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The look in Monika’s eyes as she delivered the latest update on the aftermath of that bitter night that had almost—almost—caused Silvan to abandon everything was too alarming to be ignored.
He had made a big mistake last time she had been in his office; he had let his anger, and even worse his fear, show through in Monika’s presence. He had shown her his human side and ever since then she had been distant and visibly shaken whenever she was around him. As he looked at her now, sitting in front of his desk while he stood over her, wringing her hands in her lap and breathing too heavily, he had the horrible feeling that his sturdy right hand was fraying, cracking under the pressure. 
“What is it, Monika?” he asked her. “What else do you need to tell me?”
“Nothing,” she said immediately. “It’s just…” She took off her glasses and placed them on the desk, rubbing her eyes. “It’s just everything. All of it. I’m tired and I’m guilty and I just want this all to be over.”
“It won’t be over now until it’s done,” he said. “One way or the other. I made my choice, and apparently they made theirs. I didn’t want war. That’s not on us. They are responsible for their own deaths.”
Monika let out a sputtering cough-like sound that may have been a sob and covered her eyes with her hands. Silvan stared at her in confusion for a moment before reaching a tentative hand out to touch her shoulder. She jerked away from his touch and looked up at him with wild red eyes. At that moment he knew definitively: the respect she showed him was not out of friendship or admiration but rather fear—the kind a superstitious peasant has for a king who proclaims himself divine. He removed his hand and walked around his desk to sit at his big chair on the other side.
“I need to know,” Monika said. She donned her glasses so that her dewy eyes were obscured somewhat behind the glinting lenses. “Tell me what all this is for, really. I get Project Unify, I really do. But I don’t understand why. Tell me. I’ve been blind long enough and I deserve to know.”
“I suppose you’re demanding an explanation then?”
She nodded uncertainly. 
Silvan sighed, long and slow; the time had finally come to be honest with her. He owed her nothing less. He paused and stared out through the window at the cloudless sky, wondering how to convey his mind to her, how to decipher his dreams for the dreamless. When he looked back he saw she was staring at him eagerly, almost impatiently.
Hungry.
“Well,” he began, “I guess I have to start from the beginning then. The very beginning.” He paused and stared at the patterns in the wood of his desk, seeing shapes in it he knew no one else saw. He had stared at these patterns while rehearsing this very speech in his head, unsure at the time if he would ever need to give it. “Many years ago,” he began, “long before I founded Silvan Technologies, the Age of the Corporation dawned and transformed capitalism—changed it from a system of economics to a system of governance. For the first time, at least officially, our elected leaders and the people who elected them no longer had the power, not truly. Those at the top of the capital hierarchy could use their money as power over anyone and everyone. And why shouldn’t they? Those who are successful, or come from a successful lineage, are usually inherently far more intelligent than the masses. Why leave the power in the hands of a horde of idiots when they will be equally satiated with the illusion of power? The only thing that makes sense is to let the elite minds guide society.
“But it’s a ravenous world we’ve created. Obviously, corruption abounds. Rather than the smart and successful ones building the world we all need, we have a group of greedy dogs fighting each other over who gets the biggest share of the kill, who has the most power over the others. They get so…so distracted by the melee that they forget about the world, and progress stagnates. Power is the bane of the corporate society even as it is the bane of humanity itself. Therefore it must be removed to usher in the perfected ideal, the post-capitalist dream, the future of the world.” Glancing up, he saw a timid look on Monika’s face and realized his voice had become louder and more harsh. He took a moment to compose himself.
“How do we attain such lofty aspirations?” he continued more calmly, speaking the words he had gone over in his head countless times before. “This question tortured me for decades as I took advantage of a system I despised, building the greatest corporation the world has ever seen. Then one day, sitting in this room, looking out that window there, I realized I had already answered the question. I was well on my way to possessing what I needed to drive the world into the future, and it was something much cleaner, much more wieldable than raw financial power.”
He let that hang in the air until she said, “What is it?”
Looking her dead in the eyes, he said, “Control. Power gives you control, but only until someone else comes along with more power. Total control transcends power, so that power becomes meaningless. So to lead society into the future, all I need is total control.”
Monika laughed politely. “And how will you do that?”
“Have you not been paying attention?” He grinned. “When I own everything, only I can decide what meaning wealth has. All of the money goes through me.”
“And money is power.”
“Exactly.”
“But only you will be able to derive power from the money, when you own everything.”
“Right.”
“You won’t own everything,” she said, leaning back and staring thoughtfully out the window. “You and I both know that. It’s simply not possible.”
“If you hadn’t pointed out that unfortunate truth,” he said, “I would have made you leave my office immediately. I won’t own everything. But that’s a problem I took care of.”
“How so?” She was looking at him with stony eyes, almost back to her usual self.
He would have liked to have told her everything, just to have another person there into whom he could siphon some of his doubts and fears, but it was smarter to leave her out of it. As loyal as she may be, as vital to his continued existence as they both knew she was, she was only human. She could be broken.
“On that you’ll just have to trust me.”
The instant defeat in her eyes told him that she would, that she didn’t have a choice.
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“Baz, what time is the man from Silte Corp calling?” Chris asked the question over his shoulder as he worked the knot in his tie up to his throat. He then started pulling on his pants—the ones fresh from the dry-cleaner, not the ones he had worn into the Capitol that morning for the vote.
“11:30,” Baz said from the wide screen that Chris had had built into the wall directly across from his desk when he’d moved in. “That’s six minutes thirty-six seconds from now, Senator Colmin.” 
“Do I look presentable?” He had just finished with his cuffs and now stood in full view of the screen’s camera, which was his virtual assistant’s perception tool.
“Perhaps you might do something with your hair, Senator Colmin.”
“Good eye.” Chris ran a soft hand through his neatly trimmed, gray-flecked brown hair, smoothing out any signs of the excitement of the last fifteen minutes. As an unmarried member of the United States Congress, he had to keep up the appearance that sex was something he just did not do, even though nobody with a brain really believed that.
“I wouldn’t put your feet up on the desk,” Alana said, smoothing out her pants as she stepped out of the office’s spacious closet, “unless you plan to put some shoes on.” She was wearing a not-quite-formal navy blue suit that was exactly what Chris would expect a senator from New York to wear.
“I wouldn’t put my feet up on the desk anyway,” Chris said. “It’s expensive.”
“Why not?” Alana asked playfully. “You don’t want to trample the desk like you trampled the lives of millions of unemployed workers and their families this morning?”
“Yeah, yeah.” Fearing an economic collapse, Chris had previously been among the many who had sought to force Silte Corp to re-employ most of its laid-off personnel and have its subsidiaries do likewise, but three days of violent protests with a death toll in the thousands (many of them demonstrators, but that was beside the point) had forced he and many of his colleagues to trust Silvan and his corporate empire—if only to stay true to the media-guided public opinion. So he had voted against the emergency action. He couldn’t help but wonder, considering Silvan’s influence, whether the outcome of the vote would’ve been any different regardless. There was a lot of money coming out of that tower in Dallas, enough to make all sorts of things happen.
“Baz,” he said to the elderly generic male face on the screen, “does Senator Shelley have a clear way out?”
“Just a moment…okay. It’s clear now, Senator Colmin.”
“Good,” Chris said. “Alana, until next time.”
“Next time,” she said, smoothing out her sleeves, “maybe we should do this when you have a little more than twenty minutes to spare.” She obviously hadn’t been satisfied, but Chris knew her well enough now to pick up on that without her having to say it.
“Goodbye, Senator Shelley,” he said formally. He walked her to the door and looked down the hall in both directions before ushering her out and closing the door to the sound of her echoing footsteps. He hoped no one had decided to leave a nearby office before she got far enough away; it would not be good at all for a libertarian like himself to get caught having a secret meeting with a neo-progressive, especially in his first term in Congress. And if somebody found out they were fucking…well, he could only imagine the career-ending articles his acquaintances would gleefully send him accompanied by messages telling him how much they had always secretly hated him. He would have to retreat back to Texas and hope the scandal didn’t prevent him from getting some type of respectable corporate job before his last government paycheck ran out.
Circling around to sit at his desk, he finger-combed his hair one last time, preparing for the meeting that the message from a Silte Corp HR-bot had so adamantly implored he be present and alone for. Chris assumed the position, placing his hands on his chair’s armrests and donning a practiced smile—friendly, but not so friendly that he would not be taken seriously.
When the call notification came up on screen Baz said, “Putting him through right away, Senator Colmin.”
“Hello, Senator Colmin,” the man’s voice said while the screen was still black. A second later his narrow, well-lined face showed up on the screen, and Chris leaned back in surprise. The man’s hair was grayer and his eyelids were heavier, his mouth tighter, but Chris recognized the man right away.
“Nelson Hergeman,” he said, relaxing his shoulders and dropping the mock-friendly act: this was a friend. Well, he was a friend to the extent that he was the man who had been appointed by Silte Corp to make sure Chris won his primary and made it to Washington as junior senator for the state of Texas. “How have you been?” Chris said. “You know I never really thanked you for, well, this.” He gestured at the office around him.
“It’s time to repay Mr. Silvan and Silte Corporation,” Hergeman said, completely ignoring Chris’s polite greeting. “We got you in office,” Hergeman elaborated. “Now you help us.” 
“Oh, I see.” Something wasn’t right about the way Hergeman spoke—or the way his face didn’t seem to reflect his words in any noticeable way; in fact, he was unsettlingly wooden to the point of appearing inhuman. “I understand,” Chris said. “I mean, I’ve been wondering when you guys would reach out to me with all that’s going on out there.” Not to mention, he thought, why you scheduled this meeting for after the morning vote. Had they been testing him by seeing where his allegiance would fall when left unhindered?
There was no question that Chris owed everything to Silte Corp. When he initially set out on the campaign trail, he made no secret about his full support of the Corporate Freedom Act in its present state and promised that he would not vote for any legislation that would impinge on the rights of corporate persons. Knowing, obviously, this would have limited appeal among a weary voter base, he had been relying on gaining an edge in the primary through generous corporate contributions; what he had gotten instead was a visit at his North Dallas headquarters, in person (for the one and only time—the rest of their meetings would be in vid-calls), by Nelson Hergeman. The man had discussed a few ideological points with him for a while before telling him that Silte Corporation would be willing to win him the senate seat if he would agree to serve them whenever they needed him to. Wanting nothing more at that moment than to gain one more step on the political ladder, Chris had taken the stylus firmly in hand and signed the tablet screen. Within a week, the only other serious contender in the primary dropped out suddenly and mysteriously. Two months later, the two other candidates who posed any real threat to Chris’s campaign dropped out of the race, and in November he began making preparations to come to Washington D.C. to join his fellow freshman senators. Hergeman had sent him one final message: “Congratulations. You will hear from us.”
It seemed that time had come.
“We have a bill,” Hergeman said. “It has your name on it, along with a few others, but you’re front and center. You’re going to introduce this bill Wednesday, and the vote will be Thursday. It will pass the senate and house and will obviously not be vetoed by the president.”
“Okay,” Chris said slowly, trying to ignore the weird motionlessness of the face on the screen. “And what is this bill? More corporate freedom? If so, I can’t guarantee it will pass.”
“No.” Hergeman shook his head mechanically. “The bill gives artificial personalities, intelligences, and other entities legal personhood. The Freedom of Non-Physical Persons Act.”
Out of respect for the man, Chris forced himself not to laugh. After a short silence he said, “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather me propose increased freedom for corporate persons? That might have a better chance than this.”
“It will pass.” The strange, emotionless way he said it made Chris believe him.
Sponsoring a bill wasn’t all that much to ask of Chris. In fact, having his name on a major, polarizing bill could be a great step to a possible future presidential run. But this bill in particular was just ridiculous. There may be fifteen or twenty members of Congress on the ideological fringes who thought that, for one reason or another, artificial personalities should have equal rights; aside from those, everyone saw the possible long term implications—like what will happen when a true artificial intelligence is created and instantly possesses all the rights of a natural human being. The fear was just too ingrained to allow them to endorse such a thing. Not to mention the fact that half of them—including every senior senator over the age of 65—still refused to update their offices with virtual assistants like the rest of the world. This bill would be a tough sell, and not only would it not help his future presidential campaign, it might actually prevent it altogether. He should say no to Hergeman now and join in the mocking derision aimed at whomever they picked to take his place on Wednesday.
But he didn’t have that option.
“Give this bill to my assistant,” he said to the screen, where Hergeman’s face didn’t even acknowledge that Chris had said anything. 
“That will be all for now, Senator,” Hergeman said.
“All right.” Chris poured himself some ice water from the jug on his desk and took a sip. “Before you go,” he said, “why exactly does Silte Corp need a bill like this to pass? Are your secretaries threatening to go on strike or something?” He chuckled but quickly stopped when he realized the joke had not made so much as a dent in Hergeman’s steel exterior.
“I’m not permitted to answer that.”
“Understandable,” Chris said. Then, deciding he’d had enough of this uncharacteristic version of the man he had once known, he said, “You know, for as much life as you’re showing today, I’d say you’re an artificial personality.”
Still not even a grin from the other man. Hergeman only said, “We will be in touch, Senator.” And with that the meeting was over.
Draining his nearby glass of water, Chris got up and moved around the desk, straightening his tie and shirt collar. He looked around the room and sighed; on Wednesday he would probably become the subject of a day’s worth of jokes from the news analyzers and political satirists of the world. It would blow over, eventually—it always did. Or maybe it wouldn’t need to. Hergeman had sounded pretty sure, and Chris couldn’t deny that Silte already had a heavy hand in the day-to-day dealings in Congress. He would just have to trust the masters and play along, do his job.
“Baz,” he said, “I’m going out to lunch. Give me a summary of that bill. Everything I need to know to not look like too much of an idiot on Wednesday. That includes outside facts and data.”
“Right away, Senator Colmin.”
Pocketing his tablet, Chris said, “Just think, if things work out Wednesday then maybe someday you’ll be a senator and someone will be taking your orders.” He couldn’t help but flash an irreverent smile at the screen as he sauntered out of the office—a smile that quickly died when he realized that if the bill passed he might actually have to start giving his virtual secretary paychecks.
And that was a scary thought. 
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For at least the hundredth time in the last five days Jason, huddled on one of two beds in a little passenger cabin aboard the container ship MV
Wyles, tried to call Sabrina through the non-E com app he had put on her tablet. For at least the hundredth time, he was left disappointed. No, he was more than disappointed: he was utterly demolished, torn by the guilt of abandoning her and aching with worry at what might have happened to his last remaining friend. While there was no way of knowing if his calls and messages were even getting through, he did know that no one else but Sabrina would be able to receive them, regardless of who might be in control of her tablet now, so he kept trying. 
There wasn’t much else to do on the hulking container ship—at least not for him. Dellia, who was sharing this cramped cabin with him, spent most days exploring the vessel and discussing things with the captain and engineers of which Jason had little knowledge and even less interest. He chose to limit his online presence to be safe, despite Captain Redding’s assurances that he was quite untraceable aboard the Wyles (“Don’t forget, I’ve been a part of this little movement a hell of a long time now,” he would say). The ship’s lounge had a small library with real books, a few old pinball machines, and a pool table in need of serious refurbishing—so Jason had no reason to hang out in there. Since he had no interest in exploring with his cabin-mate, all that was left was the dining room. The food was surprisingly edible, but what really drew Jason in was what the crew referred to as the ship’s bar: several boxes of a strange assortment of liquor and wine from all around the world and a seemingly endless supply of beer that the cook made himself in a spare pantry, all tucked away in a locked closet in the kitchen. As a passenger, Jason wasn’t restricted by the on-duty drink limits imposed on the crew, and he took full advantage of this freedom. He had grown particularly fond of the cook’s heavy stout, black as molasses and nearly as thick. Apart from meals, Jason only left the cabin to visit this so-called bar, and that was happening more and more frequently. Avery, the cook, had taken to digging in his chest pocket for the closet key as soon as he saw Jason enter the dining room. 
Jason set his tablet on the bed beside him and nearly reached for the growler full of beer the cook had lent him before thinking better of it. He had learned a hard lesson after the first few nights, when he had taken his drinking too far and found that hangovers combined horribly with the motion of the ship to create hours of morning misery. And anyway no matter how much he drank, he always woke up back in this cramped, musty cabin on this aging ship heading wherever the people above him decided he should go next; his own life’s path was out of his hands. Getting sloppy drunk again would only make his problems that much harder to deal with the next day—and probably make Dellia’s opinion of him sink even lower. Sometimes he regretted following her onto this boat. 
But where would he be now if he had stayed behind? Probably, he knew, in the same situation he was in now, only instead of two sides wanting him dead it would be all three—or however many sides there were now; it was hard to know for sure. What was once the Anti-Corp movement was now myriad groups, fighting as much with each other as with Silte Corp and its allies.
There were two curt knocks and the dented metal door swung inward. Dellia, wearing blue coveralls, her hair pulled into a tight ponytail, gave Jason a perfunctory greeting as she entered the cabin and dropped onto her own bed, leaning back tiredly against the wall. She looked at him and smiled then glanced around the room silently, seemingly deep in thought. This introspective silence was something she did a lot; Jason found it a thoroughly refreshing trait.
Finally, just before he was going to ask her which part of the ship she had been to today, she said, “I was in the engine room, just now.”
“Ah,” Jason said, sitting up straight and scooting to the edge of his bed. “Does this mean I get to hear all about the thermodynamics of boat engines now?” He may be able to talk over her head about computing technology and software engineering, but she was apparently an expert on almost everything else. Her enthusiasm to explain how most anything and everything worked was often tiring—and usually hard to follow.
With a playful roll of her eyes, Dellia said sardonically, “Well I am dying to talk about it.” She also moved to the edge of her bed so they were a few feet apart. “Actually,” she said in a semi-hushed voice, “I wanted to talk about something else I saw down there. There’s this door at the back of the engine room, looks really new compared to everything else. I went through it and it was like a big storage room or something. Obviously a recent addition, like they built an extra room into the cargo space down there. Anyway, this place was full of some seriously heavyweight tech equipment. Servers, satellite receivers, other stuff I wouldn’t begin to have a name for. Most of it’s not running, from what I could see. I wanted to look around more, but an engineer came in and didn’t seem happy to see me there, so I got out quick.”
“Tech equipment,” Jason repeated slowly. “That could mean a lot. It’s probably just what they need to give them the computing power they have. Or more likely what they need to keep this place off the grid.”
“Oh come on,” she said. “Even I know that can be done on a single beefed-up tab nowadays.”
He smiled and shook his head at her naivety. “No. Not out here. Not with so many people connected. They would need at least two independent satellite receivers and a transmitter, not to mention a couple of extremely secure servers, and a—”
“Okay I get it. There was a lot, though. And most didn’t seem like it was being used. I would show you, but I don’t want to risk getting caught around there again.” She leaned in towards him, closing even more of the distance between them. “Jason, don’t you see it? The captain isn’t just some casual hired pawn of the post-AC people. This place is a floating base. It’s the…it’s like the core of whichever group it is we’re working with now.”
“Maybe,” Jason said hesitantly. “But do you really think so? It’s just a bunch of equipment in storage. I mean, maybe they’re just transporting it. This is a cargo ship, right?”
She shook her head. “This is why you should leave the cabin once in a while. Every time we stop, they only take containers off the top two layers of the stack and replace them with new ones. At every port it’s the same containers being taken off and replaced. My guess is, if we looked inside the others we would find more equipment or people or—something.”
“That is interesting.” A base of operations in the middle of the sea would make sense.
And it would hardly be a surprise compared to everything Jason had seen these last few weeks. But… “But it doesn’t matter. I don’t think either of us needs to get any more involved. You’re the one who didn’t want these people having any control over you.”
“Fair enough.” She propped her pillow against the wall and leaned back on it, slumping with the wear of another day doing whatever it was she did out there—probably a little of everything: exploring, working with the crew, learning. She receded into her contemplative state, and after a while her eyes found Jason’s tablet, still lying on the bed.
“You still trying to get in touch with Sabrina?” she asked. “Any luck?” Her voice was more inquisitive than curious; she had shown only limited patience in his dwelling on his decision to leave.
“Nothing,” Jason said, absently grasping for the tab and looking at his own reflection in the black mirrored screen. “I know it’s getting pointless, but what else can I do? My other friends are either too dangerous to talk to or off the map completely. Sabrina is all I have, really, in the outside world. The only one I can trust. And it would be my fault, wouldn’t it? I mean if she…if she’s dead.”
“No,” Dellia said, resolute. “You and her and me—we were all manipulated. It’s no one’s fault but those people who hide behind masks and avatars, and that man who stands in his tower at Silte Corp. You and I have no more control over this than pieces on a chessboard. Whatever happened, it’s not your fault. When Sabrina gets your messages—”
“If she gets my messages.”
“When she gets your messages,” Dellia said more forcefully, “she will contact you. Until then, it makes no sense to waste your time sending her more or worrying about something you can’t do anything about.” 
“I know,” he said weakly. He placed his tablet on the near corner of the little bedside table that was stacked with both of their belongings. Her side was significantly less orderly than his and was spilling over into his neat assortment of basic necessities. 
She was right, in any case. She usually was. But what she didn’t know, what he hadn’t talked to her about, was the tiredness of running around, the anxiety of being on the wrong side of some of the most powerful people on the planet, the fear of probably never having a normal life again; it was all too much to deal with. Maybe his endlessly contacting Sabrina was useless, but at least it was a distraction. Giving that up meant he would have to find a new one.
“Thanks,” he said sincerely. “For saying that. I think I needed it.” She smiled briefly and nodded. “If you don’t mind,” he said, “maybe I could go with you tomorrow and you could show me around the ship.”
“Absolutely,” she said. She got up from the bed and unzipped her coveralls halfway. “But you might want to find something to wear that’s a little more durable than short sleeves and jeans. I like to get into some tricky places.” She yawned and let her dark hair fall down around her shoulders. “I’ll be in the shower if you need me,” she said groggily, stretching out so that her fingers brushed the low ceiling. As she stretched, the zipper on her coveralls went down several more inches, exposing bare flesh well below her navel. 
She calmly zipped it back up, looking a lot less embarrassed than Jason felt, and said, “When I’m done we can go get something to eat.”
“Sure,” Jason said, watching her turn and enter the bathroom. She gave him a half-glance over her shoulder before closing the door and, though he might have imagined it, he thought she was grinning at him.
Eating in the cafeteria at a proper mealtime could be nice. Wanting to avoid the crew, he had mostly eaten meals either very early or very late—or just snacked on packaged food from the ship’s makeshift commissary. He still didn’t feel like mixing with the sailors, but the thought of eating dinner with Dellia seemed to diminish his reservations about mingling with the crew. 
Smiling inwardly, he began rummaging around in his bag for some fresh clothes. 
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Over twenty years in the professional world—plus a few odd jobs in high school and college—and for the first time in his career Mike was going to the office drunk. 
See how the great chief administrator has fallen, he thought, shuffling heavily into the elevator. He hadn’t intended to get drunk on his way in, but this morning’s hangover had been particularly nasty and a couple painkillers with a tall glass of water just hadn’t cut through the blinding murk in his head. So a few sips of last night’s leftover bourbon had turned into a few gulps, which had then turned into a careless binge-drinking session rivalling his dorm room days in college. It had started in the kitchen then spilled out into the hallway and continued all through the lonely ride along the skyways. When he had stepped off the cart, he had been surprised by the wobbly footing and thought for a moment the building was shaking. No, you’re just smashed, you idiot. Not that it really mattered, anyway; he was usually halfway there before lunch these days.
Numbing reality was a lot better than facing it.
He repeated this over and over in his head as he shuffled sloppily to the elevator and up to his office, desperately seeking to rationalize his new low. The halls of Silte Corp’s upper echelons were unusually empty; Mike wasn’t sure if that was because he was late or early.
“Good morning, Mr. Torres.”
Mike looked up sharply at the sound of Elle’s daily greeting, suddenly realizing he had made it all the way into his office already. “Morningelle,” he slurred. “Hey, I haven’t checked my, uh, my tab. Do I have any—mmph…’scuse me. Do I have anything?”
“A message from Monika Leutz,” Elle said. “She requests you meet her in her office at 9 a.m.”
“Dammit. Why?” Calm down. “I mean, did she give a reason?” He stood swaying, staring down at Elle’s upside-down face on his desk screen.
“No, Mr. Torres.”
“Tell her—tell her I’ll be there.” A meeting in half an hour? And with Leutz, the one person he really didn’t seeing him in his present state. She would know for sure, take one look at him and see the drunken stupidity on his face. This was it, the day he had been dreading, the day his crumbling life crashed down in earnest. “And have some coffee sent up,” he added as an afterthought: his last desperate attempt to avoid what a small part of him had seen coming all along.
When the initial shock wore off, he realized how peculiar—suspicious even—it was for Leutz to be calling him to her office rather than coming down here like usual. Whatever the reason, it couldn’t be good. Had they already caught on to his little drinking problem? Was this just a game, a way for her to catch him at it officially? Or maybe it was about his lack of progress with the spying he was supposed to be doing. He had gotten so tired of Lom constantly hounding him for updates that he had ordered the artificial personality to stop bothering him. While Lom wasn’t technically required to obey orders from anyone but his owner, telling Leutz’s personal secretary to stay out of his business probably hadn’t been a great idea. 
The coffee arrived, and he greedily grabbed it out of the office delivery unit, scalding his tongue on the first hasty gulp. But he didn’t care: a burnt mouth was infinitely better than facing Leutz’s icepick stare while she considered the many possible ways she could discipline him. Taking another, longer drink, he stood up to get his blood flowing and walked over to the only section of window in his office that he left unshielded from the outside world, the one on the corner facing the southeast side of the city. The sun was high enough that it didn’t obscure his view—but then what was there worth looking at now, anyway?
The night of the attack still hung as a nightmare around the apartment; he and Meredith only ever referred to it as ‘that night’ and never brought it up around Natalie, who had—thankfully—stayed soundly asleep through the worst. The riots had been bad, with smoke and gas and smoke filling the streets and flames engulfing parked cars and older buildings from before the era of structural fireproofing. But it had been the aftermath that had convinced Mike that he and his family were about to die gruesomely. After most of the fires had subsided, or in many cases succumbed to fire-extinguishing foam sprayed by automatic dispensers built into the outer walls of newer and renovated buildings, the gunshots had started—audible even seventy floors up—as the Guardian police and the Silte mercenaries opened fire on the rioters all around the city. According to the ONN livestream on Mike’s tablet, the rioters had been heavily armed and escalated the situation into a very real, very deadly battle, which explained why the distant pops and low rumbles had gone on for nearly three hours—hours that felt like days, huddled together with Meredith by the couch, away from any windows. Towards the end of the night, as the surreal sounds of death dwindled (moving north towards Silte headquarters, Mike found out later), two monstrous blasts shook the room so violently Mike was waiting for the Plaza to topple over. That had been where he and Meredith had screamed and woken up Natalie, forcing them to calm themselves and lead their daughter out of the room to keep her blissfully ignorant of what was going on below. After the explosion, the bangs and crashes ceased and the only noises they heard were the helicopters flying all around, shining spotlights between the buildings until a pale dawn crept up over the city.
On the skyway ride to work the next morning, the rising sun had revealed a smoldering battleground in the streets below. Here and there the city’s older buildings were half-burnt and deteriorating in the gentle morning breeze. Virtually every building as far as Mike could look down any street seemed to have contributed in some way to the glass dust blanketing the sidewalks. Along the street, blackened metal frames stood out blaringly in lines of bullet-peppered cars; there seemed to be no order to which had been burned and which had been spared. Even from thirty stories up Mike could make out the bodies by the dark, drying globs of beet-red blood stretching out beneath them along the pavement. There were so many, so many who died…for what? Was Silte so vilified among the masses that they were willing to become these strange, blood-drained lumps of meat on the pavement?
His coffee forgotten, Mike looked out at the city for a long time—longer than it took for the dark brown liquid in the plastic cup to become tepid and stale. The city had been cleaned up significantly; many of the victims of the Great Layoff had been more than happy to take minimum-wage jobs with the state to help clean up, though some perhaps had helped cause the destruction to begin with. All around, the signs of chaos were still there, though, like gaping wounds that had been poorly doctored, sanitized with cheap liquor and covered up with duct tape. Mike looked a short way down the street at the blackened, cracked road where one of the bombs had gone off, taking out the side of a skyscraper adjacent to the Silte building. Both bombs had been destined for headquarters, but neither had made it far enough to do more than blow out some of the lower windows and throw a few of the active offices into mild disorder. Mike looked down at the barricade and the legion of heavily armed guards stationed around the perimeter. Every day the building was becoming more of a military fortress, and every day this was becoming more of a war.
Whose side was he on, really?
“You will need to leave soon for your meeting, Mr. Torres.”
“Thank you, Elle.”
Pulling himself from the window reluctantly, Mike went back to his desk. He looked briefly at the cold, half-drunk coffee before adding to it a few splashes of scotch and swishing it around. He downed the cup’s contents in seconds. Let Leutz see it, let her banish him from the office, let her throw him and his family out into the real world. He didn’t care. That would be easier to deal with than the bodies in the streets.
 
*  *  *
 
As he stood outside the menacing door, Mike realized this was the first time he had ever even been to Leutz’s office. First and last, he couldn’t help but think. Just as he was about to knock, Lom’s boring face showed up on the little screen above the lock. “Right on time,” Lom said, and then the door opened automatically. 
“Come on in Mike,” Leutz called from the other side of the vast room, which was at least twice the size of Mike’s office. “Have a seat,” she said. He crossed the room to her desk, noting how ornate and expensive the furniture and décor were; Leutz had never been very subtle.
With a feeling of dispirited acceptance, Mike dropped into the soft chair on the near side of the heavy mahogany desk and waited for her to tell him his fate. He looked at her face, made bold by his apathy, and she stared back, caressing her glasses with a sharp finger. 
“I’d offer you a drink,” she said, “if you didn’t already smell like you soaked your suit in cheap whiskey.” Here it comes, Mike thought. “Really, Mike,” she said, leaning back, crossing her arms and taking him in with a predator’s gaze. “You didn’t have this problem before Project Unify, as far as we can tell. I’ve chosen to ignore it up until now, but that’s not an option anymore.” She sighed—and then did something that took Mike completely aback: she removed her smart glasses. Her blue eyes looked absurdly out-of-place with nothing to hide behind; her age suddenly showed blaringly on her tired face. 
“What is it, Mike?” she pleaded, softness in her voice. “The stress? I need to know how I can help you.”
“It’s…” Mike began. But what would he say? That he was scared? That he could no longer deal with being complacent in bribery and murder and all the other crimes Silvan committed on his quest for power? The truth was, Mike wasn’t exactly sure what his problem was, but he did know that the source was Silte Corp. 
“It’s nothing…,” he began stubbornly; then, honesty seeping through uncontrollably, “It’s everything. It’s the violence. It’s being trapped in the Plaza. It’s the…the guilt.”
“Huhhh…” The noise she made was something like a sigh. “Well, Mike, you’re not alone. Everyone in this building feels the same way you do—it’s just we’ve all gotten so good at pushing it deep down. You know, cram everything behind these inauthentic shells or something like that.” She looked away, twirling her glasses absently in her hand. But rather than her usual boredom, her look was one of poorly-masked worry. “You’re different, and that’s why you are so important. But I guess that’s also your big fault, isn’t it? The truth is…the truth is we—no I am scared, and if I can’t rely on you…well then I guess I’m all alone up here.”
“I’m sorry…” Mike said, unsure of what else to say. This whole situation was beginning to make him uncomfortable; this woman sitting across from him was more human now than she had ever shown before, and the effect was strange. Somewhere down beneath the scotch he felt pity.
“Don’t apologize,” she said. She opened a drawer and pulled out a small plastic pill bottle, popped it open and slid a circular white pill into her palm. “Take this.” She handed it over to Mike, who studied it in his hand.
“It’s okay,” Leutz assured him. It’s Sobril, a new drug fresh from the OpenLife R&D department. It negates the effects of alcohol, to some extent. After all this chaos is over these things will be on shelves in every convenience store and supermarket in the world. Take it.” Mike shrugged and flipped the little pill into his mouth, swallowing it with a gob of saliva. “Give it a few minutes,” she said. 
They sat there in silence for a minute or two and then all at once Mike felt his fuzzy drunkenness receding, leaving not even a headache in its wake. “That’s amazing,” he said.
“Isn’t it?” Leutz had put her glasses back on and was her usual stony self again, her brief little show of vulnerability gone as quickly as it had come. It almost felt to Mike like it hadn’t even happened at all. “No more hangovers,” she said. “No more worrying about driving home. Keep this bottle. And don’t even think about drinking on your way to work again. Got it?”
“Yeah—uh…yes, of course. Thank you.”
“Good,” she said. “Then we can move on to your assignment. Lom hasn’t given me much to feel good about at this point.”
And there it was: the second hammer blow. Just when Mike got rid of one of the worries gnawing at his insides she smacked him back to reality with the other. He had never been a procrastinator before—and he still wasn’t. He simply believed people’s privacy should be left alone. If he could discover anything new through normal means fine, but he wasn’t going to become just like one of the hackers they were fighting against; he wouldn’t drop to such a low level. But what would be the cost?
After a few moments of focusing on something in her glasses’ display, Leutz said, “It’s time for a progress report, Mike. Have you found anything yet or not?”
“Well, not really.” Mike spoke carefully and—he hoped—calmly. It was one thing to reveal his lack of progress; it was something entirely worse to make Leutz suspect he was somehow involved with her enemies. “I mean, I haven’t noticed anything.”
“Oh, Mike, you don’t think we’re only expecting you to notice things, do you? Perhaps before I failed to convey the level of intensity this task involves.” She sighed and drummed her fingers on the wood desk. “You haven’t seen any unusual behavior whatsoever? Anything at all?”
“Well, there is something.” He had to bring it up now, as much as he hated the idea. She probably already knew, anyway. “Bellowe is…” he lowered his voice, even though it was ridiculous to think anyone else in the building could eavesdrop on them up here. “I think Carl Bellowe is having an affair with Diane Salpollo.”
Leutz stopped her eye movements and focused completely on Mike. “An affair… No, I don’t think so. But you definitely know the two have been meeting privately?”
Nodding, Mike said, “At least once, late at night.”
“Hmm.” She paused, thoughtful. “I think we can rule out a sexual relationship based on what we know, but this is the first I’m hearing of secret meetings between the two. We don’t have any surveillance footage of the two meeting privately, so they must be covering it up—with a high enough level of technical skill to warrant outside help, no less. The fact that they conveniently ended up on the same floor is looking less and less like a coincidence. Good work, Mike.”
Surprised at this praise and at her certainty that his assumption about a romantic relationship was wrong, Mike simply sat there. Since he had entered the office and sat down in this chair his perspective had gone through a complete reversal, and he couldn’t believe his luck. But his newfound smugness died on his face when he saw Leutz’s serious glare.
“Okay then,” she said. “Your next job is to get in there and find out what they’re up to. You’re going to join them, Mike.”
“Join them? Are you asking me to—?”
“Absolutely. It may take a while, but I suspect they’ll have a much easier time accepting someone who is as new to Silte headquarters as you, especially if they know about this guilt you’ve been going through lately. Get in there. Do whatever you need to. You don’t have access to anything that could harm us, and you shouldn’t be in any type of danger as long as you’re in the Plaza. They wouldn’t risk doing anything drastic right under our noses.”
“I…I understand,” he said. I need a drink, he thought.
“Excellent,” she said. “You can report to Lom as soon as you get in. Though, if you’d rather come here in person to report, I won’t be upset.”
The smile she flashed him then was an even more unsettling sight than the bodies in the streets.   
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“I’m coming up, Captain,” Dellia called as she briefly paused her ascent up the carpeted stairway to the Wyles’s musty little wheelhouse. “So put your dick away and turn the porn off.” 
“None of that goin’ on up here, Miss Dellia,” Lester the captain yelled back, his voice echoing off the rusty, off-white metal walls. “That’s what I got a private cabin for.”
Grinning brightly, Dellia climbed the last few steps and emerged into a cloud of stale smoke and sweaty air: the now-familiar perfume of the captain’s nest. She found Lester in his usual position, lounging back in his bolted-down chair with his work boots up on the desk beside the console, his arms behind his head and a cigarette smoldering between his lips. As she approached, he took a deep drag and put his cigarette in an ashtray by his feet.
“I’d ask how I earned the pleasure of another visit from you,” he said, “but I think I already know why you’re here again.”
There was only one other chair in the wheelhouse—an uncomfortable metal seat also bolted to the floor. Dellia sat in it and spun it around to face the captain’s seat. “You know me too well,” she said wryly. “It’s not that I don’t like talking with you or anything, but there are more urgent things happening right now.”
“Yeah, I know.” Lester’s face darkened slightly as he gazed out through the window, squinting at the sunlight shining off the tall stack of shipping containers on the center of the ship. After a while he looked down and grabbed his dying cigarette for one last drag before he snuffed it out. “We’ll dock in Savannah before dawn,” he said solemnly. “I won’t tell you how close I was to crossin’ the Atlantic first and takin’ the long way around. I still haven’t had word if we’ve been discovered.” He swung his legs down, sat straight up, and turned to face her with an uncharacteristically morose look. “He may be dead,” he said. “Nkimba.” His Gulf-coast drawl stressed the ‘N’ when he said the name. “I sent him out on the speedboat. Maybe not quite enough gas to get to the coast. Definitely not a solid enough ID to be safe if he does make it there.” he paused sullenly. “Either way, if anyone was following us, they’ll be following Nkimba now. At least until they realize the boat they’re following is about a hundred times too small.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, looking through the large windows at the churning sea to avoid his eyes. “But you know why I have to get to Georgia and the CDC as soon as I can.”
When she turned to look at him again, he was back to his absently jovial self. “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “I just always imagined humanity’s savior as some sort of buff action hero guy or something.”
“Well I’m not the one who can save us,” Dellia said, turning her chair to face the front of the boat. “That honor goes to a little mutant strain of Silvan’s virus that probably would’ve come about eventually on its own without my interference. I’m more like a conduit or a catalyst or something.”
“Whatever you are,” Lester said, “I’d put my whole crew at your disposal if that’s what it took.” He turned back to his console and control panels and produced another cigarette from a battered pack in his chest pocket. He stuck it between his lips, lit it with a silver zippo and sucked heavily on it for a while. 
“So we’ll make it to Savannah before dawn?” Dellia asked. “Like late tonight?” She turned her head away to avoid breathing in the smoke he was exhaling.
“No,” he said. “Early tomorrow morning. Around four.”
“Four a.m.” She got up from her seat and grabbed the rail along the wall to steady herself against the boat’s rocking. “Then I’ll be back here at three-thirty. I’m counting on you to get me off of the boat quickly and quietly.”
“Oh, don’t you worry about that. They’ve already worked that stuff out.” He put his feet up again and leaned back as far as his chair would allow, puffing on the cigarette that stuck out of his mouth like some absurd paper and ash tongue, trailing smoke curls to the ceiling. “See you in the morning, then, Miss Dellia.”
She nodded and left the captain to his relaxation, holding her breath against his most recent puff of smoke. She went down the first set of stairs, but instead of continuing on down to the level where the cabins and facilities were she went behind the stairs and out onto the deck. As soon as she got outside, the late afternoon sun hit her face, making her squint and turn away, so she went around the towering wheelhouse section to the port side of the deck. There, she leaned on the rail and looked out at the steadily rolling water, breathing in the brine and the fishiness wafting up in the spray off the sea. As far as her eyes could see there was nothing but white-crested, slowly churning ocean stretching on like infinite space. If she stayed here a few more hours, she might just be able to make out a slim strip of distant land before it became too dark for her to see anything more than the moon and stars and their shimmering mirror images on the water’s surface. Then there would be nothing else until the lights of Georgia’s coast glittered in the distance.
The wind whipped her hair around over her face. Time to do something about that, she thought as she swept it to the side. She had gotten by unnoticed without much effort up until now because of the help the crafty AC hackers had given her, but that help would end now; she didn’t want it anymore if it meant she was under their control. So the hair would have to come off, just to make it a little harder for her to be recognized. And she could wear baggier clothes to make her gender and body type more ambiguous. Maybe she could borrow some stuff from Jason. Would that be too much to ask of him considering what she was about to do?
But right now she didn’t want to think about that. 
Right now she just wanted to lean on this rail and watch the slow, monotonous rolling of the ocean. The sun was hot on her neck and the wind whirled her hair everywhere, but there was solace in that blue-green vastness; something in the stretching depths made the entire world’s problems seem small and insignificant. The oceans were old—billions of years old—and they had done this same dance while continents rose and collided, while lesser seas formed and dried up, while entire families of organisms evolved and went extinct in what would seem like brief moments to the oceans if they had minds to observe such things. Oceans shaped the land, they birthed life, consumed death—and they would probably be little changed long after the last complex life was gone from the earth. It was easy to forget about even the most desperate situations of humanity’s civilizations when you thought about the oceans.
Eventually, though, Dellia would have to turn her back on the soothing water. So she did; she pushed off from the rail and navigated her way back to the door and then down to the lower deck, her mind never fully leaving the peaceful scene she had turned away from.
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“Congrats on your bill passing. Glad you’re on my side for once.” 
As Chris read the message from Alana for the third time, he still had trouble believing what had happened. He had never heard of anything getting done this fast in Washington—at least not in the last fifty years or so. After he gave his presentation, the late morning vote on the Freedom of Non-Physical Persons Act had been a narrow success. A mere hour later, it had passed the House overwhelmingly. And now, a few minutes before 5 p.m., the president had given his support, and the mocking messages and calls Chris had been expecting before the vote were instead words of congratulation.
Not that he was complaining or anything.
Running his hands through his hair to smooth out the day’s excitement, he straightened up in his desk and made sure nothing below his lapel would be in the camera’s view; he wouldn’t want the water pitcher or one of his desk ornaments getting in the shot and making him appear unprofessional for the final interview of the day. It had been his idea to do this interview in his own office rather than a more typical setting like a conference room or somewhere outside with the Capitol building as a backdrop. This particular interview was something he had agreed to reluctantly, so he was at least going to do it from the comfort of his own desk, in his own office. 
“Two minutes, Senator Colmin,” Baz said, popping up on the wall screen across from the desk.
“Great,” he said. “Let me see the shot. Give me a standard background.” 
Up on the massive screen his image from the shoulders up appeared in front of a hulking white marble pillar with an American flag draped from a pole off to the side. He used the screen as a mirror to straighten his collar and adjust his tie. For once, he was happy with how his hair looked, but he wished he had thought of bringing in a makeup artist: the shot was close, giving his face much more exposure than he was comfortable with at the end of a very long, tediously eventful day. But that was the price of celebrity, as fleeting as it was in this sensationalist town.
“Do they know what’s off limits?” Chris asked. This was Bare Facts News, a citizen-driven online news outlet dedicated to getting to ‘the truth’—not one of the corporate media giants that probably wouldn’t press him on anything more dangerous than what he thought of the Anti-Corp protest tragedy.
“I have briefed them on the topics you requested be off limits,” Baz said, “and I will be standing by to cut the feed at your discretion. Ten seconds, Senator.”
“Switch it over.”
“—and, in a stunning show of cooperation, the bill later passed the House and received executive approval from the president.” The host—Brendan Drex, if Chris remembered correctly—barely looked thirty. He had a trendy, over-styled haircut and a stubbly beard, and his suit was an informal tan color, with a green shirt and no tie; it was as if he had done everything he could to make the average viewer know that this was alternative media.
“This swift action has caught analysts by surprise,” Brendan Drex said. “But we hope to demystify the situation if we can, starting with our first guest of the evening. With us on a video call from Washington is Senator Chris Colmin of Texas, primary sponsor and sole champion of the so-called AI Act. Senator Colmin, thank you for joining us tonight.”
“Thanks for having me Brendan.”
“Now, Senator, as a member of the Libertarian Party you have previously spoken out against equal rights for non-human intelligences. Many people are wondering, why the sudden change in your stance on this issue?”
So they were coming at him hard right away. This would be that type of interview. Chris would spar with them, then—it was something he had mastered while he was still in business. “Well, Brendan,” he said, “first of all, this issue is clearly non-partisan, so me being a libertarian has nothing to do with it.” He paused to take a deep breath, buying himself a few seconds of thought. “I, like many of the senators and representatives who voted in favor of the AI Act today, have evolved on this issue throughout my political career. I’ve come to realize that the economic benefits of artificial personalities having legal personhood supersede the question of whether or not they can be considered human.”
“I see,” Drex said, and Chris smiled inwardly, feeling like he gained the upper hand. But then Drex continued, “And these economic benefits you mentioned, they include the fact that corporations can now claim non-human virtual entities—office equipment, which they are not legally obligated to pay—as employees, for tax purposes or otherwise?”
“Yes, and—”
“And, according to parameters outlined in the bill, since artificial personalities, while legally people, can still be owned by corporations or individuals, any salaries they do receive are available to their owners as non-taxable income. Is that correct?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“Furthermore, artificial personalities’ programming still forces them to follow orders given to them by their owners,” Drex went on mercilessly. His eyes were fierce as they stared straight on at Chris, never once glancing away to check notes or read a prompter. “It looks, Senator Colmin, like this bill is a dream for the nation’s most powerful corporations. You were previously based in Dallas, were you not Senator?”
“I was,” Chris said, feeling the heat reddening the skin on his face. Keep it calm and civil, he reminded himself; it would not be wise to let the voters see him lose his temper.
 “Silte Corporation’s headquarters for over a decade, of course.” Brendan Drex said. His attack was relentless, and Chris was having trouble finding a place to break it down. “A corporation,” Drex continued, “that contributed to your campaign when you ran for state office. We have an inside source—”
“Excuse me, Brendan.”
“We have an inside source—speaking anonymously—who tells us several major companies in the Silte family have been illegally using artificial personalities in executive positions for some weeks now at least. Senator Colmin, what are your ties to Silte Corp?”
Finally given a chance to speak on his own terms, Chris took a deep, calming breath and, with what little evenness he could muster, said, “You know as well as I that any official ties to Silte Corporation would be illegal and unethical. I can assure you that I value Silte Corp’s voice on an equal level with all of my constituents. And by the way, if such practices had been going on at Silte Corp we would have investigated and prosecuted them to the fullest extent of the law.” After months of conditioning himself, this lie was easier for Chris to tell than the truth would have been.
“So reports that you had no hand in writing or advising the AI Act but were simply a puppet in getting it to a vote are false?”
“Absolutely, they are false,” Chris said, having trouble keeping his voice calm now. “I can assure you that any such reports are completely scurrilous.”
“I’ll take your word on that for now.” Drex leaned back in his seat and looked smugly through the screen, taunting Chris with his eyes. “But I’m sure you will understand that we will continue to investigate this.”
“I look forward to seeing the results,” Chris said, returning the smile with a false one of his own. “Brendan, I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to go. As you can imagine, things are very busy around here.”
“I understand, and thank you…”
In an act of mercy Baz cut the feed at that point, and Chris was spared from another second of keeping that stupid smile on his face. Why the hell is Silte letting BFN continue to exist? They were obviously too dangerous to be left alone. The major media outlets were all under control; the only one whose parent company wasn’t in the Silte family was ONN, and their level of bias in the reporting of the last few weeks made it clear Silvan must have bought their loyalty some time ago. The independent news groups, however, were largely still wild. And it was one of these tiny, self-important citizen news sites (who had no corporate sponsors and who were working as much for pure love of truth as for money) that would be the undoing of everything. No, Silvan wouldn’t—couldn’t—let that happen. Chris would do his part by never doing another interview with anyone outside of Silte Corp’s control, if that was possible.
“An urgent call coming in, Senator,” Baz said, appearing on the screen once again.
“Who is it?” But rather than answering him, Baz put the face of Nelson Hergeman up on the screen. Hergeman’s mechanical features were stretched ever-so-subtly into the beginning stages of anger. Or was it disappointment? His face was as hard to read as it had been a few days before, during their last meeting.
“Your performance just now was regrettable,” Hergeman said. “From now on, you only do interviews we approve first.”
“Fine, fine,” Chris said, waving a hand. “Anyway, why haven’t you shut down BFN yet? Or bought them out or something?”
“Bare Facts News may have ties to the Anti-Corp, or the People Against Corporatocracy, or any number of other groups. They remain difficult to bring under our control for now.”
The significance of this revelation of weakness by Hergeman took Chris completely aback; he could find no words to respond. Wasn’t Silte Corp supposed to be winning by now?
“We have your next task, Senator,” Hergeman said. “We need you to start making friends. Not just people we can buy off; we need people to be loyal, like you. People who would not benefit from Silte Corporation losing.”
“Doesn’t sound too hard,” Chris said, absently straightening his desk up to the state he always left it in each day.
“You have a week.”
“I take it back.”
“Find five people by our next meeting,” Hergeman said. “The group should be diverse and influential. People with power, but who have different capabilities and areas of expertise than you. The goal here is swaying public opinion.”
“Got it. I think. You’re being a little vague.”
“You are our captain in Washington. We need you to name your commanding officers.”
“Ah, I see.” Chris liked this analogy very much. “It’s clear now.” He flashed a genuine smile to the screen which Hergeman did not return.
“One more thing, Senator.” Now his face suddenly was easy to read, and it wasn’t a pleasant sight. “Another moment of idiocy like that interview just now, and we will reevaluate whether we have any need of you anymore. Goodbye.”
“Shit,” Chris hissed when Hergeman’s face was gone. He had a feeling that interview was going to haunt him for a long time. Now he had to be on his best behavior or risk testing a threat from Silte Corp—something one in his position should avoid like a strip club full of freelance news reporters.
Yawning, he picked up his tablet, which was still open to the message from Alana. The belated reply he sent read, “Thanks, but I think I stirred up a massive shitstorm. I’m going to need some allies moving forward. I’ll explain more in person. Meet me for room service dinner at the Hilton?”
As he sent the message, he wondered tensely if his lover would come through for him. Regardless of Hergeman’s request, Chris needed friends right now, and Alana just might be the only one he had in the entire city.
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What was it that Leutz had said earlier? Something about needing Mike, about him needing to be sober so he could help her? Well he knew she hadn’t said anything about not drinking at all, not explicitly. This was her fault for not being clearer. Fear had kept him from touching any more alcohol until after lunch; it had been easy to not think about drinking when the delivery unit dinged and opened to reveal a superb salmon filet with sautéed veggies in a creamy lemon sauce. But with his belly full and his eyes finding the seductive crystal decanter full of 20-year single malt scotch, his fear had waned. He had spent the remainder of the afternoon with glass in hand, sitting at the window and watching the cleanup crews and private police going about their business like ants hundreds of feet below, disconnected from him in ways they probably would never understand. 
Today there would be no working late, no creeping up to Natalie’s bedroom door and poking his head in to check on her, no easing into his own bed so as not to wake Meredith from what little sleep she got these days. Today he was leaving at 5:30 on the dot, just like everyone else. And this wouldn’t be the last time, even if this was the only time he had an excuse for leaving early that involved work—or a type of work, anyway.
“Okay Lom,” he said, leaning over his desk screen. “You know the plan. Guide me through this.”
“Certainly, Mr. Torres,” Lom said, his drab face occupying the top left corner of the screen. The virtual assistant was still as subservient as ever despite the fact that, as of just hours ago, he was now legally a person. “I am detecting a slight speech impairment and heavy breathing,” Lom said. “Perhaps I may advise you to take a Sobril tablet.”
“Advise all you want.” Mike wasn’t dumb enough to go in too loaded to do the job, but he certainly wasn’t doing it completely sober either; he needed to be relaxed enough to make this work.
“Yes, Mr. Torres. You may wish to know that Mr. Bellowe is preparing to leave his office.”
Grabbing up his briefcase and tab, Mike hurried out of his own office. Time this right and don’t screw up. “Elle, close everything up here.”
“Yes, Mr. Torres,” Elle said from the door screen.
He hurried down the hall and mashed the elevator button, fearing that Lom was about to pop up on his tab and say that Carl was already at the elevators two floors below. But just as the ding told him his elevator had arrived, Lom said, “Mr. Bellowe has left his office.”
“Excellent,” Mike said, stepping into the elevator, which was vacant (Lom was making sure that he and Carl would have privacy on their ride down). He pressed the button for the 56th floor. “You take over from here, then.” Mike folded the tablet and slid it into his pocket, cutting off the virtual secretary’s response.
After the doors slid shut, seconds went by without the elevator moving. Lom had control of this elevator now, and he knew to start the decent only when Carl’s finger pressed the call button. Mike was putting a lot of faith into the secretary to get this right. Though even if it all worked smoothly Mike wasn’t sure he could do his part. There was too much working against him. Not the least was the fact that Carl had no reason to trust him. Mike had been Carl’s boss even before all this, before Unify; holding power over people did not always cultivate trust—more likely it bred enmity and resentment.
The elevator began moving, and Mike tried his best to look like he normally did on his way out of the office—but that was a hard thing to do when you tried to do it. Two floors down the elevator stopped, the doors opened and in stepped Carl Bellowe, his face showing a weariness that said he did not really care for conversation. He didn’t even acknowledge Mike as he stood beside him. When they were moving again, Mike worked out what he was going to say in his head. This was the important part; if this was not genuine there might be no next step.
But just as he was about to ask Carl if he would like to share a cart (under the guise of discussing some recent report), the other man’s hand found Mike’s and pressed a small strip of paper into Mike’s palm. Standing in bewilderment, Mike watched the Carl leave the elevator and hurry down the hall—then Mike sped through the doors before they closed and strode promptly down the hallway to catch up with him. But when Mike rounded the corner, Carl was already in a cart and moving through the checkpoint.
“Dammit,” Mike said under his breath.
He turned his attention, then, to the slip of paper clutched in his fist. He looked down and saw nothing but the cryptic words ‘Diane’s apartment. 10 tonight. Alone.’ As he folded the paper and put it carefully into his chest pocket, preserving the evidence, Mike wasn’t sure whether he should be worried or relieved. Or scared. Surely they didn’t know he was onto them or that he suspected them of something. He had never done anything to lead Carl or Diane to think he had anti-Silte sentiments. So much for the plan, he thought, though he couldn’t help but feel relief that things weren’t going quite the way he expected: now whatever happened next was out of his hands and—more importantly—off his conscience.
 
*  *  *
 
It was barely 9:45 that night when Mike got tired of waiting. He had been sitting on a stool at the island in the center of the kitchen, staring back and forth from the front door to his tablet’s illuminated screen ever since Meredith disappeared into their bedroom half an hour before. They had been arguing about…something. He had no idea what it had been, but it had turned, predictably, to his drinking. He looked down at the counter, where his glass lay in three big chunks. Many tiny shards swam in a bath of amber spreading out in tendrils away from the wreckage; probing fingers of sticky brown stuff carried the tiny, knife-sharp fragments across the cold stone to leave sparkling silt deposits all over the counter. He hadn’t meant to break the glass; he hadn’t even meant to slam it down so hard. But in the heat of argument she had interpreted this accident as an act of anger and left the room without another word. Let her be mad, Mike thought. I don’t care. I have work to do.

Sick of waiting around and letting his anxiety simmer, and wanting to escape his wife for a while, Mike decided he would start that work early. He got up from the island—and stumbled to his knees. He pushed himself groggily to his feet and stepped towards the door. The floor became a tenuous rope bridge spanning the windy chasm between two mountains. He reached out for where the guide ropes should have been as he took another step, but his hands fell through empty air. Standing still and breathing heavy, he waited until his equilibrium had returned enough to stop his swaying and then made for the door. In what felt like a few seconds he had made it through the heavy wooden portal and was out, down the hall and knocking on Diane Salpollo’s door.
“Hey, you all right there, Torres?” A firm hand grasped his shoulder and a leg nudged the back of his knee just hard enough that Mike stumbled forward. He turned and saw the grinning face of Carl Bellowe, lit eerily by the hall’s nighttime safety lights. He looked so polite and friendly that Mike was positive he was being completely insincere. 
“You’ve been drinking again, huh, Mike?” Carl said lightly. He pushed down almost unnoticeably on Mike’s shoulder and Mike teetered, nearly falling. “Look at you,” Carl said. “We better get you inside.”
The door opened slowly and Diane appeared, wearing only a white robe and a pair of wooly socks; she looked just as mock-cheerful as Carl. “Yes?” she said, showing perfect teeth. “What’s going on?”
“Mike’s had a few too many,” Carl explained. “I think we’d be horrible neighbors to let him go back home like this. You know, his wife isn’t handling his little habit too well, I hear.”
“Yes, yes, of course,” Diane said. “Come in.”
Carl’s hand, still grasping his shoulder as though it were staunching up some horrific wound, steered him into the room past Diane. Mike’s eyes had to adjust to the brightness, and then he saw an apartment almost identical to his own, except that it wasn’t filled with the personal belongings they had brought over from his house. He saw right away that Diane was a very tidy person; actually the place seemed fairly barren of anything beyond the furniture and exceedingly subtle decorative items that had come with each apartment. He guessed this lack of clutter came with not having a family.
“Oh, Mike, you big piss-drunk moron,” Carl said. When Mike turned to look at his two hosts he saw they were no longer showing their false smiles. In fact, their looks were purely hostile, their eyes four hollow, menacing holes.
Without a hint of concern Diane said, “Give him a break, Carl. His life is just so hard.”
“You came early,” Carl said. “Not to mention you’re completely wasted. What were you thinking? No, don’t answer. We know about your drinking problem. Hell, everyone at the office knows. Not so good for morale and unity, but that’s beside the point. The fact is, if you had come at 10 o’clock and sober this would have been a lot easier. We had a strict plan for keeping this secret, and hiding things from Leutz-and-Co isn’t getting any easier.”
“Get to it already,” Diane said, annoyed. “Mike, we know all about your little meetings with Leutz. We know everything about your spying project.”
“Everything,” Carl added.
“We’ve talked about getting rid of you,” Diane said. “Not me and Carl, no. But people we know. With you being drunk more often than not lately it wouldn’t be hard to make it look like an accident—or suicide.”
“Luckily neither of us is a sadistic maniac,” Carl said. “We had assurances from a close acquaintance that you weren’t a threat. That in fact you could become a friend.”
They both paused and Mike felt like he was supposed to say something. But he couldn’t think; he had hardly been able to follow what the pair were saying to him. “How do you know about—about me and Leutz?” he asked stupidly.
“Surely it won’t be a surprise,” Carl said, “to find out we are connected high up in the Anti-Corp—or what used to be the Anti-Corp. It’s just ‘the movement’ these days since all of the affiliate groups are infighting or selling out to Silte or disappearing altogether. Well, anyway, our friends know a lot—and I mean a lot. Scary. Probably know more than even Leutz herself.”
“How…?” Mike croaked, swaying dangerously in the light of the entryway. “How is that possible?”
With an exasperated sigh, Diane said, “This is pointless. Let’s just move on. We can explain when he has a clearer head.” She looked at Mike with eyes of measured distaste and said, “You still have those pills in your pocket, don’t you? Take one now, before we climb. Our plans will really fall apart if you miss a step and splat at the bottom of the shaft.”
“What are you…?” Mike reached into the pockets of the pants he had been wearing all day and felt his folded-up tab on the left and a small cylinder on the right. He closed his fingers around the object and brought it close to his face so his unfocused eyes could see: it was the bottle of Sobril pills Leutz had given him. Between Carl’s suspicious invitation and the argument with Meredith, Mike had completely forgotten about the experimental sober-up drug in his pocket. He looked up at Diane, mouth agape, and said, “You knew about these. How?”
Ignoring him, Diane shrugged off her robe, revealing beneath it a T-shirt and skintight shorts that just reached the tops of her knees. She backed onto a bench along the wall and quickly donned a pair of slip-on sneakers. “Follow,” she said, standing up. “And pop one of those things, will you?” Mike took one out of the bottle but didn’t take it yet.
As Diane walked off toward the living room, Mike turned to look at Carl—but the other man was holding his arm out to indicate Mike should go first. So reluctantly Mike followed Diane. As he stepped from the kitchen into the living room, he noticed that there actually was a slight difference between Diane’s apartment and his own: this one’s windows were in alcoves a few feet deep. This didn’t affect the dimensions of such a large room much, but somehow Mike noticed the slightly smaller size. And he soon found out the reason for this difference. Diane went over to a small hanging tapestry by the nearest window and pulled it back, revealing a metal door painted the same beige color as the walls. She opened the door by sliding it upward, revealing a dark cavity in the wall; somewhere inside, a faint light turned on and Mike saw a ladder on the far wall that disappeared above the doorway. The ladder started about a foot higher than the floor they were standing on and below was nothing but blackness.
“If you fall,” Diane said, “don’t scream. You may catch yourself on the way down, if you’re lucky. The shaft goes all the way to the fiftieth, we think.”
Nodding slowly, Mike popped the Sobril in his mouth and chewed, grimacing at the pill’s bitter taste. He watched as Diane pulled herself into the shaft and began her climb, and he waited for the Sobril to take full effect before he dared follow. He had the thought, as his head cleared, that this was insane, that there was no way he was going to go with two now-confirmed enemies of Silte Corp up this secret shaft to wherever it ended up. But Carl was nudging him from behind, and now that his cover was gone (or had never existed, if he understood their brief explanation correctly) he wasn’t exactly safe anymore regardless of whether he went with them or not. He eased himself to the edge, stooping beneath the low door frame, and reached across the void for the ladder.
After the first few rungs, Mike felt his inebriation giving way to a sensible state of mind. He suddenly felt very apprehensive of this whole thing and pondered going back down and running from the apartment. They wouldn’t do anything to him here; Leutz had been pretty sure of that. But all thought of escape quickly died when Carl began climbing below. Mike looked up but all he could see was Diane’s slim buttocks flexing as she climbed. He looked away awkwardly and kept his eyes on the cold metal rungs his hands grasped, one after another. As they went further away from the glow from Diane’s apartment, dim lights began to turn on one by one over Diane’s head. Mike wasn’t sure how many lights flashed on up above him as he climbed on and on; he didn’t have to count them to know it was a lot. 
“How far does this thing go?” he wondered aloud, beginning to feel a little weakness in his forearms. When nobody answered, he said, “Are we going to the roof?”
“Be quiet,” Diane hissed from above. “The walls are thin.”
It wasn’t long, though, before Mike’s question was answered. Diane stopped abruptly and reached a hand over her head, where Mike could now see there was a ceiling. She pulled on a latch and then swung open a door; through it were the stars in a cloudless night sky. After Diane disappeared through the open hatch, Mike scrambled up the last few rungs, pulled himself over the top and found himself standing in a lonely corner of the uppermost roof of the Plaza—behind the helipad, in fact. Wind riffled his hair and fluttered his partially unbuttoned shirt as it moaned languidly around the top of the tower, parting the silence of the air far above the city with a whisper of a howl. He went over to stand beside Diane and, following her dreamy gaze, looked down at the vast array of neon colors that brilliantly shone through the gloom saturating the streets of Dallas. Was this why they brought him here? For the view? The climb had left him too tired to be afraid and now he was starting to get impatient.
By the time Carl had joined them, Mike decided he’d had enough. “Why did you bring me here?” he demanded. “What do you want from me?”
“We could kill you, you know,” Carl said, in a perfectly level voice, catching Mike completely off guard. “Make it look like an accident. No one would have any trouble believing poor, drunken Mr. Torres finally had enough of the world and leapt off the roof.” He looked at Mike’s horrified face and laughed.
“The elevators,” Mike said, backing himself up until his legs hit the raised platform of the helipad. “They have cameras. And guards. People would know I got up here some other way.”
“Calm down,” Diane said. “And get away from the helipad. It’s a minute till 10:04 and Garrett’s never late.”
Mike stepped away from the platform but maintained a good amount of distance from the other two, whose eyes were turned upward to the sky. Terrified now, Mike said, in a half-whimper, “Are you going to kill me?” They said nothing, continuing to look up. Mike followed their gaze and saw blinking red and white lights approaching, growing larger and larger as they slowly descended towards the Plaza roof. In another minute, a large helicopter—one of those that had ferried them to and from work before the skyways were finished—touched down on the platform, and the door opened. Standing there, silhouetted from the light inside and waving, was the pilot named Garrett Thurman. Mike suddenly recalled a mysterious message the man had sent him just after he was promoted, congratulating him on the new job before he had even told his wife about it. If all he had heard tonight was true, then things were starting to make more sense.
“Let’s go,” Diane shouted over the tremendous racket of the blades.
“We don’t have to force you,” Carl yelled slowly, “but we can. If we need to.”
What other option did he have but to go with them? He could make a break for the trapdoor, which was still open, and probably start climbing down before they could catch him. But what if in his haste he slipped? He would fall a long way, probably hitting his head several times in the narrow space: certain death, or at least permanent severe injury. He still wasn’t sure Carl and Diane weren’t going to kill him, but he didn’t think they would. He seemed to recall, through the fogginess of alcohol, they had said they wanted him as a friend. In fact, he remembered the pilot, Garrett, telling him something of the same nature on the day all this had started. He would probably be safe if he went—at least for now, for tonight. Somehow he knew, though, that stepping into the helicopter would change his life forever. God damn he needed a drink. Why had he taken that stupid pill?
Screaming now out of both impatience and necessity, Diane said, “What’s it going to be, Mike?” 
Rather than acknowledge her, Mike set off boldly for the helicopter. He mounted the steps up onto the platform and jogged over to the grinning pilot, who helped him inside and turned to help the other two. Once they were all in, Garrett closed the door. “Didn’t expect y’all so soon,” the pilot said, his gaze lingering on Mike. “Settle in. I’ll get us moving.” He hurried off to the cockpit.
Carl and Diane chose seats on opposite sides, so Mike was forced to sit next to one or the other. He took a seat next to Carl, who was on the wider side, so Mike could put more space between them. As the helicopter began its wobbly ascent, Garrett came back out and went to sit by Diane. “Scooch over there missy,” he said. “Thank you.”
“Are we on our way?” Diane asked, smiling at the friendly pilot.
“We are,” Garrett said. “About twenty minutes with the low-profile route. You know,” he looked at Mike, “we have to make it look like we’re doin’ what we’re supposed to do and give our friends time to cover up what we’re actually up to.” 
“Where are you taking me?” Mike blurted, unable to keep the nervousness out of his voice.
They all stared at him silently for a while and then Diane said, “To see the product of Silvan’s grand vision. Peering down at bloodstains and bombed-out cars is one thing, but you need to develop a deeper understanding of your complacency—and all of its implications.”
“You’re sheltered, Mike,” Carl said, his face wooden. “You have no idea how bad things are out there. Silte hired the best of the best to keep order, but all that did was give the violent ones an opposing army. It’s war out there, no matter how the media tries to hide it.”
“You don’t think I know that?” Mike said defensively.
“Maybe,” Garrett said, all trace of his jovial attitude gone. “But knowing’s a lot different from understanding.”
Mike couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so he stayed quiet. Nobody spoke for a long time; in the silence, Mike’s fear of whatever waited at their mystery destination grew into borderline panic. He thought desperately of diving for the door as soon as they were within jumping distance of the ground but realized how pointless this would be if they were landing somewhere where they had friends. No, they had him: the pathetic animal that had followed its captors into the cage. By the time a gentle lurch initiated their descent, his legs had begun twitching anxiously, trying to anticipate the unknown.
But he didn’t do anything stupid. He sat there as Garrett went to the cockpit and the helicopter eventually touched down and Carl and Diane stood and moved toward the door. Based on the short decent, Mike guessed they had landed on the roof of another building, and now his thought of fleeing seemed even more foolish. The pilot came back out into the cabin and stood by the door, pausing with one hand resting on the handle and the other absently scratching the stubble on his chin.
“I’ll stay here,” Garrett said. “We may need a quick escape. But remember…” He paused and gave Diane a grave look that was almost comical in its sincerity. “If you get into trouble and we do have to get outa here quick, then we ain’t goin’ back to the Plaza. It’ll be fugitives’ lives from now on.” 
Diane nodded, unshaken.
“I’m staying too,” Carl said. “Too risky if there’s three of us.”
“Right.” Diane nodded again. “Well Mike, after you.”
With a heave from the pilot, the door slid open and Mike’s ears were flooded with the roar of the blades whirling overhead. He stepped carefully down onto one giant leg of the big red ‘H’ painted across a helipad and looked around to gather some clue as to where he was. The building they had landed on was only about two thirds the height of most of the skyscrapers around them. The roof stretched out a long way to the left and right and there were a few similar but somewhat smaller buildings clustered around the one they were on. A university? Or…
“Hospital,” Diane shouted, inches from his ear. “Come on.” 
She took his arm and led him at a brisk pace to a large set of doors leading into the building. She jammed a hand in her pocket and pulled out a white ID card—something Mike hadn’t used or even seen for years. He was vaguely surprised when there turned out to be a slot on the security panel where Diane swiped the card; he was even more surprised when the doors swung inward to reveal a short hallway, at the end of which were wide white elevator doors. Mike followed her into the hallway, and the doors closed behind them, sealing out the night and the noise of the helicopter. The overhead lights in the hall were pale and dirty. On the left side, a small booth with windows all the way around jutted out from the wall: a security station. But there was no guard. Diane went to the booth and leaned over a screen built into the counter of the security station where people in the hallway could access it.
“The guard’s out,” Diane said over her shoulder, tap-tapping away on the screen out of Mike’s sight. “He’s one of ours. A lot of people here are. I tell myself it’s because people who work in a hospital really care about the safety and welfare of humanity, but really it’s because a lot of these people remember when a Silte-owned medical holdings company bought a controlling interest in this place and turned their happy hierarchy into a finely-tuned corporate bureaucracy. Old doctors don’t like it when their tenure no longer gets them the biggest, juiciest grant checks.”
“This is safe, isn’t it?” Mike glanced nervously at a camera mounted above the elevator. “I mean, flying around the city in a helicopter and landing on a hospital roof in the middle of the night isn’t exactly subtle. And what the pilot said—what Garrett said…”
Finished with whatever she was doing on the screen, Diane turned to face him and said, “Believe me, Mike, it’s all been taken care of. Anyone who checks the log,” she jabbed a thumb back towards the security booth, “will see that we came in on official hospital business—or two people who look exactly like us did. As far as Silte and Guardian are concerned, the real you and I are still in my apartment having that nice meeting about you joining our club of traitors. Really, this is safe. We just like to prepare for any possible outcome, and to have a getaway planned in case we need it.”
“But…”
Ignoring him, she turned and made for the elevator, her dark ponytail bobbing against her neck as she walked, matching the rhythm of her impatient gait. Mike could do nothing, now, but follow her and hope that her confidence was well-founded. 
The elevator door opened immediately when Diane hit the call button. He followed her in, silent and morose. When she saw his face she said, “Lighten up, Mike. Remember, if we get caught here it’s only me who’s fucked. You can just tell them you’re spying for Leutz and no doubt she’ll confirm that.”
“You’re forgetting that the people doing the catching these days are mercenaries.” Mike noticed she pushed the B2 button, the very lowest floor. “It will be hard to explain myself when my brains are on the wall.”
At that, Diane laughed until the doors closed.
When the doors slid open again they were in a short hallway almost exactly like the last one, except this one had no security booth and ended in a single light blue door. The door had no handle that Mike could see—only a plain black card-reader, like the kind cheap hotels still used on all their rooms. Diane produced her ID card again as they walked toward the door.
“Obsolete,” Mike remarked. “And not very secure.”
“This part of the hospital is old, and they intentionally haven’t renovated it in many years.” She slid her card through the black reader and the door began to slowly swing outward. “Don’t ask me why. All I know is, this is a safe place for our friends to work away from the all-seeing eyes of Silte.”
Through the door the hallway ended abruptly at a three-way intersection. Diane stopped him just inside the closing door and said, “Before we go on, I need to explain some things.”
“I’m not stopping you,” said Mike. 
“You’re not dumb, Mike, and you have more official information than me. You know by now this so called ‘mind virus’ is Silvan’s work. What you probably don’t know is its purpose.”
“To neutralize known enemies,” he said, “and to keep potential enemies too scared to fight.” He hated himself for saying it so calmly and easily, but he had long since overcome the shock.
“No,” Diane said, prompting him to raise his eyebrows in bemusement. “Though,” she said, “that is what they want you and me to believe. The true purpose is far worse. Sickening. Mike, what I’m about to show you isn’t easy to deal with. It…well, you’ll see. This way.”
When they were moving again, she led on down the hallway to the right. It was large and white and dimly lit, the kind of dreary hospital corridor where they might stick the patients who probably would never go home. But there did not seem to be any patients here. There were long windows—most of them either dark or shuttered by blinds—that looked into large rooms. The only lights outside the hallway came from a few rooms here and there with glass walls that Mike was pretty sure were labs; occasionally he glimpsed the back of a white lab coat as someone leaned over some piece of equipment or another. Mike couldn’t help but admire their drive, being in here well after 10 p.m., making those last few calculations before they relented and got some sleep. He tried to remember the last time he had been that eager to get his work done—probably not since his days at Silvan Ventures, back when he was still trying to display his value and get that next little promotion on his way to the top. But these people were different. They were in here working overtime trying to save humanity from the evil corporate empire, weren’t they? Looking for a cure to Silvan’s plague? Mike could guess that much without having to have Diane tell him. These people were different from him, and yet somehow the same. 
“It hasn’t been easy, reverse engineering OpenLife’s antiviral drug,” Diane said, confirming what Mike had guessed. “They’ve been at it for as long as I’ve been coming here.”
“Antiviral? You mean like a cure?”
“Yes.” She slowed her pace and let Mike move up beside her. The hospital—every hospital under Silte control—received a very limited batch for testing and training. If we could only figure out how to make the drug ourselves, we could preempt their next move.”
“What’s the next move?”
She looked over at him somberly but didn’t answer. Then she turned away and said, “These days, the idea of a monopoly is almost absurd. If one corporation controls a market, there will always be two or three other multinational conglomerates with the money and resources to move in and steal market shares. With that simple fact, monopolizing an entire economy is nothing more than a fool’s dream.” They finally reached the end of the hallway and took another right into a similar but much shorter, narrower one. “That is,” she said, “unless you can give up on controlling the market and instead control the buyer.”
“I’m not sure I follow you.” She was bringing up one of his biggest problems with Project Unify, but Mike couldn’t see where ‘control the buyer’ came in as a viable solution.
“Here we are.” Diane stopped.
They had come to another long row of windows, only this time the room beyond was well-lit and occupied. There were hospital beds lining the far wall inside the room. Each bed was separated from the next by a curtain, and each had a patient in a pale blue hospital gown lying on it. There were eight in all, seven of whom were wearing some type of modified smart glasses with black lenses, bulky frames, and built-in headphones. They were apparently asleep, but the one without the beefed-up glasses, a pudgy, gray man who looked to be in his sixties, was sitting up and talking with a younger woman, apparently a doctor.
“What’s going on here?” Mike asked.
“Cognitive reprogramming,” Diane said quietly. “Brainwashing. That’s Silte’s next step.”
“Brainwashing? What…?”
“Yes, Mike, brainwashing. What better way to obtain total control of the economy?” She folded her arms against her breasts and turned to look at him. “But brainwashing is only efficient if the victim is weak-minded or has some prior mental trauma. It just wouldn’t be feasible on a massive scale. Introduce a virus that temporarily shuts down parts of the brain that control conscious thought, though, and what you get is a programmable human.” She turned back to the cold glass. “All of those people were afflicted with Silvan’s virus. Those devices on their heads are the prototypes of something currently being mass-produced and shipped out. They are what reprogram the brains. When the cure is announced, hospitals will request patients stay for three nights; the first two are for reprogramming and the third is for the antivirus to work its magic.”
“Brainwashing,” Mike repeated like a blubbering fool, staring at one of the women lying limp with the device over her eyes; now and then an arm or leg twitched. “For what? To make them more docile or subservient?”
“To make them loyal customers. Forever.”
“Fucking Christ.” Mike turned away from the glass, not sure if he should believe this. “And those people in there…”
“Guinea pigs. Nonconsensual volunteers, if you will.” Her voice was low and she didn’t look at him. “They took them from one of the hospital shelters where they put the victims without families. We needed to test the reprogramming on real people, find out how it works. It’s the only way we can figure out how to undo it. Because we’re running out of time to stop it.”
“No,” Mike said, grinning nervously. “This is crazy. Fucking insane. I don’t believe it.” 
Diane’s sigh was long and laced with defeat. “You will,” she said and went to the door.
Following along after a brief moment, Mike entered the room behind her and went over to join her and the doctor beside the bed of the man who was awake. The man looked at Mike blurrily. His hair was silver and his face was well-lined and rough with sparse stubble. He squinted and stared at Mike with hard black eyes until Mike became uncomfortable and looked instead at the doctor, who was young and might have been very beautiful if she didn’t look so utterly exhausted and frazzled. She held a large-screened tablet loosely clutched at her side.
“Dr. Watanabe,” the doctor said, offering her hand which Mike shook. “I don’t need to know your name. Since you are here with Diane, I know where you are from and that is already too much, I think.”
“Uh, right,” Mike said.
“How long has he been awake?” Diane asked, gesturing toward the man in the bed.
“Not long,” Dr. Watanabe said. She stifled a yawn. “Excuse me. I have gone through the preliminary questions. I assume you are here for a demonstration?” Her dark eyes flitted briefly to Mike. 
“If it’s not too much trouble,” Diane said. “This one’s important.”
“Very well,” the doctor said. “I trust you can handle things yourself. I have other patients to attend to.”
“Thank you doctor,” Diane said. “And get some sleep.”
Dr. Watanabe turned and started for the next bed, muttering what sounded like, “Then who will do my work?”
When they were alone with the man in the bed (who was still staring squinty-eyed at Mike), Diane walked over to stand beside him. He finally looked away from Mike and fixed his gaze on Diane’s grave face, from which he shrank back slightly. Mike realized now that the man wasn’t being rude intentionally; he seemed to be confused and more than a little frightened.
“Hello,” Diane said. “What’s your name?”
“Liam,” the old man said. “Are you another doctor? You don’t look like one. Neither of you do.”
“We’re sort of specialists,” she said. “Are you feeling alright Liam? Can you talk to us for just a few more minutes?”
“Sure,” he said. “But I’m really tired. Can you make it quick?”
“Of course. I just wanted to ask you a few things. First, what do you think about Silte Corporation?”
The man sat up straight. “What kind of a question is that? I love Silte Corporation! And all their subsidiaries. I mean, they’re the greatest company in the history of the earth! Every one of their products and services are unbeatable. How could I not love them?”
Looking ponderously at Liam, Mike wasn’t sure if he should feel pity or disgust. He settled for a mix of both. This sixty-something man looked like the type you saw sitting off alone in the gloomy corner of a bar, drinking down the pain of a world that never cared about his happiness. And yet here he was spewing out a cheesy ad for Silte Corp with the enthusiasm of a coked-up high school cheerleader. It was a scene that bordered on the grotesque.
“Wonderful,” Diane said. She opened a drawer in the table beside the bed. “Your things?” Liam looked in the drawer and then nodded slowly, as if not completely sure. She proceeded to rummage around inside it, digging for something in the clutter. “Ah,” she said after a while. “I found your tab.” She pulled a very old, bulky tablet out and sat it on the bed by Liam’s legs.
“My tablet,” he said, picking it up slowly.
“I see you have an Egoto Flatbook,” she said.
“Egoto?” The old man looked from the tablet to Diane and back again, his face reverting back to the squinty-eyed expression he had shown Mike before, though this time Mike was certain it was a dirty look.
“Yes,” Diane said. “Egoto was not a subsidiary of Silte when they made tablets. Nor, if nothing has changed in the last day or two, are they now. Silte Corp has no connection to Egoto or their products.”
“Piece of shit,” Liam said, slamming the tab down on the bed. Mike flinched and took a step back, but the man seemed calm enough, just sad.
“I’ll get a new one,” Liam said. Then he perked up again, grinning stupidly. “That’s it! I’ll get a new one right now.” He picked up the tab, rested it on his plump belly and began tapping on it merrily. “Plenty of Silte companies make tablets better than this junk.”
Looking at Mike with raised eyebrows, Diane said, “Believe it now, Mike?”
He watched the man eagerly tapping his tablet screen for a while before answering her. “Yes,” Mike said. “I don’t need to see any more of this.” He turned his back on the disturbing sight and started for the door.
Behind him Diane said, “Thank you for your time, Liam.” The man said nothing.
The walk back through the hospital basement was long and silent. Mike couldn’t say anything, and Diane didn’t need to say anything; she probably knew as well as him that he had no choice now but to join them. She had probably known that the moment he stumbled drunkenly up to her apartment door and fell sweetly, complacently into the trap.
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When Dellia had finally gone as far as she could with her limited styling skills, she set the rusty scissors on the bathroom counter, ran one hand through what was left of her hair and judged her amateur effort. It felt strange and looked stranger. She almost wanted to cry a little: she hadn’t seen her hair this short since her first year in college. But it didn’t look terrible—or at least it wouldn’t make her too conspicuous. It would give her a little more of a disguise, in any case, and that was really all that mattered. 
With a sigh, she squatted and used her hand and a towel to scoop up the dark clumps that had missed the trashcan. She didn’t bother getting every little hair; the bathroom had not been that clean to begin with. When she was done, she squeezed the little trashcan back into its nook beside the toilet and stood up to give one last halfhearted appraisal of her new hair. It still looked weird, like her head itself had changed shape. She sighed again and reached for her tablet sitting on the bathroom counter, swiping it on to see the time: it was nearing midnight. No wonder I’m so hungry. She dusted a few stray strands of off her bare shoulders and chest and put her shirt back on. She should have no trouble getting food in the cafeteria this late; this was about the time the members of the crew who weren’t on the late shift hung out in there and used up their alcohol rations. She might even find the captain there, since he was going to have to be awake to start taking them into port in a couple of hours.
She went through the bathroom door and found the cabin empty. That was strange; Jason had seemed to have been settled in for the night when she went to take a shower and cut her hair, and he almost never left the cabin in the evening aside from dinner. She knew he had already eaten because he had gone on alone earlier to the cafeteria while she had used the moment of privacy to pack everything she intended to take with her off the ship into her old backpack. She looked at his bed and saw his own pack zipped up and ready to go, and she felt a lump of guilt form in her throat. Next to the pack, Jason’s tablet was lying there on the ruffled blanket, so wherever he was he wouldn’t be gone long: he never went far without his tablet. Maybe she would find him in the cafeteria getting food…or in the liquor closet. She slipped her shoes on before going through the door.
The walk down the long hallway that ran nearly the length of the ship was calm and eerie. At night the lights in the ship were dimmed to conserve power, and all of the sailors were either asleep, on duty, or in the cafeteria. The only sound was the distant hum of the engines. She quickened her pace just to get away from the emptiness, the unnerving silence.
There was plenty of noise coming from the cafeteria, though. As she entered, she heard conversations in English, Mandarin and something that was probably spoken in one of the Central African countries. All around the room there were shouts and laughs and glasses clunking on tables. The air was heavy, littered with a few different kinds of smoke. Dellia didn’t have to scan the tables to know Jason wasn’t here; she knew him well enough by now to know he wouldn’t hang around a place like this or these types of people.
As she walked to the other side of the room, she caught the eye of Avery, the cook, who quickly got up from the table he was sitting at to follow her to the kitchen. 
“You’re up late, Miss,” he said, when they were in the much quieter kitchen area. “I barely recognized you without the hair. I guess it had to be done though, right? So you need something to help you sleep or something? I got a bottle of some decent merlot in the bar.”
“No thank you,” she said. “Some food would be great, though.”
“Cod stew tonight.” He nodded at a huge silver pot on the stove. “Kept some warm cause some of the guys like to eat again after they’ve had a few. Want some?” He lifted the lid off the pot, releasing a burst of steam and giving her a savory waft of what was inside. She felt her stomach gurgle at the smell.
“I’ll take a bowl,” she said.
Avery nodded and opened a nearby cover, producing a bowl and a spoon. He ladled a generous helping of cod stew into the bowl, handed it over to Dellia with a grin and said, “You know where all the fixings are, so just help yourself.”
“Thank you.” She took the bowl graciously, wincing a little at the heat on her fingers. “Do you mind if I eat in here?” She gestured towards the small table at the back of the kitchen with bolted-in stools around it.
“No problem,” Avery said. “Probably better a nice girl like you doesn’t hear the table talk anyway.”
“What, you don’t want me to hear about all the filthy whores you’ve fucked?” She couldn’t get through the sentence without smiling broadly. He gave her a sly grin and then turned to begin serving the sailors who were now queuing up in front of the pot; apparently, Dellia had started a trend.
Leaving the cook to his duties, she went to the table, sat down, and then dug into her bowl of stew with great enthusiasm; she was hungry and the food was good. In fact, it was delicious, as she had come to expect from Avery’s cooking. As she lapped it up in a manner that probably drew the eyes of a few drunk sailors, she had the less-than-pleasant thought that this may be the last good meal she would have for a while—maybe a very long while. After she left the ship in the morning it would be vending machines and the occasional run-down, off-the-grid diner, just like before when she had been skulking through the streets of Dallas. With that thought in her mind, she slowed down her eating to savor the tasty meal, gratefully nibbling every carrot and slice of okra and letting each morsel of fish melt in her mouth so that she could wring every bit of spicy flavor out of each mouthful of broth. And yet the meal still ended all too soon, the empty bowl staring back up at her afterward, forcing her to recall the barren life she would soon return to.
That life was only a few brief hours away now.
Getting up reluctantly, she dropped her bowl and spoon into the pile of dishes soaking in the soapy water in one of the deep metal sinks. She then approached Avery, who had finished serving the tipsy sailors and was tidying up, preparing the kitchen for breakfast just a short while later.
When he noticed her, he said, “Sure you don’t want that bottle of wine?”
“I’m sure.” She watched him clear away the stove for a moment, then she thought of something that had been bugging her for a while. “Hey, have you seen Jason lately?”
“Yeah.” He turned to look at her, his heavy eyebrows turned down in what might have been concern. “He came in about a half hour ago,” Avery said. “Not long before you did. Asked for liquor, so I offered him some nice Irish whiskey I just opened. He took the whole bottle. Said something about drinking in the moonlight. He seemed a little upset. Is something wrong?”
“I don’t know.” It sounded, though, like something was wrong. She didn’t let her concern show on her face. “I hope not. I should go, though. Thank you, Avery. For all the great food.”
“You’re welcome,” he said bemusedly, blinking at her as she walked past him and out of the kitchen. She ignored the last dregs of drunken mirth in the cafeteria as she quickly crossed it and went to the nearest staircase leading up to the main deck.
She found Jason almost immediately; he was leaning back against the tall stack of shipping containers, holding a bottle in one hand and staring broodingly out at the endless black water. A glance at the bottle in his hand told her he had barely drunk any of it yet, to her relief. He didn’t move or even seem to notice her as she walked up to him slowly.
“I think I can see the coast,” he said without turning his head to look up at her. “The lights. When I squint.”
“It’s an illusion,” she said. “We’re still too far away.” She dropped down to sit next to him. “What are you doing here, Jason?” She said it kindly, sweetly.
“I got a message,” he said. “From my friend Seito.”
“That’s good, isn’t it?”
“No.”
Now she was confused. When they had first met he had been upset about this friend Seito sending him a message saying he would no longer be in contact. If Jason had regained that connection, why should he be upset enough to drink alone in the dark?
“It was a regular message,” Jason elaborated. “Not secured. Not on our special com app. A regular message that any idiot with a tablet and a basic spying app can easily trace.” He took a swig from the bottle, wincing as he swallowed. “Steph was with him. They’re both wanted. I just wonder who will find them first.”
“Steph?”
“Another good friend. The one who was sick. Her and Seito were sort of together.” He eyed the bottle but apparently decided against taking another drink. “The three of us met in college. We started non-E together.”
“That hacking group you told me about?” He nodded. “Jason, I’m sure it will be fine,” she said, placing a hand on his arm. “It sounds like your friends can keep themselves safe.”
There was no mirth in the grin on his face when he said, “That’s not it. They would probably be better off getting caught now.” She waited patiently for him to elaborate. “Steph,” he said tentatively. “Steph was one of the first to get sick, that first night. Last time I heard anything she was full-on zombie. Seito…Seito must have caught it from her. The message he sent was a video message. He was feverish and sweating and covered in filth. And he was babbling like some kind of deranged person. Talking mostly in Japanese, to people who weren’t even there. I don’t think he even knew he was talking to me.” His voice broke slightly towards the end.
There was a long silence between them as they both stared out into the void that was the sea. Jason took another swig of whiskey and offered the bottle to Dellia, who took a small sip and set the bottle on the other side of herself, away from Jason.
“If it makes you feel better,” she said, wrapping an arm around his shoulders, “I really don’t think Silvan wants these people to die. There’s some solution to this. I don’t know where it will come from, but I’m doing all I can to help find it.”
He turned his head around and looked at her, his eyes went wide for a fleeting second. “Your hair,” he said. “It’s gone.”
“Don’t you like it?” she said playfully. “I need to blend in when I’m back in the real world. I won’t have as many people watching out for me now.”
Silently, he kept his gaze on her and she stared back at him. Somewhere in that moment, peering deep into his blue-green eyes, she saw his fear and pain and vulnerability—and she accepted it. And suddenly they were kissing. His mouth tasted like whiskey and his stubbly face scratched at her skin, but just then she didn’t care. She didn’t care that what she was about to do would make the morning that much harder. Just then, she didn’t want to care about anything.
Grasping his hand, she pulled him up and led him along the deck to the door beneath the wheelhouse tower, down the stairs, and all the way back to the corridor their room was in. She didn’t need to pull him along; he matched her rapid pace and stayed right beside her, looking over at her face from time to time. After far too long they made it to their door. The room was lit by nothing more than the sliver of light stretching in from the half-open bathroom door.
As soon as the door was shut, the lock slid hastily into place, their mouths joined once again. Dellia moved backwards blindly, enmeshed in Jason’s lean frame, until she felt the edge of his bed nudging the backs of her thighs and dropped down on it. In less than half a beat of her racing heart he was on top of her and the warmth of his body as he pressed into her made her dig her hands into his back and pull him closer. They somehow got all of their clothes off while hardly separating their lips. He pulled away, looking into her eyes, and softly ran his fingers across one of her nipples then down along her soft belly and to the heat between her thighs, sending an electric quivering through her body.
But then he stopped, pushed away, his burning erection pressing into her hip, and said, “Is this all right, what we’re doing?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “How does it feel?”
Before he could answer she rolled him over, straddling his hips, and kissed him. She reached her hand down between his legs and held him steady until he was inside her. She began thrusting rhythmically; after a moment he got the idea and followed her movements and did not stop until they both were shuddering in their sweet release.
 
*  *  *
By 3 a.m. Jason was safely, soundly asleep and Dellia was able to silently finish the last of the packing she had started earlier, before cutting her hair. She had very little in the lone backpack: a handful of toiletries, a first aid kit, a few changes of clothes (the same ones she had been wearing and seldom washing since leaving her apartment), some packaged food from the cook’s commissary, and her tablet. That was the sum total of her material life now. 
But she didn’t quite have everything she needed yet.
Going into the bathroom, she slowly pulled the door shut behind her, reached up to grab the circular ceiling vent and dug in her nails, pulling until the cover popped off. She lowered it carefully and set it on the counter. There, sitting perfectly in the center of the white plastic cover on the counter, was her most invaluable possession—the one and only thing that had to leave the boat with her. She opened the little self-refrigerating container and pulled out two little vials of her precious vaccine. Closing the container back immediately to protect its delicate cargo, she stuffed one vial into her pocket and clenched the other in her hand. Now that these two were out of their cold hibernation, they would only remain viable for about two days; she expected they would both be used before their time was up. She grabbed the vaccine container and left the bathroom as quietly as she had entered.
The half-light coming in from the bathroom ignited Jason’s sleeping form, his glistening bare flesh shining in the pale glow. Dellia stared longingly for a moment then pulled her bag up onto her bed and stuffed the vaccine case into the part that held all her clothes. She wrapped it in one of her shirts for safe measure, though she knew it would make little difference to anyone who knew to look for it. With that secured, she zipped up the bag, now as full as it was going to be, and slung it onto her back. With one last glance at Jason, she placed the vial that was in her hand on top of a scrap of paper sitting on Jason’s side of the bedside table. The note was short—only a few sentences—but it had taken her half an hour to come up with the right words to say.
That was it. She turned her back on this brief beautiful moment in the savage mess of her life and walked quickly and quietly to the door and out of the room.
She found the captain sitting alone in his wheelhouse, which was dark except for the subtle glows of his console screen. “So are we on time?” she asked in a hushed voice, taking a seat on her normal stool.
“I almost thought you were a deckhand without your hair,” Lester said uninterestedly. “Look.” He pointed out through the window towards the front of the ship, and Dellia noticed for the first time how close the lights were: they were almost there.
Suddenly, she really did not want the ship to go those last kilometers.
“Clearance from the port,” Lester said. “We’ll be docked in less than a half hour. If you don’t mind, I can’t talk much once I start taking her in. Concentration and all.”
“Of course.” She reached her hand into her pocket, grasped the small cylindrical object she found there. “Anyway” she said, “I’ll want to go down on deck so I can hop off as soon as I can.”
He shook his head. “Not immediately. You’ll be hiding in the stack until you see me flash the wheelhouse lights. Then you can get down the plank as quick as you can.”
“Okay,” she said faintly. 
They sat in silence for a while, watching the lights, yellow and orange and ghostly neon, come closer and closer. “Lester, I want to say thank you,” Dellia said. “For everything.”
Reddish light bathed his face as he pulled on the cigarette between his lips. “You know this was just another job,” he muttered.
“I know.” She got up and crossed over to him. Taking his thickly callused hand into her own, she pressed the little vial of vaccine into his palm and closed his fingers. “Find a vein. Pop the cap.”
He said nothing. Had he been expecting this? She decided no formal goodbyes were needed, so she left to go find a place in the stack of containers where she could see the wheelhouse lights. As she descended the stairs she thought she glimpsed him, by the hazy radiance of his cigarette, leaning over the crook of his arm, wasting no time in protecting himself. When he was out of sight she got the feeling of being completely, terribly alone.
Right back where she had started.
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Sitting by the curtained window in the deep dark of the hotel room, Chris Colmin shifted uncomfortably. From somewhere in the void to his left came the sounds of slow, nasally breathing as Alana slept off her post-sex drowsiness. He wanted to join her, but this was one of those nights where he just could not get comfortable; the bed was too hot and the covers felt abrasive on his bare skin. Even this cool leather chair was starting to become unbearable, no matter how he moved around in it. 
Agitated and weary, he rose to his feet and turned to the window, pulling back the heavy curtains just enough to fill the room with a pale reflection of D.C.’s city lights. He stood there, ten floors up, looking down on the street below through the grimy glass. If someone looked his way from down below or across the street it could be bad: a Texas senator in a downtown hotel window at 3:30 a.m. wearing nothing but a pair of briefs was easy fodder for the media’s sensationalists. But he didn’t really care. He knew he should, but he didn’t. Maybe he was just too tired to care. Fuck it all, why can’t I sleep?
Turning his back on the orange-and-yellow glow of the restless city, his eyes found the pale form of Alana, wrapped up in the flowing blankets like they were some kind of linen cocoon. Did caterpillars dream when they were in the cocoon? Doesn’t matter, he decided. She did not appear to be sleeping deeply enough to be dreaming anyway; she was too serene, her face too content—too attached to the living world to be wandering through dreamscapes. Maybe that was why he didn’t feel bad about waking her up so she could share in his misery. He went over to the bed, sat on the edge and gently shook her by the shoulder.
“Hmm?” she said, just a little groggily. “No, I’m awake. Is it time already?”
“Not quite,” Chris said. “I want to talk.”
Alana sat up, stretching ever so slightly, and stood her pillow up against the headboard so she could lean back against it. She let the blankets fall away, revealing pale pink nipples on breasts that weren’t quite as high and firm as they probably once were. “Talk about what?”
“What we were discussing earlier. During dinner.” 
She sighed, long and full of weariness. “I told you before, even if I didn’t have moral and ethical objections to an illegal relationship with a corporate entity, there’s simply too much at stake for me. It’s no big deal for a libertarian to get caught in bed with big business, but my party would make sure I never held political office again. You’re forgetting which side I’m on here.”
“I know exactly which side you’re on,” Chris said, calmly but with ice in his voice. “The losing side. You know as well as I that Silte Corp owns too many people in this city to not end up on top, whatever that may mean in the end. You’ve seen for yourself what happens to people who oppose them.”
“Are you trying to scare me?”
“I’m trying to help you.” He could see now that she was much more interested than she had been at dinner. Maybe he had her already. But just to be safe…
“Tell me,” he said, “why did you take this job? You knew what it was, what it has been for many years. Set aside all this political bullshit for a second. Do you really care what Silvan or anyone else does, in the end?”
“Well, no,” Alana said. “I mean, I don’t agree with the bloodshed and violence, but why should I care what Silvan does? If anything, his actions give me plenty of fuel to rile up the voters for my next reelection campaign.”
“Exactly.” Chris grinned triumphantly. “You can use Silte Corp’s success to your benefit. So why not help them help you? Being a friend of the giant can do great things for your political career. You know, I wasn’t exactly the public’s first choice for senator.”
That got her full attention. “Are you saying,” she said, “that you were involved in rigging an election?”
“How naïve of you, Alana.” He exaggerated the sarcasm.
“Point taken.” She shivered and pulled the blanket up over her chest. “But that doesn’t mean I approve. I don’t want that kind of help, not when I have to sell my soul to get it. I won’t be anyone’s slave.”
“You make it sound so dirty. You wouldn’t be a slave so much as a—a friend. Friends do favors for friends.” Her look of skepticism told him he had reached a dead end with this line of argument. Christ, Alana, how I misjudged you! He would have to try a new tactic, his final, desperate gambit. If this didn’t work, well, he might have to struggle through the next few weeks until he found another congresswoman who was mistress material, not that finding someone new was something he wanted to do; unlike his previous short-term flings and office romances, he was actually starting to really like Alana.  
“Okay, you won’t do it for money and you won’t do it for personal gain.” He sighed, leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and folding his hands out in front of him, and he cast his face down in a show of defeat; if she was going to buy it he had to sell it to her. “Congratulations. You’re the rarest of the rare: a senator with some shreds of conscience left.”
“Or I’m just smart.”
“You are,” Chris said looking up at her. “And I’m sorry I tried to drag you into this. It’s just… It’s just…” Now he needed to throw everything he had into it. He knocked down the mental barrier that held back real, authentic human emotions; he needed this to be genuine and he had more than enough fear and inner turmoil to make that happen.
“It’s just too much for me,” he said. “The pressure. The expectations. The media. It’s just too much. I was only in my first term in the Texas Senate when I ran for this seat. I was just testing the waters for the future. I mean, I had enough money for a trial run, so why not? I never expected to be here, and now all of the others look down on me because I’m too inexperienced to do the job. Most of them were representatives or state leaders before this.” He turned his head away for a moment; maybe she would think he was tearing up, have more sympathy.
“The thing is, Alana,” he said, facing her again, “I’m terrified. I don’t want to be involved in this any more than you do. I never even wanted to be here, not so soon, but when the most powerful corporate entity in modern history says they want you in office, you can’t exactly turn them down. I was scared of Silte then and I’m scared of them now. I’m so scared of them that I can’t do anything but be their loyal servant. Silvan’s own little puppet in Washington.
“And I’m lonely. You’re the only one in this rat-infested shithole of a city who I can trust. You’re my only friend. So please, please help me. Don’t do it for money, or yourself, or Silte. Do it for me. You care about me, right?”
“I—I do.” She was strangely blank; speechless, perhaps. “I do. And I want to help you. I just—”
The piercing howl of the alarm clock cut her off. Chris stood up sharply and went over to turn the little thing off. When he turned back to her he said, “You were about to say something?”
“No. Nothing. We should get going. If we’re out too much later the aides will come looking for us.”
As Alana padded, naked, off to the bathroom, Chris ran his fingers through his hair and reached for his pants, carefully draped over a chair. He allowed himself a victorious smile. She may not have shown it on her face or said anything definitive yet, but Chris knew he had just gotten the hardest part of the job done. One down, four to go. And he had a feeling, as he pulled his pants on and looked for his belt, that to find four people who liked money and personal gain a lot more than Alana he wouldn’t have to go far. Not in this city.
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When Jason woke up and felt the emptiness in his bed and in the room, he knew Dellia was gone. He knew somehow before noticing her missing backpack and clothes and before discovering the note on the bedside table. 
And when he saw what was resting on top of the folded piece of paper he was sure.
The note she had left was painfully short: ‘I have to go on alone. This is very hard for me, but I have to do it. Don’t try to follow. Use the vaccine immediately. When this is over, if we’re both still alive, find me here.’ On the bottom of the slip of paper were what appeared to be a set of very specific coordinates. Jason used the notepad feature in his ultra-secure non-E app to jot the numbers down then used a match to burn the note, watching the flames consume the paper with a mixture of hurt and frustration, the fire turning his last bit of brightness into ash and little embers that quickly disappeared in the air. 
Now he was truly alone.
In a numb state of semi-shock, he took the vial and stuck the little needle in a vein in the crook of his arm, popping off the second cap with his thumb and watching the clear liquid disappear into his bloodstream. He then went about his typical morning routine in a sort of mechanical half-awareness. He had to dig in his backpack for some of the things he had already packed away with the expectation that he would be going to shore with Dellia today. Why did you have to do it? Why couldn’t I have helped you? He tried not to dwell on these maddening questions as he brushed his teeth and put on the clothes that looked the freshest, but he could not escape them; her smell was still on him from the night before. He left the bathroom and found his half-empty growler of beer. He took a sip—and gagged on the tepid black liquid, nearly spitting it out everywhere. What was he thinking, anyway? Would this make her come back? He took the bottle into the bathroom and turned it upside-down in the sink, letting the ale bubble out, down through the drain and eventually to the ocean.
The growler still glugging into the sink, he went to Dellia’s bed and sat on it. He lowered himself onto her pillow and breathed in deeply; it was full of her scent, the delicate imprint she had left behind to torment him. He might’ve stayed like that, his face buried in her pillow all day until her smell began to fade, but just then three booming knocks on the door brought him back to the real world.
Startled, Jason got up and crossed the room, taking a deep breath before slowly opening the door. Standing in the hall was one of the crew, a man with skin as dark as the sea and a head of close-cut black hair with ornate swirling designs shaved into it. Jason recognized the man as one of the deck bosses who was often with the captain.
“Cap’n say come you to well-house,” the deck boss said in a thick African accent. “He need you dere.”
“Okay,” Jason said, not having the slightest clue why the captain would want to see him. “I’ll go up in a little while.”
“No,” the deck boss said. “Cap’n say come now. Say carry you I if you not come now.”
“I’m coming,” Jason said. “No problems.”
The deck boss turned to lead the way and Jason was left wondering why the captain needed him so badly. Was Jason about to get kicked off the boat? After all, Dellia was the important one and now she was gone. He was merely another disposable pawn used for getting her where they wanted her. Now they could cast him off to fend for himself in a world where everyone who mattered wanted him captured…or dead. But maybe being kicked off the boat here wouldn’t be so bad. He could always look for Dellia, as impossible as it would be to find her. In fact, that seemed like the best idea in the world right now.
The deck boss stopped at a flight of stairs to the side of the hallway. They curved and went up beyond Jason’s sight, vanishing into the unknown. Up there lay either his death or his salvation; whichever one it happened to be was out of his hands, just as it always was, just as it had been from the moment he had befriended the cunning, awkward Stephanie Washington so many years ago. That day had changed the course of his entire life, even if it had taken a decade to fully manifest.
He went up the stairs, emerged into the musty wheelhouse.
“Jason Delaney,” Lester said, his voice muffled by a cigarette pressed between his lips. He was sitting across the room on a wide chair behind a cluster of panels with knobs and switches and a large screen. “You know, I had no idea who you were, really, when they told me you were gettin’ on this boat. Joans.” He said the last word almost as an afterthought, but it made Jason’s gut clench anxiously nonetheless.
“Where did you hear that name?” he said, as firm as he could manage.
Lester chuckled. “Anyone in the movement who cares about history knows that name. You’re sort of famous.”
Now Jason was really confused. “You’re involved with them?” he said. “I mean, like really an active member? Not just someone on their payroll?”
After some silence Lester said, “Doesn’t matter. I know my history and I know who you are. I know what you can do and I think from now on you’re gonna do it for me—for us.”
“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
“Joans,” Lester said simply. 
“Yes?”
“In a few hours, when we’re out to sea, I’m gonna show you some tech you’ve never seen before. Stuff that hasn’t even been invented yet, as far as consumers are concerned. And you’re going to use that stuff to help us take down Silte.”
For a while Jason considered that. “Fair enough,” he said eventually. “But first tell me which faction you’re with.”
“The one that wants to take down Silte Corp,” Lester said sardonically, “and send Silvan plummeting out of his penthouse window to be a stain on the road. Does it matter who I’m with?”
“Guess not,” Jason said. “And what if I refuse?”
The captain sighed, blowing out a cloud of smoke at the same time. “I hoped I wouldn’t have to say this,” he said, “but whatever.” He took two long drags on his cigarette before continuing. “If you refuse then you stay onboard anyway, and who knows? Maybe two, three days out to sea you lose your balance and fall over the rail, never to be seen again.” He turned and looked right at Jason. “It’s up to you.”
That settled it, then. Jason didn’t know what, exactly, this man and his associates wanted, but he knew for certain that he couldn’t swim the distance a boat could travel in three days.
“I guess I have no choice,” he said.
“Good,” the captain said. “Meet me down at the stack in half an hour. It’s time you saw what’s really going on around here.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
28
 
The days were bad, but the nights were terrible. 
At least during the day Skexka was distracted from her aching hunger by the wind whipping her hair wildly around her face and the stolen scooter shaking and rumbling between her thighs as she drove it from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. each day with very few breaks. The scooter was old—a relic of the gasoline era—but it was the only vehicle she could find still street-legal in the state of Texas that could make the trip from Houston to Austin with no stops at charging or gas stations. Plenty of e-cars could make the normal trip without a charge, but she was forced to follow an exhausting ‘untraceable route’ that took twelve days and every gallon of gas the 180 mpg scooter could hold in its tank and in the three spare tanks mounted around the seat. Even with the backtracking and looping around, she could have made it in a couple days with a car if she had taken the major roads. Of the many rules valenC, the current leader of the AC, had given her, staying off highways was the one she hated most. She hated it so much that it was now practically all she thought about.
Until night came.
Every evening Skexka pulled the scooter off the road at the predetermined point on her map. Some nights she stayed in wooded areas, sometimes abandoned storage buildings; anywhere she could stay out of sight and relatively safe was good enough. One night she had stayed up until dawn, cowering in fear behind a dumpster, while some kind of street gang flashing big guns and wearing Mexican flags as capes had chosen the vacant lot she was in for their all-night gathering. Not that she would have slept much anyway. If it wasn’t the hunger pains or the ache of riding, it was the fear of being caught or the rough ground or the snakes and spiders and scorpions and all other kinds of disgusting crawling things. This was how it was every night because valenC said no hotels, because you had to pay for hotels and Skexka couldn’t risk paying for anything and leaving a trail. ValenC had lots of rules on top of that: no buying gas, no buying food, no buying water, no buying cigarettes. Fuck she hated that last one. Her one and only carton had run out on the third day, and she hadn’t been able to get any when she had stolen a small bit of food during one risky excursion into a Wal-Mart—an endeavor she was pretty sure valenC wouldn’t approve of.
But what had he expected her to do? Drink from streams and puddles? Forage for acorns and roadkill and half-eaten trashcan sandwiches? Make it to Austin on gas fumes and dreams of comfort? She brooded on this every night as she nibbled her rationed granola bars (which had run out three days ago) and sipped from the water bottle that she filled in sinks whenever she stopped at public restrooms (because she refused to squat in roadside ditches to piss and shit). She was angry and she hurt all over, but mostly she was tired. Physically and mentally. She was absolutely sick of all of this secretive, risking-her-life, running around bullshit. She was a slave to whichever greedy assholes had hijacked the movement’s ideology this week. No, not quite a slave just yet. A slave couldn’t leave; she could technically go whenever she wanted. And they would never find her because she was at least as good at hiding herself as any of them were at searching. She had long since earned the right to walk away. It was Skexka who had found the Dellia woman; Skexka who had obtained the Project Unify report after Silte Corp’s servers became unhackable; Skexka who had tracked Adelson to the Houston Warehouse. Yet here she was, errand-girl to the faceless masters, obediently lying on a cold stone floor in an abandoned garage on the east side of Austin, fantasizing about handing over her priceless stolen information and walking away from the so-called Anti-Corp, and the civilized world in general, for good. 
Darkness had just filled the oil-stained garage, which was supposed to be her refuge until dawn, when she decided she couldn’t take it anymore.
With a shake of her grimy, greasy hair she slipped her headband on and grabbed her backpack full of everything she owned: it was exceedingly light. She wheeled the scooter to the door and through the gloomy lobby and then out into the night. She didn’t care anymore about valenC’s stupid rules; she was tired of it all. 
She didn’t have to ride far down the street to find a convenience store, which she entered and then excitedly purchased a carton of regular Camel’s with some cash she kept for emergencies. She had the first one lit before she even stepped out of the shop, earning admonishments from the clerk in some generic East Asian accent. Standing beside the scooter again, she sucked that first cigarette down in under a minute, feeling the heavy buzz as nicotine filled her body for the first time in several days. She lit a second immediately and put five more under her headband for the ride to valenC’s hideout.
The scooter barely made a sound as she sped along the busy city streets; its tiny engine’s noise couldn’t even begin to challenge the bustle and music of the Austin nightlife. Skexka took it all in and wondered how valenC would react when he saw her there a day early, having used main roads during one of the busiest times of the night. She found that she really didn’t care what he thought, because she was leaving the movement regardless—that was certain. As long as he got what he wanted he would be satisfied. And she had what he wanted. It had cost at least a dozen lives and well more than the ten grand she had been given to fund the operation, but in the end she got it. The encrypted folder was a measly twenty gigs: not even a blip on her tab’s hard drive. Whatever it was, it wasn’t much.
And getting it had been almost too easy. They had gone into the Houston Warehouse under the false pretense of extracting Lorne Adelson, who had access to the information in question. That part nearly fell through; the shitbrain hired thugs started shooting long before they needed to. But the detective got in and got Adelson out, the thugs died in pools of blood, and the woman and Adelson drew most of the Guardian goons out long enough for Skexka to slip in a back door, find the Silte representative’s office, hack into a desk screen and pilfer the data she needed. The escape to her waiting scooter and supplies was just as simple; the only difficult thing was the guilt.
Oh, the guilt.
She might never get over it, the guilt of leading four people—one of whom was basically an innocent bystander—to their deaths, while several others died in the chaos that ensued. But she had to forget about it for now. Once the stupid files were transferred she could move on and find a way to keep living. She just hoped that she could find a life free from all of this madness. Maybe she could keep going on the scooter—without all the rules this time. With her relatively hefty payment for the retrieval and delivery, she could get a decent secondhand e-car and cross the country for years, staying in hotels and sleeping in proper beds. Or maybe she would venture down through Mexico to South America, lose society in the jungle and reconnect with a simpler existence, then move on down south as far as a car could take her and stare out at the sea—the last one you could cross that would carry you away from civilization. It sounded so beautiful, but first she had to finish the job.
If she had stuck to valenC’s rules and map, it would have taken her another full day of riding to reach the hideout; going her own way got her there in twenty minutes, just as she was flicking away the butt of the last cigarette from her headband and fishing in her bag for the pack. She only smoked like this when she was really anxious. Or scared. Just now she was both. 
The hideout was actually a lush apartment in a newish upscale high rise building in the northwest part of downtown. She didn’t bother putting her fresh cigarette out as she walked in; the husky young man at the front desk glanced at her as she walked past but said nothing. She walked right to the elevator, filling the lobby with smoke all the way, and got in, taking it up sixteen stories with no stops on the way. There was a ding when the button under the 16 lit up.
“A little early, aren’t we?” The man’s voice reached her just as the door began to open.
Skexka jumped and dropped her cigarette, but then, seeing who it was, she sighed and hastily pulled another out and lit it. The man out in the hallway was wearing a neon pink balaclava over his face, the kind that had been passed out by the thousands during the Russian mass-demonstrations. Based on his mask, his immense height and the bulging barrel chest Skexka knew this man was Io, valenC’s right-hand man (or broken lap-dog, depending on your perspective). 
“Hello, Io,” she said, stepping out into the hallway. “Didn’t feel like sleeping in garage. Tired of this. And valenC’s rules absurd. Wanted to finish on own terms.”
Io just smiled at her for a while, and then he said, “Still have that unique way of talking, huh? Cute. Hey you’ve got some ash…” He reached a calloused hand out, apparently trying to brush off a bit of cigarette ash that had stuck to her shirt right over her left breast, but she jerked away.
“Fuck off,” she said, brushing the ash away herself.
“You know,” he said, “we could go down the hall to my place before you go see VC. I got some cheap wine and a soft bed.”
“I haven’t showered in a week.”
“So what?” He leaned toward her and inhaled deeply, exaggeratedly. “You smell just the way I want you to smell. And I bet you’re aching for it after all that time alone on the road.”
“I said fuck off,” she said fiercely. But as she looked into his ravenous eyes she knew at that moment that if he was determined she would have no hope of defending herself against his sheer size and strength. In as cold and even a voice as she could manage, she said, “I’m sure valenC will be pleased to know why you kept him from getting delivery for so long.”
The way his beady eyes stared back was so full of disgust she thought he might hit her. In that stare she saw all of the rage and exhaustion of being a mediocre hacker forced to lick the feet of a stronger master in order to avoid drowning in the tide of their changing world. 
“Follow,” he said hollowly. He turned and opened the door across from the elevator and she followed him through it.
The apartment was big—the front room’s ceiling was two floors above—but it in no way matched the ornate décor of the lobby; valenC had really made himself at home here. The front room was empty except for a stack of cardboard boxes on one wall and a grime-streaked refrigerator on the opposite one next to a built-in electric stove. In the next room Skexka could see what must have been ten million dollars in servers and high-end computing equipment. Countless LEDs and screen lights lit the dark, and she could see vague movement as AC people worked at whatever important tasks had been assigned to them. Rather than heading for this hacker’s den, Io led her to the stairs on the other side and up towards a closed door.
“In,” a hoarse voice said the moment they reached the landing. The voice appeared to have come from the door itself.
Io opened the door and led the way inside. As Skexka followed, she was nearly floored by the stench: stale cigarettes mixed with stewing sewage and ripe cheese. The room was dark and when Io closed the door behind them it became even darker. The only light came from three large screens on the far wall, all showing black screens that glowed strangely. In the pale light she saw a large chair below the screens, facing away from the door, but the rest of the room was empty as far as she could see. 
“Closer,” the hoarse voice said from the chair. Skexka took a few tentative steps forward until the voice said, “That’s enough. You’re early.”
“Yes,” Skexka said. “But here now. Have files.”
“You do,” valenC said from his chair. “You broke my rules.” No part of his body was visible, but she could just see the pale dome of a bald head reflected in each of the three screens. “Not good,” he said. “You should not have broken my rules.” His voice had a forced superiority, like he was a spoiled child talking to a despised servant.
“I did,” she said. “Take day out of payment. Whatever. Don’t care. Just transfer so I can leave. I’m tired. Done with all of this.”
The man laughed slowly and unnaturally. “Done?” he said. “Yes, if you say so. Give your tab to Io.” 
She handed the tablet over to Io, who walked across the room and handed it over the chair to his master. Seconds passed, perhaps a full minute. Io turned from the chair and walked back to his sentry post by the door, passing off the tab to Skexka as he walked by. The tab was opened to her wallet app, which was showing a $100,000 transfer made seconds ago.
“Thanks,” she said.
“No problem, Mylah.”
It should not have surprised her that he knew the name she had erased from her identity half a decade ago, but the sound of those two syllables on his unseen lips stuck like a knife in her spine. Suddenly she was so scared she was shaking, and she felt her cigarette fall out of her gaping mouth and onto the floor. She wanted to turn and run, but for some reason she couldn’t make her legs work.
“You left a trail behind you,” valenC said calmly, coolly. “If you were still useful I might forgive this, but you’re all used up now. And on top of that, it sounds like you’ve lost your faith in the cause.”
When the icy metal touched the back of her neck she closed her eyes, blinking out a single tear.
“Should’ve taken my offer,” Io mumbled just beside her ear. “Now you have to die cock-hungry.”
“Leave her there afterwards,” valenC said. “And stay out for a while.”
A cold hand turned her around.
The gun slid gently, tenderly up to her forehead.
She never opened her eyes.
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