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Down on the street the brake lights trailed red tracers, the cars they belonged to giving off a heat that was visible even in the broiling summer air. All around the city, lights came on, heralding the night with gleaming rays of every color; but despite this vast neon palette the city’s hue was orange, like the flames the lights imitated. Inexorably the sun sank below the tallest building on its way to closing out another day, and the man looking out from the highest window smiled. 
Even if it was for the smallest of moments at the very end of the sunset, in that moment not even the sun stood higher than the Silte Corporation tower.
His grin fading as fast as it had come, back to the reserved demeanor his years at the top had sculpted, the man in the highest room of the tallest tower turned his gaze along one unusually empty street. Down the street beneath the shadows of skyscrapers, a person with implant-enhanced vision might see from the tower a thousand little ants swelling into an army, waiting to launch their hungry march on Silte Corp. But they were just that: ants. He couldn’t even see them from where he stood, having rejected the implants and other body mods that were trendy among those in his social class. Still, he felt the ants’ swelling ripple and saw it as a threat not just to his company, but to himself as well. Because he was Silte…and Silte was he. Bound together like the self is to its fleeting physical form, it occupied a space of his existence beyond the limitations of his organic body.
Turning from the window, he put his back to a city now the color of smoldering embers: the sun’s final salute to another day. His office, dim with the main lights off, was a relic; workspace meant little to him anymore. The walls were windows on three sides, and they may as well be letting sunlight shine through without casting a shadow, as if piercing an empty space. Desks, chairs, production models of next-big-things, priceless trinkets of antiquity—nothing mattered. If the windows were opened to the dusk, the winds would blow through the other side carrying nothing, because things which had no use to him were as good as nothing. 
All that really mattered was his voice and the mind whose dreams it conveyed. That’s all he did now, turn his ideas into reality. Everything else was just the means to attaining this, and it was incredibly effective; he need only speak a command and his wishes would be fulfilled. He could utter a single phrase and the bothersome ants gathering on that shadowy corner downtown would be done, dead, no longer troubling him.
And perhaps he would give that command.
It was a drastic action, but was there a choice? No, of course not. But it was still a tough decision, and not one to make lightly. He had already spent long hours pondering the dilemma. In the end, after all the points and counterpoints, the silent internal struggles, the worthless advice from artificial beings confined to computers, he had condensed the predicament into one vital question: What did he really want? A dozen different times he had come up with a dozen different answers. But the time for uncertainty was over. Making decisions was his job, and it had been his resolute nature, not indecisiveness, which had carried him to the top. So, turning back to the luminous cityscape, he asked the question of himself again. 
This time there was only one answer.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1
 
Dellia had tried—really tried—not to fall asleep, but the droning buzz of the late night news hadn’t been enough to counter the toll two nights of staying up waiting for something to happen had taken on her. She did not dream, though; a prolonged blink brought her from her sentry’s perch on the edge of the couch to a groggy, muss-haired state sprawled across the cushions and squinting at the head-splitting light of the television.
She pushed herself up and sat there for few moments before realizing she had been asleep. Eyelids parted fractionally, she saw the light of morning was still absent; the ethereal glow illuminating the room came from the television on the far wall, which had woken back up when she had. It was still on ONN, the news network whose reluctance to report on the chaos downtown must have been what lulled her to sleep during her vigil. This wasn’t good. If I missed something…
It was better not to think like that.
Stretching and straightening her body, she tried unsuccessfully to stifle a yawn. The small living room around her was unkempt and it bore the odor of too many sleepless nights. She had been neglecting cleanliness for a few weeks now; the thing for which she had been waiting for over a year, the impending event that had initiated the radical course of action in which she was now entrenched, was due to happen any day now.
Video of a ragged crowd appeared on the TV screen, turning Dellia’s full attention to the news broadcast. Hundreds of men and women, young and old and every shade of human, were amassed at the base of a tower Dellia knew to be Silte Corporation’s headquarters. The mob, many of its members masked, was held at bay by metal barriers guarded on the opposite side by what appeared to be a private police riot squad. She was suddenly tense: some of the private cop organizations were known for their eagerness to kill. They had been the only upholders of justice for two decades now, and they could get away with just about anything if the right people were paid off.
“TV: Volume twenty.” The device obliged, and the incoherent murmur of the report became words.
“—and appear to be armed with gas bombs and other non-lethal weapons,” the news reader said over a close up of one private cop’s black riot mask. The shot panned out to show the crowd once again. “For those of you who may just be joining us, the Anti-Corp movement took a violent turn shortly after midnight, and ONN is keeping you informed. This morning, protesters who began gathering in cities across the nation on August 5th—yesterday—marched on Silte Corporation and many of its largest subsidiaries and affiliated businesses in America. Riots are being reported in major cities across the country; the footage you are seeing now comes from the Silte Corporation headquarters just north of the downtown area of Dallas. Silte has long been seen as the Anti-Corp movement’s primary target, being considered by many experts to be the most powerful corporate entity in history.”
Tuning out the too-calm voice, Dellia stood and felt the blanket slide off her bare legs. She navigated the dirty clothes and food trash littering the floor and made her way to the single window in her company-provided apartment. Parting the blinds with one slender finger, she peered out at the early morning; the North Dallas street was tranquil and pristine, echoing nothing of what was going on ten minutes down the highway. 
Having always hated the tiny, dilapidated apartment she had been placed in without much of a choice, Dellia was now secretly thankful for being stuck out here on the northern outskirts, near the labs. She only hoped the mob didn’t decide to go after Silte’s medical research venture, OpenLife Biomedical, after the private cops chased them away from Silte headquarters. Surely they would find some other target. As a highly organized group they had to know that Silte Corp covertly owned (or secretly funded and thus operated) most of the businesses in the city. In fact, Dallas’s urban nucleus had more than doubled in the fourteen years since Silte’s tower went up, and that was thanks almost exclusively to Silte’s eagerness to offer lush office space in a brand new building in the city to whichever company wanted to become its next major acquisition. The more companies Silte bought out, the farther the urbanization spread.
“We have new reports coming in…” the anchor said. Dellia went back to the couch to watch. “We can now confirm that the protesters are targeting local divisions and, uh, various other assets of Silte Corporation across the nation.” But which ones? she thought. “We advise that you do not approach any business or property with ties to Silte if at all possible until further notice. Our team has put together a map of the currently affected areas which you will find on our ONN app. I’ll give you a moment.”
Searching the room with her eyes, she located her tablet near the couch under a discarded pair of jeans. With trembling fingers she managed to sync it with the TV to bring up a map of the US. She tapped the flashing icon and the map zoomed to her location; she only had to scroll a short way to be sure the area between her apartment and the lab was safe. Zooming out showed that the only red blobs indicating threats were centered around Silte headquarters, far enough away to be safe—for now. 
I better hurry anyway, she thought, already in the process of pulling the jeans on. If they get to the lab before me… She had to be in and out first, just to be sure. She had no way of knowing just how far they might take it; the news seemed to be content with a vague description of the night’s events and hadn’t elaborated. Dellia had a disturbing vision of an angry group of protesters ambushing her on the way there and killing her just for being tied to Silte. The tragic part was, she could soon be their only salvation…if Silte did what she suspected they were planning to do.
But they might not use it. 
That hope was quickly shattered when she looked up at the TV. The live footage, focused again on the swarm around the Silte skyscraper, showed private cops tossing gas bombs into the crowds. People looked away from where the canisters fell, some shielding their noses and mouths in anticipation, but the gas never came—at least not in a form they could see. Dellia knew what was there, though. 
They had used it, the bioweapon. She had no choice now but to carry on with the plan.
“Uh, we’re not sure what we are seeing there,” the nervous anchor said as the shot returned to his makeup-caked face. He seemed to be half-paying attention to a sound in his right ear that only he could hear. Perhaps it was just the cynicism that came with years of working for a Silte company, but somehow Dellia knew the man was being carefully coached on how to continue with this story while maintaining the network’s best interests—or something like that. ONN, it would seem, feared Silte. Or was controlled by Silte; both were equally probable.
Censorship or no, Dellia had seen all she needed to see. She went to her bedroom and donned slip-on sneakers, then traded her worn T-shirt for a less casual plain blue blouse so she wouldn’t look too suspicious going into work at three in the morning. She filled an old backpack with a couple changes of clothes, her tablet, and a few other essentials. Glancing around, she felt a creeping regret about leaving everything behind. No time to get materialistic. She made sure to turn off all the lights and devices before leaving her bedroom.
In the living room, the TV still droned on. “I don’t think anybody realized violence like what we saw tonight would come from the thus-far peaceful Anti-Corp movement.” The anchor was talking to a second man on screen. “Yet the protesters tonight viciously attacked the brave Guardian Police Association officers with what appears to be makeshift gas bombs. As a society, are we going to put up with this?”
The man’s shameless lie was appalling. Dellia had seen the video—in fact millions had probably seen it, or would tomorrow. But seeing was secondary to being told what to think for too many people. Those people would believe the lie every time, and that infuriated her. “TV: Off,” she said.
“Well, I think, Vic, that the thugs got what they deserved and—”
“TV: OFF!”
Dellia slammed the door behind her when she stormed out, frustrated at far too many things to be able to calm herself down. Her heart was racing now; she soared down the three flights of stairs, letting the thick, tepid air of a summer night in North Texas fill her lungs.
 
*  *  *
 
The quarter-mile to OpenLife Biomedical was uneventful enough to reveal—to Dellia’s relief—the news hadn’t been lying about that at least. In fact the pre-dawn dark seemed much emptier than it should be, eerily calm in the face of the storm blowing itself out a short distance away. Had they really overlooked the research labs at OpenLife, the keystone to Silte’s domineering position in the pharmaceuticals market? Or perhaps they had simply poured the entirety of their strength in this area into the fruitless siege on the Silte Corp tower. Either way, this movement was falling well short of the sophisticated terrorist cell some of the media had made them out to be. 
Before she could dwell much more on this, the lab building was looming before her. Seven stories tall and taking up twice the area of the office buildings on either side, this was as much her home as the apartment down the street. Dellia scanned the rows of dark windows lining the skeletal white walls, but she could see no lights or signs of activity. Instead of walking up to the double doors at the front, she turned down the side street and walked around the building to the employee’s back entrance. The light coming through the glass door made her a little nervous: she did not have the time or patience to talk her way out of an early morning encounter with a supervisor or a nosy technician. Or even—she shuddered at the thought—the Silte-appointed lab director. There were no cars in the parking lot, but she had no way of knowing if Director Adelson’s company vehicle was in the private underground lot.
Trying not to think about how she might escape such a meeting, Dellia punched the door code into the LED keypad, which became faintly luminous at her touch. The door remained motionless. Again, she punched in the 6-digit code, this time with fervent determination. Nothing for a few seconds—but then the screen flashed the words ‘Crisis Procedure.’ She had been expecting something like this, though she had hoped things would turn out differently. This almost assured her that Adelson was here; he wouldn’t stay home during an event like this, even if he had that choice.
“Employee name and department,” an androgynous voice said. Shit. It seemed she had to give herself away to get in, and if Adelson was here, he would be monitoring who was going in and out. 
“Dellia Thomas. Viral pathogen research.”
“Please wait.”  There was a brief moment of silence. “Senior Researcher Dellia Thomas, please place your right thumb on the scanner.” She complied and a few seconds later the door swung inward.
The lab building had never been so eerily calm and silent in Dellia’s memory. Beyond the back door entryway, the lights were off, but dim safety lights detected her movement and flickered on in quick succession as she hurried down the hallway. Each door that broke the perpetuity of the solid white walls was closed and, as far as she could guess, locked from the outside. But she couldn’t get excited about her apparent solitude; anyone she wanted to avoid would be in an office upstairs. Or hurrying down to meet me. She turned right down a hallway and took much longer strides until she reached the lab elevator on the west side of the building.
After she had punched in the elevator code twice with no result, the slightly outdated panel changed to a thumb scanner and flashed instructions, which she followed with less patience now. Just as the elevator doors began to open, there was a soft ding behind her and she spun on the spot in time to see the door of the private lift recede, revealing the taut face of Lorne Adelson.
“Dellia Thomas,” he said in his usual empty tone. “You’re here early.”
“Good morning, Director Adelson,” Dellia said somewhat perfunctorily. She reached an arm behind her to keep the elevator from closing.
He looked at the glowing screen on his wrist, though Dellia was sure he knew exactly what time it was, then looked up at her and said, “3:47 a.m. is a little early for a researcher to be coming into work.”
At his dubious stare her mind went to the explanation she had thought up on the way over. “Well, you know, with everything going on right now… I mean, some of the news reports…” She couldn’t seem to complete a sentence under his icy, almost knowing gaze. “Anyway, I thought—I mean I knew—the lab would be in Crisis Procedure. How could it not be?  I guess I felt safer here. What if those horrible people found out my connection to Silte and knew where I lived?” It was an irrational fear, but she sold it with manufactured vulnerability.
With a courteous smile Adelson glanced quickly down at her attire—clothes she would never usually wear to the lab—and at her backpack. His smile widened a bit as he said, “Right, well, no shame in being afraid. I’ll be checking on some things down here before I go up to my office, in case you need me.” He turned and walked away towards the front of the building, glancing over his shoulder briefly.
He knows, Dellia thought, panicking as the elevator door closed and she pushed the B-2 button. He knows and it’s over. I’m dead. All those people…

But there was nothing else to do at this point except keep moving forward with her now-evolving plan. They would’ve come after her anyway: she knew too much, and someone would have stumbled upon her secret project eventually. Hiding would have done nothing but delay the inevitable. What she was doing now could make that inevitable come a lot sooner, but at least there was a chance to save some lives, a fact made infinitely more significant because she had helped make this situation possible, even if she hadn’t known until it was too late.
Like always, the underground labs were cold. She flipped on the main lights and hurried down the corridor of glass walls to her personal workspace—an office of sorts. Grabbing a key and pocketing an old flash drive she kept in the bottom drawer of her desk, she crossed the hall nervously and entered the spare lab that was currently serving as a storage room for everyone who worked in this section. The room was empty except for a work table and a row of cabinets, all of which contained boxes of files, broken equipment, and whatever else her coworkers didn’t want cluttering up their workstations. She went to the far right cabinet and opened it, keeping her eyes open for anything out of place that may confirm her worst fear that someone had already been here. Of course, she could have kept it in a locked freezer behind a security door with other ongoing projects, but that would have been obvious—and no more hindrance to the type of person who would want to find it than an old storage cabinet.
The cardboard box she pulled out was marked D. Thomas – Notes; she had to pull out stacks of sloppily-packed papers and folders before she felt relief that her little secret was still there. She pulled out the green plastic case that resembled a large lunch pail, unlocked it with her key, and opened it on the table. A slight chill brushed Dellia’s face from the case’s refrigeration unit as she laid it flat. Each side of the case was lined with twenty-five tiny glass vials of clear liquid, each with plastic caps on both ends and each tucked away neatly in one of the slots built into the case. Without hesitating, she took one of the little vials, popped off the cap to reveal the needle beneath, and stuck herself in the upper arm, cringing slightly at the pinprick. After popping off the second plastic cap, the liquid inside disappeared. Some—but certainly not most—of her fear subsided.
That would take care of her, but the other forty-nine vials could not serve as vaccines themselves, at least not all of them; they were all she had and they would be nowhere near enough. No, she had plans for these. The trick would be finding the right people and staying away from the grasp of Silte. I’d have an easier time trying to hide from the air.
She closed the case and checked the green light that indicated the refrigeration unit was working, then she placed it in the backpack, which she zipped up and draped over her shoulders. Now it was time to disappear, to leave her now-compromised life and blend in, to become a shade in Silte’s menacing shadow. 
First, however, she would need to get out of the building without another friendly encounter.   
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“I heard they got it way worse down in Dallas—Silte headquarters and all. Those privy-pigs they hired don’t fuck around.”
Jason closed the door to his apartment behind him and moved toward the deep, unfamiliar voice. Standing on the sidewalk with his back against the wall was Jason’s friend Seito, who was on a vid-call with someone on his tablet.
“Did things get bad in New York?” Seito asked the person on the tablet screen.
“Nah, nobody died,” the deep voice said. “Those pussy privy-cops just roughed a few people up and tried to tear gas us or something. But, no shit, the gas bombs were all duds. Every one of ’em!” The voice laughed, long and rumbling. “They started firing rounds into the air, though, so everyone scattered.”
“Crazy, man, the same thing happened up in San Fran, I heard.” Seito looked up as Jason approached and waved him over. “Me and Joans stayed home in San Jose. Not much went on here.” 
‘Joans’ was the nickname Jason used to go by among his friends, and if nicknames were being used the man Seito was talking to must be a member of the Anti-Corp movement. Jason stood beside his friend and saw that the face on the screen was not human but rather a bug-eyed, green-skinned humanoid avatar, animated to mimic the movements of the real face it represented. His and Seito’s faces and voices were probably being changed on the other end as well.
“This is Ra52 from the New York group,” Seito explained to Jason. “He was right in the mix in the Wall Street march up there. They kept the private cops busy for a while.” He sighed and shook his head. “Not good for shit, though.”
“Hey, we had to do something,” Ra52 said, sounding a little offended. “Man, I shouldn’t be telling you this, but the AC higher-ups got something big planned. They needed something serious to go down. Draw Silte out, stall them, you know? They’re going into Crisis Procedure. We can make our next move now.”
“Cool, cool,” Seito said. “Let us know what to do.”
“Not us,” Jason blurted, earning an annoyed look from Seito. For emphasis, he added, “Don’t involve me. I like being alive.” Jason was sympathetic to the cause, but he had learned a lot since his activism days in college—mostly that life was a lot nicer when you stopped getting angry about things you couldn’t easily change. Despite his friends’ pressuring him, he had so far stayed happily distant from the Anti-Corp movement and planned to stay that way. He had a comfortable life, and being thrown into a maximum security corporate prison was not a good way to keep that going.
“Whatever, man,” Ra52 said; even through the filter his voice had a defeated sound to it. “I’ll see you around, Sei-Kai.” As his gloomy face faded, Jason felt a bite of guilt; he realized all too well that most of the movement’s members knew they were fighting a losing battle. 
“Why’d you have to piss him off?” 
“I didn’t mean to,” Jason said with a shrug. “Look, I like what they’re doing, but if there’s a chance of me being beaten to death by some coked-up private cop, leave me out.”
“Hey it’s not like I was sad not to be up there last night,” Seito said. “You know, in the danger zone. Last time I visited my parents I went through Tokyo and I saw some demonstrators get taken down. You know, they’ve been doing this stuff a lot longer than us over there. I saw a kid get all his teeth knocked out by SDS goons. Crazy stuff.” Seito tucked his tablet away in his pants pocket, and the two started down the sidewalk toward the bus stop.
Bassett Street was full of the usual pedestrian traffic, some going to work, others (like Seito) wandering around with no place to be this morning. Lately, it seemed like the latter were becoming more prominent in the neighborhood. With urban expansion, San Jose was slowly becoming just another forgettable section of the sprawling metropolis creeping outward from San Francisco, and that made it an increasingly more desirable place to turn apartment buildings and houses into droves of the 100 square foot micro-habitations Seito’s type tended to live in. Jason’s building was repurposed, but it was a two-story house turned into two single-story apartments; he actually had one of the nicer living situations in the entire area. 
The city itself, though, was not what it had been when he had moved here for college. After several major tech companies, not the least of which was Adobe Systems, were acquired by Silte Corp and relocated to Dallas, San Jose had become little more than a haven for relatively cheap housing and cheaper office space. Once deemed the capital of Silicon Valley, it was now just one dense patch of city in the greater urban area.
“And what’s with the tear gas thing?” Seito said after a while. “Faulty gas bombs here and on the East Coast? You think our guys got into the central supply depot or something? Hit a weapons factory maybe?”
“Our guys?” Jason said cynically. Seito ignored the jab. This was something Jason hated about his best friend, the fact that Seito continued to consider himself part of the movement while refusing to get too involved when there was a call to action. Things had been much different in college. Seito was more like Jason now than he admitted, but he still needed to believe he was doing something.
“It is weird, isn’t it?” Jason said. “Let me know if you find anything out. This is getting too risky for me. I mean, riots?”
Walking fast to keep up with Jason’s long strides, Seito said, “Hey, I get it. You’re afraid of the blacklist.” He put derisive emphasis on the last word.
And he wasn’t wrong. Jason’s employment at the Silte-controlled Sanon Software had always been a hot issue wherever the AC movement was concerned. Seito thought Jason could somehow use his position to some advantage for the movement, but Jason had made him and the others who knew his real identity swear to keep his employment private. He couldn’t help them even if he wanted to; Silte Corp was too careful for something like that to ever work. He was a Software Director at Sanon Software—a mid-level job at a small company—and in the grand scheme that meant he was nothing, a lowly worm, one among many thousands. Even if he could somehow infiltrate Silte’s sphere of power, being caught would mean the blacklist. Seito may be skeptical, but it was serious: if you were blacklisted you would probably spend the rest of your life in unemployment and poverty. There were even rumors that the worst offenders were secretly executed, silenced for knowing too much. And Jason had seen enough evidence to believe the rumors were true.
“Get a job and you’ll know how I feel,” he told his friend, for the thousandth time.
“When will you accept it?” Seito said, faking offense. “Watching feature-length ads is a job. As long as I meet the review and recommendation quotas, I get what I need. Besides, if I did go out and get a real job it wouldn’t be at a Silte company. I’ll never help fuel their global domination. Maybe you’re willing to do that, but I—hold on a second.”
Quickly reaching inside his pocket, he pulled his eagerly-buzzing tablet back out, swiping the screen to answer the incoming vid-call. “I’m here,” he said. He held the tablet in a position that would include Jason in the conversation.
Appearing on the screen was a real face, not another avatar—though Jason knew right away that this call was also related to the Anti-Corp movement. He recognized the face: a broad pale female’s outlined by shoulder-length blonde hair. It belonged to a woman who had been one of his closest friends since they attended San Jose State together. 
“What’s up, Steph.” Seito said. There was no need for nicknames or voice filtering with her.
“Hey Seito, Jason.” Jason greeted her with a wave and realized immediately Steph wasn’t herself; tiredness was etched deep into her eyes, and her demeanor was dark, hopeless.
“Stephanie,” Seito sang, “did you hear about Silte going into Crisis Procedure?”
“Yeah.” Her smile was fleeting and devoid of life. She was giving Jason an uneasy feeling, though he wasn’t quite sure why. “So,” she said, “Seito, you said to call if anything came up. Word came down the pipeline that Silte is shuffling; they’re moving things around big time, asset redistribution. Heavy stuff. Actually, Jason, it’s good you’re here. I was thinking of calling you before you went to work.”
“What’s going on?” Jason stopped to give her his full attention.
“Crisis Procedure,” she said. “Like Seito said. Don’t you know what that means?”
“Vaguely.”
“I’ve heard from a few different people,” she said. “Silte is about to indefinitely shut down most of their non-vital business operations—allegedly. I don’t know, but it sounds like Sanon will be closing, at least everything below the executive level. It’s part of the protocol.”
“Vacation time,” Seito said, nudging Jason with a bony elbow. “So we did it, huh? We really did something. Ha!”
“I wouldn’t put such a positive spin on it,” Steph said. “We didn’t do anything. This is a calculated response. They…they’re throwing around words like ‘retaliation’ and ‘war.’ AC people are starting to panic and calling for militarization of all things. I… It’s just…” She trailed off into silence and shifted so that bedsprings creaked beneath her. 
“Hey,” she said, regaining herself, “are you two sick?”
Jason and Seito glanced at each other in bemusement before answering, “No.”
“Hmm.” She was no longer looking into her tablet but down and off-screen, seemingly deep in thought. “No, you guys weren’t there. A lot of us—everyone I talked to—have been sick. We thought maybe somebody had the flu or something last night. It’s not the flu. I don’t know. I couldn’t sleep all night.”
“Are you okay?” Jason asked her.
“Yeah,” she said unconvincingly. “Yeah.” 
Seito brought his face close to the screen and said enthusiastically, “Hey, why don’t I come over and take care of you for a while? It’ll be like that time you ate those bad shrooms sophomore year.” Jason rolled his eyes; Seito and Steph’s late night sexual encounters had always been the worst-kept secret within their circle of friends.
“Yeah, sure,” she said. “I mean, I don’t know. Look, I’ve gotta go guys. Keep what I said in mind.”
Before Jason and Seito could say anything else, Steph was gone, and Seito pocketed his tablet once again. She had certainly not been herself, but what she had said about Silte’s possible movements was the more pressing concern for Jason. Things were getting heavy. Had the time finally come for him to sever ties with the movement altogether? He’d rather have a steady job and good pay than become Silte’s enemy in a war.
When they were back to walking down the sidewalk Seito asked, “Do you think it’s true, what she said? You think Sanon’s closing for a while?”
Instead of answering, Jason pulled his own tablet out and said, “Inbox.” The dark screen lit up with his recent mail. The only unread message bore the headline “URGENT: All Employees.” He tapped it, and a video popped up of a poorly-animated middle-aged man in a blue suit: an HR bot.
“Active immediately,” the bot droned, “the offices and facilities of Sanon Software, Inc. are closed to all employees and associates. All Sanon employees receiving this are hereby placed on unpaid leave until further notice. Thank you, and have a nice day.”
Steph was right, thought Jason, the shit is getting deep and I could get soaked. He had the crazy idea of going straight back to his apartment, pulling out his old print copy of Untraceable: Deleting Your Imprint in the Digital Age, and separating his identity from any Anti-Corp relation.
“That was quick, huh?” Seito said, but Jason hardly noticed him; a new message appeared in his inbox which he tapped instinctively. 
The headline of the new message was “Jason Delaney: Suite 2 Immediately.” There was nothing in the message body. He stopped dead and stared at the tablet screen. Suite 2 was Silte Corporation’s office at Sanon, notorious around the company as the last place people went before being either transferred…or blacklisted.
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The hazy August morning was slowly fading, and still the bottom fifty-four floors of Silte headquarters were empty. Mike Torres, in his spacious office on the 58th floor, was growing uneasy. The headquarters of the largest corporation in the world had suddenly placed over eight thousand employees on indefinite leave; it was as if someone had lopped off all but a tiny (though extremely important) portion of a brain and expected it to maintain control over its body. What’s going on up there? Mike asked himself. Have Silvan and the board gone insane?
The truth was, Mike had caught occasional whiffs of something foul during his time as COO of Silvan Ventures on Wall Street, but now that he was here, at the bright center of the Silte galaxy, it was more like a rank stench that seeped down from the 78th floor penthouse suite and pervaded the rest of the building—the rest of the world, even. 
“Mr. Torres.” Elle, his virtual secretary, popped up on his desk screen, “Monika Leutz is approaching.”
“Good,” Mike said. Bad, he thought. “Send her on in when she gets here.”
“Shall I send anything up?”
Mike thought for a moment. “Liquor,” he said. “Whatever’s her favorite.” He could use the liquid courage. He had been thinking about this meeting with a taste of bile in his mouth since Leutz messaged him about it early in the morning, but now he was positively dreading the inevitable confrontation. He had to demand answers, had to know why he had arrived to a nearly empty building this morning. “Crisis Procedure” was all he had gotten out of anyone on his level, but Leutz was Silte Corp’s unofficial second-in-command. 
And it hadn’t taken him long to find that out. Officially, Monika Leutz was Senior Vice President of Operations up on the 61st floor—Mike’s own boss to whom he had been reporting since getting this position as Senior Operations Manager. But everyone knew she was the only one who ever went through those archaic oaken doors to Silvan’s suite upstairs. She was also the only one to receive and relay orders from Silvan himself, without going through a bot or virtual secretary; and no one, not even the executives above her, dared refuse anything she asked of them.
A noise behind Mike made him jump and turn swiftly in his chair. The drinks, he realized, calming himself. This office had everything: 3D conferencing panel, top-of-the-line smart desk, kitchen nook, private bathroom, an exquisitely comfortable couch he could lie down on, and this office delivery unit that brought him most anything he could think of (from where, he wasn’t sure). The little door on the unit opened to reveal two glasses, each containing two fingers of clear brown liquid covering several perfect cubes of ice, and an open bottle of some fancy whiskey with flamboyant cursive on the label. Mike drained one of the glasses as he was setting the other across the desk from him. He refilled his own glass just as the door to his office slid open.
“Mike,” Leutz said as she crossed the room hurriedly with those impossibly long strides of hers. “I would have knocked, but your secretary said to come on in.” She took the seat Mike offered her across the desk. “For me?” Without waiting for a reply, she quaffed the whiskey and poured herself a second glass. Mike drained his own glass again and let her fill it for him. 
“Look, Monika,” he began, letting the warmth of the whiskey drive on what he had been anxiously preparing for all morning, “you need to clear up a few things before you begin. What’s going on here? Why do I get in this morning to find most of the building empty? And this message about indefinite leave…” He trailed off, sensing her hard stare. She had a way of making him forget what he wanted to say. Why does this woman scare me so much?
About a year or two shy of forty, Leutz was tall and robust. She kept her dark hair in a close pixie cut and plastered it neatly against her head in a perfect mold the same way every day. Today, like most days, she wore a pair of slacks and a matching blouse—both dark gray and modest. As always, her cold blue eyes stared out from behind thin, rectangular smart glasses. Usually her pupils darted back and forth as she did things on the lens screens no one else could see, but just now her gaze was fixed intently on Mike, somehow warning him off and beckoning him closer all at once.
“You’re to the point this morning,” she observed. “I would be angry at you for speaking to me like that, but it so happens that’s exactly what I was here to talk to you about.”
Now thoroughly embarrassed by his rashness, Mike said, “I’m sorry, I… I didn’t know.” He sipped from his third glass of whiskey and set it back on his desk, nervously drumming his fingers on the cool, wet glass. “So, uh, please, go on.”
She stared at him for a lingering moment then looked at her own glass and said, “You’ve been in Mr. Silvan’s corporate family for a while—since college, right? I thought so. Nearly twenty-five twenty years then. And last year you finally broke through the grind and landed a senior management position at headquarters.” Her eyes began fidgeting, and Mike wondered what she was looking at on her lenses. “Through this long, distinguished tenure,” she said with a trace of boredom, “you’ve certainly piqued the attention of the higher-ups—no need to worry, it’s a good thing.” She sipped from her glass. “Loyalty, Mike, that’s a thing few have, truly, and a thing everyone wants, a thing everyone needs. You have proven your loyalty, which is why you are one of the few people left in the building right now.”
She paused as if expecting a response, but Mike didn’t have anything to say to that. Instead he fiddled with the empty glass, the melting ice cubes clinking as the glass turned in his hand.
“The simple truth is,” Leutz continued, “you’ve earned the right to know; Silvan and I agree on that. Do you want to know what’s going on here, Mike?”
“Yes,” he said hoarsely. He cleared his throat. “Yes.”
“I’m sure you’ve wondered,” she said, “about the major acquisitions Silte Corporation has been making these last, oh, five years or so. Maybe you’ve even realized Silte now owns sixty percent of the US communications industry, sixty-five percent of marketing, eighty percent of media and entertainment, forty of banking; the list goes on. What you may not realize is we now either own or are unofficially controlling more than three quarters of the US economy.” She sipped her whiskey. “Most of Congress is on our payroll—off the books, of course—as are all of the larger private police and paramilitary organizations. In short, you’re on the winning team.”
“What…” was all Mike could manage. Was all of this true? Mike knew Silte had seen the greatest expansion of any company in the years since the Corporate Freedom Act was passed, but what was this about unofficial control? By the sound of it, Silvan was setting himself up to be the one true power in the country—no the universe; maybe he already was. 
“As to what’s going on,” Leutz continued mercilessly, “it’s what we call Crisis Procedure, which is really just a distraction from Project Unify.” She caressed the rim of her glasses a few times, still focused on whatever was going on behind those mysterious lenses. “Unify went into motion as soon as Silte Corp discreetly became majority shareholder of Google and Starmine last week. These Anti-Corper kids—we saw that coming a long time ago. We’ve already made a move on them, they just don’t know it yet.”
“Hold on,” Mike said. “What’s Unify?” He wanted to say, “Is Silvan mentally unstable?” But he hadn’t had nearly enough whiskey for that.
“Unify is it. It’s the end and the beginning. The point at which our knowledge of the world as it is no longer informs what it will be. An economic singularity, if you will. Silte Corp will control all major sectors of the US economy in a matter of weeks, the global economy in a few months, and we’ll control the consumers themselves soon after…or we already do, depending on how you look at it.”
“Are you asking me,” Mike said, “to help Silvan take over the world?”
“I’m asking you,” Leutz corrected, “to help Silte Corporation build the future. “ She smiled at him, but only fleetingly. “Mr. Silvan assures me Unify is what’s best for humanity, and I am inclined to believe him. Can I count on you to do the same?”
No, he thought. “Yes,” he said.
“Good.” Getting up, she removed the data ring she always wore on her right hand and tapped its round, flat surface on the desk screen’s input strip. “Now you have the full Unify report—the stuff we can tell you, anyway. Finish up your work for today, but starting tomorrow we’ll have a special assignment for you.”
“Is there anything else I should know?” He didn’t expect her to answer, but Leutz stopped and made a show of thinking for a moment.
“Yeah,” she said. “The board members and all other executives are all long gone. The people, or rather things, that are doing their jobs are artificial personalities.”
“Oh.”
“Read that report, Mike.” Leutz turned, crossed the office and disappeared through the automatic door, leaving Mike in stunned silence. His mouth was slightly open; the smell of stale whiskey was on his breath. His fingers and face felt numb, only in part from the whiskey.
“Elle,” he said, after a whole five minutes of motionless silence. 
“Mr. Torres?” The bright, vaguely human face appeared at the top corner of his desk screen.
“You’re an artificial personality. Are you intelligent?”
“I am capable of performing any task within my programming that you ask me to perform, Mr. Torres.”
“That’s what I thought.” This meant Silvan was now in total control of the board of directors. “Give me a summary of the Unify report.” He poured himself another glass of whiskey, this time filling it to the brim.
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Sanon Software, Inc. was a large enough company to own its own office building, but the building was only three stories and took up a relatively small portion of the Valley’s premium real estate. It was located far enough outside of downtown San Jose that Jason had to take the bus each morning. Sanon’s building was simple, and it looked older than it was, lacking the cutting-edge architecture the Apples and Googles of the world opted for. Jason didn’t care; this building was like another home to him and he was proud of it. But just now it looked less like a home and more like one of those drab, micromanaged places that made people dread waking up for work in the morning.
Jason used his employee ID at the door to enter, just as though he were going into work on any normal morning. But this did not feel normal at all. The fear and apprehension of what awaited upstairs hung around him like an infectious disease, every breath he took bringing in a lungful of its toxic gases. Inside, the building was unusually quiet. He got solemn stares from two private cops and a supervisor he recognized from another floor as he walked by. He wondered if he had been the first to parade looming death before them.
No, he would not die; he hadn’t done anything to earn that fate yet. But there was a lingering uncertainty that had taken hold of him on the bus. Silte was getting ready to make a move on the Anti-Corp movement, and he just might get caught up in it. After all, he communicated regularly with at least one of the activists, two if Seito counted.
The elevator ride up to the third floor was the shortest Jason had ever experienced. On the top floor, he crossed the hall to the heavy glass door with ‘Suite 2’ on it in plain lettering. He paused for a moment, turned back and took a few steps away, then forced himself to face the door again and approach it. Reaching out he let his fingers hover over the handle…but he couldn’t do it. He had known of two people called into Suite 2, and neither had been seen again in the office, not even to clean out their desks. Blacklisted. Was he next?
The door opened and he jumped.
“Mr. Delaney?” A woman about his age stood before him in a private cop’s blue office uniform. Some police insignia was printed on the pocket over her right breast, but with only a quick glance downward he wasn’t able to see which organization it represented. He might have thought she was attractive if she wasn’t giving him such a sour, slightly disgusted look. “Well?” 
“Uh, yeah. That’s me.” 
“Then follow,” she said.
Following this woman seemed like a horrible thing to do. Private cops were involved here; he could be certain now he was in big trouble. Go through the door and they would have him. But then if he turned and ran they would still have him eventually, probably even before he made it down to the street. So he followed her through the door, catching a glimpse of the large central room bustling with more cops and two official-looking people who must be Silte representatives. He had no time to see what they were all so diligently working on before she led him into a small office not far from the entrance.
“Take a seat,” a different woman said as the one who had brought him in closed the door and wandered over to the opposite side of the room. He obeyed, sitting in the hard chair across the desk from the new woman. “Jason Delaney,” she said, looking at her tablet rather than at him. She was maybe ten years older than the one who had brought him in, wearing similar police desk-job attire, though hers was more formal. Her auburn hair was short and wavy. She didn’t have the same outward hostility as the first woman, but her face was hard and not at all warm.
“I am Detective Sabrina Sorensen of the Guardian Police Association,” she said. “San Francisco Bay Area branch.”  That didn’t make Jason feel any better about this situation. The GPA was the best of the best when it came to private cops. They had been working for the US government since the police strike and ensuing privatization two decades ago, but it seemed Silte had been able to buy them away from their twenty-year employer. “I’m overseeing all investigations here at Sanon Software,” the detective continued. “You’ve already met my partner, Detective Erris Hale.” She inclined her head toward the other woman, who was now seated behind her in the corner. 
“You’re private police,” Jason said, feeling like they expected him to speak. “What are you doing here?”
“You may not have realized,” Detective Sorensen said, strangely patient. “Silte headquarters initiated their Crisis Procedure course of action early this morning, after the Anti-Corp attacks. All commercial structures and assets of Silte Corporation now have a garrison of third-party law enforcement and intelligence organization officers.” She fell silent again, tapping away on her tablet. The other detective stared at the wall, looking bored.
After a minute of tap-tapping and no words, Jason grew tired of their game. “Why am I here?” he blurted, his fear outweighed by his need to know.
As if she had been waiting for this, Detective Sorensen put her tablet away. She swiped her desk screen on, and opened something on it. For the first time, she looked directly at Jason and said, “Who is in this photo, Mr. Delaney?”
Jason leaned forward for a better look at the hunched figure on the screen—and realized it was himself. His hair was long, shaggy and ridiculous, his face scraggly with a beard and dotted with a handful of red pimples; this was obviously from college, probably freshman year. In the picture he was sitting alone, smoking, at one of the metal picnic tables near his dorm and paying no mind to the camera. He could not recall this picture being taken. 
“It’s me,” he said, leaning back. “In college. But what does this—”
“How about this one.” Detective Sorensen brought up a second photo. “Identify both people here, if you can.”
This time he knew right away who it was, and he was caught off guard. One of the two people in mid-conversation was him, but the other…now he knew he was cooked. Not only did they have a pic of him with Steph, but this was taken at a very private moment—by someone who was not supposed to be there, apparently. They were in a back room at the house Steph rented with some people back in college. She was angry, yelling at him. He remembered this; she had taken him back there after she’d found out he and Seito attempted to hack the school’s tuition site to get out of making their payments. That wasn’t what they were about, she had told him, after running out of profane insults and empty threats. It was the only time she had ever been mad at him, really mad.
But they had been alone and secluded then (Steph, he recalled, hadn’t wanted the others to see her blow up). Who took this photo, then? Either the house had been bugged or someone inside had been spying; either case made Jason feel betrayed and scared—mostly scared. Were they expecting him to blab on Steph, or was this a test?
“That’s me,” he said, easing the words out and keeping his voice from shaking, “with my friend Stephanie from college.”
“Very good, Mr. Delaney,” the detective said, without a trace of enthusiasm. “One more and you win it all. You know what to do.”
This one showed him and Steph again, now seven years older than in the last picture. Studying it for a moment, Jason figured it had to be from two weeks ago, the only time he’d seen her in person in the last six months, when she had dragged him and Seito to a fundraising party over in Palo Alto at some billionaire’s house. Jason and Steph were seated next to each other on the train. Seito’s arm was just visible on Steph’s other side, but apparently he wasn’t important here. 
Jason was sure of it now: they knew all about Steph’s involvement in the Anti-Corp, and they had connected him to her. An accessory to crimes against Silte Corp, and all he’d ever done was keep quiet, as benign as he was hapless. How many others were sitting uncomfortably on hard chairs in Silte offices, staring at pictures of themselves with Steph, about to pay the toll of her friendship? Or maybe he was the only one dumb enough to get involved without protecting himself.
Nothing to do but accept it.
“It’s me and Steph.” It came out as nearly a whisper.
“Excellent.” She wiped the photo away and returned the screen to its blank state. “I believe you realize, now, exactly who we are and what knowledge we possess. I think you also know why we have you here.”
They had him, but he wouldn’t give in. You only fear something until it happens. It had happened; now his defiance could take over. “Not at all,” he said in a voice he hoped sounded fearless and perhaps even a little friendly.
“Don’t give us that shit,” Detective Hale said from her corner.
“Please, Erris,” Sorensen said. Then, to Jason, “You know Stephanie Washington. You’ve known her since you were both enrolled at San Jose State. You’ve had personal, face-to-face interactions with her as recently as the evening of July twenty-sixth.”
Being friends with a Silte enemy would be his downfall, it seemed. So much for leaving the idealistic hacktivist stuff back in college; it came back to him in the end. “You don’t know that,” he said stubbornly. “Those are just incidental photos, maybe not even legally obtained. You don’t know anything…about me, or anything.”
“What we know,” Sorensen said, “Is that you are Jason Louis Delaney, Software Director at Sanon Software, Incorporated. We know you live in an apartment in one of the old converted buildings on Bassett Street. And we know that you have a personal relationship with the known Anti-Corp terrorist Stephanie Washington.” She was only as firm as she needed to be, but Jason felt his defiance slipping away. “Now,” she said, “you can cooperate and tell us what we need to know about Miss Washington, or maybe you can be the next one we investigate.”
“Make things easier for all of us,” Detective Hale piped up, “and just forget about your friendship for a little bit.”
They’re not after me? This took Jason by surprise. He sat with his mouth half-open, unsure of what to say, stumped by the dilemma they had presented to him. On the one hand, it seemed like it wouldn’t be the blacklist after all; on the other, he would have to rat out a close friend. He couldn’t do that—but he had to. He had a job, a life: not things he could throw away easily. He had to do something to protect himself. Maybe he could slip through by telling them useless things; he could pretend not to know about her involvement with the AC, bluff his way out. Tell them what they already know and make them think it’s all I know. It could work.
Sorry Steph, he thought, his mind made up. She would probably fry whether he went down with her or not. The sharks had smelled her blood and found it irresistible.
“What did Steph do?” he asked, careful to make the question sound genuine. “Terrorism, you said?”
“We’ll get to that,” Sorensen said. “Let’s start with college. We know that you and Miss Washington were involved in the computer-hacking activist group non-E. What was the nature of this group?”
There was no point in dancing around the question; Jason had grown tired of the game already. “We were young. We were idealistic kids who thought we could change things and make the world better. You know how it goes.”
“And what were your goals? What were you trying to achieve?”
“To be honest,” Jason said, “we were never really that organized; we just wanted to do something. We were all just old enough to be truly angry about the Corporate Freedom Act, and we started hearing the horror stories of unchecked power in capitalism. We wanted to act against what we saw as a danger to society. We never got around to much activity, though.”
Detective Hale had begun tapping away on her tablet in the corner, probably making notes of his account. Sorensen turned on the privacy setting on her desk screen so Jason saw only a black screen from his angle. She scrolled around for a while then said, “Tell me about your part in non-E. You were a hacker?”
“No, I was never into that stuff.” The conversation’s turn back to himself made him nervous, but the fear was behind him now. He gestured at the building around him as he said, “Software design. I’m more of a creative type. Always have been. I designed apps—for the group to use.” He stopped with that. These two didn’t need to know about the phantom apps he had invented that others could plant on people’s tablets and use for any number of nefarious purposes. Nor did they need to know about the ultra-high-security private communication app that he suspected the Anti-Corp was still using today—at least some updated version of it. And that was something that had always caused him anxiety; the special app Seito used to talk to AC people didn’t look like Jason’s work, but if it was someone might look at the code and trace it back to him if they were really determined.
“Software design.” Sorensen was skeptical.
“I told you, we weren’t an organized hacktivist group attacking governments and banks and stuff. We were just some friends with big ideas.”
“And Miss Washington was your leader?”
“No,” Jason said, and then decided against the lie. “Well, she was sort of the one who always knew what was going on and the one we all came to with ideas. So yeah, I guess.”
“What do you know about Stephanie Washington’s involvement with the Anti-Corp movement?”
The change in questioning was so abrupt that Jason paused for a few seconds. “I don’t know anything about that.”
From her corner Hale snorted and said, “I knew he would lie to us. Look, you don’t seem to realize what we can do to you. All those innocent games you played in college are enough to land you on the blacklist in Silte’s eyes. Do you like the idea of being unemployed for the rest of your life? No? How about a decade of solitary in a corporate prison? They say you never leave that cell, even when they take you out.”
“You know nothing?” Sorensen asked calmly, once her partner had finished.
“Nothing.”
Raising her eyebrows, Sorensen leaned back and said, “You know nothing, and yet we have visual evidence of you accompanying Miss Washington two weeks ago to the home of one Rai Belgarino, a chief financial backer of the Anti-Corp for the last five months.”
Thinking back to that party Steph had made him go to, it all made sense now. He had thought it was strange seeing so many casually-dressed young people loitering around the lavish estate that night; the youthful group hadn’t seemed to belong in the company of a billionaire venture capitalist—or his distinguished guests that included several CEOs and at least one senator. Steph must have brought Jason to a secret (and probably incredibly rare) in-person meeting of the AC without telling him about it. But why, Steph?

He needed to tread carefully now. “That was a party,” he said. “I didn’t know who this…Belgarino guy was. Steph told me she needed someone to go with her to a function for work. She said it would be fun to see how the filthy rich live for once; that was sort of a thing with her. She convinced me, so I went. As far as I know, she went to that party because she’s covering Belgarino for her job, writing articles and stuff.” It’s the truth. Please believe it.
They weren’t believing it.
Squinting sharply at him, Hale said, “You expect us to believe that your close friend of nine years is regularly involved in rampant criminal activity and you don’t know anything about it? Even when meetings are happening right in front of you?” Her voice had become almost threatening.
“It’s the truth. I…” The lie came to him then. “We had a falling out senior year. I told Steph I needed to move on and I wanted out. It was time to go out, find a job, grow up and start life. After that, I never heard anything about non-E or anything like that from her again. And I haven’t since.” There was a little truth to it; he had quit the group just before graduation. He’d offered to do work for them at a fair price, but he hadn’t been the only one to grow up and move on; the group fell apart soon after, and Steph moved on to bigger and better things.
Sorensen stared at him for a while then stood up and beckoned Hale. “One moment, Mr. Delaney.” The two went out of the office and closed the door. Jason waited for a tense minute or two, stifled by the dense, perfume-laden air in the small office. He wished there was a window, just so he could see some open space.
The detectives came back in, and Sorensen stood by his chair as she said, “You’re free to go, Mr. Delaney. And don’t think you can warn your friend into hiding. There is no hiding from us this late in the game.”
“You’re lucky,” Hale said tauntingly. “I wanted to keep you in here all day. Sabrina must like you or something.”
Ignoring the younger woman, Jason stood up and faced Sorensen eye-to-eye. “Are you going to kill her?”
“No,” Sorensen told him, “we’re going to make sure justice is carried out.”
“Whose justice?” Jason was feeling braver now that he was free. “Not yours or mine. The Guardian organization doesn’t follow the law, they follow money. It’s who you work for, who I work for. The one at the top of the tower in Dallas. That’s whose justice you’re serving.”
“Neither of us wants me to have to call security, Mr. Delaney.” Sorensen was remarkably placid. 
At that, Jason shook off his courage—or stupidity—and started from the office. But he turned at the last moment. He didn’t know what made him do it. Was it a small hope that this detective could be turned? Maybe—maybe—if she knew the truth, knew what might happen, she would lay off Steph and all those connected to her.
“The Houston Warehouse report,” he said. “Look it up. And not on Google—Silte’s had it censored—in your Guardian police files. It’s there, somewhere.” He turned and walked and did not look back to see if his message had any effect whatsoever on the stony detective. He didn’t stop until he was in the elevator descending to sweet freedom.
Back out in the open air, he pulled his tablet out. Checking to see that no one was around, he found an app he hadn’t used in almost seven years and opened it. “Video to Steph,” he said. 
He had to warn her. She may not be able to escape now, but he had to warn her.
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There were still a few hours left in the work day, but Sabrina felt the Washington case was already as complete as it needed to be. The only thing left to do was to go after her, and that meant putting it in another officer’s hands. She felt a little bad for this girl, Stephanie; she didn’t have a history of criminal activity like some of the other cases, and she seemed genuinely to believe in her cause. But she chose to express her opinions with terrorism, by Silte Corp’s definition at least, and for that she had likely earned a prison sentence. Since the Corporate Freedom Act, entities like Silte had possessed the right to define the law as far as it directly related to protecting their business from outside threats. There was no question Washington and her associates were a threat.
Something about this case, though, still bothered Sabrina. And not just this case either: all the work Guardian had done since being employed by Silte. What Jason Delaney had said in their morning meeting, all that about justice… It’s not like she hadn’t thought about it before since starting with the GPA eighteen years ago; in fact, she had been thinking about it more and more lately. Things had seemed so much easier when Guardian worked exclusively for the US government. They might not have always done things by the books, but at least they had run in the tradition of justice in America. Now things were different. They were getting money, just like always, but they were operating strictly as a business, chasing a profit rather than taxpayer satisfaction. The proper definition of justice only mattered to them if it mattered to Silte Corp.
And then there was this Houston Warehouse report. Curious about Delaney’s comment, she had Googled it, without much success. She had found some reactions to the report in various seedy forums (lots of faceless repliers claimed to have “lost faith in humanity”), but direct information about it was strangely absent. She had thought about searching the Guardian files, just as Delaney had suggested, but paperwork had come up, pushing it from her mind.
Do I really want to see what’s there? All she could see happening, if there was really anything to it, was disillusionment, meaningless worry—it could even make her hate Guardian. She didn’t want that.
“I finished the Delaney report,” Erris said as she sauntered into the break room and took a seat on the couch beside Sabrina. In a breach of office formality she had unbuttoned her shirt so that a full two inches of cleavage was visible. “Finally. So you want to close the book on him?”
“For now.” There was no way Jason Delaney had been entirely truthful before. He wasn’t a top priority, but Silte’s Crisis Procedure might undermine that fact. “I have a feeling we’ll see him again.”
Erris made a childlike face of mock-disgust. “Do we have to stay in this shitty old building until then?”
“No, we’re leaving after tomorrow to go back to the San Francisco office.”
That wiped the looked off Erris’s face, to be replaced by genuine confusion. “We just got here today,” she said. 
“Yes,” Sabrina said, “and we’re finished here. The lieutenant wants us up there, to be in the action. There’s not as much as we expected going on in San Jose; I guess all the bigger stuff is up around the bay. Anyway, Washington’s there. We still need to close that case, bring her in, get some names if we can. It will be easier if we don’t have to drive her all the way here.”
“I wish the captain would make up his mind,” Erris whined. “They made us stay in a hotel and everything.” The higher-ups had paid for a block of rooms at the Fairmont to keep all officers deployed in San Jose in a central location, even those who lived in the city. “It was supposed to be all romantic and stuff,” Erris said, stretching an arm around Sabrina’s shoulders.
Leaning in, she pulled Sabrina closer to her. The warmth of her breath was hot on Sabrina’s neck as she said, “Hey, we’re both done with our work early for once.” She leaned in and kissed Sabrina, slipping her tongue in subtly as she slowly stroked a hand along her thigh.
“No. God, Erris, not here,” Sabrina pulled away and put some distance between them on the couch. 
“Why not?” Erris said. “Door: lock.” She looked over at the door when nothing happened. “See?” she cried. “Nothing in this place is voice-controlled. Here, I’ll lock it manually.”
“No.” Sabrina stood up. 
“What are you so worried about?”
She could be so difficult—so clueless—sometimes. “There are probably cameras all over this room.”
Erris laughed, a high mirthful sound. “There are cameras in every room we’ve ever worked in. Somebody somewhere out there has some pretty hot stuff of us already. What’s the problem?”
“It’s just…” Sabrina shifted, uncomfortable. “Look, I still have some work to do here. We’re opening our major investigation on the Bay Area Anti-Corp leaders.” She turned to leave, but Erris called her back.
“What is it?” Erris asked. “What’s going on?”
“I think I’m going to look up that Houston Warehouse file.”
“You actually believe that guy?” Erris was incredulous.
Sweet, naïve Erris. She was still ready to believe that she was on the right side simply because it was the side she was on. Sabrina had been the same way, once, but even after the dream had ended she at least had the feeling she was with the right cause. Now, she wasn’t so sure. She had to see that report, in any case; otherwise it would hound her incessantly and she would be forced to live in suspicion and uncertainty.
“I’m getting back to work,” Sabrina said. “You should do the same.” She felt Erris’s reproachful gaze as she left the lounge.
Back in her temporary office, Sabrina went immediately to her desk screen and accessed the Guardian Police Association database, letting the screen scan her thumbprint when prompted. After she entered and submitted a search for the Houston Warehouse report, she realized that her ID would now be logged accessing this file; if it contained something they didn’t want her to see, they would now know she saw it, regardless of whether she quit now or pressed on. She was locked in whether she wanted to be or not, tied to whatever consequences arose from it. 
Hesitantly, she tapped the link to the archived report her search returned.
It would take her hours to read the veritable book the report contained. “Summary,” she said. The extrapolation tool instantly opened a window with a condensed version—this one only a few pages. Sabrina read slowly and began feeling uneasy almost immediately.
Six years ago a CIA agent, referred to only as Agent Lyle in the report, was put in charge of an investigation assigned to the Guardian Police Association, then under the employ of the federal government. Agent Lyle brought the case over from the CIA, who had decided not to handle it themselves. The investigation looked into a series of accidental deaths at a Silte Corp venture in Houston, Texas called Bayou Clean Energy Research Center, more commonly referred to as the Houston Warehouse since it was located in an old shipping warehouse on the Buffalo Bayou. At the time of the report, the Warehouse seemed to be doing little more than taking up space.
Over the span of five years prior to the investigation, at least sixteen Silte Corp executives, most from the central headquarters but a few from other branches and assets, were relocated to the Warehouse. Of the sixteen, ten were reported deceased within three months of arriving at the Warehouse. Their deaths were mostly workplace accidents, but there were three suicides and even an accidental shooting by an armed security guard. Of those who didn’t die, four had been indicted and sentenced on corporate embezzlement charges, and the other two disappeared for days at a time before washing up, bloated and rotting, on the local beaches.
Guardian sent an investigation team from their South Texas office to the Warehouse with Agent Lyle. The Guardian team quickly determined no further investigation was necessary, but Lyle insisted that it needed further review. The team, including Lyle, ended up closing the investigation after a majority consensus. That was all the summary said about it. But Sabrina was in no way satisfied; these summaries didn’t always give all the information you needed.
“Search: Agent Lyle.” 
A much longer text came up with Lyle’s name highlighted wherever it appeared. She scrolled to the very end and skimmed through until she found a disturbing revelation. 
The night after the investigation was closed, Agent Lyle was shot outside his hotel and died on the way to the hospital. The Guardian team took responsibility for the investigation and determined that it was a robbery gone wrong, as Lyle’s gun was out and his wallet was missing. Afterward, the CIA had called for an investigation into the death of their agent. The report said nothing else.
“Search: CIA investigation of Guardian Police Association.”
A list of results popped up over the report. The first was an article with the headline “CIA calls for investigation into agent’s death” and a date of some six years ago. She clicked through and— 
Before she read so much as a word, a message box popped up on her desk screen that said, “Session terminated: Your activity has been logged and you will hear from a supervisor.” She watched in disbelief, her gut tying itself in knots, as the screen returned home. Within seconds, a vid-call box popped up containing the face of Lieutenant Garrol from the San Francisco office.
“Detective Sabrina Sorensen,” he growled, his eyes pointing down and off screen.
“Yes,” she whispered.
“Listen closely.” His double chin wobbled as he spoke. “You are heretofore placed on administrative leave. You are to remain at your current place of residence until further notice. Your pay will be docked and you will be removed from all GPA activities and investigations until your case has been examined by an internal regulation committee, chosen from your peers in other departments. Do you understand what I have said?” 
“Yes.” Another whisper: it was all she could manage.
“Dammit, Sorensen, why were you so persistent?” He looked up, and his voice became softer as he said, “You’ve been an outstanding detective, I’ll give that in my statement if I need to…which is why I want to give you some advice. When they come for you—no, don’t ask me, I don’t know when it will be—but when they come, be there and go with them peacefully. Do that and the worst that will happen is an unpaid vacation, maybe a pay cut.” 
“Are you having me arrested?”
“No. Not exactly. I’m sorry, that’s all I can say. I’m very busy. Goodbye.” 
“But—”
“Goodbye, Sorensen.”
As the lieutenant’s face went to black, Sabrina felt sick. Were they going to interrogate her? What if they didn’t like what she told them? Garrol had sounded sincere, but there was no guarantee he even knew what would happen. They could kill her, silence her. Just like those people at the warehouse.

No, she mustn’t think like that. Looking at a file, one available to any Guardian senior detective, couldn’t be enough to have her killed. And anyway, was the information in the report really enough to prove that Silte Corp had orchestrated a series of murders and that Guardian had helped them? Her gut told her yes, but she didn’t know.
A horrible feeling hit her then: all those people, the activists and hackers who she had investigated, all of them could be walking around with targets on their heads. They were criminals, to be sure, but they hadn’t earned executions, if that was what Silte had in mind. And if Silte (and Guardian, for that matter) truly killed a CIA agent to keep him quiet, then offing lowly hackers, who together might bring down the entire corporation, would be nothing.
This was all too much. Sabrina had to find out more, but not here; it was too dangerous to stay now. She cleared out everything she needed from her desk into her bag and made to exit the building as quickly and silently as possible. She couldn’t tell Erris, not now or later when they were both back at the hotel. She couldn’t bear to drag her into this and risk her life as well, so Sabrina crept by the slim crack of Erris’s door and hurried on to what she hoped would be an uneventful bus ride back to her room at the Fairmont. 
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“Watch your head,” the security guard said as he helped Mike into the helicopter, handing up his briefcase after Mike was in. The roar of the accelerating blades clogged his ears so he didn’t hear what the armored man said next. Mike had never seen Silte security wearing bulletproof armor before; usually not even the private police wore that. But this one looked like he was going into battle, with black body armor covering most of his torso and limbs, a handgun at one hip and a long-range stun gun at the other. 
Inside the helicopter, Mike took a seat on a cushioned leather chair. The interior was not unlike the luxury cars that had taken him to company events back in New York. As he pulled on his seatbelt, the guard nodded and disappeared behind the closing door; the deafening roar of the rotor was mostly shut out when the thick, soundproof door locked in place. A man wearing a green pilot’s jacket and headset emerged from a door to the cockpit.
“All set, Mr. Torres?” he said. By his accent, Mike guessed he was originally from a more rural part of Texas.
“Yeah,” Mike said, “but is this all really necessary?”
“One minute,” the pilot said. He went back into the cockpit, and a few moments later they were lifting off the 60th floor helipad of Silte headquarters. They rose up above the building before starting forward. The pilot returned and took one of the seats opposite Mike’s. 
“We’re on auto,” the pilot said. “Gonna loop around then drop you at the designated spot at the Plaza in Old Downtown.”
“Starmine Plaza?”
“Used to be,” the pilot said. “It’s Silte Plaza as of this morning. But the whole top third’s been converted to Silte VIP housing and facilities.” He grinned, showing yellowish teeth and extended his hand. “Name’s Garrett Thurman, by the way. I’ve been running folks up to the Plaza all day. Think I had your wife and daughter in here not two hours ago.”
Mike nodded and tried not to look too unnerved. An HR-bot had popped up on his desk screen soon after Monika Leutz had left his office, informing him his wife and daughter were being relocated to a safe place, and he would join them by helicopter at the end of the work day. Enraged (and more terrified than he had wanted to admit) he had had Elle ping Leutz’s office repeatedly, to no avail. Later, Meredith had popped up angrily in a vid-call, demanding to know why the hell she and Natalie had been told to leave their things and get on a Silte helicopter, which, by the way, absolutely destroyed the back garden. He hadn’t had an answer for her then and wasn’t sure he would have one when he met up with her at the Plaza.
Turning away from Garrett the pilot, Mike looked out through the lonely window at a skyline bathed in dusk. The last rays of the setting sun set the buildings ablaze with a blinding orange glow just as lights began coming on around the city. Lines of red brake lights marked the evening rush. Do any of them suspect what’s coming?
Are any of them frightened, hiding, bracing themselves? Something terrible would happen, eventually; Mike was almost certain.
The whiskey had numbed the shock of the revelation that his bosses were artificial personalities, but that fact was nothing compared to the sobering details of the Project Unify report. Silvan wasn’t just buying out companies big and small; he was somehow bringing strategically selected CEOs and executives from non-Silte businesses across the country under his complete control—through persuasion or blackmail or something worse, Mike didn’t care to guess. But the rest was more troubling, largely because of how mysterious it was. Silte’s private police, the GPA, had used an experimental bioweapon against the Anti-Corp protesters. The report had not elaborated on the nature of the weapon, only said that all essential employees of Silte and its major subsidiaries would be kept ‘away from the chaos,’ whatever that meant. Despite all of this, though, the part that truly scared Mike was the report’s chilling final message: now that he had read the report, speaking of any details to someone outside of Silte Corporation (and they would know if he did, Mike was sure) would result in ‘termination’ of those involved. In other words, death. 
To the man at the top of the tower, nothing was unreachable, and no method was too heinous in order to realize that statement.
“Something wrong?” Garrett asked.
“No,” Mike lied. “It’s just I don’t care much for flying.”
The pilot looked for a moment as though he would be offended, but then he smiled. “Don’t you worry. This is only temporary. They’ll have the skyways built in a week or two, and then you can ride a cart to and from the office.”
“You know this?” Mike was skeptical. Not only would it be an incredibly difficult architectural feat to accomplish in such a short time, but this was coming from a pilot. The man was wearing a jacket with the Silte Corp logo on it, but why would a helicopter pilot have more information than a senior manager?
“I’ve been flying the Silte execs around for longer than you’ve been workin’ here.” He stuck out his chest with pride as he spoke. “Even flew Silvan himself a few times. Maybe they trust me. Or maybe they just tell me what I need to know. I don’t know; I just do my job.” A low beep sounded, and the pilot stood up. “We’re landing. Sit tight.” He went back into the cabin.
Faintly Mike saw through the window the neon green glow of the building beneath them. For decades the Plaza had ruled the Dallas skyline until Silvan had come in and laid the foundation for Silte Corp’s dominance. He owned both of them now, titans each of past and present. The helicopter slowed until it lightly touched down on top of the building now known as Silte Plaza. As Mike unfastened his restraints and got up, Garrett came back and prepared to open the door. Rather than open it, however, he stood there and looked at Mike.
“It’ll be a full one in here tomorrow morning,” he said. “We have two copters, ten minutes apart, every forty-five minutes starting at seven. Get back up here bright and early, and you may not have to stand on the ride to work.”
“Thanks,” Mike said.
“And listen,” Garrett said, quieter now, “you want my advice, keep your head down for the next few weeks. Blend in. You’re pretty new here, not like the others yet. Just so happens all this stuff went down before you could assimilate. Too bad. Or good, depending on how you look at it.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I don’t know. Nothing.” He pulled out a small, obsolete-looking tablet and gestured at Mike, who, guessing his intent, pulled his own thin-screen foldable microtablet out. “My card,” Garrett said as he tapped his screen a few times and then bumped his tablet against Mike’s. “Remember, you have a friend in Garrett Thurman. Now get down to that wife, and give her a nice sloppy kiss.”
All other sound was drowned out as the door opened and the cacophony of the rotors flooded in. Mike grabbed up his briefcase and carefully stepped out, crossing the roof quickly to escape the wind from the blades. As another armored Silte guard opened the door to the building, Mike wondered what the pilot had been warning him about—because he had no doubt that’s what the man’s advice had been: a cleverly disguised warning.
 
*  *  *
 
The elevator ride down to his new home (a temporary one, he told himself) was short; only the top sixteen floors were being used for housing Silte VIPs and their families. He had learned from a security guard, though, that the top thirty had been renovated and repurposed. The man had hinted that at least some of those lower floors were barracks of some kind. Mike suspected there was more than just Silte security down there. Money’s not the only power necessary for Project Unify to work. It seemed Silvan had embraced the fact that he needed brute force to make success possible. Or did he? Maybe the show of force was nothing more than an elaborate distraction while he snatched up what remained of the world outside of his control. It was all so confusing; Mike couldn’t possibly understand the mind that had dreamed this plot up, much less guess its intent.
Stopping at the 70th floor, the elevator let him out into a vast, bright hallway. The concrete walls were barren and unpainted; the whole place felt slightly unfinished. Drag us from our homes without even giving us a proper place to live? He had figured out that there were twenty-four other Silte VIPs continuing to work at headquarters and being housed here. Each family got about a third of the area of two combined floors to themselves—smaller than many were leaving behind, but not cramped by any means. 
His family’s apartment turned out to be the one at the end of the hall, with a brass 70C nailed to the heavy wooden door. The door had a fresh, home-improvement-store smell as if the wood had just been cut and finished that day, and it seemed absurdly out-of-place inside an office building. He instinctively placed his thumb on the ID pad by the handle; it was the same model as the one he had on the garage entrance at home. He waited for the click, then entered—but he had hardly stepped inside when his wife cornered him.
“You’re going to tell me what’s going on,” Meredith said, her voice low but menacing. “You’re going to do it right now before doing anything else.”
“I can’t,” he said, looking straight into her hazel eyes. “I mean, I don’t know. I couldn’t find anything else.” It was only partially a lie. He would rather give Meredith that than test whether Silte Corp carried through on its ominous threats. 
“Bullshit.”
“Honestly.” He had to give her as much of the truth as he could without giving up anything from the report. It was the only way she would buy it. “I got to the building today, and most of it was empty; almost everyone was put on indefinite leave. I asked around—I even talked to Monika Leutz in person—but I couldn’t get a straight answer. She only told me that I’m essential to the company. It’s Crisis Procedure, whatever the hell that is.” 
“Crisis Procedure.”
He nodded. “And about this,” he gestured at the spacious room behind her, “I don’t know. All I could find out is that Silte knows something is about to happen, and whatever it is we will be a lot safer confined to a heavily-guarded tower than in a Highland Park neighborhood.”
The explanation was at least good enough to visibly calm her down. “I’m sorry, Mike, it’s just…I talked to Madison Bellowe over in 70A, and she was distraught, sobbing her lungs out. She kept saying she knew this was coming and ‘it’s over’ again and again. Mike, they can’t do this to us.”
“They can,” he said. “I knew that when I took this job.” He had heard the rumors many years ago when he was still working at Silvan Ventures. If half of them were true, anyone working for a company in the Silte family should be in constant fear for his life. But the incomparably high salary, benefits and job security made Mike, like most, dismiss this as paranoid ravings. Before he made the move from New York to Dallas, Darren, his CEO, had warned him that at headquarters Mike and his family would become like property to Silte Corp. 
How maddeningly right he had been.
“Let’s go back,” Meredith said. “You can find a new job, away from Silte. I can get my old job back. I hate not working.” Convincing her to leave her position at Oppmann Financial had been the hardest part about making the move—though showing her his new salary had made the task much easier. A move back there to reclaim their old lives was impossible, but he didn’t have the strength to say that to her just now. 
“They need me here,” he said. “We made our decision. They’ll bring stuff from the house tomorrow, and you and Natalie can settle in. It’ll just be until whatever’s going on below is over.” Will she hear screams and gunshots? Will she see the smoke and fire and think the world is ending? “How’s Natalie?” he said, moving on past Meredith into the apartment, pleasantly surprised by the luxurious look and feel of the place. The décor was surprisingly professional, albeit a little simpler than what they had at home. Still, it wasn’t anything close to a step down. In fact, it may not be so bad to stay here a while after all.
“Natalie’s fine,” Meredith said. “You know her. But she’s asleep already. I wouldn’t go in there.”
“Our bedroom?”
“Straight back, past the stairs,” she said. “I was only able to grab one extra suit for you before we left.”
He was on his way back to take his work clothes off when Meredith called out, freezing him in place. “Mike,” she said, “I’m going to find out what’s going on here.”
She will try, Mike thought as he passed the stairs, and he hoped for all their sakes that she did not succeed.
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The night air was light with a summery breeze, and Bassett Street was resting in relative silence. Sabrina hadn’t expected much activity at 11 p.m., but there was no way to know how much longer she could rely on expectations. For all she knew some of her fellow officers were lurking behind one of the apartment buildings, watching and waiting to pounce on all their prey at once. By the end of the night, her fate may be the same as that of the man whose home she was approaching. 
Jason Delaney’s apartment had a tarnished number 4 on the door. It was on the bottom level of one of the converted houses that had never been intended to be an apartment building, like many of the buildings this close to the center of downtown. As she knocked urgently on the door, she noticed a camera lens where a peephole might be. He probably had a security view-screen installed in the door; not uncommon in this city but still a little paranoid. She took a step back so he might see that she was not in her Guardian police uniform. In fact, she had put on the light cotton jacket and blue jean combo because it was the most casual outfit she had with her, and she wanted to be as unintimidating as possible. She needed Jason Delaney; there was no time to try to find another direct line to those who fought against Silte.
It was almost a full minute before the door creaked open, slowly, until Jason was in full view. His short, light brown hair was a mess, as if he had been sleeping. His face looked more weary than timid, and he seemed to have hastily thrown on his clothes. “Detective Sorensen,” he said. “You’re here to arrest me.” It wasn’t a question; on the contrary, he seemed to have been expecting it.
“No,” Sabrina said, “If that were the case, I would be in my Guardian uniform, with a patrol officer standing beside me and another out by the car.” He looked over her shoulder but saw no car; she had chosen to walk the mile or so from the hotel, not for the least because her car may still be traceable. “I’m here because I think we can help each other,” she explained.
“Help each other?” He looked dubious. “I helped you before, didn’t I? And anyway why not wait ’til morning and call me back in?”
“This can’t wait. Things have changed. Mr. Delaney—Jason, I… I read the Houston Warehouse report, and Guardian didn’t like my snooping. I think they’re going to come after me, and I really need your help. May I…come in?”
His eyes grew wide as she spoke and he looked over her shoulder again, then back at her with a pained expression, as if he were going through some inner turmoil. Finally, he said, “Yeah. Come on.”
She could guess the reason for his hesitance. For one thing, she might very well have Guardian officers tailing her right now, or at the very least keeping her on digital surveillance somehow; being seen with her could draw unwanted attention. But on top of that, Jason was the reason for it all, and she had good reason to blame him for possibly ruining her career, her life. She didn’t blame him, though; she was actually grateful in a way. She would have learned the true nature of her organization eventually, but this way she might actually be able to prevent innocent people from dying—people whose lives she was responsible for endangering in the first place. Maybe now she wouldn’t have to live with the guilt that was already starting to grow inside her.  
However, while she had chosen not to blame him, he had definitely been deceptive during their meeting earlier, so she would let him go on thinking she begrudged him for a while. She really didn’t like people who obstructed justice. And anyway, she had to keep him distant, at least for now.
“Do you want something to drink?” Jason asked, his awkwardness almost painful.
“No, we should get into this right away.”
As soon as they were seated on soft armchairs in the apartment’s main room (which, Sabrina had to admit, was very neat) she dove right into it. He already knew about the Houston Warehouse, so she started with the warning message she had received and the ensuing vid-call from Lieutenant Garrol, relaying as best she could remember his exact warning that they would come for her. She told him of the further investigation she had done—through Erris’s ID to avoid suspicion—at the hotel. She had looked into Guardian’s notices sent out to all offices and found leads on who they might be targeting. 
“Obviously,” Sabrina said, scrolling through notes on her tablet, “your friend Miss Washington and all known associates…” she paused and looked up at Jason, who seemed to understand the implication, “…are on the list. But it seems, well, I don’t think Guardian has you all on high priority, at least not now. I don’t think they’ll be hunting you down just yet.”
“Great,” Jason said sarcastically.
“The primary targets are these. This is where I could use your help. All you have to do is tell me if you know anyone.” She placed her tablet on the table in front of him with the first target, a graying man of about forty, on the screen. “Him?” 
“What’s the name? No, never seen him.”
As she showed him the photos, each accompanied by either a name or a nickname or both, he shook his head at each one; he knew not a single one, if he was being honest. This wasn’t going as planned
“And the last,” Sabrina said, wondering if this had been a waste of time after all, “is the big one. An alert issued this afternoon gave deadly force authorization to all Guardian officers for this target. She was a research scientist at OpenLife Biomedical, owned by Silte Corp. Apparently, she stole something so important from her lab that she’s actually got Silte scared of her. Dellia Thomas, twenty-eight. Dallas.”
The final image came on screen, that of a woman about Jason’s age with olive skin, flowing dark hair and a face with the slightest hint of exotic. She was standing on a balcony and leaning back against the railing, flashing a lazy smile at the camera. Jason Delaney’s eyes lingered distractedly, and Sabrina sat up straight. “You know her?” 
“What?” he said. “No, uh…no.”
 Saying nothing, Sabrina picked her tablet back up. She couldn’t blame him: the girl was very pretty. Sabrina preferred Erris’s softer eyes and long, golden hair—in a woman at least. But it was sad regardless to see someone so young and beautiful who would certainly die before this was over. She probably wouldn’t be the only one either. Young people liked to fight for what they believed in, and just now many of them seemed to believe in a world not run by Silte. It would be the young people who died, while the older ones stayed at home, their will to fight having turned into complacency.
Breaking an uncomfortable silence, Sabrina said, “I had hoped you would know someone here.”
“Sorry,” Jason said. “Maybe I do know some of them, but not from those pictures. Anti-Corp members like to be anonymous, even when they talk to friends.”
“I understand.” It might be too late for those people anyway. She could still save others, though. “Do you have a secure way to communicate with your friends?”
“Yeah, of course.”
The smug bastard was lying the whole time after all. “Good,” she said, though she silently seethed. “Contact everyone you can who was associated with non-E or the Anti-Corp movement. Tell them to go off the grid, out of town, whatever.”
“Or to fight back?”
“I can’t advise that,” she said; a small part of her wished she could. “I’m not looking to start a war, I just want to help save people from a worse fate than they deserve.”
“I understand,” he said. She wasn’t sure he did.
“Your friend Steph,” she said, “she was in a lot deeper than you might have known. Probably deeper than she even knew herself. There was going to be a massive organized cyberattack that would’ve crippled the American economy by crashing thousands of crucial websites and databases. There still might be. Silte Corp and Guardian have been working to foil this plot for months by identifying all possible conspirators and accomplices. We were counting on Steph to give us some names.”
“Are they going to…kill us?”
“I don’t know, Mr. Delaney, but you read the Houston report, didn’t you?” He said nothing, staring at the wall in deep thought. “Tomorrow morning,” Sabrina said as she stood up to leave (she needed to be back before Erris got too worried), “I will arrive here in a car, early. I’m guessing you know how to make a car untraceable? Good, I thought so. You need to leave with me. I won’t force you, but I can’t guarantee your safety otherwise.”
“Why?” he said. 
Still so defiant. “Because I need you, Jason, and I think before this is over you will need me as well.”
 
*  *  *
 
Back at the hotel, Sabrina undressed and made as much noise as she could getting into bed. As she’d hoped, Erris’s big blue eyes opened, and she yawned and sat up against the pillows. The sheet slipped down below her breasts; her pink nipples were just visible through a sheer white tank top. 
“Where did you go?” she asked sheepishly.
“Out.”
“Your note just said—”
Sabrina cut her off with a kiss. Erris didn’t object. She kissed back with even greater fervor until Sabrina pulled away, starring longingly at Erris, who smiled lasciviously and said, “Where did that come from?” Her hand began tracing gently back and forth against the bare skin of Sabrina’s belly, working its way lower and lower.
Not wanting to answer or to say anything at all, not wanting to waste everything with pointless words, Sabrina instead rolled over on top of Erris, straddling her, and buried her face in the nape of her neck, breathing in her scent, wondering if it would be the last time.
Afterward Sabrina lay in bed watching Erris sleep, her chest rising and falling ever so gradually. In the morning, this sweet creature would wake up to an empty bed and an empty hotel room. Confused, she would wait a while, call a few times, send dozens messages, and then she would ride the train back to San Francisco and find an empty house. She would be hurt, frightened, angry. Heartbroken. 
That’s the way it had to be, though. Sabrina had to leave. First, she would get on the hyperloop to L.A. to make a quick escape from the city. After that, she did not know. Maybe to Dallas, to the Silte Corporation headquarters and the last known location of Silte’s number one target, perhaps its greatest enemy. If Silte wanted Dellia Thomas dead so bad, maybe she was the key to stopping them. 
Erris mumbled and shifted in her sleep. Her mouth was slightly open, and there was still sweat glistening on her forehead. She would be lost tomorrow and maybe many days after that, but Sabrina had to get over it. Erris might need her, but there were a lot of people out there who needed Sabrina more, people whose very lives may depend on her.
Leaning in to kiss Erris one last time then stopping, afraid to wake her, Sabrina eased out of bed and didn’t make a sound as she filled her suitcase and prepared to leave.
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The tablet’s glowing clock read 6:15 a.m. In through the window came the first stretching fingers of sunrise; it was dawn and for the second night in a row Steph had not slept. 
In her bed, where she had sat upright most of the night, Seito lay splayed out on his belly, naked beneath the covers. His eyelids fluttered and his leg twitched a few times. Steph wondered what he was dreaming about. Enjoy it while it lasts, she thought. The dream will end soon, for all of us. Or was it just beginning?
She gently pulled the covers off her legs and got out of bed, carefully, so she wouldn’t wake Seito from whatever world he was in. She padded to the window and looked out at her little portal to a brighter land. It was amazing, she had always thought, the view she had. She was living in a shit apartment, barely getting by on a journalist’s salary in one of the most expensive cities in the world; but despite all this, despite the cheap rent and shady neighbors, the musty smell in the hall and the plumbing that never seemed to stay fixed, the cockroaches and the cock neighbors, she had this breathtaking piece of beauty right here in her bedroom window. Through a few tall buildings she could just see the San Francisco Bay, and when the sun came up in just the right spot…for a few moments, occasionally, when she was up early (or late) enough, she felt like she was living the life she had always wanted.
But then it ended, and she went back to having the same dreams she’d had all her life, the same ones that she could always imagine but never catch.
A low bzzz bzzz told her that her tablet had received a message. It had been doing that a lot lately, but she had stopped paying attention sometime yesterday. Deciding it was time to reconnect with the outside world, she opened her recent alerts. There were various messages, a few missed vid-calls, the Anti-Corp com app had been going crazy, and…what was this? An app she hadn’t used in many years was showing recent activity; it was the one they had used for non-E in college, the one Jason had made. She had sent a copy of it to an AC friend who used it as a foundation for the current AC com app, but she had kept the original all these years for some bullshit sentimental reason or another. Only a handful of people had it, and two of them were in her room right now.
Curious, she tapped the alert and selected the most recent entry: a video message sent just now.
It was Jason.
Before that fact had fully sunken in, the face on the screen began talking. “Steph, I…I guess you got my other messages. I just wanted to tell you, I’m leaving. I don’t know where to, but I’ll stay in touch if I can. Actually, I think we’re going to need your help. Someone could be monitoring my tab, so we can only talk on the non-E app. I don’t have that new one you guys use. I—” He paused and glanced sharply off screen. “Looks like my ride’s here. Just pass along the info I gave you earlier to everyone you know. As far up the chain as you can go. And stay safe.”
That was it. Steph was more confused than anything. Maybe she needed to watch his other messages, but not right now. Right now she was feeling strange—not bad, strange. She had felt bad, terrible in fact, which is why she hadn’t wanted Seito coming here at first. She had heard the rumors about a Silte bioweapon, some kind of disease or virus, and those tear gas canisters that had no tear gas in them had seemed to confirm it, to her horror. But she felt much better by last night, enough so that she had convinced herself that it was nothing, that no such horrifically indiscriminate weapon could possibly be used, even by Silte. There was just no way they would risk inflicting such massive collateral damage on the world.
The strangeness must have begun sometime during her and Seito’s intense (by their normal standards) lovemaking, because by the time she had cleaned up and Seito had dozed off, the strangeness had become a powerful force that permeated every cell in her body and even the air around her. It went with her wherever she walked, and whenever she stood still it grew in intensity. It was like the feeling she used to get after staying up all night at parties, except so intense that she was having trouble thinking straight. With a sinking sense of dread she wondered if there had been a bioweapon after all; she may not feel sick anymore, but this was worse somehow, whatever it was.
She went back to the window to find the comfort that sometimes greeted her there, but the sun, mostly above the horizon now, was too bright. And white. And flashing, coming at her in blinding waves.  Could this be right? Is this how it’s always looked? No, the light did not dance off the buildings; it was the buildings that danced off the light, writhing and wriggling and trailing up into the white sky in columns of smoky dust.
Steph turned and stepped away. What was that? What the fuck is going on?
“Steph?” 
Seito’s voice was distant and grainy, coming at her from behind thick curtains. She stumbled towards the sound and stopped when her knees hit the mattress. The voice called again, more distant, “Steph, are you alright?” The strangeness was so intense now that she didn’t want to answer him. She only wanted to climb in bed, curl up under the covers and hide.
And that’s exactly what she did.
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