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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?

      No! Ahmed is trying to get into my head. That’s all there is to it. He’s done his job well: he’s found information about my past and is using it as a distraction so I won’t be at the top of my game. And what better time to introduce this wild-card element into the mix than when he attempts his highest, most devastating attack. One that could bring the death toll upward to a million or more once the radiation spreads inside the dome.

      When the charge reaches one hundred and thirty-five percent, my HUD briefly flashes blue to inform me of its completion. I unplug the cable that enters the back of my neck’s power conduit and travels down my spine distributing power to all my power cells. Taking the long charging tip out of my neck is always an unpleasant tickling sensation.

      I go into the armory room of the secondary safe house and load up on all my favorite weapons. I take a couple of backups that I usually don’t bother with, but today nothing can be left to chance.

      I can’t risk either equipment failure or the wrong ordnance choice, even if that means taking a little extra charge with me.

      I am ready to wage a small war, and I have little doubt that this is exactly what awaits me. A small-scale, time-sensitive war. I crack my fingers, wrists, and neck to prepare myself mentally. I always loved the sound of bones cracking inside my own body; it provides me with a pleasurable release and helps me get pumped up.

      I walk into the garage and look at my vehicle choices. I brush with my fingers the cold, smooth surface of another jet bike, one that’s fully charged. The one I came in with, currently parked on the roof, has seen better days. It is still functional, but I have depleted most of its fusion core and it will definitely need a new paint coat. My fingers slide off the curvature of the front bodywork.

      “That’s your usual choice,” says Tanya. “It’s also the vehicle we selected in the mission parameters. Are you considering another option?”

      I don’t answer while I ponder the question. This garage has a heavy starfighter, loaded with enough ordnance to blow half the city. I approach it and put my hand on its armor plating. It’s not as smooth as the polished finish of the jet bike, and it’s even colder. I like the tactile feedback on my fingers.

      “I thought we agreed on stealth approach?” says Tanya.

      “What’s the point exactly? That made sense when we thought we were going under the radar. Ahmed is fully aware we’re coming for him. We might as well go locked, loaded, and ready to give him hell.”

      “Okay, take the starfighter. I guess a stealth approach is no longer mission-critical at this point,” Tanya concedes.

      “No, it isn’t. He’s broadcasting his location by transmitting Eleanor’s vital signs. He knows we’re coming for him. So, yeah, we need as much power as we can get, and that baby has it in spades.”

      “Except it’s been primarily designed for space combat.”

      “It may be at home in the stars, but it’s still a deadly machine on Earth. What’s with you second-guessing me every chance you get today?”

      “You’re not yourself, Cole. So I feel I should point it out whenever you do things, how should I put this . . . differently.”

      “If you died in a dream and woke up right after it, still able to feel your flesh burning on your skin and not knowing what the hell has happened, you’d be rattled as well.”

      “So, do you think it was a nightmare or not?”

      “I’ve had plenty of nightmares in my life. Whatever that was, it wasn’t a nightmare.”

      “I don’t understand why this is reason enough to throw caution to the wind.”

      “We did that the moment we lost Eleanor and failed to stop Ahmed earlier.”

      “You mean when you didn’t want to betray your principles when given the chance to end both him and the mission early? And all you had to do was lie and incinerate his ass?”

      That stings but also happens to be the truth. She is right, I could have easily killed him. Or perhaps he would have also activated his augments, and the outcome would have been the same or worse. There is no point in trying to rewrite the past, no matter how ironic that sounds in my line of work.

      “Duly noted,” I say, resigned not to debate the issue any longer.

      I walk under the cockpit and activate the trapdoor with my neural interface. The round door slides open, and a blue light spills out, turning everything in my sight a bluish tinge. I feel the force of the magnetic field lifting me up and inside the ship. When I’m inside the cockpit, the pilot’s chair slides from behind and smoothly cradles me. The trapdoor below closes with a whoosh.

      The instruments on the ship come to life. What was once a dark cockpit is now teeming with colors in a mesmerizing light show.

      The engines hum, accompanied with a slight, almost imperceptible, vibration. I could grab the joystick that morphed in front of me and fly this thing manually. Instead, I close my eyes and link my neural net with the ship’s control systems. I can now fly it using my thoughts.

      I reach out farther and call out to all the active drones in the city, including every drone from the other safe houses.

      “Isn’t that overkill, Cole?”

      “Nothing is today. We go all in. In fact, I’m also taking the liquid nano-appendages.”

      “The prototype could be helpful, but it hasn’t been cleared for mission deployment yet. It may not perform as expected. Actually, it could compromise your other augments if something goes wrong.”

      “I’m willing to take that chance.”

      I am out of the garage and in the air in no time, cruising at full speed toward ground zero position. It is the World Security Center building, one of the largest, most imposing skyscrapers in all of New Geneva. Drone Two and Three are flying in formation on my wing.

      “Tanya?”

      “Yes, Cole.”

      “In case things don’t go as planned . . .”

      “None of that, Cole. Remember our motto: failure is not an option.”

      “Be that as it may . . . I want you to know that I’m grateful for your friendship. You’re more than a tactical AI to me. I hope you know that.”

      “I know, Cole,” she says with an unusual weight behind her words.

      We are only a couple of minutes away from our destination.

      “Cole, how much do you remember from your—nightmare?”

      I wish I knew for sure. It would make my next move easier. If it had been a nightmare, then none of what I experienced in it can be trusted. Yet, my instincts tell me that, no matter what it was, I need to pay close attention to it at the very least; it holds the key to my survival this time around.

      “I can remember only the second phase of the mission, where I am about to catch Ahmed. Before he—” I stop.

      “Before he kills you,” Tanya finishes for me.

      “Yeah. That’s the one part we won’t let happen this time around.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      I don’t want to die today or let countless innocents suffer that same fate. But that is a far cry from feeling entirely confident about the outcome.

      I hear something over Eleanor’s mental link; she unleashes a scream that freezes my blood.

      “Dear lord,” says Tanya.

      I grit my teeth, trying to stay calm, but anger is yet again knocking at the door of my psyche. Each new shout and scream from her feels like a knife hacking at my heart. I have to use the full force of my logical abilities to not let negative emotions take over.

      Tanya cuts the transmission.

      “We don’t need to hear that.”

      She’s right. I don’t think I could have endured much more of it, anyway.

      “Can you locate the source of the transmission?” I ask.

      Tanya overlaps the source of Eleanor’s comm to the schematics of the World Security Center we are flying toward. The signal comes from the lower part of the building, on the fifty-third floor.

      “What do you want to do, Cole?”

      “Doesn’t matter what I want; we go to the third floor like we planned where we know from our pre-jump mission data that is where the bomb should be. Ahmed is clearly trying to get me to come to a higher floor in an attempt to divert me from my main objective.”

      “Agreed. He is using her to divert your attention. I’m sorry your friend is being used against you. It must be painful and frustrating to be in that position.”

      Tell me about it…

      My heart is telling me to save my friend while my brain tells me I can’t let her pain be a reason to change tactics and risk failing the primary objective. Frustration doesn’t even start to cover how I feel right now.

      “If we get a shot, we kill the sucker. You hear me, Tanya? In fact, I want you to confirm a priority one order right now.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “If I’m unable or unwilling to kill that asshole, for whatever reason, but you can override me and do it, I want you to take over and make sure he dies.”

      She doesn’t answer right away.

      “Promise me, Tanya!” I insist.

      “What if that conflicts with another one of your wishes, like saving Eleanor? What if he uses her as a shield or a means to escape?”

      “That’s why I’m giving you this order now because I can’t predict what he might do, and I don’t want any unforeseen emotional burst to interfere with finally getting rid of Ahmed Al’Hasi. That son of a bitch is torturing my friend and partner, and he’s turned her comm on so I can listen to her suffer. He wants me to be emotionally compromised. We can’t let him use her this way. God knows what else he is willing to do to stop me from putting a round between his fecking eyes.”

      “Alright then, but—tell me the truth, Cole: aren’t you already compromised as we speak?”

      “I sure hope not, or this might very well turn out to be our last rodeo together.”

      “That’s a scary thought. Your vitals tell another tale.”

      “Then I’ll depend on you to try to compensate with the right cocktail of drugs. Turn the whole emotional side of my brain off if you feel you have to.”

      “Are you sure, Cole? Perhaps your anger, if channeled correctly, could be of use. You said so yourself earlier on.”

      “I’m not telling you to do it now; just use your best judgment if you feel it’s needed. But if—No!” I correct myself. “Not if. When the time comes, make sure he gets what he deserves, no matter how I feel in that moment, even if I tell you otherwise.”

      “Very well, Cole. Priority one order acknowledged. Please lock in the order with your password.”

      “Agent Cole Seeker, Tango Alpha Seven Three Gamma Delta Tango Seven. No overrides.”

      “Order locked in; overriding of order disabled.”

      I have little doubt that with this order I probably forfeited Eleanor’s life for good.
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      It doesn’t take long for the shit to hit the fan. Four klicks before arriving at ground zero, three lightly armored fighters and a pair of jet bikes greet us.

      They open fire the second they come within firing range. I artificially boost my adrenaline levels so I can pilot not only the ship with my mind but also a few of the drones that are already in range.

      Three missiles are on their way to my ship. I deploy countermeasures before breaking hard right. All bogeys follow me and try to reacquire a missile lock, but I don’t let them.

      I go evasive and use the drones to pound on their shields, focusing on one target at a time. The drones’ heavy rate of fire brings the shields of the current target to a satisfying low level. I swivel the ship around, lock onto its center, and add my own plasma guns to the mix. The shields are down in less than a second.

      Multiple blaster fire impacts with my frontal shields as I keep pounding on the target, but already my guns are taking chunks of its hull away. I lock a missile and fire. It screams through the air and hits its mark dead center. The ship explodes in a huge fiery cloud.

      Another two enemy missiles are on their way. I decide to hold off on my countermeasures this time, and instead, I change vector, activate my afterburners, and make a run for it.

      I direct the drones toward my next target, and they take a position on that tango’s six, pounding its rear shields while I vector back toward it, with two missiles in tow.

      The fighter tries to go evasive and avoid the drone fire, which gives me the opportunity to approach it from the side and veer past it at the last moment. Right after that, I turn my engines off. The missiles acquire my target’s engine instead, and they send it and its pilot straight to hell.

      “Allahu Wakbar, motherfecker!” I exclaim.

      I re-engage my engines and start firing at another missile launched from an enemy jet bike on an approaching vector.

      I blow the missile off with plasma fire and decide to play a game of chicken with the incoming bike, now raining blaster fire on me. It does drop my frontal shields somehow, but I’m redirecting power from other systems to compensate.

      Let’s see how big if at all, these assholes’ balls are.

      I lock onto the bike and score a handful of plasma shots of my own lowering its shields significantly.

      It doesn’t seem to veer away, which surprises me. Meanwhile, the other bike and the remaining fighter are positioning themselves on my six, raining blaster fire toward my engine pipes. I use my drones as decoys, and they return fire, providing me with the necessary cover and time I need to get rid of the oncoming bike.

      Even if the approaching bike doesn’t veer away at the last moment, both my shields and armor are so much stronger that I will cut through it like paper. I risk damaging systems in case of a direct impact at these velocities, but I’m willing to take that chance. The real question is: Is he?

      I redirect some of the life support and inertial dampeners’ power to the maneuvering thrusters and shields. Time seems to slow down when we’re only a few meters away from one another.

      Eventually, I can see the pilot’s eyes, and that’s when I see him flinch. He veers upward at the last moment, but I respond in kind by rotating my craft ninety degrees. The tip of my wing slices through the lower half of the jet bike with a grinding metal screech. A second later the bike explodes in the purple night sky.

      “A for effort; F for execution,” I say out loud.

      Two more bogeys to deal with, and time is short, so I decide I’ve had enough fun. I need to get moving and get to the nuke now. Both targets on my tail are firing everything they’ve got at my starfighter. I think my last move spooked them. I release countermeasures to deal with the incoming missiles as I go evasive. They’re pretty decent pilots, and they keep up with me. That’s until I hit the brakes hard, inverting my thrusters and using in-atmosphere airbrake flaps all at once.

      Having forgotten to reassign power to my dampening field generators from earlier, I take a serious amount of Gs during the maneuver, but nothing that my augments, which are closely monitored and optimized by Tanya, can’t compensate for in real time.

      They shoot past me, and before they can react to have switched from predator to prey position, I rain down plasma fire on the bike first, finishing it off with a single missile. It partially explodes and goes into a wild, uncontrollable spin, colliding with the fighter next to it.

      The fighter veers hard to port and tries to make a run for it. I’m in a hurry so for a split second I evaluate the possibility of letting it go. But I decide against it. None of these feckers will survive today, not if I can help it.

      It’s rather a waste, but since more drones are on the way, I simply use the nearest one, Drone Three, to shoot at the already compromised fighter while I set it on a collision course. The fighter never sees it coming, and both target ship and drone explode into a thousand pieces upon impact.

      “Having fun?” Tanya coos.

      “I wouldn’t go that far; just another day’s work at Rewind.”

      “Who do you think you’re talking to, Cole? You and I both know you live for this shit.”

      “Alright then, I’ll plead guilty on that one.”

      I am less than a minute away from ground zero. I scan the World Security Center but get nothing. Soon, the turrets on the roof of the building detect my ship and begin to have a field day shooting at me. I evade the onslaught and lock on all the turrets as I’m approaching from the side of the building. Once I hear the lock tones, I fire six missiles simultaneously. Four of them find their target while two of them are destroyed by turret fire. I send Drone Four and the newly arrived Drone Five to dispatch the last two turrets while I make my landing approach.

      I’m hovering my ship in front of the building’s entrance, trying to get a visual on whatever welcoming party Ahmed has cooked up for me. But the smart-plexi-solar shading is activated to maximum, and I can’t get the visual data I require. Neither can I get any scan data. Ahmed has erected the mother of all jamming fields around the building.

      Looks like I’m going to have to go the rest of the way on foot. I would blast the shit out of the entrance, but until I get a visual on the nuke, I can’t take that risk. I let my starfighter hover on autopilot just above the ground. I’m still mentally linked to it, though I have no idea if that link will hold once I’m inside the building. I will probably need to find the source of the jamming and get rid of it. I redirect power to my ship’s transmitter to boost the signal. Hopefully, that will allow me control while I’m only a few hundred yards away from it.

      The trap under the cockpit opens, and I don’t wait for the dampening field to smoothly carry me down, so the moment it’s open, I jump through it. Tanya takes control of the drones and sends the liquid metal appendages from the cargo hold to rejoin me. They interlock with my armor, merging at key points like shoulders, elbows, knees, ankles, belt, and the last one fuses on the back of my neck. That one will allow me to bring up a helmet if needed.

      I’ve only used the nano-appendages in simulated combat against drone soldiers. They are the latest and newest out of the R&D, and they’re an incredibly versatile and powerful augment, one that doesn’t even need to be installed inside my body. Each one is a liquid metal nano-plasm that reacts to my thoughts and creates whatever matter I imagine: weapons, armor, anything. Whatever I think up, the nano-plasm will create it in the physical world at incredible materialization speeds.

      We’ve had some quirks while testing it and sometimes the nano-plasm doesn’t keep molecular cohesion as expected. Actually, I’ve been wounded a couple of times. So using it is definitely a gamble, but seeing how badly things went today, and perhaps even in a previous timeline, I’m willing to take a little risk to reach mission success. The advantage in terms of tactical choice they give me can’t be understated enough.

      My HUD flicks, and Vassiliki’s face appears once more, her eyes alight with disapproval.

      I keep telling myself that it’s Ahmed screwing with me, but I feel cold ice travel down my spine, nonetheless.

      “You’re lost, my love. You need to open your eyes, to see the world for what it really is. A prison.”

      “Tanya, tell me you’re seeing and hearing her?”

      “Is it happening now, Cole? Nope, I don’t detect anything. Are you sure she is not stress-induced?”

      Yeah, I’ve had stress before, loads of it, in fact. This isn’t it.

      “Look beyond what your senses tell you, Cole,” says Vassiliki.

      I wish I knew what the feck she wants from me, be it real or me losing my mind. I know this world isn’t perfect. It’s pretty fecked up; on that we can agree. And there are no signs of it getting better over time; but then again, what am I supposed to do about it? I’m the guy you call when someone does something horrible, and I’m here to make sure it doesn’t happen again, thanks to the short time travel jumps. If this version of Vassiliki thinks I’m anything else, she’ll be sorely disappointed.

      That’s when I realize I’m arguing with myself, trying to justify my actions, my way of life, or simply having a field day talking with my subconscious fears. Do I really know which is the case? No. Does it affect me? Hell yes, it does. I have a mission to fulfill with too many lives hanging in the balance. Right now that’s all that has to matter. I’ll have plenty of time to reflect on all of this tomorrow.

      “Tanya, give whatever cocktail of drugs you think is necessary to reduce my stress and anxiety levels. Don’t turn me into a vegetable, please. I need my reflexes keen and my mind functioning at peak capacity, but I need to stop thinking about what’s morally good or bad right now. Fecking Ahmed. He’s finally found a successful way to screw with me. If anything was to going work to compromise me emotionally, visions of my dead wife certainly do the trick.”

      “I do not detect any wireless transmission directed toward us, but with the strong jamming field nearby, perhaps my own sensors are affected. As requested, I’m dosing you with drugs.”

      It doesn’t take long for me to feel my emotions fade to the back of my mind. They’re not fully gone, but they’re more like echoes now, mere shadows of what I was feeling most of the day until now. I need to focus on the mission and only the mission.

      I go by the main entrance in stealth mode, deploy nano-moldable C-4, and install it on the smart-plexi as easily as Plasticine. I then retreat to the right side of the entrance and apply plexi-eating acid on another slab of the smart-plexi. I make a door shape with the acid. If there is a welcoming committee in the main hall of the building, which I have little doubts about, I’ll need a little distraction.

      I use my holo-ghost and send it to stand where I’m about to blow a hole with the C-4. I mentally detonate the charge when the acid completes its silent job on my side of things.

      “Good luck, Cole,” says Tanya.

      “To the both of us. We can’t feck this up!”

      “No, we can’t.”

      The explosion is loud, the ground under my feet trembles and chunks of melting smart-plexi are thrown into the air toward the holo-ghost. Alarms start wailing and even before I’m ready to enter the building’s hall I see a barrage of blaster fire and rockets flying past the truck-sized hole my C-4 created. My ghost is on autopilot, feinting to take cover and returning fire, providing me with the distraction I need to enter undetected and flank the welcoming committee.

      I scan the inside to check if my stunt has compromised the jamming field. Not so much. I do get some data overlapping on my HUD, but it’s mostly garbled and not actionable data.

      “Tanya, your mission, when we’re inside, is to pinpoint the location of that jamming field. It’s our first target. Without it we’re blind.”

      “Agreed and acknowledged.”

      I take a deep breath; now the shit really hits the fan. I kick the window with the door-sized shape I made with acid, and I enter the fold. To say that it is chaos inside the hall would be an understatement. Clearly, Ahmed doesn’t want me past this location. There are at least twenty foot soldiers, a large combat mech, and two latest-generation Wraith Sentries.

      These will be the toughest ones; their armor and AI matrix make them the trickiest of enemies. Under normal circumstances, I would go for them first, but I need to thin the herd. I take both my rifle blasters and set the firing mode to concussive blasts. I will reveal my position this way, but I need to get rid of as many soldiers as I can in the shortest amount of time.

      “Tanya, please provide a barrage of cover fire on my mark from the drones and my fighter outside.”

      “Roger that, Cole. Ready when you are.”

      I need to be mindful of the mech, though right now he seems more interested in my ghost decoy. I’m not a target yet because I’m invisible at the moment but as soon as I start shooting, things won’t be that simple. I take a second or two to acquire my first targets. I see a cluster of four soldiers advancing toward the entrance as they fire; they’ll be easy pickings, so I decide to go with them first. Then I’ll have to deal with the three soldiers that are nearest to me. I move so I’m in the right position to deal with their reactions to what happens next.

      I fire both my rifles set in concussive ammo rounds and open up on the cluster of soldiers. They are hit and don’t have time to react. It’s a bloodbath, the multiple successive explosives ammo rips their limbs apart, and it takes only a second for what’s left of their four bodies to pile up on the white marble floor. It’s now stained with spray and thick puddles of blood.

      The three soldiers nearest to me turn around. I switch my right rifle to widespread ammo similar to a shotgun blast as I run toward the nearest of them. He is looking at me, but he’s not fast enough. I put the barrel of my rifle right in front of his head and blow his brains out.

      The other two frantically shoot in my direction, but none of them precisely, as I roll on the ground to avoid their fire. When I end my roll, I line up my next shot and set the weapon into precision-blaster mode. I burn a hole between another soldier’s eyes. A look of shock is locked onto his face as he collapses to the floor.

      The third and last soldier in my immediate vicinity panics and throws a grenade. I barely have time to kick it back toward him. When it blows, I use both my arms to protect my face. The blast sends me crashing and skidding on the marble floor. The impact with my shields reveals my position, and I’m getting hammered by the third soldier.

      I jump out of the way and find cover behind a wooden desk. It gets pulverized and the wood splinters. He shouts something in Arabic.

      “The infidel is here!”

      That’s it for the element of surprise. I lurch out of cover and spray him with blaster fire. His armor takes most of it but one shot blows his ear off and another penetrates his neck. He drops his blaster rifle and holds his hand to the wound as he tries to escape and take cover. I have no intention of letting him go, so I grab a throwing blade from my thigh and throw it at his head. It enters his skull from the side, and he falls to the floor, his entire body jerking.

      Seven down, thirteen foot soldiers to go. I redirect my ghost to run in the middle of the room in an attempt to divert the mech and the sentries. I re-engage my cloak and run toward the opposite side of the room, using my ghost’s diversion to pick off another three soldiers with well-placed blaster shots. Ten to go.

      I approach a couple of soldiers from behind, with them shooting at my ghost, and they never see me coming. I slit the first solder’s throat with another blade and use his body as a shield when the second one pivots and starts firing. I grab two smart shurikens from my belt, lock my target, and throw them toward the soldier. They split in midair and each land into one of his eyes. He screams louder than anyone I ever heard.

      But that brings unwanted attention to the area, so I have no choice but to shoot his head off with a round of concussive ammo from my heavy-duty blaster rifle. Some of the blood splashes on my face. I wipe it off as I pivot around in time to see a rocket coming straight at me. The mech figured out it had been firing at a holographic ghost, and now he’s going for the real thing.

      “Tanya, now!”

      Whatever smart-plexi was left standing in the entrance is obliterated as a barrage of laser fire and rockets fly in. I do the splits, and the mech’s rocket passes upward, detonating twenty meters behind me, smashing what was once a masterfully designed old-school waterfall. Its support structure, made of heavy green stone, is wiped out.

      By the time I’m back on my feet, three soldiers and a sentry are on their way toward me. I feel the itch to activate bullet-time, but I know it’s too soon. I have to keep it as a last resort, to make sure that no matter what surprise Ahmed has in store for me, I can get out of it by using it. But, boy, would it make this part a lot simpler if I could use it!

      I remind myself that I thrive under pressure, so I press on.

      Time to test the new appendage augments. I imagine a very long whip, and I make the throwing motion at the nearest incoming soldier. The augmented nano-liquid metal reacts to create what I have envisioned. Before the soldier can respond, the whip latches around him. With a mental push, I ask the whip to be as thin and sharp as a razor. What happens next is nothing short of gory. The soldier is cut in pieces like a shish kebab.

      A second approaching soldier manages to hit a couple of blaster shots to my left shoulder. My shield takes the hits and holds. I flail the whip toward that new target, thinking how good it would be to just cut him in half. Sure enough, the whip gets very strong and sharp upon impact, cutting the soldier in two around the waist.

      The next one is barreling toward me, shouting from the depths of his lungs, his face scorched by blaster fire, no doubt from the outside cover fire Tanya provided me. I retract the whip and use my other arm augments to cast three long claws that extend from my fist. I punch them through the incoming soldier’s stomach, effectively impaling him. I lift him off the ground, even though he’s still alive, as I’m sure that won’t be the case for much longer. I can see it in his eyes; he knows the end is near.

      That’s when things start to get tougher as the first sentry is nearly upon me. I throw the impaled soldier at it, hoping to make it trip, but that’s wishful thinking. It simply swats the body to the side with the super strength its mechanical body provides. The sentries might look human, but they’re entirely artificial, from their body parts to their very advanced AI onboard systems.

      An AI bred for war and combat. I know I have to be careful how I deal with these.

      When the sentry is upon me, it starts with a combo of right and left jabs. Sentries can and sometimes do use blaster weapons, but they’re so efficient at hand-to-hand combat they are rarely equipped with any additional arsenals. They’re killing machines either way. I manage to block the sentry’s first combo. It’s really fast, so I need to stay focused. Its armor is incredibly solid too so trying to damage it with my bare hands won’t do. Fortunately, this model doesn’t seem to have shields.

      I use the appendage augments to create a solid shield for my left forearm. I use it to deflect its attacks and retaliate with my right-arm repulsor weapon. I keep it at bay, but that’s not enough, and other targets hit me. My shields are holding, but they’re draining fast. I check my power levels. I’m still at one hundred and five percent, and soon I will have consumed the extra charge. On the top right corner of my HUD, a clock counts down. Only seventy-three minutes left; that is, if Ahmed keeps the same timetable as before, which we can’t be sure he will.

      “Status on the jamming field?” I ask Tanya as I keep trading blows with the sentry. I scorch its armor with my repulsor fire, but the damage is mostly cosmetic.

      “I’m still locating the source of the signal. I should have it within a minute or two.”

      There’s no way I’m gonna get rid of the sentry this way, so I change tactics. I grab my nano-blade and activate it. The sentry recognizes the threat, and it goes on the defensive instead of attacking me relentlessly as it did before. Their AIs are highly adaptive, and they have different tactics for each situation.

      I’m losing patience, and my shields are getting drained by enemy fire.

      Tanya is doing a great job at eradicating the rest of the soldier force with the drones and fighter, and soon there are only a couple of them behind cover. The rest are dead or dying on the hard, cold marble of the once beautifully pristine hall of the World Security Center. It’s now a graveyard of broken stones, body parts, and blood spread everywhere.

      When the second sentry starts converging toward my position, I know I’m in trouble. I need to find a way to dispatch them. An explosion nearby sends me flying into the air. The mech mostly occupied with running interference against my drones has finally decided to change its targeting priorities at the worse possible moment for me.

      I fire three repulsor blasts toward the ceiling while still in the air, creating a cave-in that sends large concrete debris atop the mech. It stumbles but stays upright. When I land, I’m greeted with the second sentry’s knee right in the face. That sends me skidding on the marble for several meters until a soldier’s dead body ends my course. My head is ringing, and I need to devise a better way to deal with them.

      Vassiliki’s image blinks into my HUD.

      “Don’t try to fight these sentries like normal soldiers; they look like humanoids, but they’re killing machines.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” I spit back in anger.

      “Use their considerable metal mass against them.”

      That’s a good idea. I packed a couple of magneton grenades. I’d rather not use both of them, so I use my liquid metal augment to create a long fighting stick. I keep them at bay by hitting them with fast, twirling hits that have enough momentum and reach to impact each of them long enough so I can switch between targets in the middle of my stick combos. They no longer manage to score any hits this way. I know they’ll adapt to my fighting patterns fast, so I need to end this dance.

      My HUD flashes red to indicate a missile lock from the mech and is about to release one or more missiles toward my position. I don’t want to be here when that happens; with my shields almost gone, this could get really messy. I mentally call one of the drones to make a flyby on my position. For this to work, timing must be perfect.

      I retract the fighting stick and fire all of my repulsors at the sentries. It hits them in the torso and shoulder respectively but doesn’t do much damage, though it does make them react, and they both sprint toward me. I grab a magneton grenade, activate it, and throw it in their path at the last moment.

      Any sooner and they might identify and dodge it; any later and they could hit me before it detonates. I can feel Tanya’s help on that throw; she’s probably making a minute adjustment to my release-and-throw angle to obtain the absolute perfect result.

      The moment the grenade hits the ground and activates, I see the multiple flashes of the missile launches from the mech. This is going to be close. I use my super speed and my super strength to jump high into the air. The magneton field expands almost instantly, and both sentries are quickly engulfed in the initial spherical shockwave bubble. When it starts retracting onto itself, a powerful magnetic field is intensified around the grenade’s range, and the sentries are sucked into one another.

      A fraction of a second later, the drone I called is flying by, so I grab onto it for dear life, and it pulls me away from what is coming next. The three missiles the mech fired earlier arrive at their destination, but rather than finding me, they find the interlocked and magnetically trapped sentries. The explosion sends metal parts flying all around.

      “That was quite ingenious,” says Tanya.

      I wish I could take credit for it, but if it hadn’t been for Vassiliki’s hint, I might not have thought of it.

      “Thanks,” I say, not bothering to acknowledge I might be getting outside help.

      Three hits of heavy blaster fire graze my torso, and I drop my hold on the drone. It has fulfilled its use for this maneuver. I run behind cover when Tanya delivers the good news.

      “Jamming field detected. It’s three floors up.”

      Where the nuke should be, but something doesn’t add up.

      I take mental control of my fighter and open up on the mech. This gets its attention, and its shields are holding steady. The mech returns fire toward my ship. My shields are slowly recharging after the pounding they’d taken over the last few minutes, but they’re not yet strong enough to deflect direct fire from a mech this size. I analyze the building schematics and see a gas line passing near the mech’s current position.

      “Subtlety,” says Tanya. “I like that.”

      I fire once at the conduit. Gas begins leaking atop the mech. I let a few seconds pass so enough gas volume builds up. Then I move out of cover again and ignite it with a shot of my repulsor weapon. The explosion is massive. Flames shoot outward and smoke quickly fills most of the entrance.
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      When the smoke settles, I’m surprised to see the mech’s big arm and legs emerge from the dark, gray, heavy smoke. Its metal body is still burning in places. At least its shields are down. I don’t think the mech knows where I am at the moment thanks to the explosion and the resulting commotion. I intend to use that to my advantage.

      I enter stealth mode, erect a liquid metal helmet to protect my head, and start running toward the mech at maximum speed.

      “What are you doing?” says Tanya.

      “Trying something new, and hopefully getting rid of that recalcitrant piece of metal. It’s been a thorn in my side this entire battle. We really need to get a move on.”

      I choose a running path that is free of debris and dead bodies when I reach top speed. About ten meters from the mech, I jump, legs aimed forward, and let myself slide on my back the rest of the way. I cross my forearms in front of me and use the liquid-metal augment to create two very long, extremely sharp swords to extend from them. When I’m under the mech’s legs, I uncross my arms and slash the giant blades.

      They slice through the mech’s heavy armor as I slide under and cut it into multiple pieces. I retract the blades, get back on my feet, and I drop out of stealth. The mech explodes before all the sliced parts can reach the floor, resulting in another huge blast that makes the ground shake briefly. I’m momentarily engulfed in flames myself, but my shields protect me from the heat.

      I call the elevator, and we’re off to the third floor.

      We need to get the jamming field out of the equation. It will help deal with any other foes that may try stopping me from reaching Ahmed, and may also help us locate the nuke so we can neutralize it before turning my attention toward my arch enemy.

      I check my power levels to find they’re at ninety-eight percent. Overcharging has proven to be a smart move.

      When the elevator doors open, the first thing that catches my eye is the lush vegetation. This is the garden floor of the building. I don’t have time to admire the beautiful natural scenery as an array of red targeting lasers converges toward me. I dart outside the elevator and dash to the side. A flurry of fire is screaming past my face. There are at least six turret sentries in range shooting at me.

      “Do you know the location of the jamming device?”

      “Behind the sentries, of course,” Tanya answers.

      Of course, it is. But then I realize that I might have an easy fix for that new problem. I take control of one of the drones and have it fly here. The jamming field makes that very difficult, and I’m having trouble keeping the drone flying straight. I even lose contact with them a couple of times, but still manage to fly them somewhat. An idea to improve the task comes to mind.

      I blast a hole through the glass as more laser fire hits the back of the column I’ve taken cover behind. The hole in the window helps with the jamming somewhat, but I still find it challenging to keep the drone flying straight. Large chunks of concrete explode behind me, and I know I won’t be able to stay behind this column for very long.

      Hopefully, I don’t have to.

      The drone shoots past the hole I blasted moments earlier, and I send the command to overload its power source. I send a holo-ghost to run on the other side of the room. All the turret sentries are tracking and firing at it the moment it runs past me.

      I send the overloading drone past the turrets at top speed. The moment it’s behind them, I set it to self-destruct. The explosion takes out three of the nearest turrets while the resulting short-range EMP disables the rest of them.

      The lights on that floor blink briefly before turning off altogether. Whatever static from the jamming field was interfering with my neural instrumentation is now gone.

      Two birds, one stone.

      I’m starting to get more useful tactical telemetry from Tanya, who didn’t wait for my command to do a full tactical sweep of the building.

      I go toward the now disabled jamming device. It’s not that big considering how large a range it had been affecting. It’s barely bigger than an apple. I smash it with my foot for good measure. The last thing we need is for it to reactivate in case it has secondary backup circuitry.

      More data appears on my HUD by the second. There are more than fifty soldiers left, a few mechs, more automated defense systems and, finally, the location of the nuke. It’s on the roof.

      “Has Ahmed not yet deployed it?”

      “Or he decided that to get to it, you’d need to get through him. Eleanor’s signal is also placing her on the roof.”

      “Had I known, I wouldn’t have wasted ammunition, time, and power coming from the bottom of the building.”

      “It’s obvious that whatever data we gathered during pre-deployment has changed. The nuke’s position is probably not the only difference,” Tanya adds.

      “It also makes everything more difficult. If the nuke is where most of the troops are, then it will make fighting on the roof very difficult and risky. At worse, we could blow it out in the middle of the firefight. We need a new plan of approach; one that allows us to isolate the nuke first, then take out Ahmed and his men.”

      “Agreed. Computing multiple scenarios. I’ll soon have a few tactical solutions for you to review.”

      “We’d better get moving in the meantime. I’m sure Ahmed is aware his jamming field is down, and he’ll be sending goons this way sooner rather than later.”

      “You may want to have a surprise ready for them when they get here.”

      “Good thinking, Tanya; what would I do without you?”

      “I don’t know, but I’d rather we didn’t find out.”

      I smile. For a tactical AI she really has my kind of humor.

      I booby trap the place before we leave the level and set a drone in sentry mode for good measure. Whoever is coming through here thinking to find us won’t, but they’ll get a fight, nonetheless. And if they’re dumb enough to come through the elevator, well then, it’s game over for them before the doors fully open.

      With the elevator booby trapped, we start making our way up inside the tall skyscraper. After climbing tens of floors and a couple of easily dispatched encounters with guards sweeping the area, I realize that there has to be a faster way.

      I punch a window on the thirty-third floor and call my starfighter. Its canopy opens with a single thought, and I jump inside.

      “Where are you on your tactical approach, Tanya?”

      “Going by ship as you’re doing is too dangerous. But we can use it to get higher faster.”

      I didn’t think otherwise. It’s too risky to open fire on the roof with the nuke there. The last thing I want is to be the one setting it off.

      “I’m open to suggestions then, Tanya.”

      She shows me a couple of scenarios, and one, in particular, catches my attention. It will be a little time consuming and needs some prep work, but I think it’s the safest way to deal with the situation and the clock that’s ticking rapidly down. When I reach the two hundred and sixtieth floor, I let the ship hover, fire a single shot to blast the nearby window, and jump out of the ship and back inside the building.

      I roll onto the carpet of what looks like an administrative open space, and I feel trembling under my feet. I get visual confirmation that the charge on the main elevator has blown. Looks like they did take the elevator; bad move. Farewell, suckers.

      I count six fewer soldiers on my HUD. I travel the last few floors via the stairwell. On the last floor, two men are guarding the stairway exit. Before they can do anything, I send a pair of smart shuriken flying through their skulls. They collapse on the floor without too much fuss. I enter the hallway and scan the area. It appears clear. I use my HUD data to find offices located right under where the nuke is deployed. I call five of my six remaining drones that are still functional.

      This is a bold plan, but considering how this entire day unfolded until now, it’s probably the safest plan of action. At the very least, it’s the one that has a serious chance of giving me the necessary time to diffuse the nuke before going after Ahmed.

      And Eleanor . . .

      My heart stings thinking that I’m considering killing Ahmed before trying to save her life. I hate myself for it, but this scourge, the heart of this reject-of-a-human, needs to stop beating today. I vowed it to myself, and I need to see this through. Hopefully, I can achieve both the rescuing my partner and taking Ahmed out.

      After all, I still have his data chip; we’ve copied the data from it, so we should, in time, get that intel. I sure hope it was worth it. But perhaps I can use it as some sort of bargaining chip. That is if it’s important to him, and my gut is telling me it is. I only wish I knew what was on it; it would make my position easier in case I decide to bargain it for Eleanor’s life.

      I place explosive charges on the ceiling at all the strategic points to bring the roof down. I do the same on the floor, then get downstairs and position the drones accordingly. I pre-program them to activate their shields the moment I command them. I also put charges on this floor at foot level, in case we need another level for cover, and to make sure I have a backup plan if Ahmed or one of his men tries to fiddle with the nuke once we’re doing that grab and disable op.

      “Are you sure we can diffuse the nuke before the drone’s shields drop completely?” I ask.

      “We can’t be sure of anything, but five super-imposed shields will make shooting through them very unlikely for as long as their power sources hold. Best-case scenario we will have about six or seven minutes to disable the nuke under fire.”

      “And worst-case?”

      “I’m not sure you want to know.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “About one minute and fifteen seconds.”

      That’s not a long time.

      “You could use bullet-time if needed.”

      Yeah, the idea crossed my mind, and if push comes to shove, I will. But I’d rather keep that in reserve for later.

      “I’d rather not, but I will if I have to.”

      “Remember, Cole, nothing is more important than this. It’s our mission primary objective. Everything else is optional.”

      I want to bark at her in a fit of rage as I don’t like to be talked to like a child. Then again, I do have a fixation about killing Ahmed, now even more than before, and it’s affecting my focus. So, no matter how much I hate hearing it, I know she’s right. The nuke is the mission. I repeat it to myself like a mantra as I check all the final calculations in simulation.

      Everything is set up to perfection. All that needs to be done now is to make it happen.

      “Good luck, Cole,” says Tanya.

      “To us all.”

      I look at the counter: only thirty-seven minutes and twenty-two seconds left. I take a deep breath and detonate the charges.

      A square-shaped portion of the roof collapses down, and just before it hits the floor below, the second synced charges explode as well. I activate the drones, and they assemble in a formation to catch the two layers of concrete with the nuke sitting on top of it with their tractor beam. They gently land the dislodged structure in front of me.

      I can hear people shouting from the commotion and imagine the chaos on the roof though I have no doubt they’ll soon come down here. In fact, I’m expecting them any moment now.

      I run toward the nuke with super-speed, and as soon as I jump on the elevated concrete, I activate the drones’ shields. They expand around me and the nuke, adding layers upon layers of shielding to provide the protection I need while neutralizing that threat once and for all.

      I’m seeing a green counter ticking down from four minutes and forty-five seconds. Either Ahmed has advanced his timetable, or the roof explosion has triggered an automated detonation safety mechanism on the nuke.

      Doesn’t matter now; all that does is these four minutes and change are the new best-case scenario time we have to deal with. Hits of laser blaster fire start to rain from the roof and onto our position. The drones’ shields are holding strong. It will take a lot more than that to make a dent in them. I try to ignore outside stimuli and focus on the task at hand.

      “Tanya, you have to guide me here.”

      “It would be easier if I took control, wouldn’t it?”

      I hesitate for a moment but realize that there is nothing I can do except try to obey her guided commands. I’m not a bomb squad specialist. I point guns at bad guys and blow their heads off. So, yeah, this decision isn’t a tough one to make.

      “Agreed. Take over.”

      It’s the strangest of feelings, seeing and feeling your body move without your own mental impulse. Only being a witness instead. I take it that it’s what it must feel like being possessed; if there is such a thing, of course. I’ve never given much stock to god, angels, demons, and all that mumbo jumbo. But still, this is something odd, and it feels very unnatural.

      Tanya is moving my hands and fingers with a dexterity I only have when I’m shooting at someone. She has already removed the outside panel under the countdown. I feel my head move to get a better look at the inside mechanism. She cuts wires without hesitating. I realize that one wrong move would blow us up in an instant. But, then again, at this range, we’d be consumed instantly. It would be the end of us in a split millisecond.

      I am surprised by a rogue thought implying that it might not be so bad if it happened. The end of worry, stress, and pain.

      “Cole, now is not the time to get existential on me. We’re not dying today, you got that?” shouts Tanya.

      “My bad. That’s what happens when all I can do is think. I don’t like not being in control, even though I realize that in this particular moment, it’s probably best I’m not.”

      “Hang on, Cole. I’m almost there; I’ll soon relinquish control.”

      We still have more than three minutes on the counter so that’s good. But then everything around me is tinted orange and red, and for a moment I think that the nuke is blowing up.

      But it’s only the outside force firing everything they’ve got at us—rockets, blasters, and now, even grenades. The cumulative shields are still holding, and while things do tremble around us, Tanya seems unperturbed. I feel my heart beating fast and an intense itch to grab a weapon and fire back.

      There will be time for that as soon as she’s done and, in fact, I can already feel excitement at ridding the world of these fanatics.

      That’s when she appears once more in my thoughts.

      Cole, you know what’s waiting for you at the end of this mission, don’t you?

      Seeing Vassiliki’s face so many times is the hardest thing about this mission, this day. It has taken me so long to get over her passing. I thought this part of my life was over, and I become furious thinking that Ahmed is trying to screw with me in this fashion. Little does he know, I’m not the one neutralizing his nuke, so he can keep spitting his venom all he wants. It won’t matter. We’re stopping him.

      But what if it’s not him behind these weird apparitions? After all, it was her last appearance that gave me a tip on how to get rid of the sentries.

      No, it can’t be.

      Vassiliki speaks once more.

      Cole, every time you succeed in your mission, there are two of you here in this timeline. You must realize that by now. I know time travel is a hard thing to wrap your mind around, but think about it. If you prevent a catastrophe, the you from the present doesn’t have to jump back to prevent it anymore, so what happens then? You both exist in the same timeline.

      What is she trying to tell me?

      Nobody can survive time travel, Cole. Nobody. They told you that you were special and that there is something in your DNA, but that’s all bullshit.

      What is she getting at?

      Of course, I can survive it. I’ve done it so many times! I shout back mentally.

      Yes, and it seems like this to you, because you remember each mission, but that doesn’t mean your body actually survives. When you’re successful after a mission, Cole, what do you do?

      I get into a time decontamination chamber.

      More like time-remnants cleaning chamber, Cole, removing time anomalies from existence once you have achieved your goal. Except, you’re the biggest anomaly of all. After your missions, there are two of you. Do you really think Rewind can afford two or even more Coles? But that’s beside the point. Whoever time travels dies shortly after. That’s a side effect of the current level of technology they’re using. Traveling through time unravels your DNA, Cole. That’s why you only jump back 717 minutes. Didn’t you ever ask yourself why this number? In reality you can only survive about one thousand minutes once you’re using Rewind’s contraption. In fact, in your earlier missions, they were sending you back one thousand minutes, but sometimes you’d die before that due to unforeseen complications, and then your present self wasn’t able to receive the data from your mission and have its consciousness upgraded with its latest version. Doing back in Rewind instead of on the field made you a much more effective agent as the additional experience from previous deployments added to your overall experience. Over time they adjusted the timeframe to a number they thought was the best average for you to complete your mission, get back to base safely, and be euthanized, but not before your consciousness could be transferred to the present you.

      A chill, cold as ice, courses down my spine. I’m no longer watching what Tanya is doing. I feel like someone has walked over my own grave.

      What are you saying? I say in my mind. That every time I deploy I die?

      Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. Only your consciousness survives. And they do a pretty good job at erasing any memories that don’t serve their purpose along the way. That’s why every time I appear to you, you seem equally shocked, because of that memory they implanted inside your mind; the one where I supposedly died in your arms.

      If this is Ahmed trying to feck with my mind, it’s working like a charm. I feel rattled to the bone. What does this all mean? If any of this is true, how come I don’t know about it?

      You and I aren’t married?

      We are, just not the way your mind thinks. I can’t tell you more than this right now, but understand this: they’ve been playing you like a pawn, Cole. Just as they do with everyone else on this planet. We’ve been lied to for centuries, but now, with the high level of tech we’ve reached, they can do it without us even realizing it’s happening. At first it was subtle mind manipulation through misinformation. Now that we have implants in our skulls, it’s so much easier for them to lie, deceive and manipulate. That’s why we fight them, Cole; we need to destroy this system to build a new one from the ashes of the old, rotten system. Can you understand that?

      I’m not nuking an entire city to make a statement, and neither should you! No matter how bad this world is, killing innocents by the millions is not the answer!

      Who said anything about this being our nuke? They planted that nuke, Cole. They got to Al’Hasi, and they gave him everything he ever wanted: an army of fanatics, the latest generation weaponry, and all the information he needs to defeat you. He’s always wanted to wage his own little war, so it wasn’t too difficult to get him on their side. Heck, he probably thought he was helping the cause initially, but he let his thirst for power get the better of him in the end. How do you think he is always a step ahead of you? We are trying to turn the nuke into a massive EMP weapon that will disable the entire city, including its central AI.

      She continues.

      We’ll then be able to retake some measure of control over our lives. If you fail this mission, if we don’t manage to detonate the EMP, then they’ll blow the nuke, and if it’s not this one, they’ll blow another one and make it look like we did it. We’re not mindless terrorists like Ahmed has become, Cole. We want humanity to regain its freedom, the true freedom we lost so long ago.

      If that is true, why do the mega corporations bother with the Rewind program? What’s the point exactly?

      Long ago, men in power all around the world understood that terrorism generates much fear in the hearts of the population, that its very existence allowed them to pass any law they desired, no matter how outrageous to privacy, under the guise of protecting them from this scourge. In fact, they could impose any new idea and measure of control they wanted in the name of fighting terrorism. And while initially terrorism was indeed a problem, it was never as bad as what it became over time with the help of very high-placed officials who used it for their own devices. It’s easier to have the people submit to any new measure, no matter how ridiculous it may sound when they are afraid for their lives.

      I can hear no deception in her voice. If she is real, and she sure sounds like it, she believes every word she speaks.

      So when they saw how effective it was to get people to embrace war in the name of defeating terrorism, they started staging horrible acts of their own, acts that terrorists with their limited weaponry and resources could never have pulled off on their own. They got the help they needed from our own so-called governments back then to use terror as an excuse to impose new laws and to shape the world the way they saw fit, with the people’s support because fear is the ultimate motivator.

      My thoughts are so scrambled by her words I don’t know what to think anymore. A part of me wants nothing more than to believe her, which would mean she’s still alive and that I can perhaps see her again. Then again, there’s that little thing about me dying soon that doesn’t make me so happy.

      No, feck this shit. This has to be a trick. They know Tanya and I are about to stop them, so they try to trick me; it’s their last measure of desperation.

      “Shut up!” I shout out loud this time.

      “What’s happening, Cole?” asks Tanya with palpable worry in her synthesized tone.

      I wonder what my next move should be. Do I tell Tanya? What if any of this is actually true? Then she could be working with them, perhaps not knowingly. Maybe she’s a watchdog, making sure I do what I’m asked, or she takes over like she just did.

      I’m becoming paranoid; my thoughts and emotions overload my mind completely. I can’t even hear the blaster fire and rockets being thrown at us anymore.

      “Nothing, Tanya. Sorry. What’s our status?”

      “Only a minute or so left. This thing is built well, one layer of security on top of another. It’s been designed to be tamper-proof.”

      “Can you detect any radiation emanating from the device?”

      “I can’t, Cole, but it’s probably perfectly shielded in the core, the way it should be. I can’t access the core without putting both of us in mortal danger.”

      The more questions I ask myself, the less it all makes sense.

      Cole, listen to me, adds Vassiliki.

      I feel like putting my hands on my ears, but I forget I’m not in control of my own body right now. I’m not in control of anything anymore. Right this instant I’m shaken to the core, completely lost and paralyzed.

      I don’t know what’s real and what’s not. My dead wife, who apparently isn’t dead, is telling me I’m doing everything wrong by following orders, something I’ve done all my life as a career military officer. And that no matter what I do, I’m dead anyway because I time traveled and my body will expire in about three hundred minutes or so.

      And now she tells me that there’s the possibility that I could be working for the wrong side altogether. I feel like my head is about to explode. Literally.

      Look into your heart, Cole. Forget your brain and your thoughts for a moment; they fecked with that part of your being so much they have you running on autopilot. You can’t trust any of it. You must feel it on some level, Cole, that you were always a great soldier, one with integrity. You never followed an order blindly, yet lately, it’s the story of your life, isn’t it? Listen to the sound of my voice and feel my every word. You are going to die today, no matter what happens next. Now knowing that, the question you must ask yourself is: do you want to die doing the mega corporations’ dirty work, ensuring humankind’s slavery for many centuries to come, or do you want to do something about it?

      There is no way I can make an informed decision any longer. Both my life as I perceive it and what Vassiliki’s telling me ring true. It’s a 50/50 type of deal. I have to trust either my gut or my heart. But even if I do so, I have only a handful of seconds to make a choice. You’d think knowing that I’m going to die with certainty would make this easier. Yet, my conscious self is rejecting this notion with everything it has. It’s shouting at me, telling me that I’m only going to die if I listen to her lies. This must be what it feels like to go crazy, to become a loony and have one’s brain fried.

      The countdown on the nuke or EMP—I still haven’t decided which is which now—is down to forty-two seconds. The shields are blinking heavily around us. If I am to do something, I’ll need to do it fast.

      I must decide now. Do I stay the course and complete my mission like I remember doing from dozens of times before? Or do I take a leap of faith and trust in what I think I’ve learned today?
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      I realize I have no other choice. Time has run out, and the only way I can make a decision and act on it is to activate bullet-time. It will slow time to a crawl and allow me more time to make this decision. I send the mental command to my neural augment.

      “Why are you activating bullet-time, Cole?” says Tanya sharply.

      “I need more time to think.”

      “To think? What the hell, Cole? You said you weren’t willing to use it because your ass is on the line and now you want to use it to think? What am I missing?”

      “Look, we’ll talk about this later; for now concentrate on what you’re doing.”

      “I don’t believe what I’m hearing,” says Tanya.

      Join the fecking club.

      “Radio silence until I make contact again. Confirm?”

      “Whatever,” Tanya answers, clearly pissed at me.

      I can’t blame her.

      The countdown on the device seemingly stops at thirty-seven seconds. There are flames around me that look suspended in time. They still move but so slow it’s a tantalizing view and are a result of the multiple rockets exploding outside the shield cover provided by the overlapping drones.

      I am still unable to think straight, and the injection of the cocktail of drugs allowing my brain and reflexes to be drastically augmented don’t help me at first. But, I do have more time to think now, no matter how lost and strange I feel.

      I wonder if Vassiliki can talk to me in bullet-time like Tanya can. I can feel her still working to diffuse the device’s mechanism, now with improved accuracy thanks to bullet-time. I wonder how long I have. And I wish I knew whom I could trust right now. My world has been flipped upside down, and I don’t know who or what to believe at this point.

      Of all the way things could have gone wrong today, this feels like the worst possible outcome since I can’t even trust myself. My heart is telling me that Vassiliki is telling the truth, and my brain is telling me I’m being used to do the terrorists’ bidding. I wonder if by the end of the day I will have an answer. I’m not sure I’ll like it either way, but it would be nice to know what the feck is going on. Because right now, I feel trapped in an LSD-infused nightmare gone very, very wrong.

      I’m still here, Vassiliki says.

      How?

      You must at least have figured that one out, Cole. The only way I can talk to you is through a backdoor to Tanya’s programming. I once worked with you at Rewind where I designed her for you. I’m her creator, Cole. Just like you, I thought I was fighting horrible men intent on killing innocents. And while there are still some out there like Ahmed, today this is not what that is about. While you stopping Al’Hasi is important, we’re trying to get some of our freedom back. The world has been conspiring against us for as long as I can remember; our parents and their parents too. So on and so forth, Cole. It all started in the first half of the twentieth century. Governments found a way to subjectively take control of our lives, one idea at a time. The human psyche is both strong and weak. It can easily be influenced and manipulated, and when television came to being, well, a high-placed, controlling group of men went to work to exploit it to achieve their nefarious goals. Through television and misinformation, they convinced us war was okay.

      Why do you think that news presenters and influential people are pretty, Cole? That’s because our brains are programmed to trust handsome people. So it didn’t matter what these people said, as long as they repeated it enough times, hammering the information in, it eventually sank into our subconscious minds and became truth.

      I feel like a battleship is hammering into my skull. Some of what she is saying rings so true that my entire being tickles and trembles at the implication of it all.

      So, what are you saying? The world has gone to shit, so you want me to team up with you and rebel against it?

      In a manner of speaking. It may certainly seem so from your perspective, but you’d simply be freeing yourself from a system that has vowed, long since you were born, to control everything you do. What you eat, what you think, and what you want in life.

      What about Al’Hasi? Is he trying to help with this goal?

      At one time I thought so. But Al’Hasi has lost his way. Once upon a time, he wanted that change too, but now he’s willing to kill millions in order to trigger that change. And that provides the mega corporations with a perfect opportunity to use him, so he does their bidding.

      He told me he works for you; maybe not in so many words, but he clearly implied it.

      And on some level, he probably thinks he is. The mega corporations approached him, and now he thinks he is using them to free the people, while they are manipulating him instead.

      So what do I do with him and his goons?

      That part of your mission you can still complete, which I encourage you to. Ahmed has become a dangerous zealot. His armed troops are nothing but thugs thinking they’re freedom fighters while, in reality, they are working for this rotten system.

      Okay, so let’s say for the sake of argument that I believe you. You need me to blow up that EMP, which could very well be a nuke. How can I trust I’m making the right choice here?

      This IS a nuke, Cole! Make no mistake about that. The mega corporations have sent it here. They want to make New Geneva an example for the rest of the world, especially now that there is a new resource crisis looming, so eradicating a city would mean fewer mouths to feed. More and more people are fed up with eating protein bars, working ten—to twelve-hour shifts six days a week while others live in luxury. The mega corporations know they’ve pushed us too far, Cole. We’re almost ready to rebel now, and so they want to use fear in order for people to fall back in line again. It’s the same cycle over and over. But since things are bad and the general population is feeling that it can’t go on like this for much longer, they need to send a strong message, and that is what this nuke is all about.

      I get the picture. But if this is a nuke, why would you want Tanya to stop what she is doing?

      She only needs to load in the data chip you grabbed from Ahmed. That will turn the nuke into a massive EMP weapon strong enough to fry every electronic system in the city. We have power-downed our own server farms in shielded areas around the city. When the system restarts, it will no longer be connected to the United Nations of the World’s central neural net. It will no longer recognize the credit currency; local resources will be shared among us all equally, and we will start building a world without outside interference.

      If this is a trick to make me blow the very bomb I’ve come to stop, then I can tell you already: if any of this is true, they won’t let you. They’ll come at you with everything they have.

      Perhaps. We’ll give them a good fight though. We can’t let this go on forever, Cole. We have agents in three other cities right this moment, just like you. They will be deployed to try and regain control of other cities in time. So whether or not we succeed in New Geneva, it’s not really our only hope. It’s a systematic attack on the nerve center of those who’ve enslaved humanity.

      This world is unfair. That much I know deep in my bones.

      I have one more question. Why send me back through time? My mission, after all, was to stop the nuke, but you’re telling me their mission is to make sure it blows up. Something doesn’t add up here.

      Tell me something, Cole. In the future, before you time jumped back, had you physically been to the site of the explosion you’re supposed to prevent? Have you seen the nuclear blast with your own eyes?

      I felt it. I saw fires in the distance. I saw the news.

      Yeah, all of that could have been fabricated. I think what happened is that we managed to detonate the EMP and that’s what they want you to prevent, even if it means nuking the city instead of losing control over it. Were you driven to Rewind through the underground tunnels? The old shielded tubes?

      I was.

      Why do you think that is?

      To avoid radiation exposure, I presumed.

      No, Cole. We hunted them; we disabled most of the city, and they sent you back in time to make sure that it doesn’t happen again. They’d rather lose the entire city than have it fall out of their hands. You either do what they tell you, or they’ll silence you; that’s what it has become to be human in the year 2175. It started a long time ago, little by little, but today, they don’t take chances anymore. Believe me, Cole, if a nuke had really detonated, do you think you would have survived?

      I did ask myself that same question. I thought we were lucky distance-wise.

      No, Cole. Especially under the domes, there is no such luck. A nuke will incinerate the entire city before you have the time to say ‘What happened?’

      I begin to shake and feel the anger rising inside of me. If she is right, then I’ve been manipulated my entire life, and I’m enraged.

      If I make it out of here alive, I’ll rip the Rewind facility with my bare hands.

      I understand how you feel, but it would be more beneficial for us to seize control of it. That way, we can undo whatever retaliation they have in store for us.

      Are you seriously considering using me again? Without my knowledge? What do you plan to do? Tell a nice tale to my present self and ask for his help?

      No, Cole, we’ll do the same as Rewind has been doing to you all this time. We’ll transfer your consciousness so it can benefit the present you, which is unaware of all this. But we’ll do it with both your knowledge and consent if you think it’s a good idea.

      I hate the idea of this charade continuing, but, under the circumstances, I have to admit she is making sense.

      Well, let me think about it.

      You need to decide now, Cole, not about your future post-mission, but about releasing the EMP instead of the nuke. Tanya is almost done. She has disconnected the nuclear core of the device, and she’s about to stop the countdown. You need to have her enter the data chip in the device instead. It will release the citywide EMP and fry every computer, every television, holo-vision, and other propaganda machines this world uses to control the masses. People will feel afraid and lost without these at first; they’ve lived under this rule for so long they’ve become dependent on their tech. But by cutting their access to the source of misinformation, perhaps, over time, we can build a better world.

      Who doesn’t want a better world? One where words like justice, equality, peace, and happiness are at its center. I long for this new world. On a subconscious level, I always have.

      Time to take a leap of faith.

      Tell me what to do? I say, my decision made.

      You know what to do, Cole. Give your life meaning. Do what you feel you must in your heart.

      Her image vanishes, and I am left looking at the countdown. Eighteen seconds remain.

      I take a long, deep breath.

      “Tanya, stop at once!” I say.

      “Are you insane, Cole? I’m almost there.”

      “Listen to me, Tanya. Give me back control of my body.”

      “I don’t want to die,” Tanya says. “And we definitely don’t want the entire population of New Geneva to burn in flames.”

      “They won’t. You might not know it, but you have already disconnected the nuclear core. All we need to do now is insert the data chip we took from Ahmed. It contains a program that will turn this device into a massive EMP.”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Cole? How do you know this?”

      “She told me.”

      “She is an illusion! A desperate attempt to make us fail in our mission. Can’t you see that?”

      “Give me back control of my body. That’s a direct order.”

      “I can’t, Cole. You are not thinking straight; your judgment has been compromised. I will finish this mission on my own if I have to.”

      “Tanya, give me back control, now!”

      “I’m sorry, Cole, I can’t comply. You’ll thank me later.”

      I still can’t move a muscle. I have to find a way to regain control of my body. I need to stop this before it’s too late.

      “Vassiliki, help me.”

      Her face appears again in front of my eyes. “Here’s the override code for Tanya, Cole. Good luck.”

      I see an alphanumeric code and repeat it in my head. Something happens, and the effect is immediate. I can move again.

      “No, Cole! What are you doing?” shouts Tanya.

      “What needs to be done; for all of us.”

      “Cole, you’re not thinking straight. You’re being manipulated. Please don’t do this.”

      I can feel how much Tanya believes what she’s saying. She doesn’t want anyone to die, but neither do I. Well, at least I don’t want innocents to die. As for the ones responsible for turning this wonderful planet into a massive mind prison, using me as their pawn, I look forward to ripping their hearts out of their chests. I’m going to take care of them in my next life if there is such a thing for me.

      But from what I understand, whatever makes me who I am will still be recovered, and my consciousness will be transferred to my other self. The self that sits home at this moment, oblivious to everything I have learned today.

      I grab the data chip and slide it into the data port of the device. The countdown turns blue, and “EMP” starts flashing on the screen next to the numbers. I’m still in bullet-time, and only a few seconds have passed. In all this time, I’ve learned more about my life and the state of the world than during an entire lifetime. How ironic.

      “What is this? What did you do?” asks Tanya.

      “This will blow a massive EMP.”

      “And that’s a good thing how exactly? Won’t it affect us? I might get erased in the process, and you could lose all your augments. How will you defeat the people firing at us?”

      “All good questions, but I have seventeen more seconds to figure it out. In bullet-time that’s nearly an eternity.”

      “Except you’re going to exit bullet-time in three seconds, Cole.”

      “No, I’m not. I need to stay in bullet-time at least until the EMP blows.”

      “That would kill you, Cole, and in doing so, it would also kill me.”

      “I’m dead anyway, so we’re doing this my way. We’re going to make this world a better place. I thought I could take the time to explain it all to you, but we don’t have that luxury now. I promise you, though, we’ll get through this.”

      “I knew you were not up to this mission the moment you told me about your dream. I should never have let you time jump in this frame of mind.”

      “Yet you did. And I thank you for it.”

      “I don’t want your thanks, Cole; I want to continue to exist.”

      “These aren’t mutually exclusive, Tanya.”

      “Yes, they are. The second that EMP blows, it will wipe my memory banks, and you know it.”

      “Not if the drone’s shields are still protecting us when it detonates. It will take a fraction of a second for the EMP to affect the shields and we might survive the blast in that fraction of time.”

      “Except we’re inside the blast radius. So how exactly does that help us?”

      “That’s why I need bullet-time prolonged. A moment before the EMP goes online, I’ll have the shield refocus on us instead.”

      “How do you expect to survive the constant firing being thrown at us? When the shields drop, we’ll get shot or incinerated or both.”

      Unless I thin the herd. Since the nuclear core has been disconnected from the device, normally even direct explosions on its encasing shouldn’t set it off, which means I don’t have to be subtle about what I’m gonna do next. The thought of it makes me smile.

      “Watch and learn.”

      With my mental link, I reacquire my starfighter that’s still hovering outside. I close my eyes so the blasts and explosions don’t distract me, and I target everyone on the floor firing at us. I lock my targets and open fire. It all happens very slowly, but it has a beauty of its own. Plasma fire streaks through the air impaling Ahmed’s goons, spilling their guts and blood everywhere. Large chunks of concrete are torn off the walls, and glass walls explode into a million shards. It’s like a Fourth of July fireworks display but indoors, with red the predominant color of the festivities.

      When the countdown is down to six seconds, there isn’t a soul breathing on this level. We are still hit due to the holes in the ceiling, so I target the men on the roof and send the ship in autopilot to get rid of them.

      I walk outside the range of the device the moment I hear my ship opening fire on the soldiers. I drag the drones mentally with me and program them so that they shield me, no matter my movement.

      “I sure hope you know what you’re doing, Cole.”

      “We’re about to find out.”
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      “Cole, if this is our last talk—”

      “I’ll have none of that, Tanya, this won’t be our last talk.”

      “Please, Cole, I’m trying to tell you something here.”

      I think I know what she’s going to say, and I’m not sure I’m ready to hear it. I don’t even know for sure that I can trust her anymore. I want to. I mean she’s a part of my life. This morning I would have jumped off a cliff had she told me my life depended on it; that’s how much I trusted her. But now I have to wonder if Rewind hasn’t programmed intimate sub-routines in her to exploit me with them. Perhaps I’m seeing evil everywhere now; I should at least give her the benefit of the doubt.

      “I’m sorry, Tanya. Go ahead.”

      “I know you’re practically the only person I talk to every day, the only one I interact vocally with, so it’s probably weird, but . . .”

      Funny, even though Tanya on some level may have manipulated me, I don’t think her personality matrix is flawed or fake. If there has been a manipulation, I’m sure she isn’t aware of it. And as much as I doubt her now, I can’t help but feel she is too big a part of me. She genuinely likes me, as I genuinely like her in return, no matter how much a pain in the ass I can sometimes be. There will be enough time later, once my memories are transferred to my other body, to check on her code and see what’s what. She has been my right arm, my best friend, and more. So I should show her the respect she deserves.

      “I love you, too,” I say preemptively.

      “What? You—You’re shitting me, right? It’s one of your sick jokes?”

      “Nope, isn’t that what you wanted to say? Before you hesitated?”

      “I—well—yes, but . . .” She seems to struggle to find her words.

      “But what? You’re inside my head, you know all my secrets, and you don’t judge me when I go haywire and do something morally questionable or plain insane even when your very existence is on the line. You try to give me advice whenever you can, you’re there for me when I need you, and you forgive me even when I mistreat you. You’re any guy’s dream, honey. You just need your own body, and then we’re cooking.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” she says, her voice diminished.

      “Then don’t say anything, Tanya. Thank you for being there for me, always.”

      “It’s my pleasure to serve you, Cole.”

      “I need you to do something for me though.”

      “Anything. What can I do?”

      “That order I gave earlier; I would really like a shot at rescuing Eleanor if it’s at all an option. And when I gave you that order, I didn’t have all the cards in my hand. Now that I do, I’d really like it if we could undo this mistake.”

      “But, Cole, you made sure the priority one order isn’t cancelable. I’m bound to execute Ahmed even if it means killing Eleanor. You made me do this. I want to help you, but it’s locked into my matrix now.”

      “Any chance you could try to hack it out of your matrix?”

      “I don’t know. I never tried it before. Would you want me to?”

      “Yeah, please try. Oh, and good luck. We’re about to find out if my plan is going to work.”

      “Cole—I’m going to miss you if it doesn’t.”

      “Me too, dear, me too. But it’s going to work. We’re not done here. Ahmed still needs to die.”

      I’m about twenty meters from the device when the counter hits zero. The five drones’ shields are still superimposed on my position, each casting a smaller shield volume around me. The idea, which I hope works, is that it will only take a fraction of a second for the EMP wave to pass through the shields and me. I’m hoping the cascading failure of each of the five shields lasts longer than that amount of time. In bullet-time, I might actually be able to see it with my own eyes, even though I’m not sure what I’d rather do: look at it in slow motion or let it hit in real time and hope for the best.

      I’ve already pushed bullet-time past safe limits, and I must admit I feel a mental strain accompanied by a severe headache. But I don’t give a shit. I’m dead anyway. At least this body is dead. So why bother about little things like brain damage at this point? I only hope my brain doesn’t unravel before I can send Ahmed to the next world.

      I no longer know my enemy; that much I understand. But if Vassiliki says he has lost his way, that’s enough for me to get rid of him. If he is willing to help the mega corporations with their dirty work, killing innocents by the millions, he and his men need to stop breathing.

      I decide to let the blast hit me in bullet-time. The device hums, and the EMP is released. If my five-layer shield bubble holds, I’ll be the only one here with working weaponry. That should make the end of this mission a lot easier. On the other hand, if I can’t rely on my tech, if it’s disabled, well, it may be a lot harder. It’s a coin toss really.

      There’s also the fact that there are thousands of vehicles flying outside; their occupants will all plunge to their deaths, and the thought bugs me. I know they’re collateral damage to the bigger picture, but it won’t soothe my conscience. I will have to live with their deaths.

      “They would have died anyway either with this nuke or the next, Cole,” says Tanya. “Plus, many new generations of vehicles have been equipped with chutes should they lose power. It’s a mechanical switch, the moment the vehicle looses power, the chute is released.”

      “Right . . .”

      It’s not much of a comfort as I’m sure many will still die, but it helps a little.

      The approaching bluish EMP wave will be upon me shortly. I can see sparks and systems around the device already turning off. The lights in the room are flickering, and some equipment is flat-out shorting out upon the wave traversing their circuitry.

      I hold my breath even though I know it won’t make the slightest difference, but that’s good old human nature, I guess. The wave hits, and the first drone is taken offline almost instantly, its shield blinking quickly before dying. The wave has barely advanced ten percent, which doesn’t bode well with my plan. The second drone’s shield gives in as the first drone falls to the floor, soon joined by the next.

      I swallow hard. I might have been overly optimistic. The wave is nearly upon me when the third drone falls, and the fourth level of the shield blinks out of existence.

      “Jump!” Tanya says.

      “What?”

      “Jump or run now! You must be on the other side of the wave before the last shield collapses in less than zero point two seconds, so hurry!”

      Of course, zero point two seconds in bullet-time is long enough for me to start running. If I don’t make it, I should know immediately. If the EMP compromises my augments, I will exit bullet-time the hard way, and it may not be pretty.

      I take a step forward and jump using super speed and super strength. Not sure the drone can follow me at that rate, but the idea is to get outside of the shield before it fails. On this side of things, the wave has already passed through anyway, so it doesn’t matter if I outrun the drone. I can see the blinking of the final layer of shield from the last flying drone fade out of existence. I retract my legs into the rest of my body.

      It’s the moment of truth as the shields give in. I think I’m away from the range of the wave, but I can’t really be sure. It might be effective beyond its visible part. When I start to feel like my head is being microwaved, I realize I already have the answer to my question. I feel dizzy and disoriented. I’m getting kicked out of bullet-time, and I crash on the ground unceremoniously. I try to reach Tanya.

      “Please tell me you’re still here? Tanya! Please respond?”

      I see the lights in the distance going out as the EMP progresses all around. Soon, the entire city is in the dark. A moment later, multiple explosions cause every flying vehicle to plummet toward the ground. A flying car crashes against some windows a few levels below. I see soaring flames and feel the heat wave of the explosion. I hear distant cries and people shouting in panic. As much as I want to devote time to think about what just happened and how it will affect so many lives, the truth of the matter is I need to finish my mission. I try my best not to let any emotion take root in my heart at this moment.

      My body aches, and I feel tingly all over. My HUD is still here, which is a good sign, but it’s somewhat jittery, which makes me think that some of my systems have been affected. The fact that Tanya doesn’t answer is not a good sign either.

      “Can you hear me?” I insist.

      Characters appear on my HUD. “Yes. My vocal systems have been damaged. I’m trying to redirect power.”

      “That’s a shame. I’ll miss that sexy voice of yours.”

      A winking smiley appears on my HUD.

      I get back up, and I can tell that not everything is right with me. I feel heavier and slower. I test my repulsors, and they come to life. At least this system seems to work. I test stealth, but I can tell by the noise and static it’s not working, which is okay as I don’t really need it anymore.

      Next, I test my super strength, jumping to the upper floor through the hole my explosives had created earlier. I make the jump but barely, though I should have had plenty of margin if my augments were working at nominal efficiency. I must have fried a sizable amount of my nanites too. Still, I repeat the jump just in time, emerging on the roof, and see my own ship coming toward me.

      “Oops,” I say out loud before jumping out of the way at the last second. I had sent the ship on a mission to rid the roof of soldiers, which it seems to have done at least partially until the EMP took it out of the sky. The ship crashes, leaving a trail of fire. It is the only source of light in my vicinity now that the city’s power grid is down.

      I’m surprised there aren’t many people firing at me. But then I realize, their weapons are disabled, and the thought makes me grin. I turn around and scan the area.

      I guess I’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way, using mostly visual contact. That’s when a soldier runs at me with a machete in hand, shouting at the top of his lungs. He could have sneaked up on me, but, well, I’m glad he decided to shout and broadcast his position in the process. That makes my job a lot easier. He’s nearly on top of me at the end of his jump, about to slash my skull in two, when I decide to react.

      In a situation like this, I have many options and decide to go for the standard response, assuming I can’t count on my tech. I jump toward him and grab his slashing hand midair, then plant my knee firmly in his stomach with as much strength as I can muster, for good measure. His facial reaction tells me it must have hurt like a bitch. That’s good. That’s what I was going for: maximum pain. I end up with his machete in my hand as he falls to the concrete.

      I flip the blade in the air as I hear him panting and wheezing nearby, trying to catch his breath.

      “I think this belongs to you,” I say as I throw the blade full force toward his torso. It passes through his upper body and nails him to the concrete ground. I guess some of my super strength still works at acceptable levels.

      He’s dead a few seconds later. I crack my neck. I’m pumped up, and I have a lot of frustration and anger to dissipate, so it’s with great pleasure that I see another pair of soldiers run toward me, one with a knife and the other with a crowbar. They stay in proximity to one another. Big mistake.

      I fire my repulsor, but I need to blow some steam, so instead of hitting them with the blast, I shoot on their path. The shockwave of the blast sends them spinning in the air. I jump toward the nearest one and break his back with my knee. I can’t be sure how many vertebrae break, but from the cascade-type noise, I can infer the tally is high. The second one crashes on the ground about the same time I land. Both my fist and knee hit the concrete, which cracks upon my forceful landing.

      I get up and start a reverse roundhouse kick toward the soldier trying to get back up. I activate my shin blade and sever through his neck.

      “Don’t lose your head,” I say right before the soldier’s cranium hits and rolls across the ground, bouncing and falling through one of the large holes made earlier by the explosives.

      An “LOL” displays on my HUD. It’s good Tanya is still here, even though I can’t hear her.

      I look around and see three more people standing. One grabs my attention immediately. It’s Eleanor. She is being used as a human shield by none other than Ahmed himself. For now, he seems content to let his last goon try to take me out.

      The guy is mountain tall, and he equips himself with knuckle-dusters. This should be fun. He’s nearly upon me when he starts doing some sort of martial art kata in front of me. I open my right palm, aim it at his chest, and incinerate him with the thruster mode of my repulsor weapon. When I turn the blast off, he has a basketball-sized hole in his chest and a look of surprise on his dying face.

      He’s still smoking from his wound when I decide to blow some air toward him. I don’t know if that has any effect at all, but he falls backward and hits the concrete ground like a plank of dead wood. His head cracks upon impact, but he’s already dead anyway.

      Another text message. “You’re back!”

      I crack my neck once more. Now for the pièce de résistance. I shoot Ahmed a lightning gaze.

      “Let her go.”

      My voice is as cold as steel.

      “Not a chance, Cole.”

      “I didn’t realize we are on a first name basis now. What happened to ‘Agent Seeker?’”

      “Stop moving, or I’ll slit her throat.”

      I humor him and stop advancing toward them. I look into Eleanor’s eyes. I know that look. She is frightened, but her eyes also screaming at me to take the shot.

      “Now, let’s see if we can come to an arrangement,” says Ahmed. “You let me go, and I let your friend live. How does that sound?”

      A memory shoots past my conscious mind. The time in a previous mission in New Paris where she’d carried me away after most of my leg was blown apart. She carried me for more than ten klicks, and we took three patrols out before our Exfil came to get us out of the hot zone. That’s not the only time she saved my hide, but that’s the one I vividly remember the most. Vassiliki was still alive back then, and all I could think about the entire time was how much I wanted to gaze into her eyes, hold her, and kiss her again.

      I start to feel my hand twitch and move slightly on its own.

      “I thought we agreed you’d cancel that order, Tanya.”

      “Still trying to hack my own security protocols but without success.” Tanya’s words appear on my jittery HUD.

      Great, that’s just great. Then I get an idea.

      “Tanya, reboot, now.”

      “Good thinking, Cole. Initiating reboot.”

      Tanya will be offline for at least sixty seconds, which hopefully will be all I need to defuse the situation here.

      “So? Do we have a deal?” Ahmed pushes on.

      “What guarantees do I have that you’ll let her go unharmed?”

      “I give you my word.”

      “We both know that’s not worth a monkey’s ass.”

      He spits on the ground and presses the knife against Eleanor’s throat deeply enough that it makes a small incision. Blood runs down her bruised neck.

      Shooting Ahmed shouldn’t be too difficult. Even if he’s using Eleanor as a shield, I’ve taken more difficult shots than this one before. My only worry is whether or not the blast has disabled his augments. Logic would dictate that they have been, but he’s always had the edge over me tech-wise.

      I have to make a decision; soon Tanya will reboot, and she might decide for me. I’d rather be the one responsible for whatever the result of this standoff may be.

      I can see Eleanor staring at me, imploring me with her eyes to take the shot. But if I do and Ahmed is shielded, she’s dead, and there’s nothing I can do.

      I could try to use my liquid metal augments, and I’m tempted to do so. But I have no idea how they will react with my systems being partially compromised. I may end up killing her myself by accident.

      “Okay, Ahmed,” I say to buy some time.

      Eleanor’s look is loaded with disappointment.

      I have to do something, and I have to do it now. I remember an old duress code we had devised on previous missions together. I hope she remembers it. I slide my hand on the left side of my face, pretending to feel my day-old stubble. That’s our code prompting her to make her move before I open fire.

      I see a twinkle in her eyes. I’m hoping that means she remembers. But I prepare myself. I engage the shockwave blast-firing mode of my repulsors. It’s the only weapon at my disposal that has a chance to make this work if Ahmed’s systems are still up.

      She flings into action and throws her head back into Ahmed’s face. That’s my cue. I aim at his shoulder and fire my repulsor. It sparks.

      Feck!

      Ahmed recovers from the shock of Eleanor’s strike and moves to cut her throat. I react instinctively. I shoot my other repulsor at Eleanor’s stomach. It fires without incident, and the shockwave throws her away from Ahmed’s reach even though he manages to slice part of her neck. Still, the wound doesn’t look too deep.

      Eleanor tumbles to the ground and rolls a few times before hitting a concrete wall nearby. I hope she’s not badly hurt, but I can’t think about that right now. I have to finish off Ahmed. I change my firing method to plasma and fire from both repulsors. They fire, and Ahmed is hit, but his personal shield ignites and absorbs the blasts.

      I knew it! This asshole is shielded against EMPs. That’s not good.

      “That’s not very nice, Cole. I give you a way out of this situation, and this is how you repay me?”

      “It’s Agent Seeker to you, asshole.”

      I can tell he’s mad from the way he grinds his teeth at my remark. Good, he’s more likely to make a mistake if he’s pissed off. Time to give him a taste of his own medicine.

      His reaction is almost immediate though, and he fires with his own repulsor weapons toward me. I erect my forearm and activate my shield. It absorbs the three shots, but it flickers madly. I’m relieved it works at all but don’t think it can take much more than that in its current state.

      If I was hoping for a fair fight, I now know it won’t happen. My augments are more compromised than I initially thought, but his seem to work like clockwork. Knowing I’m going to die for sure makes my options more open. Without hesitation, I start running toward Ahmed with a single burning thought: Now he dies!
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        Time to death of agent’s body: approx. 255 min.

      

      

      

      Ahmed greets me with three shots from his repulsors. Two of them graze my shoulder and neck and the third one lands on my lower left side. My armor takes the brunt of the blast.

      I’m upon him and clock him in the face with my elbow. He stumbles backward but doesn’t lose his balance. I don’t wait for him to recover. I grab my last sonic grenade and plant it on his chest. He looks down at it, clearly not expecting that move from me. I activate it, knowing full well I’m going to feel the brunt of the blast more than him, but I have to do something to bring his shields down. Right before activating the detonator, I open my palm and use the shockwave-firing mode of my repulsor.

      The grenade explodes, and I get catapulted backward. The shock of the explosion cracks my armor in multiple places, and I feel two of my ribs snap on my right side. I crash onto the concrete meters away.

      The frustration of my hellish day mushrooms within me. I feel like I’m not the same man I was when I woke up this morning. I ache pretty much everywhere, not that I care about the pain.

      Something deep inside me has changed; a major shift of perspective toward the world and the illusion of freedom that I once perceived.

      I only have a little over three hours to live, but I am determined to right some wrongs during that limited window of time. Once I’m done here, I’ll need to get back to Rewind to save my consciousness and make sure no one there ever plays me like a puppet again. Rewind is shielded and deep underground, so I’m sure the EMP hasn’t affected it. This won’t be a cakewalk though. I’m sure they know everything I’ve done up till the EMP blast. They’ll be on their toes, but I’m determined to make them pay for manipulating me.

      First, I have a terrorist to kill. When I get back up, I see Ahmed getting back on his feet as well. I throw a knife at him. He puts his forearm in front of his face, and the blade plunges into his muscles, confirming his shields are down.

      My HUD is blinking with multiple warnings and error messages. The sonic blast has damaged many of my internal systems. But now that his shields are down, this can finally be a fair fight. I channel my anger and walk toward him. He removes the blade from his arm and throws it back at me. I deflect it.

      When he fires another salvo of blaster fire, I bring my shield back up. It keeps flickering but holds, barely. I’m running low on power, so I must make sure this fight ends soon. As much as I would revel taking my time killing him and making him suffer, I will have to make this swift.

      There’s nothing I hate more than a traitor. Of course, I realize the irony here; until I was told the truth and my eyes were opened, I’d also been a traitor, albeit an unwilling and unknowing one. Which is why I feel so enraged; and that’s also why Ahmed is going to be the recipient of my wrath.

      He fires another shot from his repulsor, and I roll to the side, aim, and shoot his hand with my own weapon. His repulsor overloads, which causes his hand to explode. He screams in pain and falls to his knees, holding his severed arm, blood shooting from where his hand used to be. Now is the time to press my advantage. I fire four successive precise shots; two at his legs and two at his arms, making sure he can no longer use them.

      As I walk the rest of the way toward him, I check on Eleanor. She is unconscious, and she’s losing some blood from her neck wound, but it doesn’t look too serious. I scan her vitals the best I can with the state of my internal systems. She does require medical attention, but it’s not critical.

      When I approach Ahmed, he’s still holding his arm with the missing hand, and I can tell he is genuinely in pain. He tries to shoot me with the weapon in his other hand, but I deflect its trajectory with ease. The previous wound I’d inflicted on him has seriously hindered his speed. The fire blast hits a wall far behind me.

      I grab his remaining hand, something he doesn’t expect, and activate the thruster firing mode. His own repulsor liquefies inside his hand as the rest of the arm is slowly burned. I haven’t pushed my weapon to its maximum setting on purpose, so at least that part takes a little time. He’s screaming from the pain. Now that he no longer has any hands, it’s time to end this.

      “I told you I’d kill you today. I like to keep my promises,” I say.

      He can barely speak from the pain, but mumbles, “If you think Vassiliki is better than the mega corporations? You’re in for a surprise.”

      “I thought I told you never to utter her name again; you’re not worthy,” I say as I take a blade from my reserve around my thigh and plant it between his neck and right shoulder.

      He grits his teeth as small rivers of blood flow down his torso. He doesn’t scream this time around.

      “I don’t care what you think or what you say, Ahmed. You’re a fanatic. Whether your cause is just or not doesn’t matter to me. All that matters is your methods. And killing innocents by the millions is wrong. You want to hurt the mega corporations or the government? Attack them directly; don’t be a coward that preys upon innocents to make his point.”

      “Look who’s talking; the company’s poster boy. You’ve been their puppet for so long that you can’t even remember when it started. They kill you with every mission, and still, you keep working for them, like the good dumb jarhead that you are.”

      That stings. Not only because it is the truth, but also because I’m angry with myself for not having felt it sooner. I haven’t really been happy with my situation, but I never tried to dig deep enough and find the root cause of my inner discomfort. I’m a proud person, so it’s difficult for me to admit when I’m wrong.

      “I’ve been used yes, even if I didn’t know about it. But that stops today. When I’m done with you, Rewind is my next stop. And everyone left standing in my way will regret ever being born.”

      “You think you can do a good deed and be forgiven?” he says as blood bubbles around his mouth.

      “I don’t ask to be forgiven. I only want to know why I was used this way. If I don’t get answers from the people at Rewind, then I’ll go higher up the food chain.”

      “You do realize you’ll be dead soon.”

      “I’m not the only me as you know. Once my consciousness is transferred, I’ll continue this insurrection of mine.”

      “They’ll blast you to kingdom come. They have all the power, so you can’t hope to ever go against them and win. They’ll send another time agent to kill you and prevent even what you’ve achieved today. It’s a vicious circle, one they control and that you can only temporarily escape. I know. I’ve been hunted by you, and look at the irony: now that you’ve caught me, another time agent will hunt you down as a terrorist.”

      “I’m no terrorist!”

      “Oh really? Keep telling yourself that.”

      Time is not a commodity I have in spades at the moment. I have to end this fast if I am to transfer my consciousness to the other me. Not to mention I’m getting tired of listening to this asshole.

      I grab Ahmed’s head with both my hands, my repulsors lined up with his ears.

      “So long. Say hello to Allah for me . . .” I say as I activate my repulsors at a near minimum thruster setting.

      What happens next is probably unnecessary, but it helps me channel all that unhealthy fury that’s bottled up inside my soul.

      His skull becomes hot really fast, his eyes melt and lose their color before bubbling and soon are replaced by light and flames escaping through his skull. His mouth is wide open, and a ray of yellow light shoots from it along with some amber and burning flesh bits.

      He’s long dead before I turn my repulsors off. His skull deformed, melted, and burnt to a crisp. By some miracle, he still stands straight on his knees, the wind blowing the smoke off of his head like it would an extinguished torch.

      A gust of wind blows his head’s ashy remains away, little by little, and they dissipate in the atmosphere. There’s still anger in my soul, but there’s also satisfaction to have done something that, at the very least, feels right today.

      Tomorrow we may be nuked for this insurrection. Or, as Ahmed said, maybe another time agent will rewrite time like I used to. Who knows? I may end up taking Ahmed’s place after all. I won’t be threatening and killing innocents, though. That’s not who I am. But I have little doubt I will now be seen as a threat that needs to be eliminated. They can come, though, because I’ve realized something today: I’ve got nothing to lose.

      I walk away, pick up Eleanor, and cradle her in my arms. I take her pulse. It’s a little erratic, but it’s there. I kiss her on the forehead. She is still unconscious. I take nano-gel from my belt and apply a little on her neck wound to stop the bleeding. The nanites are fast at closing the wound and repairing her tissues.

      I take a few more steps with Eleanor in my arms and look at the city below. The electromagnetic dome protecting us from radiation is providing a slight greenish illumination to the otherwise dead-looking city. That’s the only part of the city that seems to have survived the EMP in terms of tech. I have no doubt the dome generators are shielded as well.

      Fires are burning in the streets and inside the buildings where the flying vehicles have crashed. At this height, people look like ants, an army of insects in a panic running all over the place without purpose or order. It’s chaos alright, but maybe that’s what we need right now.

      I hear a cracking noise in my head and then garbled words. I recognize Tanya’s scrambled voice. She keeps talking, and I try to make out a few words, but they don’t make much sense; plus I’m taken by the view.

      “That’s it. I think I’ve managed to repair my vocal circuitry,” says Tanya.

      “Welcome back.”

      “It’s good to be back, Cole. How’s Eleanor?”

      “She’ll live. I can’t say the same about myself.”

      “About that, Cole—While hacking my own systems’ sub-routines, I found data leakage from a hidden partition within my neural net. I’ve managed to access its data, and I saw every one of Vassiliki’s apparitions. Now, I understand better what has caused you to act the way you did.”

      “I only did what needed to be done; that much I know in my bones.”

      “Do you think Vassiliki can be trusted? I mean, it’s kind of fecked up when you think about it. She’s your wife, but she lets you die every time you time travel. If she was once part of Rewind, why did she leave you there?”

      “I wish I could tell you. We’ll have to ask her if we ever meet her. She might have had her reasons. For all we know it was my idea to stay on the inside until it was time to strike. I know that sounds crazy. I think it matters not for the time being. If we need to get these answers, they’ll be revealed to us in due time.”

      “That doesn’t sound like you, Cole.”

      “I’m not myself anymore, Tanya. I’ve been living a lie for so long—I can’t even trust my own memories. And right now, I don’t dare contemplate the how or why of it all. I’m just happy to have finally awakened.”

      “Do you think we’ll stay together, you and I?”

      “I don’t know, Tanya, I sure hope so. If I have anything to say about it, I’ll make it happen.”

      “Thank you, Cole.”

      “No, thank you, Tanya. I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

      “That’s sweet of you to say, but somehow I doubt it’s true.”

      I don’t answer her since an answer is not needed. My mind is somewhere else right now. After a while, I decide to speak.

      “I sometimes wonder if humans actually need to be controlled. I question whether or not we’re capable of standing on our own. With our minds the way they are, formatted with this illusion of freedom, perhaps it’s the only sustainable life we know until it’s time for the human race to take a final bow. We’re so used to doing as we are told that I’m afraid some of us actually need oppression to survive.”

      “Surely you don’t believe that, Cole.”

      “Me, personally? No. Of course not. I think we should be free and decide our own destiny. I just question whether or not people are ready for it. We’ve gotten too complacent as a species; we like whatever comfort we acquire. Still, the people of New Geneva will have to adapt to a new world now. The changes they’ll face in the morning will be drastic.”

      I keep looking at the dark city below. The wind blows through my hair and Eleanor’s. I don’t really have time to take in the view, but I feel in my heart that I need to. I need to be fully anchored in this moment. For a few fleeting minutes, nothing else matters not the past or the future—but to be here and now, free at last. The feeling warms my heart and uplifts my soul, and Tanya, as if knowing I need this, stays silent.

      Eventually, several minutes later, she speaks.

      “Cole, if we want to be at the Rewind facility in time, we should probably go now.”

      By “in time” she means, “before it’s too late” to transfer both my consciousness and hers. That’s something that needs to happen and it will, no matter what I need to do.

      “I guess we have to. Pity though, I feel like staying and enjoying the view longer.”

      “What are you going to do when we get there?”

      “It’s best not to think about it. But let’s say those who try to stop me probably won’t see the sunrise tomorrow.”

      “And after that?”

      “I don’t want to make plans for the future anymore, Tanya. It brings nothing but pain and anxiety. Not to mention I may not have a future. This body might not, anyway. All I want is to live every minute like it’s the last one and make sure I never again let any system, tyrant, or liar tell me how my life should be. From now on, all I want from life is to be free to make my own choices, for better or for worse.”

      

      
        
        THE END

        (Agent Cole Seeker may return for more adventures soon)
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