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      I go into the vehicle room on the fifty-seventh floor of the building. There are many options here. Flying car, chopper, a small range fighter, but more often than not, I 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 lasers beams and plasma cannons, 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. I feel the need to listen to some music even if just for a minute or two. 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 open from the middle to display god-rays 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 it bright green.

      It’s an incredible sight. Millions of droplets generate expanding green light like ripples in a pond colliding with one another, sending lifelike green caustics onto the entire city below. I check the weather forecast; it will stop raining in a four minutes and twenty seconds. Somehow I’m happy I caught it before it does stop. I love the mood it gives the city.

      Before we can visit my old—friend, we stop at a predetermined target location. 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. This person of interest is a direct connection to Ahmed, as in one of his lieutenants, Samir Faysal.

      Taking him out of the equation early in the day should slow down Ahmed's plans. But before I rip his heart out, I have a few questions to ask. We land on the roof of the building where his apartment is located.

      After rapidly dropping ten flights of stairs, 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, all the data that can provide me with tactical vision 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 over the building schematics. Tanya superimposes it onto my vision in wireframe as to not overload and disorient my brain with too many visual stimuli.

      There are two people in the flat. That’s already one more than I expected. They are sitting in the living room. I grab both my blasters 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 realizes what’s happening, but 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 finally turns around, I can’t believe my eyes.

      Ahmed!

      I instinctively unleash a flurry of shots straight at his head, but his shield absorbs them all. He looks at me and smiles.

      I feel my blood reach a 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 at 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 back 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 on the floor, one on either side of me. Before I can kick the first one away, they fly upward at shoulder level, and electrical arcs shoot from them and hit me in the chest.

      My muscles contract as intense pain travels up and down my body. I am, for all intents and purposes, unable to move as an intense electric current runs through me. My neural HUD is affected, and I see an overlay of static and noisy artifacts adding to the blurriness my vision already suffers from the overload.

      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 traveling through my body seems to lower somewhat. I still can’t move, but the pain decreases. I wonder why.

      “You and I go back a long way, Agent Seeker,” says Ahmed Al’Hasi. “Somehow, you’re never far. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were time traveling. But there isn’t such a thing, now is there?”

      He must be fecking with me. In our last encounter—granted it might only have been a nightmare—he seemed fully aware of that fact. I still have to fight through some pain in order to speak.

      “Was there a fecking question in there? What do you 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’ve grown tired of it.”

      “Boo-hoo.”

      “At least you’ve become somewhat predictable. Knowing you would show up allowed me to put additional layers of security, or fail-safes if you wish, in my plans. I guess I should be thankful. Unwillingly you’ve actually made me a better servant of Allah.”

      “I’m so tired of looking at your ugly mug— in fact I look forward to ripping your smile off your face—in a minute. But why wait, 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, have been 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.”

      Damn! I fecked up.

      I went in with guns blazing, not taking time to analyze the situation fully before taking action. 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 and not rushed in like a debutant foot soldier on his first day on the battlefield, looking for glory but getting death as the fair outcome for such 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 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, I need Tanya back, in any capacity, and the rest I divert to my super strength. I need to get out of this mess

      Failure is not an option.

      Tanya speaks inside my head, but it’s all garbled. I catch enough words to make sense what she’s trying to tell me.

      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 I’ll settle for not dying in such a stupid way. I need a distraction and fast.

      Tanya, try to have one of the drones shoot inside the apartment, preferably without vaporizing both of us in the process. If you’d be so kind.

      Unders . . . bzz.

      I’ll take that as a yes.

      Ahmed is enjoying himself. I can tell.

      “Any last words, Agent Seeker? As much as I’d love to stay and enjoy this moment, as I’m sure you’re aware, I have a busy day ahead of me.”

      I shoot him as deadly a look as I can muster through the pain, some of it simulated, buying the precious seconds we direly need until the drone can spring to action.

      “You’re a coward, Ahmed. You and your army of mindless fanatics.”

      The pain increases.

      Great! I’ve made him angry. Way to go, Cole.

      “You’re only proving my point,” I say, my voice trembling, feeling sparks of electricity between my teeth as I speak.

      “Listen, Agent Seeker, and listen well since these will be the last words 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.”

      “Fat chance!”

      “The corporations have enslaved the human race. They’ve turned us into nothing more than mindless drones at their mercy. We live and die by their rules. We either conform and accept the prison that our existences have become, or we die. A death that they’re all too happy to provide when we’re no longer necessary to their purposes. It’s not what I call an acceptable definition of life. It shouldn’t be for you either . . . nor anyone else for that matter.”

      Answering him is increasingly more difficult to do.

      “And—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 what, but I hear a countdown in my head.

      Cole . . . 10 . . . 9 . . . 8 . . .

      “Hey, asshole! It’s been fun, and we should do this again sometimes, but if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather die than listen to any more of your blabbering nonsense. So here are my last words to you: FECK YOU!”

      At that exact moment, the reinforced Plexiglas window on the other side of the living room explodes when multiple shots of plasma fire scream inside the apartment. Resulting flames travel like a rabid wolf looking for a kill all around us. Red-hot shards and amber are sent flying around. Ahmed covers his face with his arms.

      It’s now or never.

      I divert all power to one arm and manage to grab one of the spheres. I apply as much crushing force as I possibly can. At first, nothing happens, which quickly elevates my stress levels. Then I feel something happening inside my right arm, providing some added strength. I don’t really know how Tanya does it, but she manages to give me that little extra jolt of power that is the difference between life and death right now.

      The spherical device cracks, and almost instantly the arc of electricity jolting toward me is interrupted. Sparks flow out of the sphere as it is now smashed as easily as a soda can in my hand. Ahmed recovers from the surprise of the explosion and turns his attention back to me.

      I don’t waste a millisecond. I throw my arm as fast as I can toward the remaining sphere and punch it dead center. The velocity and power of that punch sends it flying to the far left side of the living room where it rebounds against the wall. The second arc of electricity still partially paralyzing me is cut off. 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 forces him to lose balance and spin in the air before crashing into a glass coffee table nearby.

      It feels like I’ve just come back to life.

      My neural implants are slowly rebooting, and I get a dozens of warnings and damage reports. I don’t give a shit and ignore them. I’m still standing. I can move. That’s all that matters.

      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 indicating some bones might have been broken, quickly followed by acute pain.

      I broke my ribs—again. He goes for another shot, but I jump out of the way in time. His second shockwave blast, a more powerful one, blows more than half of the wall off, revealing the corridors outside the apartment and carving a big cobweb-like crack into the next wall in the hall.

      That was close, says Tanya, her vocal sub-routine back to full form.

      I don’t have time to chitchat, 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 at least hoping 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 toward the ceiling where I grab the fancy chandelier. Three laser blasts explode nearby, scorching the ceiling. The chandelier rips from the cheap plaster material before I’m done swirling, and I land on the sturdy oak dining table. It quickly splinters around me as Ahmed unleashes a barrage of laser fire in a panicked 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 Swiss 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, instead, say hello to your creator.

      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 on me, while still hearing blaster fire hiss past my ears, I command the drone to fire its entire ordnance 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 propel myself against the nearest Plexiglas 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 surrounding chaos. But my body hits something and my tumbling stops. My heart is beating fast and feels like 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!”

      “Perhaps. But Cole, haven’t you forgotten something?”

      I get dragged on the floor but backward 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 toward the ground.

      The second is a distant and muffled thump as his body hits the Plexiglas of an external window many floors below.

      I have a high tolerance for pain but these past few minutes have not been very 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’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, everyone in this building will be incinerated before the sun has set.

      I can feel my nanites working on 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 chimes 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 myself against the nearest wood cabinet, its glass window imploding upon impact with my shoulder. The bones make a cracking noise, 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 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, only pleasure ones.”

      “That’s cheating,” I hiss between clenched teeth, still hurting and aching everywhere. “Whenever you feel like administering painkillers, by the way, be my guest.”

      “I’ve done that already, Cole, I’m afraid to give you anything stronger. You need to stay clear-headed.”

      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 charging in 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. My impatience to get the mission started got the better of me.”

      “Correct, but I could have stopped your muscles from working. I 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 judgment.”

      “This is not helping me establish a baseline from which to decide to take over in the future.”

      “Yeah, that’s part of being human, honey. Better get used to it. It’s not all zero’s and one’s.”

      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 and covered with thousands of Plexiglas shards. I take a look at the mess on my body. I have cuts and bruises all over.

      That’s when I realize that Tanya is silent. There are another ten seconds of silence before she speaks.

      “Did you just call me honey?” she says with what sounds like 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 the 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 high enough and land at the top of the stairs.

      The second I land, I feel the floor give in. The structure isn’t stable enough, and before I know it I’m stumbling back down. I instinctively fire my repulsors in thruster mode just in time before hitting the ground below, and soon I soar back up.

      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 neural HUD. The interface is blurred and jittery. At first, I wonder if it’s because of interference from the surrounding damage.

      “What’s happening, Tanya? Status report?”

      There is no response. I try again.

      Then something weird happens.

      My vision 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 this 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 into 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 anything you’ve been told. There’s more to this mission than meets the eye.”

      “Vassiliki? How is this possible? You—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, 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 area for the 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.

      “Self-diagnostic complete. All systems nominal.”

      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 caused by seeing a holo-feed of my dead wife?

      When I arrive next to Samir, he is still unconscious. I approach 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. It’s going to be a short conversation.”

      I press my index finger against his jugular vein and feel the drugs inject 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 over his mouth to muffle the sound as I grab a knife and put it under his left eye, applying enough pressure to get his attention.

      “Listen to me, asshole, I don’t have time to waste. 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, slightly next to the 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. So let’s try this again, shall we?”

      Samir’s eyes are now closed shut 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 feeling human being if I am to accomplish my goals. Not when the fate of hundreds of thousands of souls hangs in the balance.

      In times like these I simply switch off my emotions completely and only focus on getting results. This pathetic excuse for a human will suffer and then he will die. How much of the suffering 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. He still has a healthy dose of defiance 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 this next move. I break his pinky, hearing every tiny bone crack under the pressure and rip it from his hand.

      By now, I no longer hear Samir’s screaming and moaning. I just need the intel I’m looking for; the rest of the world around me is only background noise.

      “Now, Samir, let’s try this again: 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 replies, tears of pain forming around his eyes.

      I take the knife out of his thigh and push my finger in the wound.

      “Not the answer I’m looking for, Samir!”

      His teeth clench hard and his eyes snap shut.

      I approach his ear and whisper:

      “This, what you feel right now, is nothing compared to what will come next. Do you understand me, Samir?”

      But 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 on this path with your interrogation, it will end prematurely 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 the laceration wound. I burn it to stop the bleeding. Without anesthesia, I can only imagine the level of pain that is coursing through his body.

      I give Samir a few seconds to recover from the shock. Then I pry his left eye open and place my blade under it 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, seconds away from crushing his face from frustration.

      I can feel him trying again to close 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 eyeball, 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 elapse before he responds.

      “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 agonizing. His facial grimace a testament to the pain he’s going through.

      “This next part will hurt more than anything you can ever imagine,” I say, my voice ice cold.

      “Please, just—kill me.”

      “I will the moment you tell me where to find the bomb, Samir. I give you my word. You can meet your maker any minute now; all it takes is that one piece of information.”

      “World Security Center!” he screams.

      “I didn’t ask what the target is. I already have that intel. I need to know the exact location of the bomb at this present time.”

      “Only Ahmed knows that. I don’t know where the bomb is, I swear!”

      Tanya intervenes.

      “Cole, he will not be able to take much more of this, and I detect no deception in 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 useful anymore from Samir.”

      “Very well,” I say as I rip his optical nerve in frustration and throw it to the side.

      He screams in agony from the bottom of his lungs and part of me disagrees with my 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 during interrogation. But there’s no denying it, today I’m off my game, and I can feel it. The nightmare has shaken my foundation, and I’m not able to turn off my human side the way I know I need to in order to accomplish tasks like these. They test my resolve not only on a psychological level, but also on an empathic one. The only way I can be an efficient interrogator is to switch that part of my being. But today it’s not working all that well.

      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 come back in 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 and spread all around his 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 or bullet hole 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. Something is 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 to where they need to go, thinking this day is like any other. They’re unaware of what will happen to them if I fail to stop Ahmed.

      “Failure is not an option,” says Tanya, her tone grave. “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 near the end of the thirteenth century. Of course, today the notion of country doesn’t exist anymore. The seven dome cities 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. Which is surprising as it was quite a smaller one pre-World War III. Today, it’s one of the most advanced technological ones, too. Not long ago, it was also where most of the mega corporations had their headquarters; until they moved them to New Paris and its highly advanced dome shields and lower crime rates.

      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 come back alive from our missions, as a tight unit. We never left the other behind, no matter the state we were in. I can sincerely say I wouldn’t be alive today if it weren’t for her acts of bravery under fire. I’m sure she feels the same about me. Memories overload my mind in this moment.

      We enter the building where her apartment is located. 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 next to 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 the situation is peculiar, yes, but perhaps it’s just a side effect of time travel. Perhaps you acquire some sort of discombobulated precog ability from it.”

      I think about what she says. It’s true that during the time transfer I feel something indescribable, a state of pure consciousness detached from human experience, where time doesn’t seem to have any meaning. 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 I 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 today. Not since Vassiliki died, anyway.

      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 soul in large chunks, making me afraid of my own future in the process.

      I don’t even realize it but my finger touches the doorbell controls. The sound of the chime brings me back to the here and now. I swallow hard.

      “Tanya, activate privacy mode.”

      “Cole, it’s against standard operating procedure to deactivate me during deployment.”

      “Don’t make me repeat myself, Tanya.”

      “Very well,” she says, her tone angry. 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 aimed 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 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 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. I don’t know that look. Is it curiosity? Is it disgust, or something else altogether? Whatever it is, it makes her think. That much, I can tell. She puts her thumb on the hammer and slowly uncocks it.

      “You have balls, I grant you that. Speak, but make it short. Seeing you causes a host of memories and years of repressed anger to resurface.”

      I can understand that. In fact, I can imagine that killing me is at the top of her bucket list. If our positions were reversed, I might actually feel the same. But no matter how much she hates me right now, part of her recognizes that I saved her life many times. Too many to count.

      It feels like I have ten thousand ways of starting this 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 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 this is true. Why me? Why come to the person you’ve betrayed for help? You must have known 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 granted. 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 the first dumb thought in your thick skull 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! I’m not in the mood.”

      “Easy now, 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 my help? Why not take an entire army and get the job done? What could possibly compel you to put your faith in the one person you 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 on more crap that will only prevent me from staying focused on my objectives. I repeat that inside my head like a mantra. The mission at all cost. I need to stop Ahmed, 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. That’s what made that entire mess all the more painful. Unfortunately, we can’t rehash what happened. Today isn’t about old wounds and making amends. I know in my heart that I will have to eventually, only not today.

      “I have, Eleanor. And I can’t even describe how sorry I am—”

      She doesn’t let me finish, and the barrel 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 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.

      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 the 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 if you do. You’ve taken everything from me. Going on missions and serving my planet was my whole life, my only reason to live and you knew it. In fact, you’re the only one who knew how important my job was to me.”

      “Alright. Here’s the deal.”

      I know Tanya would stop me from talking if she were 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 causes serious damage to 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 said. Her lips part to display clenched teeth.

      She moves fast. I’m impressed even though I see it coming, perhaps thanks mostly to my improved augment that gives me super-human reflex levels, or maybe simply because I would have done the same if I were in her shoes.

      She tries to slam the grip of her gun into my temple. 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 a 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 I see standing in front of me remains a shred of humanity and loyalty for your ex-partner, drop the bullshit and take me out already.”

      “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 shown 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 doorbell mere seconds before I’m about to end it all.”

      A shiver travels up and down my spine as the realization behind her words sinks in. 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 body in her bathroom, blood spilled 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 insisted that we hurry getting here on multiple occasion. I just didn’t see what the time factor.

      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 assignments. 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 Rewind doesn’t allow more than one agent on a single mission, it doubles the chances of temporal interference. So did Tanya lie to me and show me what I wanted to see when she added her to the mission?

      Or did the company actually see what we were doing and allow it for another reason? The questions are hammering my conscious mind to oblivion. I can’t think of a reason, but the fact remains, Tanya hid the fact she knew that Eleanor would not survive the day. Unless it was a compassionate act on her part. She’s been feeling more human than I ever felt lately.

      I put my hand over my mouth and let it slowly slide toward my neck. This day is getting weirder by the minute, and there are things that don’t add up. That’s when my neural net shows me another garbled image of Vassiliki.

      “Cole, you’re being used. Don’t trust anyone but yourself,” she says.

      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 into 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. I want to regain control but the more time passes, the more I feel like I’m losing my mojo.

      I don’t know how to do it, so I do what I thought I would do before I saw the coroner’s report and the scene of my friend’s death. A death 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. “The army removed mine after I got discharged, but I got another, a cheaper model from the black market.”

      I reach with my mind and easily find and hack into it. I show her what I’ve 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 depths of hell.

      The color drains from her face. 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 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 swear it to you.”

      I show her the mission parameters, the data, and the 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, but another part of me, one that is screaming at me and telling me this is a crucial moment.

      Slowly, color returns to her face. She starts to take deeper breaths and wipes the remainder of her tears before looking into my eyes, her whole expression changing. Her look of resolve sends another shiver up my spine. Her voice is strong as steel.

      “Alight the, what do you need me to do?”
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      I’m back on my jet bike flying toward our next destination. I can feel Eleanor’s arms around my chest, 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 for one more time be part of an op to save others has brought her back from the brink. But in doing so, it has also grounded me back into the present where I need to be today more than any other day.

      I reactivate Tanya 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 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 afterward, 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 has to pay for the privilege of being alive. In this, at least I’m no different from anyone else. But right now I 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 those 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 enough for one day, 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-rise building where Rasul lives. According to the intel we have, he will be spotted in a turbo tube near this location 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 actionable data it can find. It analyzes the logs of the day, surveillance, online chatter, and gathers that info so I can use it during my missions.”

      “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’s privacy when it’s not needed,” says Tanya. “But for us to perform better today, I think we all need to be networked. 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 tell her everything you want with your mind. Just think of her, and she’ll hear the words,” I add.

      She flashes me a thumbs-up.

      “What’s the plan guys?” she adds.

      “We go in, interrogate him, and hopefully get a twenty on the bomb’s 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 discretely plant 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.
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      It doesn’t take long for us to arrive in front of Rasul’s apartment door. The second drone is in position hovering stealthily outside, providing real-time video of the inside of the apartment through the windows, feeding it directly to my neural HUD.

      I’m not going in 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 quietly opens the door with it, in under three seconds. That’s another approach for sure, but probably the right one. I gave her the lead after all.

      We step in carefully, stun-set blasters pointing forward as we enter the modest apartment. The place has a foul odor. I’m hoping he isn’t dead. When we reach the living room, we see fast-food wrappers scattered around. A rat is eating food scrapings and doesn’t seem bothered or startled as we pass nearby. When we reach the couch, we can see Rasul is sleeping, and he’s 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 thunders.

      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—who are you people?” says Rasul with a strong, Middle Eastern accent.

      I take a few steps toward 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,” adds 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 is running, 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.

      We could have put a tracker on him while he was sleeping, I complain.

      Oops.

      I take two more steps and clock Rasul in the face with a sharp 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 this sucker. He’s not going to give us the money, so let’s spill his guts on the carpet and go grab some lunch. The sight of fresh blood always opens up my appetite.”

      Rasul’s eyes grow wide and he looks terrified now. I put my foot on his chest 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 a 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 place his feet back onto the floor 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 eyeballing. 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 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 necessary piece that’s 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 round 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 are 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 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.”

      “Not big on trust I’m afraid, so it 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. “Yes, yes. 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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      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 the 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 towering skyscrapers not too far from where Rasul is at the moment.

      “He probably suspects we’re trying to follow him, so he’s making sure he doesn’t have a tail,” says Eleanor, mildly annoyed at my complaining. “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 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 we last were together on an op that I had forgotten the feeling of 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!” Eleanor pumps her fist in the air, and a triumphant smile spreads across 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 up, 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 we need to split up. We could also use some additional firepower,” says Eleanor.

      “Tanya,” I answer simply.

      “I’m remote piloting the short-range fighter to rejoin our location. It’s already in the air. ETA eight minutes,” says Tanya.
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      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 upon time. Eleanor is providing sniper cover from higher up in the structure while I use my stealth augment to follow him inside a decrepit old factory. There are barely any lights in here besides the city lights casting chaotic shadows on the factory’s floor. They’re always in movement due to lights from flying vehicles passing outside at varying 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 at his base.

      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 position. This place could have its fair share of surprises, and I know I must stay on my toes the entire time. An incoming neural 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. 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 that upper hand unless someone on the inside helps him?

      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 movements when things are clearly happening differently during a time jump? The very fact that I am in this timeline, running after him and trying to prevent any terror attack, makes it timeline different.

      How can Ahmed anticipate that? Unless he knows our tactics. But Project Rewind is the most top-secret operation in existence, and he shouldn’t know about it. And if he, indeed, does, can Eleanor be right? Could some mole be providing him a head’s up?

      I sure hope there isn’t a mole or any 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 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, to live a linear life as far as time is concerned, and then, in due time, die.

      From his perspective, every time I stop 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 thanks to my temporal jumps, I never stopped to think that Ahmed I meet on these missions actually never felt the satisfaction of succeeding.

      But then, there were those times when the people in power decided that a specific attacks didn’t yield enough loss of life to warrant a Rewind mission. Smaller targets, where only a few died, were often 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 losses.

      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 can’t rebut Eleanor’s argument. 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, shouldn’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 weren’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 a part of Rewind, but I know very well I wouldn’t only be trying to convince Eleanor; I would certainly be trying to convince myself as well. I have doubts sometimes; heck, a lot more often than 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. Before she can speak, 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 you 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?

      What message? I guess I should run self—but then she stops. Hang on, there’s 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 overlays 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 the 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.”

      It’s unfortunate for the sensor date, but it might mean Ahmed is coming himself. It would make sense for him to scramble signals in the area, in order to 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 a 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 conserve power. I check my internal power source; it’s at seventy-three percent. The moment I drop my cloak, another one of my augment starts siphoning power wirelessly from nearby electrical sources. It’s a slow trickle type of charge, but every bit helps.

      The two men stop abruptly after entering the building—right after I dropped my cloak. Have I been detected? I swear in my head, activate image enhancement, and zoom toward the men. It takes a few seconds to process the pixilated image from this distance but, before the sharpening filters finish their jobs, I recognize Ahmed. He has a burn on the right side of his face, no doubt a result from the explosion at Samir’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 toward Rasul, who has been pacing impatiently only a few meters 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 it, no matter what, I add.

      You call it, Cole, said Eleanor.

      I wait until both men are closer to Rasul to activate my cloak and start moving toward Rasul, making sure I make absolutely no noise. The lights of a high-speed vehicle passing outside 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 gunfire, I run with my super speed to grab the data chip from Rasul’s hand. Everything goes to hell quickly. Eleanor’s shot is a bull’s-eye, but it’s absorbed by Ahmed’s personal shield. The second man accompanying him raises his hand, a robotic one, and launches a rocket toward Eleanor’s position, who’s now unleashing a flurry of shots around both men. Many are direct hits but are stopped by the men’s personal shields.

      I am only a meter away from Rasul when Ahmed throws a powerful shockwave toward us, knocking and throwing both Rasul and me 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 too far to grasp it.

      I backflip in the air and land on flexed knees. I push forward with all my might and catapult forward toward the chip, spinning in the air. For a fraction of a second I know I’ll have it and can then take care of Ahmed next. But, as I begin to close my fist around the device, 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 toward me, he lodges a perfectly centered eyeshot 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 shout, dropping my stealth augment and redistributing power to my super speed. 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 backward, and my back crashes into the concrete floor of the building, a thick cloud of dust rising around me.

      “Ouch,” says Tanya.

      I want to reply and ask why she didn’t warn me about the man who took 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 rejoin you, hopefully in under sixty seconds, but we can’t afford to lose Ahmed. Take Drone Two with you.”

      “I’m 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 knocked me down. 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 fist toward my face.

      I tilt my head and grab his arm then pull it toward me, 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, as the man spits blood.

      Next, I spin his arm around his back and hear yet another set of bones crack, accompanied by an agonizing scream. 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 jabs into my jaw and sends me spinning on the side before slamming to the ground. I drop the goon’s metallic appendage.

      Son of a bitch!

      I get back up in time to see him aiming a blaster at me and pulling the trigger. I roll to the side multiple times, avoiding his shots only by a hair 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 layer of thin skin on the palms 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 spin quickly around. I lock my shot with my mental HUD to the dead center of the man’s head. He is already aiming upward, trying to shoot me in the air.

      However, 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 spin off and land with one knee and one hand touching the ground, my gaze locked on my target. He is still standing, even with his missing head. A geyser of blood is shooting up to the rhythm of his last heartbeats.

      I rise to my feet and get a glimpse of the dead goon’s metallic arm I dropped earlier. I don’t know if it is the adrenaline or just one of those days.

      “Cole,” says Tanya.

      I decide not to answer and kick the arm toward the still-standing headless man.

      “I think this belongs to you,” I crack out loud as the arm reunites with its owner, knocking him back where he crashes against the ground to the sound of a loud metallic clang.

      “You do realize he was dead the second you shot his head off a few moments 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 through the entrance of the building as I am running toward the exit. I also decide to bring up the camera of Drone Two inside my HUD and see how’s Eleanor doing in her pursuit of Ahmed. He has boarded a transport of his own, one with automated turrets, which relentlessly fire upon her fighter. It’s forcing her to constantly go evasive and not giving her many opportunities to take shots of her own. Drone Two is 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 tell 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 meters away from the exit when both large windows on each side of the main entrance explode, and two men on 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. But one shot still hits 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 attack run.

      I swing about, take one of my smart blasters, and activate rocket round mode. Both jet bikes are doing a reverse maneuver and cross paths 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 run at super speed toward the jet bike I’ve locked onto. I hear the mental acquisition alarm of a missile locking onto me ring inside my head, but I fire at the jet bike before it can acquire the lock. The explosive rocket round impacts with its shield, which lights up bright orange for a brief instant before dying out.

      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 on the bike’s windshield and use my right one to kick the pilot off of his bike. He flies backward in the air, and I jump toward him.

      While in the air, I use my neuronal hacking programs to take control of the pilotless bike, and I send it flying toward 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 hurtling toward me at high speed.

      I have to act 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, still spinning, bike won’t hit me.

      I grab my nano-blade and activate it. That’s a risky move with the bike gyrating, but I know I can make the move. To make sure I’ll have a place to land, I mentally call upon my own jet bike toward my position.

      “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 because the next thing I know, the bike explodes and I am thrust backward 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 right before I crash into the explosive barrels, my jet bike flies in position and swoops me into the air.

      “You’re welcome,” says Tanya.

      “You were keeping an eye on me.”

      “I always am.”

      “Thank you.”

      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, which my enemies busted through earlier. And not too soon either, as the factory explodes shortly after. Since it contained explosive materials and the jet bikes where leaking fuel and flames, I’m not surprised.

      I gain altitude, check my radar to see how far Eleanor and Drone Two are. I vector toward their position, activating my bike’s afterburners. I need to get there fast. Flurries of red laser shots graze 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 tiniest 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 rely solely on my reflexes and whatever support Tanya can give me.

      I got you covered, she says.

      Of course she does.

      The fighter on my tail is heavily armored; I activate my turret, and it scores one hit after another, but it doesn’t manage to make much of a dent on 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, the latest model, and quite nice, Mercedes SJ-75 is approaching right in my path. I raise my jet bike atop the flow of incoming cars and set it on autopilot as I jump off. Three laser blasts scream past too close for comfort as I start free falling back toward the oncoming traffic, my eyes locked onto the approaching Mercedes. I hack its operating system and simulate an in-flight collision. This forces the car to eject its pilot 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 mentally recall my jet bike 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 as a general rule. 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 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 short-lived rental, and overload it.

      Hope you’re insured.

      The Mercedes turns into a fireball and impacts with the fighter that is still firing at it. The explosion is massive and damages a multitude of cars around; some explode as well, and others spin out of control before eventually managing to regain their trajectories.

      The fighter passes through the explosion, and its shield has protected it from the impact as expected. My HUD informs me that the ship is adjusting its course to match 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, which I believe was the pilot’s intention based on his trajectory. 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 on my feet and hurry toward the cockpit a couple of meters away. I don’t know if my shot was lethal or if the pilot’s armor, if he had any, could have saved his life. I don’t intend to find out one way or another. 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 jump away from the craft.

      I dive downward, letting gravity do its thing when I hear the ship explode. In the midst of my daring move, I hadn’t seen the skyscraper coming right at me. Or more precisely, I’m free-falling right toward it. My jet bike is still on course to my position, and it swoops me right before I impact with the building. The building’s Plexiglas windows wobble but don’t break.

      “Do you actually get 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 fractions of the risks involved,” says Tanya.

      “What’s the fun in that? I’ve got to go with my gut, dear.”

      “Obviously, but I’m worried that one day it’ll get us both killed.”

      “Perhaps, but not today.”

      “Better not, Cole. You still owe me a date.”

      I smile as I set the bike’s trajectory back toward Eleanor and Drone Two and hit the afterburners.
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      I am only a few seconds away 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 visual 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 firing back and giving the drone a hard time. Tanya knows I’ll probably need the drone 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’m willing to go the extra mile to rid our planet of Ahmed Al’Hasi in the process.

      “I’m almost there,” I tell Eleanor.

      “I can’t seem to do enough damage to his fighter. His shields are incredibly strong!” she barks back with the evident weight of frustration.

      “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 previous encounters. In fact, some of the tech we faced seemed better than our own, a detail that always bewildered me since I thought Rewind was using the most advanced tech on the planet. I always wondered how and where terrorists could acquire better tech than ours.

      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, Ahmed’s medium-sized getaway cargo fighter. Rogue turret blaster fire is screaming past me, now that I’m about to enter firing range.

      My jet bike’s 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 engage his ship. 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 descent. When the rockets find the decoys and explode overhead, I pull up 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 boot. No matter what, I swear I will take you down.”

      “I admire such passion and determination, Agent, as misplaced as it may be. A shame really, as 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.”

      My comment is met with silence, and I am now on Eleanor’s right wing, adding my firepower to hers in an attempt to lower Ahmed’s shields, but she was right earlier and the damn thing seems impenetrable. We are making a dent, but as soon as he manages to evade our locks for a few seconds, their quick recharge nullifies all our 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 mega corporations have enslaved the world even more than they did in the past two centuries. You’d think the people would learn, but no, they seem content with being told what to do. What is there to look forward to under such 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 about how others are living? Or are you content with what you have and you don’t care that the majority lives in toilet-sized accommodations, eating insect protein bars as their main food intake?”

      That last hits home, of course, since I’ve asked myself such questions.

      “I’ve seen the size of your associate’s place downtown,” I retort. “You guys aren’t faring badly 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? Is he working for someone else? Someone I’m supposed to know?

      “What are you talking about? Who are you referring to?” I demand, adding two rockets to my heavy rain of blaster fire at his craft.

      Keeping him engaged verbally does seem to diminish his evasive acrobatics, and we manage to bring down his shields down more.

      “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 that instead of accepting the truth, you’re looking for a glitch in your own AI’s system.”

      “What is he talking about?” asks Tanya.

      “Couple of times before, your holo-image and vocals were replaced by another woman.”

      “Is that why you wanted me to run diagnostics?”

      “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 between your AI matrix and my neural link; some electro-neural leakage of some sort.”

      “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 confuse me. Make no mistake, though. I will kill you!”

      My anger turns into 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 to do is punch his head off.

      “I’m not deceiving you, Agent Seeker, but believe what you will. I told her you’re not the man she thinks you are. She got it 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 believed in you.”

      “Don’t you dare utter her name! I’m going to pay 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, that is.”

      Each and every word he speaks is like venom spit onto me. It burns my insides and only fuels my hatred to the maximum.

      This has to be a trick. He’s gone through my file and found ways 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?”

      “Of course not, Cole, but you have to admit this is more than strange.”

      “It’s a desperate attempt to make me lose my shit so I make a mistake, designed only to provide him with an escape plan 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 usual cool, albeit crazy, self. All signs point to you being completely out of control, and I don’t like this one bit. The mission objectives and their chances of success are low enough as it is, but they were calculated assuming you could keep a clear mind. In this compromised state, I just don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      Could Tanya be right? Could what Ahmed is doing be geared toward 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 this 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 capable of fighting 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. In knowing this is a trap, I can use it to tip the scales.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Have your friend and drone stop firing upon my ship. I’ll deactivate my turrets as well. Then I will drop my shields. Then you and I can have our 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 mega corporations. Prove me wrong.”

      I think about it. My word is my bond, so it’s not something I give willy-nilly. Though part of my tells me I have to finish this, even if it means I have to break of few rules, included some of my own.

      “You have my word,” I say 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 he’s history.

      Are we that close at shooting him down? Is it 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 tell you.

      I sure hope you know what you’re doing Cole, says Tanya.

      Yeah, so do I.

      He’s gone loco is what has happened, says Eleanor. We almost had him!

      Eleanor, trust me.

      That’s the second time you’ve asked me this today, and I’m not much more confident this time around than I was at first. 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 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?

      I know him, 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 whatever’s 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 cannons. 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 powerful.

      But I’ve given my word, something I never went back on before, and I ignore the voice inside my head screaming at me to just go back on my word and kill the bastard. On the other hand, I’ve bottled up way too much anger, and I need a way to channel it out my system. Beating Ahmed to a pulp with my bare fists seems like an appealing solution to that problem. I loosen my grasp on the trigger.

      I maneuver the bike and bring it in position to hover above Ahmed’s ship. He is standing tall, waiting for me, his hair blowing in the strong wind. I jump off the bike and mentally send it flying next to Ahmed’s fighter left wing. I land on Ahmed’s ship with ease, aided by dynamic control over my mag boots.

      I use my internal sensors to locate the data chip. It’s in Ahmed’s back pocket. No matter what, I need to acquire it. I should have listened to my instincts 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.

      “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 know though, your attitude toward me wouldn’t be the same.”

      “Keep the recruitment chat for someone who gives a shit. I am here to kill you, not to have a casual chat.”

      “If that’s all you want from this moment, then that’s all you’ll get,” he says, taking a fighting stance; he then fans and waves 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 my back on the hard metallic top of his craft. I flip back into an upright position and dodge three of his punches, grabbing his arm on the last one, and using his momentum to smash him against the hard surface of his ship.

      Before Ahmed can get back up, I kick him in the stomach, forcing him to roll three times, and he nearly falls off the side of his craft. He regains his footing before I can press my advantage, and we’re both running toward 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 backward and so does Ahmed. We get back up and look at each other 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 burn the sucker, but I have given my word. Not to mention I’m nowhere near satisfied with how much hatred still boils inside my soul. I need to exorcize it all, by spilling this man’s blood.

      But could I end it, by simply going back on 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 of 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, 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 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 trajectory by elevating it 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 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 the rest 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 now, and hard at work repairing the damage. But it doesn’t matter. I don’t intend to stop at breaking bones. I want to rip his heart from his chest 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 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, informing me Tanya has deactivated herself. I feel a little sting in my heart as I know I could have handled that with a bit 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 later for being so rude.

      “Can I ask you something, Agent Seeker?” says Ahmed, bringing me back into the moment.

      “If you to.”

      “Why do you do this work? Why do you keep trying to stop me?”

      Is he shitting me right now?

      “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 your definition of innocent? There should be a law declaring blind obedience a crime, and you know it.”

      I have no idea why he’s attempting to convince me that he’s actually doing the world a favor by detonating 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 mega corporations who will take a stance against you and require more surveillance to be able to stop your mindless acts. And last I checked I haven’t seen people lining up to join your ranks. Actually, they hope people like me will find and eliminate every one of you.”

      “And there lies the problem, you see. We are only trying to free them from their shackles. As long as humans accept that the ones with all the resources and power dictate how the world must be run, the human spirit will be forever trapped, muted by the propaganda of the mega corporations 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 the unfair rules that are imposed upon them?”

      “I take it you have the solution?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? The world needs to revolt. If the oppressed ninety-nine percent took arm today and shouted with one unified voice that they had enough of this world, do you really think the remaining one percent would stand a chance against them?”

      That is a thought I admit I had from time to time. There is strength in numbers.

      “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 said. Do you really think you will rally 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 those measures robs them of their freedoms. 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?”

      “Once again, there lies the tragedy, Agent Seeker. When the media, the net, and every other avenue of communication is spied upon, controlled, and manipulated to only show lies, what are we supposed to do? How then do we get our message out there?”

      “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 trying to go about their day, unaware they might become a pile of ash before the sun sets on the horizon. 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—fast.

      “You don’t utter 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 mega corporations 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 man and machine is so blurry we can’t see it anymore. How are do you think it would be 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 existence. Could any of what he’s saying be real? Is there a chance that my sweet Vassiliki is still alive? Working with or directing mad men like Ahmed Al’Hasi?

      That’s where I have to draw the line on this fantasy. My Vasso (diminutive) 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. So be it, 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, distracted by his last words, still echoing inside my head. Instead, he directs his kick toward my knee, and I lose balance. I can’t get back up in time and get catapulted backward by a swift knee strike to the jaw. Before I hit the ship’s hull 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 clearheaded 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 in time to avoid Ahmed’s next combo. He is one hell of a fighter and 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 every one 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, I thrust my forehead as fiercely as I humanly can deep 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 headbutt him a third time for good measure.

      I’m about to send him flying. Grab the data chip from his back pocket when I do! I shout mentally to Eleanor.

      I hear the afterburners of her fighter crackle to life and know she is ready. The fleeting moment it takes to send the message has allowed Ahmed to recover slightly from the shock of my attacks, and I see him try to knee me in the gut, but I use my own knee to counter his. Using the momentum of the block, I extend my leg and hit him full force in the face, while still holding both his wrists tightly with my hands. His head flies back, 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, securing my footing for added balance. When Ahmed tilts his head toward me, I start half a somersault while still holding his wrists and release them just before extending both my legs upward 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 because of my move or if I inadvertently used my super strength. But he goes flying, 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, tearing 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 down 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 blast that destabilizes her craft’s systems. The short-range fighter starts spinning out of control, heading toward 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!”

      “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 spinning badly toward a one-hundred-and-twenty-story building.

      I activate my repulsors in maximum thruster mode so I can catch up with her.

      “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 collides into the building. My heart is pounding so hard 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 toward 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.

      I see flames and debris fly in front of my eyes, but I fly through nonetheless.

      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 toward 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 descend toward Eleanor, now trying to slow her descent the 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 during the free fall.

      “Great catch, Tanya,” I say as I start bringing the grappling line back toward us.

      I hear Eleanor scream in pain below as she’s arching toward the ground and misses it by only a few seconds as our trajectory takes us back toward 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 splat instead?”

      She doesn’t answer immediately, but when she does, there’s evident panic in her voice.

      “Watch out, Cole! Incoming.”

      I was too distracted and relieved that neither of us had died that I didn’t see it coming. Ahmed’s ship passes between my jet bike and Eleanor, cutting her lifeline with one of its wings. Before I can react, he flips his ship around, ramming his other wing onto the front of my bike, sending it into a wild spin.

      Warning lights and alarms blink and blare as I try to restore my trajectory in the midst of the chaos of light and sound. When I recover from the spin and reacquire a visual lock on Eleanor, she is again free falling toward the ground, but 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’ve got to get to her.”

      “I know—but Cole, you’ve used a lot of power.”

      “So?”

      “So there is no way you can finish this mission without recharging of your main power cells.”

      “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 tell you, Cole.”

      “What? Spit it out then!”

      “You can’t both go after Eleanor and get the charge before we head to ground zero. It’s going to have to be one or the other I’m afraid.”

      I hear her voice, I understand what she’s telling me, 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 wasted so much time going after Rasul and the chip; we’re probably already late for the main objective of our mission.

      “We have to, Cole,” she adds with sadness in her voice. “I’m sorry, but we’ll have to hope Ahmed has a use for Eleanor and keeps her alive. And, if not, well, you knew all along her chances of survival were very low.”

      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 and vectors us toward our destination. 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 any better, Cole, I would have seized control of your body if you hadn’t complied. As much as I understand how you might 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 make me feel appease my guilt. I wish it were 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 behind so that it doesn’t get shot down. Hopefully, we can at least track her, and for the time being her vitals are still transmitting. At least we know she is still alive.”

      Tears start burning the corners of my eyes as the wind blows them out into 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 detonate. Of course, he could decide on a different timeframe now.

      Tanya is ninety-seven percent sure neither the target nor the timeframe 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’s not without risks, and 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 earlier, while he was on his ship. I’d given my word that I wouldn’t, but what good is my word now? And only god knows what shape Eleanor must be in.

      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 for spite. He could easily have located and disabled her life signs transmitter, but he wants me to know what he’s doing to her.

      He wants to make me mad again, and it’s working. 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. It becomes imperative for me to think about something else and fast.

      “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 my computing power alone.”

      “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 computing processing units around the city, there’s a risk the data could be intercepted. We can either sit tight on the data and hope to access 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; I have a hunch that this data is too sensitive even for Rewind to get access to. Not that I can be sure Tanya’s demilitarized memory banks really work as they should.

      “Can you dump the raw data from 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, and with time to spare.”

      “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.”

      I think about it for a moment. “Start copying the data.”

      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 an uncomfortably long pause before she answers.

      “Apology accepted,” she says rather coldly.

      I didn’t expect her to be okay with 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, 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. The only thing that matters now is completing the 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. However, our main priority is not to get her back nor is it to kill Ahmed. Can we please 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 the main objective without letting my personal feelings interfere.

      “Agreed. We stop the nuclear attack first and foremost.”

      “Good. It’s not like we have a choice. If this thing blows, we wouldn’t be able to accomplish 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, soon we’ll be able to go and complete our objective.

      We have less than one hundred minutes to find and disable that nuke. That’s going to be close. If the bomb isn’t where we expect it to be, we’ll probably run out of time altogether, in which case I’m 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-minded as I possibly can. Today I have been off my game, and I can’t afford to go into 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 neural HUD in place of Tanya’s.

      What does they mean? At first, I was inclined to think a bug involving some leakage from my own organic memories was the cause. But the more I think about it, the less likely it seems.

      More likely is that someone is trying to tell me something. It appears they are managing to do that through Tanya’s neural 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 apparent security leak and all the potential dangers that come along with it, also make me extremely uncomfortable.

      Could Vassiliki still be alive?
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