that opportunity to grab back the data chip from him. Can you do that for me?
And how exactly do you propose we do that?
I’ll get the chip from him while we fight, then you grapple onto it. Think you can do that?
Yeah, but why don’t we just blow him to bits instead? Wouldn’t that take care of all our problems?
He might have contingencies in place. Something tells me this is important to him, and it could be invaluable to us to get access to the data on that chip.
That’s a lot of ifs, Cole, but, well, you’re the boss.
Be ready to grab the chip the moment I send you the mental signal.
Very well. Be careful.
“So, Agent Seeker,” interrupts Ahmed. “Are we doing this or not?”
“Cease fire, everyone, that’s an order,” I say over an open channel so Ahmed can hear.
We all cease firing at Ahmed’s ship and ten seconds later his shields are fully recharged. He drops them soon after and a side door on his ship slides open. He swings from it and lands on the flat top of the medium-sized craft. 
My finger tightens around the trigger of my jet bike’s plasma canons. I could take the shot now and kill him where he stands, save the day and make sure that Ahmed is no more. I’m sure another fanatic zealot would take his place, yet the impulse to kill him is very strong. But I’ve given my word, something I never went back on before, and I am not about to do it today. Plus, I’ve bottled up way too much anger, and I need it to exit my system. Beating Ahmed to a pulp with my fists seems like an appealing solution to that problem right now. I loosen my grasp on the trigger.
I maneuver the bike and bring it in position to hover only a few inches above Ahmed. He is standing tall, waiting for me, his hair blowing in the strong wind. I jump off of the bike and mentally send it flying onto the wing of Ahmed’s fighter. 
I use my internal sensors to locate the data chip. It is in a back pocket of Ahmed’s pants. No matter what, I need to acquire it. I should have listened to my instinct and beaten the shit out of Rasul and taken the chip without any fuss. But until Ahmed made contact I had no way to make sure if this was really worth it. Eleanor said it would, and it did bring Ahmed back into the fold.
“I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time,” I tell Ahmed.
“I’m sure you have, Agent Seeker. If only you knew what I knew though, your attitude wouldn’t be the same.”
“Keep the recruitment chat for someone who gives a shit. I am just here to kill you.”
“If that’s all you want from this moment, then so be it,” he says, taking a defensive stance, and then fans his fingers inviting me to make the first move.
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I launch myself at Ahmed with a roundhouse kick to the face. He dodges it and swipes my grounded leg from under me with a low circular kick, sending me crashing on the metallic top of his craft, back first. I back flip into the upright position and dodge three of his punches, grabbing his arm on the last one and using his momentum to smash him against the metallic ground.
Before Ahmed can get himself back up I kick him in the stomach, forcing him to roll three times over, and he nearly falls off the side of his own ship. He quickly gets back on his feet before I can press my advantage, and we’re both running towards each other. I throw a powerful right jab and he does the same. Both fists cross and we both get hit in the cheek. I get thrown backwards and so does Ahmed. We get back up and look into each other’s eyes for a moment.
I can feel my heart pumping blood and thumping in my chest. I feel the urge to activate one of my repulsors and just burn the sucker, but I have given my word.
I won’t tell anyone if you don’t, says Tanya.
My word is my bond. If I break it, I’m no better than him.
You are better than him, Cole. You’re not trying to blow up hundreds of thousands of lives to make a point. But you need to make sure you actually stop that from happening, and if that means going back on your word, well, know that you have my permission.
Permission? I don’t need anyone’s permission, Tanya.
Wrong choice of words, Cole. My benediction then.
I don’t need that either, but my code honor, that I intend to keep alive; I don’t expect you to understand.
She doesn’t answer and it’s just as well since Ahmed decides to make the next move. He goes for my neck with a high kick, which is a big mistake. I catch his right leg when it’s at shoulder level and crush his knee with a swift and powerful motion from my right hand. I hear his knee snap and I can see the amount of pain he’s under from the way his face contorts. I swipe his grounded leg off and he falls back on his arms. I’m still holding one of his legs, so I start dragging him in circles until I achieve enough momentum that he’s flying around me. I could just release him and he would be thrown overboard, but that wouldn’t help me recover the data chip, and it might in fact get lost.
My instinct tells me I need to get my hands on it, that it matters somehow. I don’t know why or what is on it; I just feel it’s vital to get it. 
Therefore, I adjust Ahmed’s round trajectory by giving it elevation so I can smash his face atop the armor of his own craft. I do that and, to my surprise, he manages to stop most of the impact by protecting his face with his forearms. Yet, I hear bones breaking. In a one-on-one fair fight, this asshole has no chance of winning. 
“Happy about your choice of a fair fight? How many bones have I broken in your body, Ahmed? I’m looking forward to breaking each and every one of them until this fight is over.”
He gets back up and cracks his neck.
“I didn’t think you were a gloater, Agent Seeker. But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. The company has built your confidence over the years, to the point where you think you’re indestructible.”
“Oh I’m not indestructible, but I’m very hard to kill.”
“I’ve noticed that trait of yours during our previous encounters. As for my bones, thanks for asking. Bones heal, and fast, as you know.”
I am guessing he’s also equipped with a similar regiment of nanites. They must be swimming in his bloodstream right this instant hard at work repairing the damage. But it matters not. I don’t intend to stop at breaking bones. I want to rip his heart from his rib cage and show it to him. Have him see it stop beating for himself and regret ever being born.
Cole, you really need to keep focused. You’re letting your anger drive your every move right now, warns Tanya.
It’s working so far.
I’m more afraid of when it might stop working. When that happens you’ll need all your wits.
Thanks for the warning, Tanya. Now, either shut up or turn yourself off for the remainder of this fight.
Cole, this isn’t you, please!
Confirm last order!
I think I hear a sigh in my mind before a beep echoes in it, informing me Tanya has deactivated herself. I feel a little sting in my heart, as I know I could have handled that with a little more tact, but I’m not exactly in the mood to justify my every move to my AI right now. I make a mental note to apologize for being so rude later.
“Can I ask you something, Agent Seeker?” says Ahmed bringing me back into the moment.
“If it can’t be helped . . .”
“Why do you do what you do? Why do you keep trying to stop me?”
Is he shitting me?
“Isn’t it obvious? I’m allergic to senseless murderers. So until I draw my last breath I will fight people like you and make sure I save as many innocents as I can.”
“Who said anything about innocents? People are just following the rules and accepting to be enslaved by a few so they can serve their plans, accepting to live in dreadful conditions without revolting. Is that what you call innocent? There should be a law declaring blind obedience as a crime, and you know it.”
I have no idea why he is trying to convince me that he is actually doing the world a favor by trying to detonate a nuke inside a big city like New Geneva, but then again I’m not sure trying to understand a mad man’s logic is something I can either grasp or care about.
I shake my head. “Terrorists the world over used that speech to no avail. You do know that?”
“You call us terrorists. We call ourselves freedom fighters. There’s a difference.”
“I guess it’s just a point of view. You use terror to try to be heard, but in the end all you do is make people fear you. In fact, you’re probably hurting whatever message you’re trying to deliver, giving even more power to the megacorporations who will take a stance against you, and require more surveillance to be able to stop your mindless acts. I don’t see people lining up to join your ranks. In fact, they hope people like me will find and eliminate each and every one of you.”
“And there lies the problem, you see. We are just trying to free them from their shackles. As long as humans accept that the ones with all the resources and power will dictate how the world must be run, the human spirit will be forever trapped, muted by the propaganda of the megacorporations and their thirst for greed. How can a human being evolve and embrace what it truly is to be human, to be free, to live in the paradise that this world could have been if they blindly accept whatever set of rules is imposed on them?”
“I take it you have the solution?”
“Isn’t it obvious? The world needs to revolt. If the ninety-nine percent that is oppressed take arms today and shout with one unified voice that they don’t want this charade to be all their lives can be, do you really think the remaining one percent will stand a chance against them?”
That is a thought I admit I had from time to time. 
“Just for the sake of argument,” I answer, “and before I send you to meet your maker, let’s say I agree with some of what you’ve just said. Do you really think you will bring people to your side by killing them by the millions? When people are afraid, they are more susceptible to trusting their leadership to protect them and therefore accept even more drastic measures, even if these measures remove some of their acquired freedoms. In fact, a frightened soul will not act logically. Which makes me wonder why you think scaring the shit out of people will get them to revolt and carry your message across?”
“And there lies the tragedy, Agent Seeker. When the media, the net and every avenue of communication is spied upon, controlled, and manipulated to only show their message, what are we supposed to do? How do we get our message across?”
“Are you seriously asking me? I don’t give a shit how you do it. I only care about stopping you feckers from blowing up people, who are just trying to go about their day, unaware they might become a pile of ash before the sun sets down on the horizon instead of having dinner with their loved ones. These are the people I care about, and that’s why I fight the likes of you.”
“A noble sentiment. Too bad you’re protecting a cancerous world instead of trying to cure it. I don’t know why I expected better from you. I told Vassiliki her hopes in you were misplaced.”
My blood starts to boil.
“You don’t pronounce the name of my dead wife to me ever again, do you hear me?” I say, my teeth grinding with hatred.
“Who said anything about her being dead? Don’t you realize it by now? Or were you born that stupid? You have an AI in your brain. You’re connected twenty-four seven to the megacorporations central AIs as well. They know everything you think, everything you like, and they can manipulate you any way they want. In this day and age, the line between men and machine is so blurry we can’t see it anymore. Do you think it would be complicated to implant a false memory of your loved one dying in your arms?”
That last sentence provokes the strongest of shivers I ever experienced in my entire life. Could any of this be real? Is there really a chance that my sweet Vassiliki could still be alive? Working with or directing mad men like Ahmed Al’Hasi? That’s where I have to draw the line of this fantasy. My Vasso would never do something like that. Sure she used to speak of lost freedom often, but she wouldn’t hurt a fly.
“Enough, Ahmed! Let’s finish this up, now. I’ve had it with your poisonous lies!”
“One day, perhaps, you’ll understand that I am not lying to you. But very well, Agent Seeker, let’s finish this. I have a city to blow up, after all.”
He launches himself at me with a powerful reverse roundhouse kick, or so I think, as it is a feint, and I fall for it. His last words are still echoing in my head. Instead, he directs his kick towards my knee and I lose balance. I can’t get back up in time and get catapulted backwards by a swift knee strike to the jaw. Before I hit the ship’s armor with my back, I can taste blood in my mouth. 
I want to take a weapon or use my repulsors and just kill him now. But I know it is wrong trying to win this way. So I get back up and take one long deep breath. I push my emotions to the side. Tanya is right. I need to be clear-headed in moments like these. He has managed to compromise me emotionally, and my rage is making me clumsy. 
She is dead. He’s lying, I keep repeating inside my head.
I get back up just in time to avoid Ahmed’s next combo. He is one hell of a fighter. In fact, he is probably just as proficient as I am in hand-to-hand combat, unlike what I had thought before. But it matters not. I need to beat him or, at the very least, get a hold of the data chip from his back pocket. Then and there I decide that all my next moves will be geared toward that goal. 
I catch his last attempt at a jab and grab his wrist and he immediately swings his other fist at my face. I block it, cradling it in my own hand. Before he can try to get out of my hold on him, I thrust my forehead as fiercely as I humanly can into his face. I break his nose upon impact and repeat the move a second time, hearing more of his facial bones crack. I twist my hand cradling his fist and readjust my grasp to his wrist as well. I head butt him once more for good measure.
I’m about to send him flying. Grab the data chip from his back pocket when I do so! I shout mentally to Eleanor.
I hear the afterburners of her fighter burst to life and know she is ready. The fleeting moment it takes to send the message has allowed Ahmed to slightly recover from the shock of my attacks and I see him try to knee me in the guts, but I use my own knee to counter him. Using the momentum of the block I extend my leg and hit him full force and hit him in the face, while still holding both his wrists tightly with my hands. His head flies backwards and a satisfying quantity of blood sprays out of his mouth.
Before he can recover from that blow I prepare myself for the next move, bringing my leg back down and lowering my body slightly by flexing my legs, taking good support. When Ahmed tilts his head back towards me I start half a summersault while still holding his wrists and release them just before extending both my legs upwards with all my strength. My feet impact with his jaw and he is catapulted high into the air. So high, in fact, that I’m not sure if that was just me or if I inadvertently used my super strength. But he goes flying high, and I see Eleanor’s ship tilt to its side, so she’s parallel to his back. Her canopy opens as she shoots her grappling gun and rips the data chip from his pants, ripping the pocket along the way.
“Got it!” she shouts as she closes the canopy, flips her fighter back to the horizontal position and starts veering away.
I expect Ahmed to fly downwards and crash in front of me so I can finish off the bastard but he spins in the air, grabs a blaster from his back and shoots Eleanor’s ship with a shockwave that destabilizes her craft’s systems. The short-range fighter starts spinning towards the nearest skyscraper. 
Feck!
I don’t hesitate. I turn Tanya back online with a thought.
“Have the jet bike ready to sweep me off when needed!”
“Understood,” she answers somewhat coldly. 
I know I can’t blame her for being pissed at me, and I ignore her tone as I run to the edge of Ahmed’s ship before taking the plunge in pursuit of Eleanor’s ship. It is wildly spinning towards a hundred-and-twenty-story building, out of control. 
I activate my repulsors in maximum thruster mode so I can catch up with her ship. 
“Eleanor!? Please respond!”
“Cole, I’ve lost control of the ship.”
“Eject now!”
I hear an electrical noise over the mental line and I hear her swear immediately after.
“The ejection system is fried.”
“Get out of the ship. I’ll catch you. Trust me.”
She doesn’t answer and as I close the gap between the two of us I see her emergency canopy charges explode, sending the reinforced glass spinning wildly in the air with a whooshing sound. I know I won’t be able to catch her before the ship impacts with the building. My heart is pounding so hard inside my rib cage it feels like it’s going to escape out in the open. 
“Jump, Eleanor, jump now!” I scream.
She jumps out of her ship and starts tumbling down towards the ground rapidly. I adjust my heading and divert all power to the repulsors. I see her take something from her pocket as I approach her. She flashes it at me at the same time as her ship impacts with the side of the building and explodes on impact. 
I see flames and debris fly in front of my eyes.
“I have the chip! Catch it! We can’t afford to lose it!” she says to me over our mental link.
“I’ll catch you if it’s all the same to you, so hold on to it for me,” I answer.
“We can’t take that chance and you know it!”
“She is correct, Cole,” confirms Tanya. “If you can’t catch her the data will be destroyed.”
Eleanor throws the data chip like a shuriken towards me but it’s not her best throw. I have to adjust my trajectory to catch the chip and while I manage to grasp it with my right hand, I have lost precious distance separating me from Eleanor. I secure the chip under my body armor and decide to spin in the air and use the side of the building as a rebound platform, pushing with my feet upon impact to course correct and augment my current velocity. The glass windows explode upon my pushing away from them as I descent towards Eleanor, now trying to slow her descent best she can by positioning her body horizontally. 
Good girl.
The ground approaches at a scary pace, and I really need to get to her in the next handful of seconds, or we’ll both splat like bugs on a windshield.
“Where’s my damn bike!” I scream at Tanya.
“Incoming. ETA three seconds.”
I know that won’t cut it. Plan B. No matter how much I dread it, I’ve run out of options. I activate the grappling gun inside my forearm armor.
“The chances of success of this maneuver are less than ten percent, Cole,” says Tanya with worry in her voice.
“Duly noted.”
I aim at Eleanor’s leg and shoot without hesitation. The grappling arrowhead flies through her thigh and deploys. I immediately reverse my position and use my other hand repulsor to reverse thrust, transferring all the power to it. A second later my jet bike swoops in and I’m sitting on it. 
I exhale deeply, not realizing I had been holding my breath for a long time during the free fall. 
“Great catch, Tanya,” I say as I start bringing the grappling line back towards us.
I hear Eleanor scream in pain below as she’s arching towards the ground and misses it by only a few feet as our trajectory takes us back towards the sky.
“You’re an insane motherfecker!” Eleanor tells me. “But thank you for saving my life, buddy.”
“I’d think you’d be used to it by now.”
“Don’t push your luck, soldier, you still have to make it up to me. You’ve freaking shot me through the leg.”
“Would you have preferred I let you splash instead?”
She doesn’t answer immediately, but when she does there’s clear panic in her voice.
“Watch out, Cole! Incoming.”
I was too distracted and relieved that neither of us had died. I didn’t see it coming. Ahmed’s ship passes in between my jet bike and Eleanor, cutting her lifeline with one of its wings. Before I can react he flips his ship around, sending his other wing to impact into the front of my jet bike, sending it into a wild spin. 
Warning lights and alarms blink and blare at me as I try to restore my trajectory in the midst of that chaos of light and sound. When I recover from the spin and reacquire a visual lock onto Eleanor she is again falling towards the ground, but soon a tractor beam coming from Ahmed’s ship hits her and he flies away with her in tow. 
I hit the brakes, veer sharply right to vector myself back in the right direction and go in pursuit, activating my jet bike’s afterburners.
Eleanor! Are you alright? I ask mentally.
When she doesn’t answer I try again. Please respond.
“She is unconscious, Cole,” says Tanya. 
“We got to get to her.”
“I know. Cole, you’ve used a lot of power.”
“So?”
“So there is no way you can finish this mission without a recharge of your main power cell.”
“I figured as much; we’ll have to find a way to do that soon.”
“I don’t think you understand what I’m trying to say, Cole.”
“What? Spit it out then.”
“You can’t both go after Eleanor now and get the charge before we head to ground zero.”
I hear her voice, I know what she says is logical, but I refuse to accept her conclusion.
“We are not letting him take her.”
“We don’t have a choice, Cole.”
“Feck that. I have the choice and I’m going after her.”
“Cole . . .”
“We are not . . .” 
I want to argue. I want to manage to find the right words so that it makes sense. But I already know Tanya has made all the calculations. Even if she hadn’t I’m not stupid. We lost so much time going after Rasul and the chip, we’re probably already late for the main part of our mission.
“We have to, Cole,” she adds with sadness in her voice. “I’m sorry but we’ll just have to hope Ahmed has a use for Eleanor. And if not, well, you knew all along her chances of survival were very low to begin with.”
I punch the control panel of my jet bike in frustration, and the control glass cracks but stays in one piece. 
“Where to next?” I say.
Tanya doesn’t bother answering and instead takes control of the bike for me and vectors us towards where we need to go. My heart aches and I feel sick to my stomach. I want to hurl but fight against it. That’s not who I am, I don’t abandon my partner, not after all we’ve been through together.
“If it makes you feel better, Cole, I would have seized control of your body anyway if you hadn’t complied. As much as I understand how you must feel right now, we can’t weigh the life of one person against hundreds of thousands, and you know it.”
I know what she is doing . . . she’s trying to lower how guilty I feel. I wish it was working but it isn’t.
“It doesn’t make me feel better, no. But thanks for trying.”
“I’m sending Drone Two in pursuit but far enough so that it doesn’t get shot down. Hopefully we can at least track her, and her vitals are still transmitting. For the time being . . . we know she is still alive.”
Tears start burning the corner of my eyes as the wind blows them out in the blurry sky. I am no longer able to think straight, emotions rushing at me at light speed. I close my eyes but there is nowhere to hide from the inner pain that torments me to the core.
I’m so sorry, Eleanor. 
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We’re at a secondary safe house, the one nearest to our next destination, ground zero. That is, if Ahmed keeps the same target; but it’s not easy to move a nuke to a new location without being detected less than two hours before it’s meant to explode. Of course, he could decide on another timeline now. 
Tanya is ninety-seven percent sure neither the target nor the timetable has been altered. She compared the online chatter with the real-time data she compiled pre-mission and that’s how she calculated that high probability figure.
I’m flash-recharging my core systems, and in fact I’m over-charging them. A procedure that is not without risks, but there is a margin for error here. My body’s internal power circuitry, thanks to a few clusters of nanites acting as temporary capacitors, allows me to store an additional thirty-five percent power, but the excessive power will drain rapidly. Still, it should allow me to perform this last part of our mission at full power and then some.
I can’t help but blame myself for not shooting that son of a bitch on his ship. I’d given my word that I wouldn’t, but what good is my word now? And god knows how bad Eleanor’s shape must be. I have her vitals on my HUD. They’re fluctuating every few minutes and not in a good way. I know exactly what that means, Ahmed is torturing her, either for information or just for spite. He could have made sure to disable the transmission of her life signs, but he wants me to know what he’s doing to her.
If he wants to make me mad again it’s working. In fact, I have to use a lot of self-control not to punch everything in sight. I feel the need to destroy this place and then some. I need to think about something and quickly.
“Any success accessing the data on the chip?” I ask Tanya.
“No, Cole. The multi-layered encryption on it is too strong. We won’t be able to decode the data with only my computing power.”
“Can’t you network?”
“I could, but you’ve given me specific orders, for the time being at least, to keep this for your eyes only.”
“So?”
“So if I network with other computer processing units around the city, there’s a risk the data could be leaked.”
“We can either sit tight patiently on the data and hope to get to it over time, or risk exposing it to the company and other parties.”
Not really a choice I’m happy to make. But it’s the darnedest thing since I have a hunch that this data is too sensitive even for Rewind to get access to it. Not that I can be sure Tanya’s demilitarized memory banks really work as they should. 
“Can you copy the raw data off the device?”
“I can.”
“How long will it take?”
“Unless there are hidden partitions that won’t show until the right decrypt keys are provided, the amount of data is actually quite small. The raw data is about seventeen terabytes. I can have it copied by the time you’ve finished charging.”
“Any booby traps that could trigger a self-erase mechanism?”
“None that I could detect, Cole, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any.”
“Start copying the data now.”
Tanya stays silent. Now is as good a time as any to apologize for my previous behavior.
“Tanya, about earlier . . . when I shut you off. I’m . . . I’m really sorry. I didn’t have to be so blunt.”
There is a pause before she answers.
“Apology accepted,” she says rather coldly.
I didn’t expect her to be okay with just a plain sorry, of course, and I know it would take time for her to really forgive me, if she will at all. To say I was enraged is no excuse, of course, but that’s how I am sometimes. In the heat of the moment, I’m prone to saying things without thinking.
“I want you to know I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I add.
“Cole, it’s sweet of you to try to make me feel better, but it’s irrelevant right now. We need to complete our mission. If we don’t, not only will hundreds of thousands of people perish, but so will we. And I, for one, don’t want to die. I get that you’re on edge, and I get that you’re worrying about Eleanor as well. But right now the priority is not to get her back, and neither is killing Ahmed. Do we agree on that?”
Do I agree? I’m not sure, to be honest. If I could manage all three, save Eleanor, kill Ahmed and defuse the nuke, then I would certainly go for it. But she’s right. I have to focus on our number one priority without letting my personal feelings interfere. 
“Agreed. We stop the nuclear attack first and foremost.”
“Good. It’s not like we have a choice really. If this thing blows, we won’t be able to realize the secondary objectives anyway.”
She has a point. I keep looking at Eleanor’s remote vital signs and wondering what she must be going through right this minute. I also check my charge levels; I am at one hundred and eighteen percent, so soon we’ll be able to go and accomplish our main mission. We have less than one hundred minutes to find and disable that nuke. That’s going to be close. In fact, if the bomb isn’t where we expect it to be, we’ll probably run out of time altogether and that means I am already a dead man walking. 
I push the thought away. Now is not the time to let negative thoughts bring me down. I need to go in as sharp-headed as I possibly can. Today I have been off my game and I can’t afford going in the last sprint half-cocked. 
But there is another issue that needs to be addressed, and that’s the images of Vassiliki appearing inside my neuronal HUD in place of Tanya’s. What does that mean? At first I was inclined to think a bug involving some leakage from my own memories was at play here. But the more I think about it, the less likely it seems. There is someone trying to tell me something. It looks like they manage to do that through Tanya’s neuronal net but without her knowledge.
Whether it is one of Ahmed’s tricks to throw me off or something else, it is more worrisome than I am willing to admit out loud. Besides, the obvious security leak and all the potential dangers that come along with it also make me extremely uncomfortable.
Could Vassiliki still be alive?
No! Ahmed is trying to get into my head. He has done his job well: he’s found information about my past and is using it as a distraction, so I won’t be at the top of my game. And what better time to introduce this wild-card element into the mix than when he attempts his highest, most devastating life-costing attack yet.
When the charge reaches one hundred and thirty-five percent, my HUD briefly flashes blue to inform me of the end of the charge. I unplug the cable that enters the back of my neck power conduit and travels down my spine distributing power to all my power cells. Taking the long charging tip out of my neck is always an unpleasantly tickling sensation. 
I go into the armory room of the secondary safe house and load up on all my favorite weaponry. I take a couple of backups that I usually don’t bother with, but today nothing can be left to chance. I can't risk either equipment failure or the wrong ordnance choice, even if that means taking a little extra charge with me. The overpowered batteries won’t help me compensate power wise, at least until my power levels reach their nominal charge. 
I am ready to wage a small war and I have little doubt that this is exactly what awaits me. A small-scale, time-sensitive war. I crack my fingers, wrists and neck bones to prepare myself mentally. I always loved the sound of bones cracking inside my own body; it provides me with a pleasurable release and helps me get pumped up.
I walk into the garage and look at my choices of vehicles. I brush with my fingers the cold, smooth surface of another jet bike, one that’s fully charged. The one I came in with, currently parked on the roof, has seen better days. It is still functional but I have depleted most of its fusion core. My fingers slide off the curvature of the front body work.
“That’s your usual choice,” says Tanya. “It’s also the vehicle we selected in the mission parameters. Are you considering another choice?”
I don’t answer while I ponder the question. This garage has a heavy starfighter, loaded with enough ordnance to blow half the city. I approach it and put my hand on its armor plating. It’s not as smooth as the polished finish of the jet bike, but it’s even colder. I like the tactile feedback on my fingers.
“I thought we agreed on stealth approach?” says Tanya.
“What’s the point exactly? Ahmed is fully aware we’re coming for him. We might as well go locked, loaded and ready to give him hell.”
 “Okay, take the starfighter. I guess a stealth approach is no longer mission critical,” Tanya concedes.
“No it isn’t. He’s broadcasting his location by letting Eleanor’s vital signs transmit. He knows we’re coming for him. So yeah, we need as much power as we can get, and that baby has it in spades.”
“Except it’s been primarily designed for space combat.”
“It may be at home in the stars but it’s still a deadly machine on Earth. What’s with you second-guessing me every chance you get today?”
“You’re not yourself today, Cole. So I feel I should point it out whenever you do things differently.”
“If you died in a dream and woke up right after it, still able to feel your flesh burning on your skin and not knowing what the hell has happened, you’d be rattled as well.”
“So, do you think it was a nightmare or not?”
“I’ve had plenty of nightmares in my life. Whatever that was, it’s wasn’t a nightmare.”
“I just don’t understand why this is reason enough to throw caution to the wind.”
“We did that the moment we lost Eleanor and failed to stop Ahmed earlier today.”
“You mean when you didn’t want to betray your principles when you got the chance to end both him and the mission?”
That stings but also happens to be the truth. She is right, I could have easily killed him. Or perhaps he would have also activated his augments and the outcome would have been the same or worse. There is no point in trying to rewrite the past, no matter how ironic that sounds in my line of work.
“Duly noted,” I say, resigned not to debate the issue any longer.
I walk under the cockpit and activate the trapdoor with my neuronal interface. The round trap door slides open and a blue light spills on me, turning everything in my sight blueish. I feel the force of the magnetic field lifting me upwards and inside the ship. When I’m inside the cockpit the pilot’s chair slides from behind and cradles me in smoothly. The trapdoor below closes with a whoosh.
The instruments on the ship come to life. What was once a dark cockpit is now teeming with colors in a mesmerizing light show. The engines hum to life, accompanied with a slight, almost undetectable vibration. I could grab the joystick that morphed in front of me and fly this thing manually. But instead I close my eyes and link my neuronal net with the ship’s control systems. I can now fly it just with my thoughts.
I reach out farther and call out to all the active drones in the city, including every drone from the other safe houses. 
“Isn’t that overkill, Cole?”
“Nothing is today. We go all in. In fact, I’m taking the liquid nano-appendages as well.”
“The prototype could be helpful but it hasn’t been cleared for mission deployment yet. It may not perform as expected. In fact, it could compromise your other augments if something goes wrong.”
“I’m willing to take that chance.”
I am out of the garage and in the air in no time, cruising at full speed towards ground zero position. It is the World Security Center building, one of the largest, most imposing skyscrapers in all of New Geneva. Drone Two and Three are flying in formation on my wing. 
“Tanya?”
“Yes, Cole.”
“In case things don’t go as planned . . .”
“None of that, Cole. Remember our motto: failure is not an option.”
“Be that as it may . . . I want you to know that I’m grateful for your friendship. You’re more than just a tactical AI to me. I hope you know that.”
“I know, Cole,” she says with an unusual weight behind her words.
We are only a couple of minutes away from our destination.
“Cole, how much do you remember from your . . . nightmare?”
Was it a nightmare? A vision? Or something else entirely? I wish I knew for sure. It would make my next move easier. If it had been a nightmare, then none of what I experienced in it can be trusted. Yet my instinct tells me that, no matter what it was, I need to pay close attention to it at least; that it holds the key to my survival this time around.
“I can remember only the second phase of the mission, where I am about to catch Ahmed. Before he . . .” I stop.
“Before he kills you,” Tanya finishes for me.
“Yeah. That’s the one part we won’t let happen this time around.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
I don’t want to die today, nor let countless innocents suffer that fate as well. But that is a far cry from feeling totally confident about the final outcome.
I hear something over Eleanor’s mental link, then she unleashes a scream that freezes my blood. 
“Dear lord,” says Tanya.
I grit my teeth, trying to stay calm, but anger is yet again knocking at the door of my psyche. Each new shout and scream from her feels like a knife hacking at my heart. I have to use the full force of my logical abilities to not let negative emotions take over me.
Tanya cuts the transmission. 
“We don’t need to hear more of it.”
She is right. I don’t think I could have endured much more of it anyway.
“Can you locate the source of the transmission?” I ask.
Tanya overlaps the source of Eleanor’s comm to the schematics of the World Security Center we are flying towards. The signal comes from the middle of the building, its fifty-third floor.
“What do you want to do, Cole?”
“Doesn’t matter what I want; we go for the third floor like we planned, where we know from our pre-jump mission data that the bomb should be. Ahmed is clearly trying to get me to come to a higher floor in an attempt to divert me from my main objective.”
“Agreed. He is using her to divert your attention. I’m sorry your friend is being used this way against you. It must be painful and frustrating to be in that position.”
Tell me about it. My heart is telling me to save my friend while my brain tells me I can’t let her pain be a reason to change tactics. Frustration doesn’t even start to cover how I feel right now.
“If we get a shot, we kill the sucker. You hear me, Tanya? In fact, I want you to confirm a priority one order right now.”
“I’m listening.”
“If I’m unable or unwilling to kill that asshole, for whatever reason, but you can override me and do it for me, I want you to take over and make sure he dies.”
She doesn’t answer right away.
“Promise me, Tanya!” 
“What if that conflicts with another one of your wishes, like saving Eleanor? What if he uses her as a shield or a means to escape?”
“That’s why I’m giving you that order now, because I can’t predict what he might do, and I don’t want any unforeseen emotional burst to interfere with finally getting rid of Ahmed Al’Hasi. That son of a bitch is torturing my friend and partner and he’s turned her comm on so I can listen to her suffer. He wants me to be emotionally compromised. We can’t let him use her this way. God knows what else he is willing to do to stop me from putting a round in between his fecking eyes.”
“Alright then, but . . . tell me the truth, Cole: aren’t you already compromised as we speak?”
“I sure hope not, or this might very well turn out to be our last rodeo together.”
“That’s a scary thought. Your vitals tell another tale.”
“Then I’ll depend on you to try to compensate with the right amount of drugs. Turn the whole emotional side of my brain off, if you feel you have to.”
“Are you sure, Cole? Perhaps your anger, if channeled correctly, could be of use. You said so yourself earlier on.”
“I’m not telling you to do it now; just use your best judgment if you feel it’s needed. But if . . . No!” I correct myself. “Not if. When the time comes, make sure he gets what he deserves, no matter how I feel in that moment, even if I tell you otherwise.”
“Very well, Cole. Priority One order acknowledged. Please lock-in the order with your password.”
“Agent Cole Seeker, Tango Alpha Seven Three Gamma Delta Tango Seven. No overrides.”
“Order locked-in; overriding of order disabled.”
I have little doubt that with this order I probably forfeited Eleanor’s life for good.
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It doesn’t take long for the shit to hit the fan. Four klicks before arriving to ground zero, we’re greeted by three lightly armored fighters and a pair of jet bikes. They open fire the second they come within firing range. I artificially boost my adrenaline levels so I can pilot not only the ship with my mind but also a few of the drones that are already in range.
Three missiles are on their way to my ship. I deploy countermeasures before breaking hard right. All bogies follow me and try to reacquire a missile lock on me, but I don’t let them. I go evasive and use the drones to pound on their shields, focusing on one target at a time. The drones’ heavy rate of fire brings the shields of the current target to a satisfying low level. I swivel the ship around, lock onto its center and add my own plasma guns to the mix. The shields are down in less than a second. 
Multiple blaster fire impacts with my frontal shields as I keep pounding on my current target, but already my guns are taking chunks of its armor away. I lock a missile and fire it. It cuts through the air and the incoming blaster fire and hits its mark. The ship explodes in a huge fiery cloud.
Another two missiles are on their way. I decide to hold on my countermeasures this time, but instead I change vector, activate my after burners and make a run for it. I direct the drones to my next target and they take position on that tango’s six, pounding its rear shields while I vector back towards it, with two missiles in tow. The fighter tries to go evasive and avoid drone fire which gives me the opportunity to approach it from the side and veer past it at the last moment. Right after that, I turn my engines off. The missiles acquire my target’s engine instead and they send it and its pilot straight to hell.
“Allahu Wakbar, motherfecker!” I exclaim.
I re-engage my engines and start firing at another missile launched from an enemy jet bike on an approaching vector.
I blow the missile off with plasma fire and decide to play a game of chicken with the incoming bike, now raining blaster fire on me. It does drop my aft shields somehow but I’m redirecting power from other systems to compensate. 
Let’s see how big, if at all, these assholes’ balls are. I lock onto the bike, score a handful of plasma shots of my own, lowering its shields significantly. 
It doesn’t seem to veer away, which surprises me. Meanwhile the other bike and the remaining fighter are getting on my six, raining blaster fire towards my engine pipes. I use my drones as decoys and they return fire, providing me with the necessary cover and time I need to get rid of the incoming bike.
Even if it doesn’t veer away at the last moment, both my shields and armor are so much stronger that I will cut through it like paper. I do risk damaging systems in case of direct impact at these velocities, but I’m willing to take that chance. Is he?
I redirect some of life support and inertial dampeners’ power to the maneuvering thrusters and shields. Time seems to slow down when we’re only a few yards away from one another. Eventually I can see the pilot eyes, and that’s when I see him flinch. He veers away upwards at the last moment, but then I respond in kind by rotating my craft ninety degrees. The tip of my wing slices through the lower half of the jet bike with a grinding metal screech. A second later the bike explodes in the purple night sky.
“A for effort; F for execution,” I say out loud.
Two more bogies to deal with and time is short so I decide I’ve had enough fun as it is. I need to get moving and get to the nuke now. Both targets on my tail are firing everything they’ve got at me. I think my last move has had them spooked. I release countermeasures to deal with the incoming missiles as I go evasive. They’re pretty decent pilots and they keep up with me. That’s until I hit hard on the brakes, inverting my thrusters and using in-atmosphere airbrakes flaps all at once. 
Having forgotten to re-assign power to my dampening field generators from earlier on, I take a serious amount of Gs during the maneuver, but nothing my augments, that are monitored and optimized by Tanya, can’t compensate for in real time.
They shoot past me and before they can react to having become the prey in our chasing game for a change, I rain down plasma fire on the bike first, finishing it off with a single missile. It partially explodes and gets into a wild, uncontrollable spin, impacting with the fighter next to it. 
The fighter veers hard to port and tries to make a run for it. I’m in a hurry so for a split second I evaluate the possibility of letting it go. But then I decide against it. None of these feckers will survive today, not if I can help it.
It’s rather a waste, but since more drones are on the way, I simply use the nearest one, drone three, to shoot at the already compromised fighter while I set it on a collision course. The fighter never sees it coming and both target ship and drone explode upon impact into a thousand pieces.
“Having fun?” Tanya coos.
“I wouldn’t go that far; just another day’s work at Rewind.”
“Who do you think you’re talking to, Cole? You and I both know you live for this shit.”
“Alright then, I’ll plead guilty on that one.”
I am less than a minute away from ground zero. I scan the World Security Center but get nothing, Soon, the turrets on the roof of the building detect my ship and begin to have a field day shooting at me. I go evasive and lock all the turrets from the side I’m approaching the building from. Once I get the lock tones back I fire six simultaneous missiles. Four of them find their target while two of them are destroyed on their way by turret fire. I send Drone Four and the newly arrived Drone Five to dispatch the last two turrets while I make my landing approach.
Soon I’m hovering my ship in front of the building’s entrance, trying to get a visual on whatever welcoming party Ahmed has cooked up for me. But the smart-plexi solar shading is activated to maximum and I can’t get the visual data I am looking for. Neither can I get any scan data. Ahmed has erected the mother of all jamming fields around the building.
Looks like I’m going to have to go the rest of the way on foot. I would blast the shit out the entrance but until I get a visual on the nuke I can’t take that risk. I let my starfighter hover a few feet above the ground in autopilot. I’m still mentally linked to it, though I have no idea if that link will hold once I’m inside the building. I will probably need to find the source of the jamming and get rid of it. I redirect power to my ship’s transmitter to boost the signal. Hopefully that will allow me control while I’m only a few hundred yards away from it.
The trap under the cockpit opens and I don’t wait for the dampening field to smoothly carry me down, so the moment it’s open I jump through it. Tanya takes control of the drones and sends the liquid metal appendages from the cargo hold to rejoin me. They interlock with my own armor, merging at key points like shoulders, elbows, knees, ankles, belt and the last one fuses on the back of my neck. That one will allow me to bring up a helmet if I need to.
I’ve only used the nano-appendages in simulated combat against drone soldiers. They are the latest and newest out of the R&D, and they’re an incredibly versatile and powerful augment, one that doesn’t even need to be installed inside my own body. Each one is basically a liquid metal nano-plasm that reacts to my thought and creates whatever matter I can think of. I can make weapons, armor and anything else out of it. Anything I think up the nano-plasm will create in the physical world at incredible materialization speeds.
We’ve had some quirks while testing it and sometimes the nano-plasm doesn’t keep molecular cohesion as expected. Actually, I’ve been wounded a couple of times. So using it is definitely a gamble, but seeing how bad things went today, and perhaps even in a previous timeline, I’m willing to take a little risk to reach mission success.
My HUD flicks and Vassiliki’s face appears once more, her eyes alight with disapproval.
I keep telling myself that it’s just Ahmed screwing with me, but I feel shivers travel down my spine nonetheless. 
“You’re lost, my love. You need to open your eyes, to see the world for what it really is. A prison.”
“Tanya, tell me you’re seeing and hearing her?”
“Is it happening now, Cole? Nope, I don’t detect anything. Are you sure she is not stress-induced?”
Yeah, I’ve had stress before, loads of it in fact. This isn’t it.
“Look beyond what your senses tell you, Cole,” says Vassiliki. 
I wish I knew what the feck she wants with me, be it real or me losing my mind. I know this world is not perfect. In fact it’s pretty fecked up; on that we can agree. And there are no signs of it getting better over time; but then again what am I supposed to do about it? I’m just the guy you call when someone does something horrible and I’m here to make sure it doesn’t happen again, thanks to the short-time travel jumps. If this version of Vassiliki thinks I’m anything else, she’ll be sorely disappointed. 
That’s when I realize I’m arguing with myself, actually trying to justify my actions, my way of life, or simply having a field day talking with my subconscious fears. Do I really know which is the case? No. Does it affect me? Hell yes it does. I have a mission to fulfill with too many lives hanging in the balance. Right now that’s all that has to matter. I’ll have plenty of time to reflect on all of this tomorrow.
“Tanya, give whatever cocktail of drugs you think is necessary to reduce my stress and anxiety levels. Don’t turn me into a vegetable please. I need my reflexes keen and my mind functioning at peak capacity, but I need to stop thinking about what’s good or bad right now. Fecking Ahmed. He’s finally found a way to screw with me properly with visions of my dead wife.”
“I do not detect any wireless transmission directed towards us, but with the strong jamming field nearby perhaps my own sensors are affected. As requested I’m dosing you with drugs.”
It doesn’t take long for me to feel my emotions fade away in the back of my mind. They’re not fully gone, but they’re more like an echo now, a shadow of what I was feeling most of the day up until now. I need to focus on the mission and only the mission now.
I go by the main entrance in stealth mode, deploy nano-moldable C-4 and install it on the smart-plexi as easily as Plasticine. I then retreat to the right side of the entrance and apply plexi-eating acid on another slab of the smart-plexi. I make a door shape with the acid. If there is a welcoming committee in the main hall of the building, which I have no doubt about, I’ll need a little distraction. 
I use my holo-ghost and send it to stand where I’m about to blow a hole with C-4. I mentally detonate the charge when the acid is done doing its silent job on my side of things. 
“Good luck, Cole,” says Tanya.
“To the both of us. We can’t feck this up.”
“No, we can’t.”
The explosion is loud, the ground under my feet trembles and chunks of melting smart-plexi are thrown into the air towards the holo-ghost. Alarms start wailing and even before I’m ready to enter the building’s hall I see a volley of blaster fire and rockets flying past the truck-size hole I just created. My ghost is on autopilot, fainting to take cover and returning fire, providing me with the distraction I need to enter undetected and flank the welcoming committee. 
I scan the inside to check if the jamming field has been compromised by my stunt. Not so much. I do get some data overlapping on my HUD but it’s mostly garbled.
“Tanya, your mission when we’re inside is to pinpoint the location of that jamming field. It’s our first target. Without it we’re blind.”
“Agreed and acknowledged.”
I take a deep breath; now the shit hits the fan. I kick the door-size shape I made with acid on the window and I enter the fold. To say that it is chaos inside the hall would be an understatement. Clearly, Ahmed doesn’t want me past this location. There are at least twenty foot soldiers, a large combat mech and two latest generation Wraith Sentries. These will be the toughest ones; their armor and AI matrix make them the trickiest of enemies. Under normal circumstances I would go for them first, but I need to thin the herd first. I take both my rifle blasters, and set the firing mode to concussive blasts. I will reveal my position fast this way, but I need to get rid of as many soldiers as I can in the shortest amount of time. 
“Tanya, please provide a barrage of fire on my mark from the drones and my fighter outside.”
“Roger that, Cole. Ready when you are.”
I need to be careful of the mech, though right now he seems more interested in my ghost decoy. I’m invisible at the moment but as soon as I start shooting, things won’t be that simple. I take a second or two to acquire my first targets. I see a cluster of four soldiers advancing towards the entrance as they fire; they’ll be easy pickings so I decide to target them first. Then I will have to deal with the three soldiers that are nearest to me. I move so I’m in the right position to deal with their reactions to what happens next.
I fire both my rifles set in concussive ammo rounds and open up on the cluster of soldiers. They get hit and don’t have time to react. It’s a blood bath, the multiple successive explosive ammo rips their limbs apart and it takes only a second for what’s left of their four bodies to pile up on the white marble floor. It’s now stained with sprays and thick puddles of blood.
The three soldiers nearest to me turn around. I switch my right rifle to wide spread ammo similar to shotgun ammo as I run towards the nearest of them. He is looking at me but he’s not fast enough. I put the canon of my rifle only inches away from his head and blow his brains out. 
The other two frantically fire in my direction, but none of them precisely as I roll on the ground to avoid their fire. When I end my roll, I line up my next shot and set the weapon into precise blaster. I burn a hole in between another soldier’s eyes. A look of shock is locked onto his face as he collapses dead onto the floor. The third and last soldier in my immediate vicinity panics and throws a grenade nearby. I barely have time to kick the grenade back towards him. When it blows I use both my arms to protect my head. The blast sends me crashing and skidding on the marble floor. The impact with my shields reveals my position and I’m getting hammered by the third soldier. 
I jump out of the way and find cover behind a wooden desk. It gets pounded and the wood splinters. He shouts something in Arabic.
“The infidel is here!”
That’s it for the element of surprise. I lurch out of cover and spray him with blaster fire. His armor takes most of it but one shot blows his ear off and another penetrates his neck. He drops his blaster rifle and holds his hand to the wound as he tries to escape and take cover. I have no intention of letting him go, so I grab a throwing blade from my thigh and throw it at his head. It enters his skull from the side and he falls to the ground, his entire body jerking up.
Seven down, thirteen foot soldiers to go. I redirect my ghost to run in the middle of the room in an attempt to divert the Mech and the sentries. I re-engage my cloak and run towards the opposite side of the room, using my ghost’s diversion to pick up another three soldiers during my run with well-placed blaster shots. Ten to go.
As I approach a couple of soldiers from behind, with them shooting at my ghost, they never see me coming. I slit the first solder’s throat with another blade and use his body as a shield when the second one pivots and starts firing. I grab two smart shuriken from my belt, lock my target and throw them towards the soldier. They split in midair and each lands into one of his eyes. To say the scream the soldier unleashes as a result is loud would be an understatement. 
But that brings unwanted attention to the area so I shoot his head off with a round of concussive ammo from my heavy-duty blaster rifle. Some of the blood spills on my face. I wipe it off as I pivot around just in time to see a rocket coming straight at me. The mech figured out it had been firing at a ghost hologram, and he’s going for the real thing now. 
“Tanya, now!”
Whatever was left standing from the smart-plexi is obliterated as a barrage of laser fire and rockets fly in. I do the splits and the mech’s rocket passes upward, detonating twenty yards behind me, smashing what was once an old-school designed waterfall. Its support structure, made of heavy green stone, is obliterated.
By the time I’m back up to my feet, three soldiers and a sentry are on their way towards me. I feel the itch to activate bullet-time but I know it’s too soon. I have to keep it as a last resort, to make sure that no matter what surprise Ahmed has in store for me, I can get out of it by using it. But, boy, would it make this part a lot simpler if I could activate it!
I remind myself that I thrive under pressure, so I press on. Time to test the new appendage augments. I imagine a very long whip and I do the throwing move at the nearest incoming soldier. The augmented nano-liquid metal reacts to create what I have envisioned. Before the soldier can react the whip latches all around him. With a mental push I ask the whip to be as thin and sharp as a razor. What happens next is nothing short of gory. The soldier is cut in pieces like a shish-kebab. A second approaching soldier manages to hit a couple of blaster shots on my left shoulder. My shields take the hits and hold. I flail the whip towards that new target, thinking how good it would be to just cut him in half. And sure enough the whip gets very strong and sharp upon impact, cutting the soldier in half around the waist.
The next one is coming at me, shouting from the depth of his lungs, his face scorched by blaster fire, no doubt from the outside cover fire Tanya provides me. I retract the whip and use my other arm augments to cast three long claws that extend from my fist. I punch them through the incoming soldier in his stomach, effectively impaling him. I lift him off the ground and, even though he’s still alive, I’m sure that’s not going to be the case for much longer. I can see it in his eyes; he knows the end is near.
That’s when things start to get tougher as the first sentry is nearly upon me. I throw the soon-to-be-dead soldier at it, hoping to make it trip but that’s wishful thinking. It simply swats the body to the side with the super strength its mechanical body provides. The sentries might look human, but they’re entirely artificial, from their body parts to their very advanced AI systems onboard. An AI that is bred for war and combat. 
When the sentry is upon me it starts with a combo of right and left jabs. Sentries can and sometimes do use blaster weapons, but they’re so efficient at hand-to-hand combat they are rarely equipped with any additional weapons. I manage to block the sentry’s first combo. It’s really fast so I need to stay focused. Its armor is incredibly solid too so trying to damage it with my bare hands won’t do. Fortunately, this model doesn’t seem to have shields.
I use the appending augments to create a solid shield for my left forearm. I use it to deflect its attacks and retaliate with my right-arm repulsor weapon. I keep it at bay but that’s not enough, and soon I get hit by other targets. My shields are holding but they’re draining fast. I check my power levels. I’m still at one hundred and five percent, and soon I will have consumed the extra charge. On the top right corner of my HUD a clock counts downwards. Only seventy-three minutes left; that is, if Ahmed keeps the same timetable as before, which we can’t be sure he will.
“Status on the jamming field?” I ask Tanya as I trade blows with the sentry. I scorch its armor with my repulsor fire but the damage is mostly cosmetic.
“I’m still locating the source of the signal. I should have it within a minute or two.”
There’s no way I’m gonna get rid of the sentry this way, so I change tactic. I grab my nano-blade and activate it. The sentry recognizes the threat and it goes on the defensive instead of attacking me relentlessly like it did before. Their AIs are highly adaptive and they have different tactics for each situation. I’m losing patience and my shields are getting drained by other enemy fire.
Tanya is doing a great job at eradicating the rest of the soldier force with the drones and fighter and soon there’s only a couple of them behind cover. The rest are dead or dying on the hard cold marble of the once beautifully pristine hall of the World Security Center. It’s now a graveyard of broken stones, body parts and blood that is spread everywhere.
When the second sentry starts converging towards my position, I know I’m in trouble. I need to find a way to dispatch them. An explosion nearby sends me flying into the air. The mech mostly occupied with running interference against my drones has finally decided to change its targeting priorities at the worse possible moment for me.
I fire three repulsor blasts towards the ceiling while still in the air, creating a cave-in that sends large concrete debris atop the mech. It stumbles but stays up. When I land I’m greeted with the second sentry’s knee right in the face. That sends me skidding on the marble for yards until a soldier’s dead body ends my course. My head is ringing, and I need to devise a better way to deal with them.
Vassiliki’s image blinks into my HUD.
“Don’t try to fight these sentries like normal soldiers; they look like humanoids but they’re killing machines.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” I spit back in anger.
“Use their massive metal mass against them.”
That’s a good idea. I pack a couple of magneton grenades. I’d rather not use both of them so I use my liquid metal augment to create a long fighting stick. I keep them at bay by hitting them with fast, twirling hits that have enough momentum and reach to impact each of them long enough so I can switch between targets in the middle of my stick combos. They no longer manage to score any hits this way. But now I need to end this dance.
My HUD flashes red to indicate a missile lock from the mech. It has locked onto me and is about to release one or more missiles towards my position. I do not want to be here when that happens; with my shields almost gone, this could get really messy. I mentally call one of the drones to make a flyby on my position. For this to work timing must be everything.
I retract the fighting stick and fire all of my repulsors at the sentries. It hits them in the torso and shoulder respectively but doesn’t do much damage, though it does make them react and they both sprint towards me. I grab a magneton grenade, activate it and throw it in their path at the last moment. Any sooner and they might identify and dodge it; any later and they could hit me before it detonates. I can feel Tanya’s help on that throw; she’s probably making a minute adjustment to my release-and-throw angle to obtain the absolutely perfect result.
The moment the grenade hits the ground and activates, I see the multiple muzzle flashing of the missile launches from the mech. This is going to be close. When the grenade activates, I use my super speed and my super strength to jump high into the air. The magneton field expands almost instantly and both sentries are quickly engulfed in the initial spherical shockwave bubble of the field. When it starts retracting onto itself, a powerful magnetic field is intensified all around the grenade’s range, and the sentries are sucked into one another. 
A fraction of a second later the drone I called is flying by, so I grab onto it for dear life and it gets me away from what is coming next. The three missiles the mech fired earlier arrive at their destination, but rather than finding me, they find the interlocked and magnetically trapped sentries. The explosion sends metal parts flying all around.
“That was quite ingenious,” says Tanya.
I wish I could take credit for it, but if it hadn’t been for Vassiliki’s hint, I might not have thought of it.
“Thanks,” I say, not bothering to acknowledge I might be getting outside help.
Three hits of heavy blaster fire graze my torso and I drop my hold on the drone. It has fulfilled its use for this maneuver anyway. I run behind cover when Tanya delivers the good news.
“Jamming field detected. It’s three floors up.”
Where the nuke should be, but something doesn’t add up. 
I take mental control of my fighter and open up on the mech. It gets its attention and it returns fire to my ship but its shields are holding strong. Mine are slowly recharging after the pounding they’d taken in the last few minutes, but they’re not strong enough to deflect much direct fire from a mech this size. I analyze the building schematics and see a gas line passing near the mech’s current position. 
“Subtlety,” says Tanya. “I like that.”
I fire once with a blaster at the conduit. Gas starts leaking atop the mech. I let a few seconds pass so enough gas volume builds up. Then I get out of cover again and ignite it with a shot of my repulsor weapon. The explosion is massive. Flames shoot outwards and smoke fills most of the entrance quickly.
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When the smoke settles I’m surprised to see the mech’s large arm and legs emerge from the dark, grey, heavy smoke. Its metal body is still burning in places. At least its shields are down. I don’t think the mech knows where I am at the moment thanks to the explosion and the resulting commotion. I intend to use that to my advantage. 
I enter stealth mode, erect a liquid metal helmet to protect my head and start running towards the mech at maximum speed.
“What are you doing?” says Tanya.
“Trying something new, and hopefully getting rid of that recalcitrant piece of metal. It’s been a thorn in my side this entire battle. We really need to get a move on.”
I choose a running path that is free of debris and dead bodies, when I reach top speed. About ten yards from the mech I jump, legs aimed forward, and let myself slide on my back the rest of the way. I cross my forearms in front of me and use the liquid-metal augment to create two very large, extremely sharp swords to extend from them. When I’m under the mech’s legs I uncross my arms and slash the giant blades.
They slice through the mech’s heavy armor as I slide through and cut it into large pieces. I retract the blades, get back on my feet and drop out of stealth. The mech explodes before all the sliced parts can reach the ground, resulting into another huge blast that makes the ground shake briefly. I’m momentarily engulfed in flames myself, but my shields protect me from the heat.
I call the elevator and we’re off to the third floor. We need to get the jamming field out of the equation. It will help deal with any other foes that may be stopping me from reaching Ahmed, and may also help us locate the nuke so we can neutralize it before turning my attention towards my arch enemy. I check my power levels to find they’re at ninety-eight percent. Overcharging has proven to be a smart move.
When the elevator doors open, the first thing that catches my eye is the lush vegetation. This is the garden floor of the building. I don’t have time to admire the beautiful natural scenery, though, as an array of red targeting lasers converges towards me. I sprint outside the elevator and dash to the side. A flurry of laser fire is passing only inches away from my face. There are at least six sentries in range firing at me.
“Do you know where the jamming device is?” 
“Behind the sentries, of course,” Tanya answers.
Of course it is. But then I realize that I might have an easy fix for that new problem. I take control of one of the drones and have it fly here. The jamming field makes that very difficult, and I’m having trouble keeping the drone flying straight. I blast a hole through the glass as more laser fire hits the back of the column I’ve taken cover behind. The hole in the window helps with the jamming somewhat, but I still find it challenging to keep flying the drone straight. Chunks of concrete explode at my back, and I know I won’t be able to stay behind this column for very long. 
Hopefully I don’t have to. The drone shoots past the hole I blasted just moments earlier and I send the command to overload its power source. I send a holo-ghost to run on the other side of the room. All the turret sentries are tracking and firing at it the moment it runs past me. I send the overloading drone past the turrets at top speed. The moment it’s behind them I set it to self-destruct. The explosion takes out three of the nearest turrets while the resulting short-range EMP disables the rest of them.
The lights on that floor blink shortly before turning off altogether. Whatever static from the jamming field was interfering with my neuronal instrumentation is now gone.
Two birds, one stone.
I’m starting to get much more tactical telemetry from Tanya, who didn’t wait for my command to do a full tactical sweep of the building. 
I go towards the now disabled jamming device. It’s not that big considering how large a range it had been affecting. It’s barely bigger than an apple. I smash it with my foot for good measure. The last thing we need is for it to re-activate in case it has secondary backup circuitry. 
More data appears on my HUD by the second. There are more than fifty soldiers left, a few mechs, more automated defense systems and, finally, the location of the nuke. It’s on the roof. 
“Has Ahmed not yet deployed it?”
“Or he decided that to get to it, you’d need to get through him. Eleanor’s signal is also emanating from the roof.”
“Had I known I wouldn’t have wasted ammunition, time and power coming from the bottom of the building.”
“It’s obvious that whatever data we gathered during pre-deployment has changed. The nuke’s position is probably not the only difference,” Tanya adds.
“It also makes everything more difficult. If the nuke is where most of the troops are, then it’s going to make fighting on the roof very difficult and risky. At worse, we could blow it out in the middle of the firefight. We need a new plan of approach; one that allows us to isolate the nuke first, then take out Ahmed and his men.”
“Agreed. Computing multiple scenarios. I’ll have a couple of tactical solutions in a few moments.”
“We’d better get moving in the meantime. I’m sure Ahmed is aware his jamming field is down, and he’ll be sending goons this way sooner rather than later.”
“You may want to have a surprise for them when they get here.”
“Good thinking, Tanya; what would I do without you?”
“I don’t know but I’d rather we didn’t find out.”
I smile. For a tactical AI she really has my kind of humor. 
I booby trap the place before we leave the level and set a drone in sentry mode for good measure. Whoever is coming through here thinking to find us won’t, but they’ll get a fight alright. And if they’re dumb enough to come through the elevator, well then it’s game over for them before the doors open up fully.
With the elevator booby trapped we start making our way upwards inside the tall skyscraper. After a few tens of floors and a couple of easily dispatched encounters with guards sweeping the area, I realize that there has to be a faster way. 
I punch a window on the thirty-third floor and call my starfighter. Its canopy opens with a single thought and I jump inside. 
“Where are you on your tactical approach, Tanya?”
“Coming by ship as you’re doing is too dangerous. But we can use it to get high up fast.”
I didn’t think otherwise really. It’s too risky to open fire on the roof with the nuke there. The last thing I want is to be the one blowing it up. 
“I’m opened to suggestions then, Tanya.”
Tanya shows me a couple of scenarios, and one in particular catches my attention. It will be a little time-consuming and needs some prep work, but I think it’s the safest way to deal with the situation and the clock that’s really ticking now. When I reach the two hundred and sixtieth floor, give or take a couple, I let the ship hover, fire a single shot to blast the nearby window and jump out of the ship and back inside the building.
I roll onto the carpet of what looks like an administrative open space, and I feel trembling under my feet. I then get visual confirmation that the charge on the main elevator has been blown. Looks like they did take the elevator; bad move. Farewell suckers.
I count six less soldiers on my HUD. I travel the last few floors via the stairways. On the last floor, two men are guarding the stairway entrance. Before they can do anything I send a pair of smart shuriken flying through their skulls. They collapse on the floor without too much fuss. I enter the hallway and scan the area. It seems clear. I use my HUD data to find offices located right under where the nuke is deployed. I call five of my six remaining drones I have still functional. 
This is a bold plan, but considering how this entire day unfolded up until now, it’s probably the safest plan of action. At the very least it’s the one that has a serious chance of giving me the necessary time to diffuse the nuke before going after Ahmed. 
And Eleanor . . .
My heart stings thinking that I’m actually considering killing Ahmed before trying to save her life. I hate myself for it, but this scourge, the heart of this reject-of-a-human needs to stop beating today. I vowed it to myself and I need to see this through. Hopefully I can achieve both rescuing Eleanor and taking Ahmed out.
After all, I still have his data chip; we’ve copied the data from it, so we should, in time, get that Intel. I sure hope it was worth it. But perhaps I can use this as some sort of bargaining chip. That is, if it’s important to him, and my guts are telling me it is. I just wish I knew what was on it; it would make my position easier in case I decide to bargain it for Eleanor’s life.
I place explosive charges on the ceiling at all the strategic points to bring the roof down. I do the same on the floor, then get downstairs and position the drones accordingly. I pre-program them to activate their shields the moment I command them too. I also put charges on this floor at feet level, in case we need another level for cover, and to make sure I have a backup plan if Ahmed or one of his men tries to fiddle with the nuke once we’re doing that grab and disable op.
“Are you sure we can diffuse the nuke before the drone’s shields drop completely?” I ask.
“We can’t be sure of anything, but five super-imposed shields will make shooting through them very unlikely for as long as their power sources hold. Best case scenario we will have about six or seven minutes to disable the nuke under fire.”
“And worst case?”
“I’m not sure you want to know.”
“Tell me anyway.”
“About one minute and fifteen seconds.”
That isn’t a long time.
“You could use bullet-time, if needed.”
Yeah the idea crossed my mind, and if push comes to shove I will. But I’d rather keep that in reserve for later.
“I’d rather not, but I will if I need to.”
“Remember, Cole, nothing is more important than this. It’s our mission objective. Everything else is optional.”
I want to bark at her in a fit of rage, as I don’t like to be talked to like a child. Then again, I do have a fixation about killing Ahmed, now even more than before, and it’s affecting my focus. So, no matter how much I hate hearing it, I know she is right. The nuke is the mission. I repeat it to myself like a mantra as I check all the final calculations in simulation. Everything is set up to perfection. All that needs to be done now is to make it happen.
“Good luck, Cole,” says Tanya.
“To us all.”
I look at the counter: only thirty-seven minutes and twenty-two seconds left. I take a deep breath and detonate the charges. A square-shaped portion of the roof collapses downwards and just before it hits the floor below the second synced charges explode as well. I activate the drones and they get in formation to catch the two layers of concrete and the nuke sitting on top of it with their tractor beam. They gently land the dislodged structure in front of me.
I can hear people shouting from the commotion and imagine the chaos on the roof, though I have no doubt they’ll soon come down here. In fact, I’m expecting them any moment now. I run towards the nuke and as soon as I jump on the elevated concrete I activate the drones’ shields. They expand around me and the nuke, adding layers upon layers of shielding to provide the protection I need to neutralize the threat once and for all.
I’m seeing a green counter counting downwards from four minutes and forty-five seconds. Either Ahmed has advanced his timetable or the roof explosion has triggered an automated detonation safety on the nuke. Doesn’t matter now; all that does is that these four minutes and change are the new best case scenario time we have to deal with. Soon, hits of laser-blaster fire start to rain from the roof and onto our position. The drones’ shields are holding strong. It will take a lot more than that to make a dent in them. I try to ignore outside stimuli and focus on the task at hand.
“Tanya, you have to guide me here.”
“It would be easier if I took control, wouldn’t it?”
I hesitate for a moment but then I realize that there is nothing I can do except try to obey her guided commands. I’m not a bomb squad specialist. I point guns at bad guys and blow their heads off. So yeah, this decision isn’t a tough one to make.
“Agreed. Take over.”
It’s the strangest of feelings, seeing and feeling your body move without your own mental impulse. Just being a witness instead. I take it that it’s what it must feel being possessed; if there is such a thing, of course. I’ve never given much stock to god, angels, demons and all that crap. But still, this is something odd and it feels very unnatural. 
Tanya is moving my hands and fingers with a dexterity I only have when I’m shooting at someone. She has already removed the outside panel under the countdown. I feel my head move to have a better look at the inside mechanism. She cuts wires without hesitating. I realize that one wrong move, something she’s probably unable to do, would blow us up in an instant. But then again, at this range, we’d be consumed instantly. It would be the end of us in a split millisecond. I am surprised by the sudden thought that it might not be so bad if it happened. The end of worry, stress and pain. 
“Cole, now is not the time to get existential on me. We’re not dying today, you got that?” shouts Tanya.
“My bad. That’s what happens when all I can do is think. I don’t like not being in control, even though I realize that in this particular moment, it’s probably best I’m not.”
“Hang on, Cole. I’m almost there; you’ll soon regain control.” 
We still have more than three minutes on the counter so that’s good. But then everything around me is tainted orange and red and for a moment I think that the nuke is blowing up. But it’s just the outside force firing everything they’ve got at us. Rockets, blasters, and now even grenades. The cumulative shields are still holding, and while things do tremble a little around, Tanya seems unperturbed. I feel my heart beating fast and a strong itch to grab a weapon and fire back. 
There will be time for that as soon as she’s done and, in fact, I can already feel excitement at ridding the world of these fanatics.
That’s when she appears once more in my thoughts. 
Cole, you know what’s waiting for you at the end of this mission, don’t you?
Seeing Vassiliki’s face so many times in one day is the hardest thing about this mission. It has taken me so long to get over her passing. I thought this part of my life was over, and I get furious thinking that Ahmed is trying to screw with me in this fashion. Little does he know I’m not the one neutralizing his nuke, so he can keep spitting his venom all he wants. It won’t matter. We’re stopping him.
But what if it’s not him behind these weird apparitions? After all, it was her last appearance that gave me a tip on how to get rid of the sentries. 
No, it can’t be. 
Vassiliki speaks once more.
Cole, every time you succeed in your mission, there are two of you here in this timeline. You must realize that by now. I know time travel is a hard thing to wrap your mind around, but think about it. If you prevent a catastrophe, yourself from the future doesn’t have to jump back to prevent it anymore, so what happens then? You both exist in the same timeline.
What is she trying to tell me?
Nobody can survive time travel, Cole. Nobody. They told you you were special and that there is something in your DNA, but that’s all bullshit.
What is she getting at? 
Of course, I can survive it. I’ve done it so many times! I shout back mentally.
Yes, and it seems like this to you, because you remember each mission, but that doesn’t mean your body actually survives. When you’re successful after a mission, Cole, what do you do?
I get into a time decontamination chamber.
More like time-remnants cleaning chamber, Cole, removing time anomalies from existence once you have achieved your goal. Except you’re the biggest anomaly of all. After your missions, there are two of you. Do you really think the company can afford two or even more Coles? But that’s beside the point. Whoever time travels dies shortly after. That’s a side effect of the current level of technology Rewind is using. Traveling through time unravels your DNA, Cole. That’s why you only jump back 717 minutes. Didn’t you ever ask yourself why this number? You can only survive about one thousand minutes once you’re using Rewind’s contraption. In fact, in your earlier missions, they were sending you back one thousand minutes, but sometimes you’d die before that due to unforeseen circumstances and then your present self wasn’t able to receive the data from your mission and have its consciousness upgraded with its latest version. Doing so made you a much more effective agent as the added experience from previous deployments added to your overall fighting experience. Over time they adjusted the timeframe to a number they thought was the best average for you to complete your mission, get back to base safely and be euthanized, but not before your consciousness could be transferred to the present you.
A chill, cold as ice, courses down my spine. I’m no longer watching what Tanya is doing. I feel like someone has just walked over my own grave. 
What are you saying? I say in my mind. That every time I deploy I die?
Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. Only your consciousness survives. And they do a pretty good job at erasing any memories that don’t serve their purpose along the way. That’s why every time I appear to you, you seem equally shocked, because of that memory they implanted inside your mind; the one where I supposedly died in your arms.
If this is Ahmed trying to feck with my mind, it’s working like a charm. I feel rattled to the bone. What does this all mean? If any of this is true, how come I don’t know about it?
You and I aren’t married?
We are, just not the way your mind thinks. I can’t tell you more than this right now but understand this: they’ve been playing you like a pawn, Cole. Just like they do with everyone else on this planet. We’ve been lied to for centuries, but now, with the high level of tech we’ve reached, they can do it without us even realizing it’s happening. That’s why we fight them, Cole; we need to destroy this system to build a new one from the ashes of the old, rotten system. Can you understand that?
I’m not nuking an entire city to make a statement, and neither should you! No matter how bad this world is, killing innocents by the millions is not the answer!
Who said anything about this being our nuke? They planted that nuke, Cole. They got to Al’Hasi and they gave him everything he ever wanted: an army of fanatics, the latest gen weapons, and all the information he needs to defeat you. He’s always wanted to wage his own little war, so it wasn’t too difficult to get him on their side. Heck, he probably thought it would help the cause initially but he let his thirst for power get the better of him in the end. How do you think he is always a step ahead of you? We are trying to turn the nuke into a large EMP weapon that will disable the entire city, including its central AI. 
We’ll then be able to retake some measure of control over our lives. If you fail this mission, if we don’t manage to detonate the EMP, then they’ll blow the nuke, and if it’s not this one, they’ll blow another one and make it look like we did it. We’re not mindless terrorists like Ahmed has become, Cole. We just want humanity to regain its freedom, the true freedom we lost so long ago.”
If that is true why do the megacorporations bother with the Rewind program? What’s the point exactly?
Long ago, men in power all around the world understood that terrorism generates so much fear in the heart of the population that its very existence, in fact, allows them to pass any law they desired under the guise of protecting them from this scourge. In fact, they could impose any new idea and measure of control they wanted, in the name of fighting terrorism. And while original terrorism was indeed a problem, it was never as bad as what it became over time with the help of very high-placed officials who used it for their own devices. It’s easier to have the people submit to any new measure, no matter how ridiculous it may sound, when they are afraid for their lives. 
So when they saw how effective it was to get people to embrace war in the name of defeating terrorism, they started staging horrible acts of their own, acts in fact that terrorists with limited weaponry and resources could never have pulled off on their own. They got the help they needed from our own so-called governments back then to use terror as an excuse to impose new laws, and to shape the world the way they wanted it, with the people’ support because of fear.
My thoughts are so scrambled by her words I don’t know what to think anymore. A part of me wants nothing more than to believe her, which would mean she is still alive and that I can perhaps see her again. Then again, there’s that little thing about me dying soon that doesn’t make me so happy.
No, feck this shit. This has to be a trick. They know Tanya and I are about to stop them so they try to trick me; it’s their last measure of despair.
“Shut up!” I shout out loud this time.
“What’s happening, Cole?” asks Tanya with palpable worry in her synthesized tone.
I wonder what my next move should be. Do I tell Tanya? What if any of this is true? Then she could be working with them, perhaps not knowingly. Maybe she’s a watchdog, making sure I do what I’m asked, or she takes over like she just did. 
I’m getting paranoid now; my thoughts and emotions overload my mind completely. I can’t even hear the blaster fire and rockets being thrown at us anymore.
“Nothing, Tanya. Sorry. What’s our status?”
“Only a minute or so left. This thing is well built, one layer of security on top of another. It’s been designed to be tamper-proof.”
“Can you detect any radiation emanating from the device?”
“I can’t, Cole, but it’s probably perfectly shielded in the core, the way it should be. I can’t access the core without putting both of us in mortal danger.”
The more questions I ask myself the less it all makes sense.
Cole, listen to me, adds Vassiliki.
I feel like putting my hands on my ears but I forget I’m not in control of my own body right now. In fact, I’m not in control of anything anymore. Right this instant I’m shaken to the core, completely lost and paralyzed. I don’t know what’s real and what’s not. My dead wife, who apparently isn’t dead, is telling me I’m doing everything wrong by following orders, something I’ve done all my life as a career military officer. And that no matter what I do, I’m dead anyway cause I time traveled and my body will expire in about three hundred minutes or so. Then there’s the possibility that I could be working for the wrong side altogether. I feel like my head is about to explode. Literally.
Look into your heart, Cole. Forget your brain and your thoughts; they fecked with that part of your being so much they have you running on auto-pilot. You can’t trust any of it. You must feel it on some level, Cole, that you were always a great soldier, one with integrity. You never just followed an order blindly, yet lately, it’s the story of your life, isn’t it? Just listen to the sound of my voice, and just feel my every word. You are going to die today, no matter what happens next. Now knowing that, the question you must ask yourself is: do you want to die doing the megacorporations’ dirty work, ensuring humankind’s slavery for more centuries to come, or do you want to do something about it?
There is no way I can make an informed decision anymore. Both my life as I perceive it and what Vassiliki’s telling me ring true. It’s a 50/50 type of deal. I got to trust either my gut or my heart. But even if I do so, I have only a handful of seconds to make a choice. You’d think knowing that I’m going to die with certainty would make this easier. Yet, my conscious self is rejecting this notion with everything it’s got. It’s shouting at me, telling me that I’m only going to die if I listen to her lies. This must be what it feels like to lose it, to become a loony and have one’s brain fried.
The countdown on the nuke or EMP—I still haven’t have decided which is which now—is down to forty-two seconds. The shields are blinking heavily around us. If I am to do something I’ll need to do it fast. 
I must decide now. Do I stay the course and complete my mission like I remember doing from dozens of times before? Or do I take a leap of faith and trust what I think I’ve learned today?
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I realize I have no other choice. Time has run out, and the only way I can make a decision and act on it is to activate bullet-time. It will slow time to a crawl and allow me more time to make this decision. I send the mental command to my neuronal augment.
“Why are you activating bullet-time, Cole?” says Tanya sharply.
“I need more time to think.”
“To think? What the hell, Cole? You said you weren’t willing to use it because your ass is on the line and now you want to use it to think? What am I missing?”
“Look, we’ll talk about this later; for now just concentrate on what you’re doing.”
“I don’t believe what I’m hearing,” says Tanya.
Join the fecking club.
“Radio silence until I make contact again. Confirm?”
“Whatever,” Tanya answers, clearly pissed at me. 
I can’t blame her.
The countdown on the device seemingly stops at thirty-seven seconds. There are flames all around me that look suspended in time. They still move but so slow it’s a tantalizing view. The flames are a result of the multiple rockets exploding outside the shield cover provided by the overlapping drones. 
I am still unable to think straight and the injection of the cocktail of drugs allowing my brain and reflexes to be augmented drastically doesn’t help me at first. At the very least I have more time to think now, no matter how lost and strange I feel.
I wonder if Vassiliki can talk to me in bullet-time like Tanya can. I can feel her still working to diffuse the device’s mechanism, now with improved accuracy thanks to bullet-time. I wonder how long I have. And I wish I knew whom I can trust right now. My world has been flipped upside down and I don’t know who or what to believe anymore. Of all the way things could have gone wrong today, this feels like the worst possible outcome since I don’t even trust myself anymore. My heart is telling me that Vassiliki is telling the truth, and my brain is telling me I’m being used to do the terrorists’ bidding. I wonder if by the end of the day I will have an answer. I’m not sure I’ll like it, but it would be nice to know what the feck is going on. Cause right now I feel trapped in an LSD-infused nightmare gone very, very wrong.
I’m still here, Vassiliki says.
How?
You must at least have figured that one out, Cole. The only way I can talk to you is through a backdoor to Tanya’s programming. I once worked with you at Rewind where I designed her for you. Just like you, I thought I was fighting horrible men intent on killing innocents. And while there are still some out there like Ahmed, today this is not what this is about. While you stopping Al’Hasi is important, we’re trying to get some of our freedom back. The world has been conspiring against us for as long as we can remember; our parents, and their parents too. So on and so forth, Cole. It all started in the first half of the twentieth century. Governments found a way to subjectively take control of our lives, one idea at a time. The human psyche is both strong and weak. It can easily be influenced and manipulated, and when television came to being, well, a high-placed, controlling group of men went to work to exploit it to achieve their nefarious goals. Through television and misinformation they convinced us war was good.
Why do you think that news presenters and influential people are pretty, Cole? That’s because our brains are programmed to trust handsome people. So it didn’t matter what these people said, as long as they repeated it enough times, hammering the information in, it eventually sank into our subconscious minds and became truth. 
I felt like a battleship was hammering into my skull. Some of what she was saying rang so true that my entire being tickled and trembled at the implication of it all.
So, what are you saying? The world has gone to shit so you want me to team up with you and rebel against it?
In a manner of speaking. It may certainly seem so from your perspective, but in fact you’d simply be freeing yourself from a system that has vowed, long since you were born, to control everything you do. What you eat, what you think, and what you want in life.
What about Al-Hasi? Is he trying to help this goal?
Once upon a time I thought so. But Al’Hasi has lost his way. Once upon a time he wanted that change too, but now he’s willing to kill millions in order to trigger that change. And that provides the megacorporations with a perfect opportunity to use him so he does their bidding.
He told me he works for you; maybe not in so many words, but he clearly implied it.
And at some level he probably thinks he is. He got approached by the megacorporations and now he thinks he is using them to free the people, while they are manipulating him instead.
So what do I do with him and his goons?
That part of your mission you can still complete. In fact, I encourage you too. Ahmed has become a dangerous zealot. His armed troops are nothing but thugs thinking they’re freedom fighters while, in reality, they are working for the system.
Okay, so let’s say for the sake of argument that I believe you. You need me to blow up that EMP which could very well be a nuke. How can I trust I’m making the right choice here?
This IS a nuke, Cole! Make no mistake about that. It’s been sent here by the megacorporations; they used Al’Hasi like they use everybody to do their dirty work for them. They want to make of New Geneva an example for the rest of the world, especially now that there is a new resource crisis looming, so eradicating a city is that many less mouths to feed. More and more people are fed up with eating protein food bars, working ten to twelve hour shifts six days a week while others live in luxury. The megacorporations know they’ve pushed us too far, Cole. We’re almost ready to rebel now, and so they want to use fear so people fall back in line again. It’s the same cycle over and over. But since things are bad and the general population is feeling that it can’t go on like this for much longer, they need to send a message, and that is what this nuke is all about.
I get the picture. But if this is a nuke why would you want Tanya to stop what she is doing?
She just needs to load in the data disc you got from Ahmed. That will turn the nuke into a massive EMP weapon strong enough to blast every electronic system in the city. We have powered-down our own server farms in shielded areas all around the city. When the system restarts, it will no longer be connected to the United Nations of the World central neuro-net. It will no longer recognize the credit currency; local resources will be shared among us all equally, and we will start building a world without outside interference.
If this is a trick to make me blow the very bomb I’ve come to stop, then I can tell you already: if any of this is true, they won’t let you. They’ll come at you with everything they have.
Perhaps. We’ll give them a good fight though. We can’t let this go on forever, Cole. We have agents in three other cities right this moment, just like you. They will be deployed to try and regain control of other cities in time. So whether or not we succeed in New Geneva, it’s not really our only hope. It’s a systematic attack on the nerve center of those who’ve enslaved humanity.
This world is unfair. That much I know deep in my bones. 
I have one more question. Why send me back through time? My mission, after all, was to stop the nuke, but you’re telling me their mission is to make sure it blows up. Something doesn’t add up here.
Tell me something, Cole. In the future before you time jumped back, had you physically been to the site of the explosion you’re supposed to prevent? Have you seen the nuclear blast with your own eyes?
I felt it. I saw fires in the distance. I saw the news.
Yeah all of this could have been fabricated. I think what happened is that we in fact managed to detonate the EMP and that’s what they want you to prevent, even if it means nuking the city instead of losing control over it. Were you driven to Rewind through the underground tunnels? The old shielded tubes?
I was.
Why do you think that is?
To avoid radiation exposure, I presume.
No, Cole. We hunted them; we disabled most of the city, and they sent you back in time to make sure that it doesn’t happen again. They’d rather lose the entire city than have it fall out of their hands. You either do what they tell you, or they’ll silence you; that’s what it has become to be human in the year 2175. It started a long time ago, little by little, but today, they don’t take chances anymore. Believe me, Cole, if a nuke had really detonated, do you think you would have survived?
I did ask myself this question. I thought we were just lucky distance-wise.
No, Cole. Especially under the domes, there is no such luck. A nuke will incinerate the entire city before you have the time to say ‘What happened?’
I start to feel really angry inside. If she is right then I’ve been manipulated my entire life and I’m darn pissed off about it. 
If I make it out of here alive, I’ll rip the Rewind facility with my own bare hands.
I understand how you feel but it would be more beneficent for us to seize control of it. That way, we can undo whatever retaliation they have in store for us.
Are you seriously considering using me again? Without my knowledge? What do you plan to do? Tell a nice tale to my present self and ask for his help?
No, Cole, we’ll do the same Rewind has been doing to you all this time. We’ll transfer your consciousness so it can benefit the present you that is unaware of any of this. But we’ll do it with both your knowledge and consent, if you think it’s a good idea.
I hate the idea of this charade continuing, but under the circumstances I have to admit she is making sense. 
Well, let me think about it.
You need to decide now, Cole, not about your future post mission, but about releasing the EMP instead of the nuke,” says Vassiliki. “Tanya is almost done. She has disconnected the nuclear core of the device, but she’s about to stop the countdown. You need to have her enter the data chip in the device instead. It will release the city-wide EMP and fry every computer, every television, holo-vision and other propaganda machines this world uses to control the masses. People will feel afraid and lost without these at first; they’ve lived under that rule for so long they’ve become dependent. But by cutting their access to the source of misinformation, perhaps over time, we can build a better world.
Who doesn’t want a better world? One where words like justice, equality, peace and happiness are at its center. I long for this new world. On a subconscious level I always have. 
Time to take a leap of faith.
Tell me what to do? I say, my decision made.
You know what to do, Cole. Give your life meaning. Do what you feel you must in your heart.
Her image vanishes and I was left looking at the countdown. Eighteen seconds left. 
I take a long, deep breath.
“Tanya, stop at once!” I say.
“Are you insane, Cole? I’m almost there.”
“Listen to me, Tanya. Give me back control of my body.”
“I don’t want to die,” Tanya says. “And we definitely don’t want the entire population of New Geneva to burn in flames.”
“They won’t. You might not know it but you have already disconnected the nuclear core. All we need to do now is insert the data chip we got from Ahmed. It contains a program that will turn this device into a massive EMP.”
“What the hell are you talking about, Cole? How do you know this?”
“She told me.”
“She is just an illusion! A desperate attempt to make us fail in our mission. Can’t you see this?”
“Give me back control of my body. That’s a direct order.”
“I can’t, Cole. You are not thinking straight; your judgement has been compromised. I will finish this mission on my own if I have to.”
“Tanya, give me back control, now!”
“I’m sorry, Cole, I can’t comply. You’ll thank me later.”
I still can’t move a muscle. I have to find a way to regain control of my own body. I need to stop this before it’s too late.
“Vassiliki, help me.”
Her face appears again in front of my eyes. “Here’s the override code for Tanya, Cole. Good luck.”
I see an alpha numeric code and repeat it in my head. Something happens and the effect is immediate. I can move again.
“No, Cole! What are you doing?” shouts Tanya.
“What needs to be done; for all of us.”
“Cole, you’re not thinking straight. You’re being manipulated. Please don’t do this.”
I can feel how much Tanya believes what she’s saying. She doesn’t want anyone to die, but neither do I. Well, at least I don’t want innocents to die. As for the ones responsible for turning this wonderful planet into a massive mind prison, using me as their pawn; I look forward to ripping their hearts out of their rib cages. I’m going to take care of them in my next life, if there is such a thing for me. But from what I understand, whatever makes me who I am will still be recovered and my consciousness will be transferred to my other self. The one that sits home at this moment, oblivious to everything I have learned today.
I grab the data chip and slide it into the data port of the device. The countdown turns blue, and “EMP” starts flashing on the screen next to the numbers. I’m still in bullet-time. In fact, only a few seconds have passed and in all this time, I’ve learned more about my life and the state of the world than during an entire lifetime. How ironic.
“What is this? What did you do?” asks Tanya.
“This will blow a massive EMP.”
“And that’s a good thing how, exactly? Won’t it affect us? I might get erased in the process and you could lose all your augments. How will you defeat the people firing at us then?”
“All good questions, but I have seventeen more seconds to figure it out. In bullet-time that’s nearly an eternity.”
“Except you’re going to exit bullet-time in three seconds, Cole.”
“No I’m not. I need to stay in bullet-time at least until the EMP blows.”
“That would kill you, Cole, and in doing so, it would kill me as well.”
“I’m dead anyway, so do as I say. We’re going to make this world a better place. I thought I could take the time to explain it all to you, but we don’t have time now. I promise you, though, we’ll get through this.”
“I knew you were not up to this mission the moment you told me about this dream. I should never have let you time jump in that frame of mind.”
“And yet you did. And I thank you for it.”
“I don’t want your thanks, Cole; I want to continue to exist.”
“These aren’t mutually exclusive, Tanya.”
“Yes they are. The second that EMP blows, it will wipe my memory banks and you know it.”
“Not if the drone’s shields are still protecting us when it detonates. It will take a fraction of a second for the EMP to affect the shields, and we might survive the blast in that fraction of time.”
“Except we’re inside the blast radius in the shield. So how exactly does that help us?”
“That’s why I need bullet-time prolonged. A moment before the EMP goes online, I’ll have the shield refocus on us instead.”
“How do you expect to survive the constant firing being thrown at us? When the shields drop, we’ll get shot or incinerated or both.”
Unless I thin the herd. Since the nuclear core has been disconnected from the device, normally even direct explosions on its incasing shouldn’t set it off, which means I don’t have to be subtle about what I’m gonna do next. The thought of it makes me smile.
“Watch and learn.”
I re-acquire my starfighter that’s still hovering outside with my mental link. I close my eyes so I’m not distracted by the blasts and explosions all around and I target everyone on the floor firing at us. I lock my targets and start opening fire. It all happens very slowly but it has a beauty of its own, somehow. Plasma fire streaks through the air impaling Ahmed’s goons, spilling their guts and blood everywhere. Large chunks of concrete get torn off the walls, and glass walls explode into a million shards. It’s like a Fourth of July fireworks display but indoors, with red the predominant color of the festivities.
When the countdown is down to six seconds, there isn’t a soul breathing on the floor. We still get hit from the holes in the ceiling so I target the men on the roof and send the ship in autopilot to get rid of them. 
I walk outside the range of the device the moment I hear my ship opening fire on the soldiers on the roof. I drag the drones mentally with me and program them so that they shield me, no matter my movement. 
“I sure hope you know what you’re doing, Cole.”
“We’re about to find out.”
 
 
 
 
 



C H A P T E R
XIX
 
 
 
Mission completion time: T minus 12 minutes. 
Primary objective completed
 
“Cole, if this is our last talk . . .”
“It’s not going to be our last talk, Tanya.”
“Please, Cole, I’m trying to tell you something here.”
I think I know what she’s going to say, and I’m not sure I’m ready to hear it. I don’t even know for sure that I can trust her anymore. I want to. I mean she’s a part of my life. This morning I would have jumped off a cliff had she told me my life depended on it; that’s how much I trusted her. But now I have to wonder if Rewind hasn’t programmed intimate subroutines in her in order to exploit me with them. Perhaps I’m seeing evil everywhere now; I should at least give her the benefit of the doubt.
“I’m sorry, Tanya. Go ahead.”
“I know you’re practically the only person I talk to every day, the only one I interact vocally with, so it’s probably weird, but . . .”
Funny, even though I may have been manipulated by Tanya on some level, I don’t think her personality matrix is flawed or fake. If there has been a manipulation, I’m sure she isn’t aware of it. And as much as I doubt her now, I can’t help but feel she is too big a part of me. I think she genuinely likes me, just as I genuinely like her in return, no matter how much a pain in the ass I can be sometimes. There will be enough time later, once I’m transferred to my other body, to check on her code and see what’s what. She has been my right arm, my best friend and more. So I should show her the respect she deserves.
“I love you too,” I say preemptively.
“What? You . . . You’re shitting me, right? It’s one of your sick jokes?”
“Nope, isn’t it what you wanted to say? Before you hesitated?”
“I . . . well . . . yes but . . .” She seemed to struggle finding her words.
“But what? You’re inside my head, you know all my secrets, you don’t judge me when I go haywire and do something morally questionable or plain insane even when your very own existence is on the line. You try to give me advice whenever you can, you’re there for me when I need you to and you forgive me even when I treat you badly. You’re any guy’s dream, honey. You just need your own body and then we’re cooking.”
“I don’t know what to say,” she says, her voice diminished.
“Then don’t say anything, Tanya. Thank you for being there for me, always.”
“It’s my pleasure to serve you, Cole.”
“I need you to do something for me though.”
“Anything. What can I do?”
“That order I gave earlier; I would really like a shot at rescuing Eleanor if it’s at all an option. And when I gave you that order, I didn’t have all the cards in my hand. Now that I do, I’d really like it if we could undo that mistake.”
“But, Cole, you made sure that priority one order isn’t cancellable. I’m bound to execute Ahmed even if it means killing Eleanor. You made me do this. I want to help you, but it’s locked into my matrix now.”
“Any chance you could try to hack it out of your matrix?”
“I don’t know. I never tried it before. Would you want me to try?”
“Yeah, please try. Oh, and good luck. We’re about to find out if my plan is going to work.”
“Cole . . . I’m going to miss you if it doesn’t.”
“Me too, dear, me too. But it’s going to work. We’re not done here. Ahmed still needs to die.”
I’m about twenty yards from the device when the counter hits zero. The five drones’ shields are still superimposed on my position, each casting a smaller shield volume around me. The idea, and I hope this works, is that it will only take a fraction of a second for the EMP wave to pass through me and the shields. I’m hoping the cascading failure of each of the five shields lasts longer than that amount of time. In bullet-time I might actually be able to see it with my own eyes, even though I’m not sure what I’d rather do: look at it in slow motion or let it hit in real-time and hope for the best.
I’ve already pushed bullet-time past safe limits, and I must admit I feel a mental strain accompanied by a severe headache. But I don’t give a shit anymore. I’m dead anyway. At least this body is dead. So why bother about little things like brain damage at this point? I just hope my brain doesn’t unravel before I can send Ahmed to the next world. 
I don’t really know my enemy anymore; that much I know. But if Vassiliki says he has lost his way, that’s enough for me to get rid of him. If he is willing to help the megacorporations with their dirty work, killing innocents by the millions, he and his men need to stop breathing. 
I decide to let the blast hit me in bullet-time. And so the device hums and the EMP is released. If my five-layer shield bubble holds, I’ll be the only one here with working weaponry. That should make the end of this mission a lot easier. On the other hand, if I can’t rely on my tech, if it’s disabled, well, it may be a lot harder. It’s a coin toss really. 
There’s also the fact that there are thousands of vehicles flying outside; their occupants will all plunge to their deaths and the thought bugs me. I know they’re collateral damage of the bigger picture, but it won’t soothe my conscience. I will have to live with their deaths.
“They would have died anyway in either this nuke or the next, Cole,” says Vassiliki. “Plus many new generation of vehicles have been equipped with chutes should they lose power.” 
“Right . . .”
It’s not much of a comfort, but it helps a little. 
The approaching blueish EMP wave will be upon me shortly. I can see sparks and systems around the device already turning off. The lights in the room are blinking, some equipment is flat-out shorting out upon the wave traversing their circuitry. 
I hold my breath even though I know it won’t make the slightest difference, but that’s good old human nature, I guess. The wave hits and the first drone is taken offline almost instantly, its shield blinking quickly before dying. The wave has barely advanced ten percent, which doesn’t bode well with my plan. The second drone’s shield gives in as the first drone falls towards the floor, soon joined by the next. 
I swallow hard. I might have been overly optimistic. The wave is nearly upon me when the third drone falls down and the fourth level of the shield blinks out of existence. 
“Jump!” Tanya says.
“What?”
“Jump or run now! You must be on the other side of the wave before the last shield collapses in less than zero point two seconds, so hurry!”
Of course, zero point two seconds in bullet-time is long enough for me to start running. And if I don’t make it I should know immediately. If my augments become compromised by the EMP I will exit bullet-time the hard way, and it may not be pretty.
I take a step forward and jump using super speed and super strength. Not sure the drone can follow me at that speed, but the idea is to get outside of the shield before it fails. On this side of things, the wave has already passed through anyway, so it doesn’t matter if I outrun the drone. I can see the blinking of the last layer of shield from the last drone left flying fade out of existence. I retract my legs towards the rest of my body. 
It’s the moment of truth as the shields give in. I think I’m away from the range of the wave, but I can’t really be sure. It might be effective beyond its visible part. When I start to feel like my head is being microwaved, I realize I already have the answer to my question. I feel dizzy and disoriented. I’m getting kicked out of bullet-time and I crash on the ground below unceremoniously. I try to get Tanya.
“Please tell me you’re still here? Tanya! Please respond?”
I see the lights in the distance going out as the EMP progresses all around. Soon, the entire city is in the dark. A moment later multiple explosions cause every flying vehicle to plummet towards the ground. A flying car crashes against the windows a few levels below. I see soaring flames and feel the heatwave of the explosion. I hear cries and people shouting in panic in the distance. As much as I want to devote time to think about what just happened and how it will affect so many lives, the truth of the matter is, I need to finish my mission. I try my best to not let any emotion take root in my heart in this moment.
My body aches and I feel tingly all over. My HUD is still here, which is a good sign, but it’s somewhat jittery, which makes me think that some of my systems have been affected. The fact that Tanya doesn’t answer is not a good sign either.
“Can you hear me?” I insist.
Characters come on my HUD. “Yes. My vocal systems have been damaged. I’m trying to redirect power.”
“That’s a shame. I’ll miss that sexy voice of yours.”
A winking smiley appears in my HUD.
I get back up and I can tell that not everything is alright with me. I feel heavier and slower. I test my repulsors and they come to life. At least this system seems to work. I then test stealth but I can tell by the noise and static it’s not working, which is okay as I don’t really need it anymore. 
I get back up and test my super strength, jumping to the upper floor through the hole my explosives had created earlier. I make the jump but barely, while I should have had plenty of margin if my augments were working at nominal efficiency. I must have fried a sizable amount of my nanites too. Still, I repeat the jump just in time, emerging on the roof; and see my own ship coming towards me. 
“Oops,” I say out loud before jumping out of the way at the last second. I had sent the ship on a mission to rid the roof of soldiers, which it seems to have done at least partially until the EMP took it out of the sky. The ship crashes on the roof, leaving a trail of fire. It is the only source of light in my vicinity now that the city’s power grid is down.
I’m surprised there aren’t many people firing at me. But then I realize, their weapons are disabled and the thought makes me grin. I look around and scan the area. 
I guess I’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way, using mostly visual contact. That’s when a soldier runs towards me with a machete in hand, shouting at the top of his lungs. He could have sneaked on me, but, well, I’m glad he decided to shout. That makes my job a lot easier. He’s atop of me at the end of his jump, about to slash my skull in two, when I decide to react. 
In a situation like this I have many options and decide to go for the standard response, assuming I can’t count on my tech. I jump towards him and grab his slashing hand mid-air, then plant my knee firmly in his stomach, with as much strength as I can muster, for good measure. His facial reaction tells me it must have hurt like a bitch. That’s good. That’s what I was going for: maximum pain. I end up with his machete in my hand as he falls to the ground.
I flip the blade in the air as I hear him panting and wheezing nearby, trying to catch his breath.
“I think this belongs to you,” I say as I throw the blade full force towards his torso. It passes through his upper body and nails him to the concrete floor. I guess some of my super strength still works at acceptable levels. 
He’s dead a few seconds later. I crack my neck bones. I’m pumped up and I have a lot of frustration and anger to dissipate, so it’s with great pleasure that I see another pair of soldiers run toward me, one with a knife and the other with a crowbar. They stay in close proximity to one another. Big mistake.
I fire my repulsor blast but I need to blow some steam, so instead of hitting them with it, I shoot on their path. The shockwave of the blast sends them spinning in the air. I jump towards the nearest one and break his back with my knee. I can’t count how many bones break, but from the cascade-type noise, I can infer the tally is high. The second one crashes on the ground about the same time I land. My fist and knee hit the concrete that cracks upon my forceful landing. 
I get up and start a reverse round-house kick towards the soldier trying to get back up. I activate my shin blade and sever his head clean off.
“Don’t lose your head,” I say just before the soldier’s cranium hits the floor to roll and fall through one of the large holes I made earlier with the explosives.
A “LOL” displays on my HUD. It’s good Tanya is still here, even though I can’t hear her. 
I look around and see three more people standing. One grabs my attention immediately. It’s Eleanor. She is being used as a human shield by none other than Ahmed himself. For now he seems content to let his last goon try to take me out.
The guy is mountain tall, and he equips himself with knuckle dusters. This should be fun. He’s nearly upon me when he starts doing some sort of martial art kata in front of me. I open my right palm, aim it at his chest and incinerate him with the thruster mode of my repulsor weapon. When I turn off the blast, he has a basketball-size hole in his chest and a look of surprise on his dying face. 
He’s still smoking from his wound when I decide to blow some air towards him. I don’t know if that has any effect at all, but he falls backwards and hits the concrete ground like a plank of dead wood. His head cracks upon impact but he’s already dead anyway. 
Another text message. “You’re back!”
I crack my neck bones once more. Now for the pièce de résistance. I shoot Ahmed a lightning gaze. 
“Let her go.” 
My voice is as cold as steel.
“Not a chance, Cole.”
“I didn’t realize we are on a first name basis now. What happened to ‘Agent Seeker?’”
“Stop moving or I’ll slit her throat.”
I humor him and stop walking towards them. I look at Eleanor’s eyes. I know that look. She is frightened but her eyes are also screaming at me to take a shot. 
“Now let’s see if we can come to an arrangement,” says Ahmed. “You let me go, and I let your friend live. How does that sound?”
An old memory shot past my conscious mind. That time in a previous mission in New Paris where she’d carried me away after I got most of my leg blown up. She carried me for more than ten klicks, and we took three patrols out before our Exfil came to get us out of the hot zone. That’s not the only time she saved my hide, but that’s the one I remember the most vividly. Vassiliki was still alive back then, and all I could think about the entire time was how much I wanted to see her eyes, hold her and kiss her again.
I start to feel my hand twitch and slightly move on its own.
“I thought we’d agree you’d cancel that order, Tanya.”
 “Still trying to hack my own security protocols but without success.” Tanya’s words appear on my still jittery HUD. 
Great, that’s just great. But then I get an idea.
“Tanya, reboot now.”
“Good thinking, Cole. Initiating reboot.”
Tanya will be offline for at least sixty seconds, which hopefully will be all I need to deal with the situation here. 
“So? Do we have a deal?” Ahmed pushes on.
“What guarantee do I have that you’ll let her go unharmed?”
“I give you my word.”
“We both know that’s not worth a monkey’s ass.”
He spits on the ground and presses the knife against Eleanor’s throat deeply enough that it makes a small incision. Blood runs down her bruised neck.
Shooting Ahmed shouldn’t be too difficult. Even if he’s using Eleanor as a shield, I’ve taken more difficult shots than this one before. My only worry is whether or not his augments have been disabled by the blast. Logic would dictate that they have been, but then again he’s always had the edge over me tech-wise. 
I have to make a decision though; soon Tanya will reboot and she might decide for me. I’d rather be the one responsible for whatever the result of this standoff may be.
I can see Eleanor staring at me, imploring me with her eyes to take the shot. But if I do and Ahmed is shielded, she’s dead and there’s nothing I can do.
I could try to use my liquid metal augments and I’m tempted to do so. But I have no idea how they will react with my systems being partially compromised. I could end up killing her myself by accident.
“Okay, Ahmed,” I say to buy some time.
Eleanor’s look is loaded with disappointment. 
I have to do something and I have to do it now. I remember an old duress code we had devised on previous missions together. I hope she remembers it. I slide my hand on the left side of my face, pretending to feel my day-and-a-half stubble. That’s our code prompting her to make her move before I open fire. 
I see a twinkle in her eyes. I’m hoping that means she remembers. But I prepare myself anyway. I engage the shockwave blast firing mode of my repulsors. It’s the only weapon at my disposal that has a chance to make this work if Ahmed’s systems are still up.
She flings into action and throws her head back into Ahmed’s face. That’s my cue. I aim at his shoulder and fire my repulsor. It sparks.
Feck!
Ahmed recovers from the shock of Eleanor’s strike and moves to cut her throat. I react instinctively. I shoot my other repulsor at Eleanor’s stomach. It fires without incident and the shockwave throws her away from Ahmed’s reach even though he manages to slice part of her neck. Still, the wound doesn’t look too deep. 
Eleanor tumbles on the ground and rolls a few times before hitting a concrete wall nearby. I hope she’s not badly hurt but, right now, I can’t think about that. I have to finish off Ahmed. I change my firing method to plasma and fire from both repulsors. They fire and Ahmed gets hit, but his personal shield ignites and absorbs the blasts.
I knew it! This asshole is shielded. That’s not good.
“That’s not very nice, Cole. I give you a way out of this situation, and this is how you repay me?”
“It’s Agent Seeker to you, asshole.”
I can tell he’s mad from the way he grinds his teeth at my remark. Good; he’s more likely to make a mistake if he’s pissed off.
His reaction is almost immediate though, and he fires with his own repulsor weapons towards me. I erect my forearm and activate my shield. It absorbs the three shots but it blinks madly. I’m relieved it works but don’t think it can take much more than that in its current state. 
If I was hoping for a fair fight. I now know it won’t happen. My augments are more compromised that I initially thought but his seem to work just fine. But knowing I’m going to die for sure makes my options more open. Without hesitation, I start running towards Ahmed with one thought alone in my head. Now he dies!
 
 



 
 
C H A P T E R
XX
 
 
 
Mission time elapsed.
Primary objective completed.
Time to death of agent’s body: approx. 255 min.
 
Ahmed greets me with three shots of his repulsors. Two of them graze my shoulder and neck and the third one impacts on my lower left abdomen. My armor takes the brunt of the blast.
I’m upon him and clock him in the face with my elbow. He stumbles backward but doesn’t lose his balance. I don’t wait for him to recover. I grab my last sonic grenade and plant it on his chest. He looks down at it, clearly not expecting that move from me. I activate it, knowing full well I’m gonna get more hurt than him, but I have to do something to bring his shields down. Just before activating the detonator, I open my palm and use the shockwave firing mode of my repulsor. 
The grenade explodes and I get catapulted backwards. The shock of the impact cracks my armor in multiple places, and I feel two of my ribs crack on the right side of my torso. I crash onto the concrete ground yards away. 
The frustration of my hellish day mushrooms within me. I feel like I’m not the same man I was when I woke up this morning. I ache pretty much everywhere, not that I care about the pain. 
Something deep has changed; a major shift of perspective towards the world and the illusion of freedom that I once perceived from it. 
I only have a little more than a couple hundred minutes to live, but I am determined to right some wrongs during that limited window of time. Once I’m done here I’ll need to get back to Rewind to save my consciousness and make sure no one there ever plays me like a puppet again. Rewind is shielded and deep underground so I’m sure it hasn’t been affected by the EMP. It won’t be a cake walk though. I’m sure they know everything I’ve done up till the EMP blast, so they’ll be on their toes. But I’m determined to make them pay for manipulating me.
But first I have a terrorist to kill. When I get back up, I see Ahmed getting back on his feet as well. I throw a knife at him. He puts his forearm in front of his face, and the blade plunges into his muscles, confirming his shields are down.
My HUD is blinking with multiple warnings and error messages. I have damaged many of my internal systems with the sonic blast. But now that his shields are down, this can finally be a fair fight. I channel my anger and walk towards him. He removes the blade from his arm and throws it back at me. I kick it out of the way.
When he fires another salvo of blaster fire, I bring my shield back up. It keeps blinking but stops the shots nonetheless. I’m running low on power, so I must make sure this fight doesn’t last too long. As much as I would revel taking my time killing him, I will have to make this swift. There’s nothing I hate more than a traitor. Of course I realize the irony here; up until I was told the truth and my eyes were opened, I’d been a traitor as well, albeit an unwilling and unknowing one. Which is why I feel so enraged right now; and that’s also why Ahmed is going to be the recipient of that rage.
He fires another shot from his repulsor and I roll to the side, aim and shoot his hand with my own repulsor. His weapon overloads, which causes his hand to explode. He screams in pain and falls to his knees, holding his severed arm, blood shooting from where his hand used to be. Now is the time to press my advantage. I fire four successive precise shots; two at his legs and two at his arms, making sure he can’t use them anymore.
As I walk the rest of the way towards him, I check upon Eleanor. She is unconscious, and she’s losing some blood from her neck wound, but it doesn’t look too serious. I scan her vitals best I can with the state of my internal systems. She does require medical attention but it’s not critical.
When I near Ahmed he is still holding his arm with the missing hand, and I can tell he is deeply in pain. He tries to shoot me with his other hand, but I deflect its trajectory with ease. The previous wound I’d inflicted on him has seriously hindered his speed. The fire blast hits a wall far behind me. I grab his remaining hand, something he doesn’t expect, and activate the thruster firing mode. His own repulsor liquefies inside his hand as the rest of the arm is burned slowly. I haven’t pushed my weapon to its maximum setting on purpose, so at least that part takes a little time. He’s screaming from the pain. Now that he no longer has any hands, it’s time to end this.
“I told you I’d kill you today. I like to keep my promises,” I say.
He can barely speak from the pain.
“You think Vassiliki is better than the megacorporations? You’re in for a surprise,” he mumbles.
“I thought I’d told you never to utter her name; you’re not worthy,” I say as I take a blade from my reserve around my thigh and plant it in between his neck and right shoulder.
He grits his teeth as small rivers of blood flow down his torso. He doesn’t scream this time around.
“I don’t care what you think or what you say, Ahmed. You’re a fanatic. Whether your cause is just or not matters not to me. All that matters is your methods. And killing innocents by the millions, no matter the reason or cause, is wrong. You want to hurt the megacorporations or the government? Attack them directly; don’t be a coward that preys upon innocents to make his point.”
“Look who’s talking; the company boy. You’ve been their puppet for as long as you can remember. They kill you with every mission and still you work for them, like the good dumb jarhead that you are.”
That stings. Not only because it is the truth, but also because I’m angry at myself for not having felt it any sooner. I haven’t really been happy with my situation, but I never tried to dig deep enough and find the root cause for my inner discomfort. I’m a proud person so it’s difficult for me to admit when I’m wrong. 
“I’ve been used yes, even if I didn’t know about it. But that stops today. When I’m done with you, Rewind is my next stop. And everyone standing in my way will regret ever being born.”
“You think you can just do a good deed and be forgiven?” he says as blood bubbles from his mouth.
“I don’t ask to be forgiven. I just want to know why I was used this way. And if I don’t get answers from the people at Rewind, then I’ll go higher up the chain.”
“You do realize you’ll be dead soon.”
“I’m not the only me as you know. Once my consciousness is transferred, I’ll continue this insurrection of mine.”
“They’ll blast you to kingdom come. They have all the power, so you can’t hope to ever go against them and win. They’ll send another time agent to kill you and prevent even what you’ve achieved today. It’s a vicious circle, one they control and that you can only temporarily escape from. I know. I’ve been hunted by you, and look at the irony: now that you’ve caught me, another time agent will hunt you down as a terrorist.”
“I’m no terrorist!” 
“Oh really? Keep telling yourself that.”
Time is not a commodity I have in spades at the moment. I have to end this fast if I am to transfer my consciousness to the other me. Not to mention I’m getting tired listening to this asshole.
I grab Ahmed’s head with both my hands, my repulsors lined up with his ears.
“So long. Say hello to Allah for me . . .” I say as I activate my repulsors at a near minimum thruster setting. 
What happens next is probably unnecessary, but it helps me unload an unhealthy dose of bottled up rage and anger from my soul. 
His skull gets hot really fast, his eyes melt and lose their color, before bubbling and soon being replaced by light and flames escaping through his hot skull. His mouth is wide open and a ray of yellow light shoots from it as well as some amber and burning flesh bits. 
He’s long dead before I turn my repulsors off. His skull deformed, melted and burnt to a crisp. By some miracle he still stands straight on his knees, the wind blowing smoke off of his head like it would an extinguished torch.
A gust of wind blows his head’s ashy remains little by little, and they dissipate in the atmosphere. There’s still anger in my soul, but there’s also satisfaction to have done something that, at the very least, feels right today. 
Tomorrow we may be nuked for this insurrection. Or like Ahmed said, maybe another time agent will rewrite time like I used to. Who knows? I may end up taking Ahmed’s place, after all. I won’t be threatening and killing innocents, though. That’s not who I am. But I have little doubt I will now be seen as a threat to be eliminated. They can come, though, because I’ve realized something today: I have nothing to lose.
I walk away, pick up Eleanor and cradle her in my arms. I take her pulse. It’s a little erratic but it’s beating strong. I kiss her on the forehead. She is still unconscious. I take nano-gel from my belt and apply a little on her neck wound to stop the bleeding. The nanites are fast at closing the wound and repairing her tissues.
I take a few more steps with Eleanor in my arms and look at the city below. The electro-magnetic dome protecting us from radiation is providing a slight greenish illumination to the otherwise dead-looking city. There are fires burning in the streets and inside the buildings where the flying vehicles have crashed. At this height, people look like ants, an army of insects in a panic running all over the place without purpose or order. It’s chaos alright, but maybe that’s what we need right now.
I hear a cracking noise in my head and then garbled words. I recognize Tanya’s scrambled voice. She keeps talking and I try to make out a few words, but they don’t make much sense; plus I’m taken by the view. 
“That’s it. I think I’ve managed to repair my vocal circuitry,” says Tanya.
“Welcome back.”
“It’s good to be back, Cole. How is Eleanor?”
“She’ll live. I can’t say the same about myself.”
“About that, Cole . . . While hacking my own systems’ subroutines, I found data leakage from a hidden partition within my neuronal net. I’ve managed to access its data and I saw every one of Vassiliki’s apparitions. Now, I understand better what has caused you to act the way you did.”
“I just did what needed to be done; that much I know in my bones.”
“Do you think Vassiliki can be trusted? I mean, it’s kind of fecked up when you think about it. She’s your wife but she lets you die every time you time travel. If she was once part of Rewind, why did she leave you there?”
“I wish I could tell you. We’ll have to ask her if we ever meet her. She might have had her reasons. For all we know it was my idea to stay on the inside until it was time to strike. I know that sounds crazy. I think it matters not for the time being. If we need to get these answers, they’ll be revealed to us in due time.”
“That doesn’t sound like you, Cole.”
“I’m not myself anymore, Tanya. I’ve been living a lie for as long as I can remember. I can’t even trust my own memories. And right now I don’t dare contemplate the how or why of it all. I’m just happy to have finally awakened.” 
“Do you think we’ll stay together, you and I?”
“I don’t know, Tanya, I sure hope so. If I have anything to say about it, I’ll make it happen.”
“Thank you, Cole.”
“No, thank you, Tanya. I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”
“That’s sweet of you to say, but somehow I doubt it’s true.”
I don’t answer her, since an answer is not needed. My mind is somewhere else right now. After a while I decide to speak.
“I sometimes wonder if humans actually need to be controlled. I question whether or not we’re capable of standing on our own. With our minds the way they are, formatted with this illusion of freedom, perhaps it’s the only sustainable life we know until it’s time for the human race to take a final bow. We’re so used to doing as we are told that I’m afraid some of us actually need oppression to survive.”
“Surely you don’t believe that, Cole.”
“Me, personally? No. Of course not. I think we should be free and decide our own destiny. I’m just not sure people are ready for it in this world. We’ve gotten too complaisant as a species; we like whatever comfort we acquire. Still, the people of New Geneva will have to adapt to a new world now. The changes they’ll face in the morning will be drastic.”
I keep looking at the dark city below. The wind blows through my hair and Eleanor’s. I don’t really have time to take in the view but I feel in my heart that I need to. I need to fully be in that moment right now. For a few fleeting moments, nothing else matters, not the past, or the future . . . but to be here and now, free at last. The feeling warms my heart and uplifts my soul, and Tanya, as if knowing I need this, stays silent.
Eventually, minutes later, she speaks.
“Cole, if we want to be at the Rewind facility in time, we should probably go now.”
By “in time” she means “before it’s too late” to transfer my consciousness and hers as well. That’s something that needs to happen and it will, no matter what I need to do.
“I guess we have to.”
“What are you going to do when we get there?”
“It’s best not to think about it. But let’s say those who try to stop me probably won’t see the sunrise tomorrow.”
“And after that?”
“I don’t want to make plans for the future any more, Tanya. This brings nothing but pain and anxiety. Now all I want is to live every minute like it’s the last one and make sure I never ever again let any system, tyrant or liar tell me how my life should be. From now on, all I want from life is to be free to make my own choices, for better or for worse.”
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C H A P T E R
I
Chase looked at the display with unmasked satisfaction as the last red dot disappeared from his radar. The remaining pieces of the fighter he had just blown out of space came burning against his frontal shields, illuminating the cockpit with radiant blue light for a brief instant. He took the opportunity to make a quick systems check. His shields were still in the green, standing strong at eighty percent and recharging. He had only exhausted half of his missiles against the eleven kills he had made in the last twenty minutes of combat.
Not bad, he thought. Not bad at all...
The thought quickly died as the ship’s computer broke the triumphant silence. The computer spoke with a soft, sexy, female voice—probably way too sexy for a star fighter navicomputer designed mainly for dogfights. But this was an old Manticore Mark II model, which was equipped with outdated software. Chase had to admit, when it came to the voice, there were times when he didn’t mind.
“Multiple enemy targets on approach vector,” said AINI, the Artificially Intelligent Navicomputer Interface. The radar let out four successive, high-pitched beeps as each of the targets progressively appeared on the scope. They were flying in a standard square formation, one pair of fighters covering for the other.
The grin slowly faded from Chase’s face. A dogfight against four enemies with no wingman was not to be taken lightly, not if one wanted to live long enough to talk about the encounter. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to face such odds, but each time he had, it had cost him and his ship dearly. And here he’d hoped to bring the fighter back to bay with as few scratches as possible. Wishful thinking.
As the fighters approached, his mind raced over the different tactics that applied to such a situation. The academic ones as well as the crazy ones—those that most dogfight instructors would consider not only insane, but also directly against practically all the rules in the flight book. Standard by-the-book tactics would dictate prudence by trying to reduce the number of enemies from the first pass, allowing the pilot to concentrate on killing the next target while avoiding only a pair of bogies. A feat which in itself was far from easy. Chase’s main instructor and war hero, Admiral Tharowni, would say that a couple of missiles locked and fired at the exact moment bogies entered firing range had a ninety percent chance of scoring a kill, reducing the odds to three against one. Again, not easy, but statistically preferable to trying to engage in a dogfight while being pursued by three enemy vessels.
But Chase never fought thinking about the statistics or the odds. While he respected the wisdom in such a course of action, losing two out of his three remaining missiles so early in the fight was not something he was prepared to do, at least not today.
“Enemy craft entering firing range,” AINI purred with all the charm programmed into her vocal subroutines.
Time to make a decision. In only a few seconds, Chase’s fighter would be in a shower of enemy laser fire. He needed a plan.
“Let’s try something new, shall we?” he said aloud. This rhetorical banter was rather routine for him and his sensual computer. One-sided, but routine.
Three seconds later, heavy laser fire started to fall around his fighter’s canopy like red rain, occasionally igniting the shields. Pulling hard on the stick, the fighter effectively rolled and dodged, avoiding most of the damage. But his enemies were still closing on him at high velocity, firing all the while.
“Missile lock!” AINI sounded as alarmed as she could, humming with the familiar buzz that warned of imminent danger.
A slow smile spread up the side of Chase’s face. Time seemed to slow, then for a split second, it stopped altogether.
Now!
He released countermeasures and his fighter veered sharply and made a tight break to the right, still not firing a single shot. The incoming missile fell for it. The port shields received part of the incoming laser fire while the internal structure of the fighter moaned in disagreement over its rough handling. Clearly not designed to be subjected to a brutal ninety-degree break while at full afterburner speed, the ship made warning noises and lit a red LED light across the primary alarm panel. The ship’s inertial dampeners were clearly not made for this kind of abuse. As always, the dangerous creaking and flashing was accompanied by the silky vocal explanations of AINI.
“Structural integrity failure imminent,” she warned.
Unfortunately for the ship, in Chase’s mind “imminent” still meant that he had a couple more seconds. That was, coincidentally, all the time he needed. Once he pulled out of his break, the primary alarm LED turned from red to yellow. Automatic systems were redirecting power to structural integrity to compensate for the ship’s mistreatment. Soon, it would turn green as power would be siphoned off other systems like shields, guiding systems, weapons, and even life support.
A quick glance at the radar showed Chase that his maneuver had gone exactly as planned, forcing the quartet of ships to break hard left to follow him and take position at his six o’clock. He could almost see his instructors holding their heads in their hands; such a display would most certainly be defined as “reckless flying.” He brushed the thought away and shook his head to clear it. He would need perfect concentration if he intended to leave this dogfight as something more than a floating pile of space rubble.
Streaks of laser fire passed by his canopy again, but this time from behind and, while many of the hits reduced the aft shields, he still thought that this tactic, however highly dangerous, would pay off. He squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. He was about to find out.
“AINI, prepare to execute maneuver Theta-4 on my mark.”
“Loaded and ready,” she answered almost instantly.
“NOW!”
The next instant, AINI killed the afterburners and engaged the reverse thrusters while simultaneously boosting their power by redirecting ninety percent of every other system’s power into them, leaving the ship with minimal shielding for just a few milliseconds. Chase sucked in a deep breath. If the enemy had anticipated such a maneuver, those milliseconds would no doubt mean the end of him. But sure enough, the fighters were caught completely off guard and sailed past him like shooting stars into the quiet night.
Once AINI’s sensors detected that the targets had passed by, she automatically re-balanced the power, redistributing it equally between two main systems: forward engines and weapons. The Theta-4 maneuver was programmed to stay in this distributed power scheme for ten seconds. More than enough time for Chase to rain deadly supercharged firepower upon his foes, effectively draining their aft shields while they undoubtedly tried to understand what had just happened to them. After a few seconds of showering a full spread of laser fire, he quickly selected the two enemy fighters that had lost more than half their shields and locked onto them with a missile each. When AINI acknowledged the locks, he simultaneously fired the missiles and turned quickly on the third craft’s vector, the one which had its aft shield at the minimum. Chase aligned his vessel perfectly to his foe, not letting it breathe. Each of its attempts to dodge were carefully anticipated and compensated for. There was no escape. Its structural integrity started to decrease rapidly and most of his laser shots were now scoring holes in its metal armor, leaving a trail of sparks and chunks of metal in its wake. A few seconds later, it finally exploded in a bright fireball.
One down, thought Chase.
He glanced at the rest of the ships just in time to see the first missile reach its target, effectively tearing a port wing to shreds and sending the craft into a twirl before it detonated brightly. Chase couldn’t help but crack a smile.
Bold maneuvers. Worked every time.
The second missile-locked fighter launched a decoy and the missile fell for it, but its late deployment still weakened its shields and caused enough damage to effectively remove it from the fight for a few moments as the pilot broke off to recharge. Glancing at the radar to find the fourth fighter, Chase was rewarded with a spread of fire on his port-side shield. He pulled hard on the stick while cutting its velocity by half, allowing the enemy to pass him by and using the momentum of this last attack to reposition his fighter back into the hunter’s position.
“Port shields failing,” AINI advised.
“Dammit!” he swore. One more hit on this side of his craft and he was history.
He quickly checked the status of the damaged fighter only to swear again as he realized that it was already back on course. Two to one, and he was in bad shape. He had to act fast. The only good news was that his maneuver to place himself behind the only undamaged fighter had been a success. He started showering it with all the laser fire he could, hitting it many times on its aft shield. But it wasn’t enough to get it out of the sky before the second ship would reach him.
An almost Zen-like state came over Chase as he considered his options. He had still one missile left, but he knew that firing it meant using his final ace. As he deliberated, he saw the vessel in front of him effectively spinning around, avoiding his lasers and keeping its shields up despite being in the red. Chase had no doubt that the pilot had redirected every ounce of energy to keep his shields up, probably even cutting life support. A risky strategy, but it had worked; it bought him enough time for his wingman to rejoin the fight.
The situation was beginning to grow dire. Chase wondered if the standard by-the-book tactics wouldn’t have been wiser, but he quickly disregarded the thought. He’d made his decision, now he had to blow up two fighters. Such was life.
“Missile lock!” AINI cooed, displaying two missiles advancing quickly on his position.
“Looks like this guy doesn’t want to see if I have any more tricks up my sleeve, now does he?”
Sometimes Chase wished AINI’s programming extended to sarcasm. In moments like this, her silence twisted his stomach.
“Launch countermeasures on my mark.” He pushed his stick to the left, a little more, and a little more, before shouting “Mark!” as he performed a hundred-and-eighty-degree spin. Then he double clicked his afterburner, activating a fifty-percent power boost transfer from other systems. One of the missiles scored the decoys and, as Chase had predicted, his spin took him far enough away to avoid any critical damage from the blast. However, he no longer had any side shields, as the starboard ones had failed upon the missile’s detonation.
Nervously glancing at the radar for the last missile’s position and trajectory, he suddenly smiled as he saw that he still had a few seconds to complete his plan. With quick fingers, he soothed his lasers from rapid fire to concentrated beams. He only had one shot at this, and it had to be enough. His instincts took over as he aligned himself perfectly behind his foe’s engines and fired. The concentrated beams scored multiple hits, knocking out the remaining vessel’s aft shields and disabling one of its engines. As it struggled to recover, Chase passed quickly by and broke hard on the right. The last missile still on his back adjusted course only to find Chase’s crippled foe right in its trajectory. With a screeching rip, it tore through metal like paper and the ship exploded in a million pieces.
“Three down, one more to go!” Chase shouted in triumph.
And one missile left. Perfect. Just like he’d planned.
With a fierce concentration that came from years of fighting, Chase locked on the last enemy craft with his final missile and fired away. At the same time, he continued blasting away with his lasers, delivering a concentrated burst of fire at the precise moment the missile made contact. A blazing explosion sent it straight to hell, leaving pieces of debris and a sudden silence in its wake.
“Phew, that was too close a call…” Chase murmured to himself, glancing at his ship’s status. But he couldn’t help but be proud.
He had succeeded in eliminating all four enemy craft without compromising his own ship’s armor. The only damage was to the shields and they were already recharging. He clicked a few buttons and looked at the fight’s statistical display: a more than satisfactory sixty-seven percent laser hit ratio and a total fight time of two minutes forty-two seconds. That had to be a new record for this kind of fight.
“Hey AINI,” he smirked, “looks like we just made heist—”
“Multiple inbound system jumps detected.”
The words echoed in Chase’s mind but, before he had time to process them, there was more.
“Enemy vessels on approach vector.”
“You have GOT to be kidding me!”
A series of high-pitched beeps answered back from the radar. No less than six foes, two of which were highly shielded corvettes. Way too much firepower for a ship even twice as solid as his was now. His beauty had seen better days, and that was before dispatching fifteen enemy vessels.
He quickly glanced at a map readout and keyed jump coordinates as fast as he could, only to be rewarded by another vocal alarm.
“Jump engine inoperable, one of the ships has erected a JIF.”
“A jump interdiction field. Great. Why am I not surprised? Well, I guess I’ll go down in a blaze of glory then.”
Silence.
“AINI?”
“Enemy ships entering firing range.”
Chase rolled his eyes. “Some comfort you are.”
Then all hell broke loose.
Both corvettes’ long-range laser-cannon fire sprayed heavily towards him. He jerked on the controls, trying to evade in every possible direction, but it was only a matter of time. It would take just one or two direct hits to vaporize him. A quick glance at the displays showed the quartet of fighters protecting the corvettes as they vectored towards him. They were only a few seconds away from entering firing range themselves, at which point any attempt to dodge fire from six simultaneous targets would be all but futile.
“Unless...” he let the word hang in the void while his brain worked away at light speed. Glancing at his star chart, he bellowed, “Full power to engines, vector zero by four by six, towards that blue moon.”
The ship’s engines roared to life, doubled by a big rumble from the afterburners. The enemy craft were heavy fighters; that gave him just enough of an advantage in speed to outrun them for a little while. His fuel gauge, however, indicated some rather alarming readings, not to mention, main power was almost in the red.
“It will have to do... AINI, give me an ETA on the moon and the time difference for the enemy fighters to reach us.”
“At present speed, we’ll reach the moon in one minute, twenty-five seconds. The vessels will enter firing range approximately twenty-five seconds before we reach it.”
“Damn and I thought this could work…” he muttered. “Well, maybe it still can. AINI, what if we redirect all power to the engines, including life support?”
“Simulations project that we would reach the moon with an advance of five to ten seconds if we execute that command immediately,” she crooned. Amazing, even in a life or death moment, his computer sounded like she was inviting him to bed.
“Execute now!” he cried. “And…goodbye AINI,” he added, knowing full well that executing the command would also take the power away from her artificial circuits. He would have to fly by the stick and pushing buttons from now on.
A few moments later, the moon was on the view screen, growing fast. Chase aligned his fighter into a near-atmosphere entry vector line. Red LEDs started to blink all over the cockpit as each of his systems siphoned off their power. At this rate, if he even brushed the upper atmosphere, the ship would transform into a big ball of fire. Chase pushed the thought from his mind and tightened his hands around the navigational stick.
His enemies were closing in fast, but not fast enough to get a clear shot before he disappeared behind the moon. They would, no doubt, pursue. But it didn’t matter now.
He pushed his ship to the upper limit, only a few feet off the moon’s atmosphere, and used its gravity to start a slingshot run around it. His speed grew exponentially and he redistributed some power to his shields and life support when the air started to become too thin to breathe. Now was not a good time to be light headed. The energy drain for propulsion was no longer necessary, thanks to the formidable gravitational forces of the moon. The ship would accelerate with incredible velocity even if he only gave the engines a little rub.
“Space Applied Physics wasn’t such a dumb course after all,” he reflected, trying to boost the inertial dampeners to avoid having his bones crushed under the pressure of the Gs pulled by the maneuver.
A few minutes later, his fighter was on the other side of the moon, ready to finish the slingshot. He adjusted his course towards one of the corvettes and, once he was away from the gravitational forces, he disengaged his engines. Then he quickly keyed a set of commands as his ship entered the corvette’s firing range. He pulled hard on the controls to put the ship in a wild spin, trying to avoid enemy fire, then he submitted the command he’d keyed earlier, diverting power to the shields and the weapon systems.
He was only a few seconds away... He’d entered what he liked to call the “dead zone,” the stretch where enemy craft were at optimal firing range and during which the probability they scored a hit was much higher. Not a moment later, the ship took one hit on the starboard shields, disabling them on the spot and sending a few metal pieces of the hull floating off into space.
Streaks of red laser fire streamed all over his canopy, and he was mere moments away from the corvette. Then suddenly, he keyed a flurry of other commands. His shields went down and his lasers started to fire at full power. Then, before he could even brace himself, he pulled very hard into outer space, spinning in his chair just enough to watch his plan play out.
His ship collided with enormous velocity into the corvette’s frontal hull, causing a massive explosion. Its fractured momentum sent it hurtling full speed into the second corvette, which promptly split in half.
And that was the end of it.
 



 
 
C H A P T E R
II
 
The screen turned black, the cockpit lights turned back on, and the monitor flashed.
“Simulation over.”
The canopy of the simulator opened with its usual shrieking and thumping, and Chase made a mental note to have a word with the maintenance crew. The simulator, despite being multiple versions behind in terms of the navicomputer, was the only pleasure he was getting out of the war these days. If it broke, he wouldn’t know what to do to pass the time.
“More reckless than ever!”
Chase shook back his long, dark hair and turned around to see his old friend Daniel walking up to greet him, a broad smile stretching across his face.
“When are you gonna learn, that sort of flying will get you killed in the real world? I seriously doubt it’s what they’ve been teaching you at the academy. I’m not sure you would have killed half those bogies in a real combat situation, but I must admire your spirit. Not to mention, some of the stuff you did was pretty ingenious.”
Daniel was medium height and medium build with longish hair that was sometimes free flowing, but most days, like today, was attached neatly in a ponytail. His bright blue eyes were slightly amplified behind a thinly framed pair of glasses, and he grinned again as he clapped Chase’s arm.
“I beg to differ,” Chase answered with a return smile dancing in his shocking, purple eyes. “But as long as the cease fire is in place, I fear I won’t be able to prove to you that it could.” Daniel cast him a doubtful look but, before he could speak, Chase continued, “But since you’re here, let’s grab a couple of drinks, shall we?”
“That, my friend, is an excellent idea!” Daniel agreed cheerfully.
A few moments later, they were sitting in the mess hall with their bottles in front of them, bantering good-naturedly back and forth.
After taking a long sip from his drink, Daniel lowered his voice seriously. “Don’t get me wrong, but the simulator isn’t a good way to test whether or not your crazy maneuvers would work. If you want to get some thrills, and god knows so do I when I practice in that old hunk-a-junk, it’s all in good fun. But you can’t expect to pull such reckless tactics out there.”
“And why not?” Chase raised one of his eyebrows.
“Well, for starters, you don’t really feel the Gs in the simulator, at least nowhere near the way you would in real life. That ninety-degree break you made towards the end? I don’t think you would have been able to make it in your ship without passing out. And if you do, even for a couple of seconds, you’re dead!” He flashed Chase an accusatory look. “Not only would it pain me to lose such a good friend, but the last thing our cause needs is to waste a good pilot.”
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were genuinely worried about me. Isn’t that sweet…” Chase chuckled mischievously. “A good pilot, you say?”
“I’m serious. You should try to fly your ship by the book; it works for most pilots.”
“Are you referring to the guys whose names are engraved on silver plates throughout the halls of this ship? As a thank you for giving their life for the Star Alliance? Because if you are, believe me, I’d prefer my name wasn’t engraved anywhere but in the brain of the enemy pilots, for a split second, just before I send their vessels to kingdom come.” Chase took a swig of the blue drink and pushed his long, black hair out of his eyes. “In the academy I was treated like a freak because I refused to follow the book and everyone said I would end up dead at my first enemy encounter. Well, funny enough, five years later, with more kills than I could paint my ship with, I’m still alive and kicking. Look, I agree some pilots need to follow procedure. I can only surmise that they either lack inspiration, instinct, or both. But that’s not me, Daniel. I fly with my gut, and my gut is still here, so that has to count for something.”
“That’s true I guess...” Daniel traced the table. “I’m just worried.”
“Why exactly?”
He seemed reluctant. “Cause you’re...well...”
Chase leaned forward with a grin. “Spit it out already!”
“You’re reckless.”
“You bet your ass I am!” Chase laughed. “You know, I thought we were supposed to grab a drink and have some fun. Why don’t we just enjoy them and not talk about each other’s piloting skills and styles?”
“Well, we haven’t discussed mine.”
“Yeah well, we better not, mister ‘by-the-book.’” Chase smirked sarcastically.
“There you go! I’m still alive too, and right after your ass on the killing roster. And I’m still your wing commander,” Daniel said with mock sternness.
Chase put his hands up. “Alright, you are indeed the second name there, but I could go on vacation for a year and you still wouldn’t catch up with me. And you’re wing commander because of your people skills; that and nobody in their right mind will give that position to a top-gun fighter like me who doesn’t follow procedure.”
“You’re exaggerating about the roster and, yes, this is why I’m your wing commander and not the other way around.”
“Am I exaggerating?” Chase stroked his Van Dyke style beard with satisfaction. “I’m fine being the lone-wolf pilot. You know I hate orders anyway, most certainly receiving them, but I don’t really see myself giving them either. I’m okay doing my own thing.”
“You’re still giving orders as Beta Squadron leader, or did you forget?” Daniel grinned wickedly. “I wonder why… Could it have something to do with your mysterious past?”
“Yeah, yeah, I dispatch advice under fire.” Chase pointed his bottle at his friend in a playful warning. “And you’re entering touchy territory here.”
Instead of backing down, Daniel leaned forward. “I don’t want to upset you, but didn’t you ever ask yourself if you live the way you do because you have no family? Or at any rate, because you don’t know them?”
“I… I don’t know.” Chase stared contemplatively at the table, caught off guard by the sudden change of tone.
“Look, I don’t want to bring you down, and I love you like a brother, so, in fact, you do have family.” Daniel paused. “I was just trying to say…it must not be easy to have been found on our planet, fully grown, without a single memory of where you come from. You even told me there was something slightly different in your DNA scans…?”
“Yeah I guess, but it’s something I try not to dwell on, if you know what I mean. And yes, I’m definitely different according to scans.” Chase finished his drink and tried to lighten the mood. “Must have something to do with my irresistible charm.”
But Daniel’s face was solemn. “It’s not just the scans, Chase…”
Chase’s smile faltered. “What do you mean?”
“I’ve known you for how long?”
Chase tipped back his head to think. “Since the academy, so about ten years.”
“Exactly. Chase…you haven’t aged a single day.”
Chase snorted in surprise. “Of course I’ve aged. What are you talking about?”
Daniel slowly shook his head. “Ten years is just a chunk of our life spans, but even so, I’ve changed. I have a few more gray hairs, a couple of wrinkles. But you? You’re just the same as the day I met you.”
“I hadn’t noticed.” Chase picked up another drink. “Maybe I worry less than you?”
Daniel raised his eyebrows. “Less than the rest of the entire Alliance?”
“Alright, that’s a fair point. Well maybe it’s my DNA. Maybe that’s what’s so different.”
“Yes, but that has to make you think. Who are you? Where were you born? Why were you abandoned…?”
Chase set his empty bottle down on the table a little harder than usual. “Why do we have to assume I was abandoned? Maybe I just woke up there after an accident.”
“In front of a medical center, in the capital of the Alliance?”
“Yes, so what?”
“Nothing, I guess.”
“Then let’s just drop it, okay?”
Daniel hastily nodded, casting nervous glances at his friend while Chase stared moodily at the now empty bottles.
“And Daniel?” he finally spoke.
Daniel gulped, afraid he’d gone too far. “Yeah?”
“You’re like my brother too.”
The two men chucked to dismiss the tension, when an alarm suddenly went off.
“Battle-stations, ship condition level red. All pilots rejoin your fighters for immediate take-off; this is not a drill!”
Half of the people in the mess hall jumped out of their seats and starting running outside. Daniel and Chase got up with them and began sprinting towards the fighter bays. The red-alert lighting cast red hues and ominous shadows upon their faces as they ran.
“Ah fuck this! Can’t we enjoy a simple drink?” Chase grinned.
Daniel shook his head with a smile. “You know you’re excited. Nothing beats the thrill of a dogfight, eh? Anyway, maybe you can demonstrate some of those reckless moves.”
“With pleasure, Wing Commander. Plus, it looks like I’m gonna advance my lead on the kill board today, bro!”
“I’m not even gratifying that with an answer. Bro!”
“Oh no?” Chase taunted. “Why not? Cat got your tongue? Or maybe you can’t run and talk at the same time? Maybe you’re out of shape, buddy.”
“I’m not your buddy,” Daniel said with a smile that clearly proved otherwise.
“Okay, okay, enough teasing then. But last one to the cockpit buys the next round.”
“Deal!”
They picked up their pace, tearing past everyone else on the way to the fighter bay. Pretty soon, all the pilots were in their ships, ready to be shot into space.
“Looks like you owe me a drink, bro!” Daniel gloated. “You should know that the more you talk while you run, the more energy you spend.”
Chase grinned. “I let you win. Besides, I didn’t want to burn out all my stamina on running; I need my cunning reflexes out there. Goes with my mad flying attitude.”
“I’m sure it does. See you in space in five.”
Daniel’s fighter was then loaded into catapult launcher number five with Chase’s right behind him. Before Chase could blink his eyes, the door opened and Daniel had vanished into space.
The catapult’s particular design allowed fighters to enter combat space with sufficient velocity to immediately engage enemies if needed. A scenario particularly helpful when a starship was under a surprise attack. Also, it allowed full squadrons to be launched together, optimizing their battle readiness in war conditions.
It took less than a minute to reload the launch tubes with a new squadron. Chase could feel his blood pumping through his entire body and he emptied his mind of all the thoughts that were lingering there from a moment ago. Now was not the time for an existential crisis. Seconds passed by and his adrenaline level rose as the machinery secured his craft into the tube.
“Enemy ships in approach,” said Daniel through the comm system. “Deploying sensors to max range.”
“Alpha Leader, this is Alpha Two. I count three enemy squadrons. Wait…four. Five. More keep appearing.”
“Alpha Leader this is the SAD Destiny. Be advised, our long range sensors show at least nine squadrons and five battleships, maybe more in approach.”
Chase’s blood froze as he listened in on the comm. The Destiny Battlegroup was only composed of three destroyer-class battleships, each with three battle ready squadrons of Manticore Mark IV fighters, and a trio of Omega-2 class bombers. That meant the enemy forces had a clear advantage in numbers.
“This doesn’t look good,” he said to himself while performing his final pre-launch check. Then Daniel’s voice came through once again, this time directed towards him.
“Beta Leader, this is Alpha Leader. We’ve engaged the enemy but we need assistance ASAP.”
“Launching now,” replied Chase. “Hang in tight, Alpha Leader. We’ll be securing your six before you know it.”
“Hurry up, Chase; we already lost Alpha Six,” Daniel said with a heavy heart.
Damn! Less than thirty seconds of combat and already one of their teammates had been killed. But now was not the time to mourn fallen comrades, especially since this didn’t look like a walk in the park. In fact, it was probably the most difficult engagement this battlegroup had faced in months. But there was no denying it, the Star Alliance had been losing more fights than they’d been winning lately. The Obsidian Empire was getting stronger by the day, and some rumors even said that the days of the war were numbered.
Chase’s train of thought was interrupted by a sudden acceleration boost as the catapult launched his fighter through tube one at maximum velocity. The tunnel his fighter traveled through was lined with bright green lighting, and it illuminated his cockpit with flashes of light as his ship soared through.
“Alpha Leader, this is Beta Leader. We’re airborne; will rejoin in approximately twenty seconds.”
There was no answer on the comm. Radar was showing a handful of blue dots being swarmed by red ones. Daniel had dispatched three bogies, while his squadron picked off another three, but that still left way too many to deal with on their own. And that was probably just the first wave.
“I’m hit!” shouted Alpha Three. “Ejecting!”
Chase’s squadron was only a handful of seconds away from the engagement now, and he activated his comm system.
“Alright people, stay alert. This is just the beginning of what might very well be a very long, hard day. We are to render assistance to Alpha Team, clear their six, and obliterate this first wave before the next one arrives. So make every shot count.”
Multiple comm clicks acknowledged that order. A couple of seconds later, red laser shots started to pass between the fighters as they entered the combat zone. Two lasers made a direct hit to Chase’s forward shield, bringing their efficiency down to ninety percent. Chase frantically painted targets through his target acquisition panel, and ordered a voice command to the navicomputer AI.
“Execute offensive pattern Xi-niner.”
“Confirmed,” replied the male, synthesized vocal processor.
Chase shook his head, missing the sultry tones of his simulator. “Where’s that sexy little minx when I need her?” he muttered under his breath.
The ship started firing low energy but high frequency laser bursts at all the painted targets. Each blow would only weaken an enemy’s shields by a few percent at the time, but that was exactly what Chase wanted. He switched his main manual firing weapon to heat-seeking missiles while the computer continued the automated firing. Then, one by one, he started to lock onto the enemy ships, all four of them. Once the last lock was confirmed, he pressed the trigger and all four missiles fired simultaneously. The enemy craft started evasive maneuvers, but there was no escaping Chase’s lock. The missiles arrived roughly at the same time. The first explosion sent an enemy craft into a wild spin, venting parts and oxygen into space, as the three remaining missiles hit with a surprisingly synchronized detonation that blew up all three enemy craft into bits of fiery space junk.
Chase then went after the first target, which had managed to stabilize its spin but was obviously having trouble with its thrusters, probably because the missile blew up one of its oxygen tanks. It was little to no challenge to finish up such a badly wounded enemy, but this was not a simulation, and challenge was no longer the name of the game. Time was of the essence, and Chase blew the fighter out of the sky without hesitation.
“Thanks, Beta Leader,” Daniel called. “Hope you won’t need those missiles later on though.”
It was a fair point. Chase had effectively depleted half his missile complement in the first minute of the engagement but, under the circumstances, it made more sense to blow up the enemies quickly to avoid being caught in multiple crossfire.
“Copy that, Alpha Leader, nothing to worry about.”
Chase vectored toward the nearest enemy craft and locked lasers. He switched them to full power and pulled the trigger the second he had a firing solution. The first shots caused heavy damage to the enemy vessel, which quickly reacted with evasive actions. Obviously panicked, the craft rammed into its wingman, sending it into a spin that turned into a fireball as it was caught in some friendly crossfire. The second craft had lost its aft shields upon impact. Chase had no intention of letting this advantage fade away by giving the pilot time to transfer power to compensate. He hit his afterburner and rained down deadly laser fire. The ship exploded, and Chase flew through what was left of it, acquiring his next target as soon as he was through.
He quickly checked his radar. Five more ships had been dispatched by the rest of the squadron, putting them at a numerical advantage. The scanners also showed that Alpha Team had engaged another squadron as soon as the numbers had evened up. Chase dispatched one of the last ships with agile laser fire and watched while the remaining enemies were successfully destroyed, one by one.
“This is the SAD Destiny. The first wave of attack seems to be contained, but we’re getting unusual neutron radiation on the sensors; we don’t know what to make of it. It seems to be coming from everywhere.”
The last remaining enemy fighters retreated back towards the battleships, staying outside the firing range of the first assault. But just as they made it back, the sky all around them erupted into what looked like a million, blinding lights.
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