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STORY SYNOPSES
The Regular (Ken Liu)
Emotionally-damaged Ruth, cybernetically-implanted ex-cop turned private investigator, pursues a murder case, and a serial killer who preys on working girls.
Upgrade Complete (Paul K. Swardstrom)
JR-8 is trapped on the Moon with no memories of his previous life, struggling to come out on top in a tournament of cyborg versus cyborg. With every moment controlled and no allies, how will he succeed?
Drop Dead, Droid (Artie Cabrera)
Within the bowels of Gravity City, heroes are scarce and hope is lost. Johnny Rangers fights to keep justice alive as the villains of the criminal underworld rise to achieve ultimate power.
Hide and Seek (Eric Tozzi)
In the quest for more effective warfare, a biotech company has begun weaponizing the animal kingdom. When program engineer Oliver Banda and his team conduct a field operation with their newly-created weapon against a gang of notorious poachers in the savannahs of Africa, it forces them to confront a horrifying truth.
Avendui 5ive (P.K. Tyler)
Biomechanically enhanced humans called Series Teks are cogs in the machine of a future world.  Each Series serves a purpose and Teks are designed, enhanced, and genetically coded to fulfill that role.  When Avendui 5ive finds herself unable to perform to expectations, what will become of her?  What is the fate of a broken machine, even if they are, underneath it all, still human?
Indigo (Moira Katson)
Getz Corporation’s Biomechatronic & Behavioral Enhancement Program is the gold standard in cybernetics, and the assets it produces are precise, unflappable, and deadly—exactly the sort you’d need if, say, a massive intergalactic war were about to kick off. Unfortunately, cyborgs are still experimental…and one of them has forgotten her mission briefing.
Augment (Susan Kaye Quinn)
Miriam is a jiv—an augmented warrior willing to give her life for the Maker cause—and she’s more than ready to get in the ring and fight for the latest mod. If she wins, she’ll have everything she needs to offer herself up for the Makers’ most dangerous augment of all. The only problem? No one has yet survived it. Either she’ll become the Makers’ latest failed experiment—or the leap toward salvation her people desperately need.
His Name in Lights (Patty Jansen)
On the volcanic and radiation-soaked surface of the moon Io, the smallest mishap means mortal peril, even for artificial humans like Daniel and Oscar. Clones are expendable and easy to re-create. Why then does company boss Eilin Gunnarsson care so much about these young men that she sends them warnings written on the clouds of Jupiter?
Dyad (David Bruns)
When two federal agents from TechDiv show up in the TaylorTech parking lot, CEO Dr. John Taylor worries that his cybernetic parts company is getting an unannounced inspection of his licensing records. Then the agents tell him his daughter may be in danger from a rogue cyborg—and they need his help.
Preservation (Michael Patrick Hicks)
Kari Akagi is an ex-British Special Forces operative, augmented by her government to be the prime soldier. In the wake of a devastating attack that cost Akagi her legs, she has a new mission – protecting South Africa’s endangered species as a ranger for the Kruger National Park game reserve.
Charm Bracelet (A.K. Meek)
A cyborg has only one function: to defend the United States’ political interests in war. Elijah, a twenty-something new husband, finds himself as an unintentional volunteer for Dynamo’s Cyborg Program. As he fits into his new role as a trained killer, he learns the cost of hatred, and the cost of turning his back on his essential humanity.
Ghosts in the Mist (Annie Bellet)
Jana is stationed as a ranger on the planet Varuna, at the edge of a deep crater with an ecosystem fueled by chemical mists. When two perimeter alarms to keep out poachers fail, she must go out and investigate. In the chemical Mist, she will discover, with her augmented senses, the pheromone trail of both beauty and terror.
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Foreword
Sacrifice
by Samuel Peralta
“Do androids dream? Rick asked himself. Evidently; that’s why they occasionally kill their employers and flee here. A better life, without servitude.”
– Philip K. Dick
“Here’s the problem,” the man from the station said, and drew an arrow on the whiteboard pointing to a particular spot on his diagram of interconnecting boilers and pipes.
Somewhere in the pipe he pointed out, which illustrated one of the condensed steam drain lines in a nuclear reactor station, was a particle so small it had the diameter of a hair.
By way of the cooling water surrounding the reactor fuel, that miniscule particle had circulated and re-circulated through the core, increasing its radiation field until somehow, it found itself stuck on the inner surface of that pipe.
By then, its gamma radiation field was so high – thousands of rad per hour – that no human could safely approach the pipe system to maintain it.
“But wait,” the man said. “There’s more.”
They didn’t know exactly where in the pipe that particle was. And the system was filled with cooling water, so that if you tried to drill or cut through to get at the particle, the water could drain out, possibly taking the particle with it to God knows where.
“Robots,” I said, and started drawing on the whiteboard. “We can do it together.”
The next twelve weeks swept us into a whirlwind of designing, building, testing. We had to figure out how to precisely locate, extract, and dispose of that rogue particle, something that no human alone could do.
Four robots took shape, becoming the electronic and photonic enhancement for our eyes, our ears, our hands. Impervious to high radiation fields, unlike our tissue and bone, they were to be controlled remotely, our cybernetic avatars.
Back in the reactor, we pinpointed where the particle was using gamma ray telemetry. We then directed the robots to proceed through the maze of the reactor system, around and over obstacles, through tunnels and cabling, and make their way towards the pipe where the target was lodged.
After reaching the destination, one robot tore off the insulation around the pipe. When the inner metallic pipe was exposed, an arm extended and clamped the pipe in an ice jacket envelope. Pumped with liquid nitrogen, ice jacket lowered the temperature in the pipe slowly, slowly, until the water froze into a bar of ice, trapping the radioactive particle in its grip.
The pipe was then held steady by the robotic arm. On other cross arms, reciprocating saws whirred and cut the pipe on either side of where the particle lay.
Finally, we had the particle, trapped in ice. The robot holding the ice bar withdrew and turned. It made its way down a path we’d designated, at the end of which was a gently sloping ramp, which led to the open maw of a sealable, shielded cylindrical flask.
There it was, poised on the edge of the flask, this cybernetic extension of ourselves, this shadow that was about to save us.
And like James Cameron’s Terminator, the robot sacrificed itself, still clutching its dangerous package, flinging itself without regret into the abyss.
www.amazon.com/author/samuelperalta



The Regular
by Ken Liu
“THIS IS JASMINE,” she says.
“It’s Robert.”
The voice on the phone is the same as the one she had spoken to earlier in the afternoon.
“Glad you made it, sweetie.” She looks out the window. He’s standing at the corner, in front of the convenience store as she asked. He looks clean and is dressed well, like he’s going on a date. A good sign. He’s also wearing a Red Sox cap pulled low over his brow, a rather amateurish attempt at anonymity. “I’m down the street from you, at 27 Moreland. It’s the gray stone condo building converted from a church.”
He turns to look. “You have a sense of humor.”
They all make that joke, but she laughs anyway. “I’m in unit 24, on the second floor.”
“Is it just you? I’m not going to see some linebacker type demanding that I pay him first?”
“I told you. I’m independent. Just have your donation ready and you’ll have a good time.”
She hangs up and takes a quick look in the mirror to be sure she’s ready. The black stockings and garter belt are new, and the lace bustier accentuates her thin waist and makes her breasts seem larger. She’s done her makeup lightly, but the eye shadow is heavy to emphasize her eyes. Most of her customers like that. Exotic.
The sheets on the king-sized bed are fresh, and there’s a small wicker basket of condoms on the nightstand, next to a clock that says “5:58.” The date is for two hours, and afterwards she’ll have enough time to clean up and shower and then sit in front of the TV to catch her favorite show. She thinks about calling her mom later that night to ask about how to cook porgy.
She opens the door before he can knock, and the look on his face tells her that she’s done well. He slips in; she closes the door, leans against it, and smiles at him.
“You’re even prettier than the picture in your ad,” he says. He gazes into her eyes intently. “Especially the eyes.”
“Thank you.”
As she gets a good look at him in the hallway, she concentrates on her right eye and blinks rapidly twice. She doesn’t think she’ll ever need it, but a girl has to protect herself. If she ever stops doing this, she thinks she’ll just have it taken out and thrown into the bottom of Boston Harbor, like the way she used to, as a little girl, write secrets down on bits of paper, wad them up, and flush them down the toilet.
He’s good looking in a non-memorable way: over six feet, tanned skin, still has all his hair, and the body under that crisp shirt looks fit. The eyes are friendly and kind, and she’s pretty sure he won’t be too rough. She guesses that he’s in his forties, and maybe works downtown in one of the law firms or financial services companies, where his long-sleeved shirt and dark pants make sense with the air conditioning always turned high. He has that entitled arrogance that many mistake for masculine attractiveness. She notices that there’s a paler patch of skin around his ring finger. Even better. A married man is usually safer. A married man who doesn’t want her to know he’s married is the safest of all: he values what he has and doesn’t want to lose it.
She hopes he’ll be a regular.
“I’m glad we’re doing this.” He holds out a plain white envelope.
She takes it and counts the bills inside. Then she puts it on top of the stack of mail on a small table by the entrance without saying anything. She takes him by the hand and leads him towards the bedroom. He pauses to look in the bathroom and then the other bedroom at the end of the hall.
“Looking for your linebacker?” she teases.
“Just making sure. I’m a nice guy.”
He takes out a scanner and holds it up, concentrating on the screen.
“Geez, you are paranoid,” she says. “The only camera in here is the one on my phone. And it’s definitely off.”
He puts the scanner away and smiles. “I know. But I just wanted to have a machine confirm it.”
They enter the bedroom. She watches him take in the bed, the bottles of lubricants and lotions on the dresser, and the long mirrors covering the closet doors next to the bed.
“Nervous?” she asks.
“A little,” he concedes. “I don’t do this often. Or, at all.”
She comes up to him and embraces him, letting him breathe in her perfume, which is floral and light so that it won’t linger on his skin. After a moment, he puts his arms around her, resting his hands against the naked skin on the small of her back.
“I’ve always believed that one should pay for experiences rather than things.”
“A good philosophy,” he whispers into her ear.
“What I give you is the girlfriend experience, old fashioned and sweet. And you’ll remember this and relive it in your head as often as you want.”
“You’ll do whatever I want?”
“Within reason,” she says. Then she lifts her head to look up at him. “You have to wear a condom. Other than that, I won’t say no to most things. But like I told you on the phone, for some you’ll have to pay extra.”
“I’m pretty old-fashioned myself. Do you mind if I take charge?”
He’s made her relaxed enough that she doesn’t jump to the worst conclusion. “If you’re thinking of tying me down, that will cost you. And I won’t do that until I know you better.”
“Nothing like that. Maybe hold you down a little.”
“That’s fine.”
He comes up to her and they kiss. His tongue lingers in her mouth and she moans. He backs up, puts his hands on her waist, turning her away from him. “Would you lie down with your face in the pillows?”
“Of course.” She climbs onto the bed. “Legs up under me or spread out to the corners?”
“Spread out, please.” His voice is commanding. And he hasn’t stripped yet, not even taken off his Red Sox cap. She’s a little disappointed. Some clients enjoy the obedience more than the sex. There’s not much for her to do. She just hopes he won’t be too rough and leave marks.
He climbs onto the bed behind her and knee-walks up between her legs. He leans down and grabs a pillow from next to her head. “Very lovely,” he says. “I’m going to hold you down now.”
She sighs into the bed, the way she knows he’ll like.
He lays the pillow over the back of her head and pushes down firmly to hold her in place. He takes the gun out of the small of his back, and in one swift motion, sticks the barrel, thick and long with the silencer, into the back of the bustier, and squeezes off two quick shots into her heart. She dies instantly.
He removes the pillow, stores the gun away. Then he takes a small steel surgical kit out of his jacket pocket, along with a pair of latex gloves. He works efficiently and quickly, cutting with precision and grace. He relaxes when he’s found what he’s looking for—sometimes he picks the wrong girl—not often, but it has happened. He’s careful to wipe off any sweat on his face with his sleeves as he works, and the hat helps to prevent any hair from falling on her. Soon, the task is done.
He climbs off the bed, takes off the bloody gloves, and leaves them and the surgical kit on the body. He puts on a fresh pair of gloves and moves through the apartment, methodically searching for places where she hid cash: inside the toilet tank, the back of the freezer, the nook above the door of the closet.
He goes into the kitchen and returns with a large plastic trash bag. He picks up the bloody gloves and the surgical kit and throws them into the bag. Picking up her phone, he presses the button for her voicemail. He deletes all the messages, including the one he had left when he first called her number. There’s not much he can do about the call logs at the phone company, but he can take advantage of that by leaving his prepaid phone somewhere for the police to find.
He looks at her again. He’s not sad, not exactly, but he does feel a sense of waste. The girl was pretty and he would have liked to enjoy her first, but that would leave behind too many traces, even with a condom. And he can always pay for another, later. He likes paying for things. Power flows to him when he pays.
Reaching into the inner pocket of his jacket, he retrieves a sheet of paper, which he carefully unfolds and leaves by the girl’s head.
He stuffs the trash bag and the money into a small gym bag he found in one of the closets. He leaves quietly, picking up the envelope of cash next to the entrance on the way out.
* * *
Because she’s meticulous, Ruth Law runs through the numbers on the spreadsheet one last time, a summary culled from credit card and bank statements, and compares them against the numbers on the tax return. There’s no doubt. The client’s husband has been hiding money from the IRS, and more importantly, from the client.
Summers in Boston can be brutally hot. But Ruth keeps the air conditioner off in her tiny office above a butcher shop in Chinatown. She’s made a lot of people unhappy over the years, and there’s no reason to make it any easier for them to sneak up on her with the extra noise.
She takes out her cell phone and starts to dial from memory. She never stores any numbers in the phone. She tells people it’s for safety, but sometimes she wonders if it’s a gesture, however small, of asserting her independence from machines.
She stops at the sound of someone coming up the stairs. The footfalls are crisp and dainty, probably a woman, probably one with sensible heels. The scanner in the stairway hasn’t been set off by the presence of a weapon, but that doesn’t mean anything—she can kill without a gun or knife, and so can many others.
Ruth deposits her phone noiselessly on the desk and reaches into her drawer to wrap the fingers of her right hand around the reassuring grip of the Glock 19. Only then does she turn slightly to the side to glance at the monitor showing the feed from the security camera mounted over the door.
She feels very calm. The Regulator is doing its job. There’s no need to release any adrenaline yet.
The visitor, in her fifties, is in a blue short-sleeve cardigan and white pants. She’s looking around the door for a button for the doorbell. Her hair is so black that it must be dyed. She looks Chinese, holding her thin, petite body in a tight, nervous posture.
Ruth relaxes and lets go of the gun to push the button to open the door. She stands up and holds out her hand. “What can I do for you?”
“Are you Ruth Law, the private investigator?” In the woman’s accent Ruth hears traces of Mandarin rather than Cantonese or Fukienese. Probably not well-connected in Chinatown then.
“I am.”
The woman looks surprised, as if Ruth isn’t quite who she expected. “Sarah Ding. I thought you were Chinese.”
As they shake hands Ruth looks Sarah level in the eyes: they’re about the same height, five foot four. Sarah looks well maintained, but her fingers feel cold and thin, like a bird’s claw.
“I’m half-Chinese,” Ruth says. “My father was Cantonese, second generation; my mother was white. My Cantonese is barely passable, and I never learned Mandarin.”
Sarah sits down in the armchair across from Ruth’s desk. “But you have an office here.”
She shrugs. “I’ve made my enemies. A lot of non-Chinese are uncomfortable moving around in Chinatown. They stick out. So it’s safer for me to have my office here. Besides, you can’t beat the rent.”
Sarah nods wearily. “I need your help with my daughter.” She slides a collapsible file across the desk towards her.
Ruth sits down but doesn’t reach for the file. “Tell me about her.”
“Mona was working as an escort. A month ago she was shot and killed in her apartment. The police think it’s a robbery, maybe gang-related, and they have no leads.”
“It’s a dangerous profession,” Ruth says. “Did you know she was doing it?”
“No. Mona had some difficulties after college, and we were never as close as… I would have liked. We thought she was doing better the last two years, and she told us she had a job in publishing. It’s difficult to know your child when you can’t be the kind of mother she wants or needs. This country has different rules.”
Ruth nods. A familiar lament from immigrants. “I’m sorry for your loss. But it’s unlikely I’ll be able to do anything. Most of my cases now are about hidden assets, cheating spouses, insurance fraud, background checks, that sort of thing. Back when I was a member of the force, I did work in Homicide. I know the detectives are quite thorough in murder cases.”
“They’re not!” Fury and desperation strain and crack her voice. “They think she’s just a Chinese whore, and she died because she was stupid or got involved with a Chinese gang who wouldn’t bother regular people. My husband is so ashamed that he won’t even mention her name. But she’s my daughter, and she’s worth everything I have, and more.”
Ruth looks at her. She can feel the Regulator suppressing her pity. Pity can lead to bad business decisions.
“I keep on thinking there was some sign I should have seen, some way to tell her that I loved her that I didn’t know. If only I had been a little less busy, a little more willing to pry and dig and to be hurt by her. I can’t stand the way the detectives talk to me, like I’m wasting their time but they don’t want to show it.”
Ruth refrains from explaining that the police detectives are all fitted with Regulators that should make the kind of prejudice she’s implying impossible. The whole point of the Regulator is to make police work under pressure more regular, less dependent on hunches, emotional impulses, appeals to hidden prejudice. If the police are calling it a gang-related act of violence, there are likely good reasons for doing so.
She says nothing because the woman in front of her is in pain, and guilt and love are so mixed up in her that she thinks paying to find her daughter’s killer will make her feel better about being the kind of mother whose daughter would take up prostitution.
Her angry, helpless posture reminds Ruth vaguely of something she tries to put out of her mind.
“Even if I find the killer,” she says, “it won’t make you feel better.”
“I don’t care.” Sarah tries to shrug but the American gesture looks awkward and uncertain on her. “My husband thinks I’ve gone crazy. I know how hopeless this is; you’re not the first investigator I’ve spoken to. But a few suggested you because you’re a woman and Chinese, so maybe you care just enough to see something they can’t.”
She reaches into her purse and retrieves a check, sliding it across the table to put on top of the file. “Here’s eighty thousand dollars. I’ll pay double your daily rate and all expenses. If you use it up, I can get you more.”
Ruth stares at the check. She thinks about the sorry state of her finances. At forty-nine, how many more chances will she have to set aside some money for when she’ll be too old to do this?
She still feels calm and completely rational, and she knows that the Regulator is doing its job. She’s sure that she’s making her decision based on costs and benefits and a realistic evaluation of the case, and not because of the hunched over shoulders of Sarah Ding, looking like fragile twin dams holding back a flood of grief.
“Okay,” she says. “Okay.”
* * *
The man’s name isn’t Robert. It’s not Paul or Matt or Barry either. He never uses the name John because jokes like that will only make the girls nervous. A long time ago, before he had been to prison, they had called him the Watcher because he liked to observe and take in a scene, finding the best opportunities and escape routes. He still thinks of himself that way when he’s alone.
In the room he’s rented at the cheap motel along Route 128, he starts his day by taking a shower to wash off the night sweat.
This is the fifth motel he’s stayed in during the last month. Any stay longer than a week tends to catch the attention of the people working at the motels. He watches; he does not get watched. Ideally, he supposes he should get away from Boston altogether, but he hasn’t exhausted the city’s possibilities. It doesn’t feel right to leave before he’s seen all he wants to see.
The Watcher got about sixty thousand dollars in cash from the girl’s apartment, not bad for a day’s work. The girls he picks are intensely aware of the brevity of their careers, and with no bad habits, they pack away money like squirrels preparing for the winter. Since they can’t exactly put it into the bank without raising the suspicion of the IRS, they tuck the money away in stashes in their apartments, ready for him to come along and claim them like found treasure.
The money is a nice bonus, but not the main attraction.
He comes out of the shower, dries himself, and wrapped in a towel, sits down to work at the nut he’s trying to crack. It’s a small, silver half-sphere, like half of a walnut. When he had first gotten it, it had been covered in blood and gore, and he had wiped it again and again with paper towels moistened under the motel sink until it gleamed.
He pries open an access port on the back of the device. Opening his laptop, he plugs one end of a cable into it and the other end into the half-sphere. He starts a program he had paid a good sum of money for and lets it run. It would probably be more efficient for him to leave the program running all the time, but he likes to be there to see the moment the encryption is broken.
While the program runs, he browses the escort ads. Right now he’s searching for pleasure, not business, so instead of looking for girls like Jasmine, he looks for girls he craves. They’re expensive, but not too expensive, the kind that remind him of the girls he had wanted back in high school: loud, fun, curvaceous now but destined to put on too much weight in a few years, a careless beauty that was all the more desirable because it was fleeting.
The Watcher knows that only a poor man like he had been at seventeen would bother courting women, trying desperately to make them like him. A man with money, with power, like he is now, can buy what he wants. There’s purity and cleanliness to his desire that he feels is nobler and less deceitful than the desire of poor men. They only wish they could have what he does.
The program beeps, and he switches back to it.
Success.
Images, videos, sound recordings are being downloaded onto the computer.
The Watcher browses through the pictures and video recordings. The pictures are face shots or shots of money being handed over—he immediately deletes the ones of him.
But the videos are the best. He settles back and watches the screen flicker, admiring Jasmine’s camerawork.
He separates the videos and images by client and puts them into folders. It’s tedious work, but he enjoys it.
* * *
The first thing Ruth does with the money is to get some badly needed tune-ups. Going after a killer requires that she be in top condition.
She does not like to carry a gun when she’s on the job. A man in a sport coat with a gun concealed under it can blend into almost any situation, but a woman wearing the kind of clothes that would hide a gun would often stick out like a sore thumb. Keeping a gun in a purse is a terrible idea. It creates a false sense of security, but a purse can be easily snatched away and then she would be disarmed.
She’s fit and strong for her age, but her opponents are almost always taller and heavier and stronger. She’s learned to compensate for these disadvantages by being more alert and by striking earlier.
But it’s still not enough.
She goes to her doctor. Not the one on her HMO card.
Doctor B had earned his degree in another country and then had to leave home forever because he pissed off the wrong people. Instead of doing a second residency and becoming licensed here, which would have made him easily traceable, he had decided to simply keep on practicing medicine on his own. He would do things doctors who cared about their licenses wouldn’t do. He would take patients they wouldn’t touch.
“It’s been a while,” Doctor B says.
“Check over everything,” she tells him. “And replace what needs replacement.”
“Rich uncle die?”
“I’m going on a hunt.”
Doctor B nods and puts her under.
He checks the pneumatic pistons in her legs, the replacement composite tendons in her shoulders and arms, the power cells and artificial muscles in her arms, the reinforced finger bones. He recharges what needs to be recharged. He examines the results of the calcium-deposition treatments (a counter to the fragility of her bones, an unfortunate side effect of her Asian heritage), and makes adjustments to her Regulator so that she can keep it on for longer.
“Like new,” he tells her. And she pays.
* * *
Next, Ruth looks through the file Sarah brought.
There are photographs: the prom, high school graduation, vacations with friends, college commencement. She notes the name of the school without surprise or sorrow even though Jess had dreamed of going there as well. The Regulator, as always, keeps her equanimous, receptive to information, only useful information.
The last family photo Sarah selected was taken at Mona’s twenty-fourth birthday earlier in the year. Ruth examines it carefully. In the picture, Mona is seated between Sarah and her husband, her arms around her parents in a gesture of careless joy. There’s no hint of the secret she was keeping from them, and no sign, as far as Ruth can tell, of bruises, drugs, or other indications that life was slipping out of her control.
Sarah had chosen the photos with care. The pictures are designed to fill in Mona’s life, to make people care for her. But she didn’t need to do that. Ruth would have given it the same amount of effort even if she knew nothing about the girl’s life. She’s a professional.
There’s a copy of the police report and the autopsy results. The report mostly confirms what Ruth has already guessed: no sign of drugs in Mona’s systems, no forced entry, no indication there was a struggle. There was pepper spray in the drawer of the nightstand, but it hadn’t been used. Forensics had vacuumed the scene and the hair and skin cells of dozens, maybe hundreds, of men had turned up, guaranteeing that no useful leads will result.
Mona had been killed with two shots through the heart, and then her body had been mutilated, with her eyes removed. She hadn’t been sexually assaulted. The apartment had been ransacked of cash and valuables.
Ruth sits up. The method of killing is odd. If the killer had intended to mutilate her face anyway, there was no reason to not shoot her in the back of the head, a cleaner, surer method of execution.
A note was found at the scene in Chinese, which declared that Mona had been punished for her sins. Ruth can’t read Chinese but she assumes the police translation is accurate. The police had also pulled Mona’s phone records. There were a few numbers whose cell tower data showed their owners had been to Mona’s place that day. The only one without an alibi was a prepaid phone without a registered owner. The police had tracked it down in Chinatown, hidden in a dumpster. They hadn’t been able to get any further.
A rather sloppy kill, Ruth thinks, if the gangs did it.
Sarah had also provided printouts of Mona’s escort ads. Mona had used several aliases: Jasmine, Akiko, Sinn. Most of the pictures are of her in lingerie, a few in cocktail dresses. The shots are framed to emphasize her body: a side view of her breasts half-veiled in lace, a back view of her buttocks, lounging on the bed with her hand over her hip. Shots of her face have black bars over her eyes to provide some measure of anonymity.
Ruth boots up her computer and logs onto the sites to check out the other ads. She had never worked in vice, so she takes a while to familiarize herself with the lingo and acronyms. The Internet had apparently transformed the business, allowing women to get off the streets and become “independent providers” without pimps. The sites are organized to allow customers to pick out exactly what they want. They can sort and filter by price, age, services provided, ethnicity, hair and eye color, time of availability, and customer ratings. The business is competitive, and there’s a brutal efficiency to the sites that Ruth might have found depressing without the Regulator: you can measure, if you apply statistical software to it, how much a girl depreciates with each passing year, how much value men place on each pound, each inch of deviation from the ideal they’re seeking, how much more a blonde really is worth than a brunette, and how much more a girl who can pass as Japanese can charge than one who cannot.
Some of the ad sites charge a membership fee to see pictures of the girls’ faces. Sarah had also printed these “premium” photographs of Mona. For a brief moment Ruth wonders what Sarah must have felt as she paid to unveil the seductive gaze of her daughter, the daughter who had seemed to have a trouble-free, promising future.
In these pictures Mona’s face was made up lightly, her lips curved in a promising or innocent smile. She was extraordinarily pretty, even compared to the other girls in her price range. She dictated in-calls only, perhaps believing them to be safer, with her being more in control.
Compared to most of the other girls, Mona’s ads can be described as “elegant.” They’re free of spelling errors and overtly crude language, hinting at the kind of sexual fantasies that men here harbor about Asian women while also promising an American wholesomeness, the contrast emphasizing the strategically placed bits of exoticism.
The anonymous customer reviews praised her attitude and willingness to “go the extra mile.” Ruth supposes that Mona had earned good tips.
Ruth turns to the crime scene photos and the bloody, eyeless shots of Mona’s face. Intellectually and dispassionately, she absorbs the details in Mona’s room. She contemplates the contrast between them and the eroticism of the ad photos. This was a young woman who had been vain about her education, who had believed that she could construct, through careful words and images, a kind of filter to attract the right kind of clients. It was naïve and wise at the same time, and Ruth can almost feel, despite the Regulator, a kind of poignancy to her confident desperation.
Whatever caused her to go down this path, she had never hurt anyone, and now she was dead.
* * *
Ruth meets Luo in a room reached through long underground tunnels and many locked doors. It smells of mold and sweat and spicy foods rotting in trash bags.
Along the way she saw a few other locked rooms behind which she guessed were human cargo, people who indentured themselves to the snakeheads for a chance to be smuggled into this country so they could work for a dream of wealth. She says nothing about them. Her deal with Luo depends on her discretion, and Luo is kinder to his cargo than many others.
He pats her down perfunctorily. She offers to strip to show that she’s not wired. He waves her off.
“Have you seen this woman?” she asks in Cantonese, holding up a picture of Mona.
Luo dangles the cigarette from his lips while he examines the picture closely. The dim light gives the tattoos on his bare shoulders and arms a greenish tint. After a moment, he hands it back. “I don’t think so.”
“She was a prostitute working out of Quincy. Someone killed her a month ago and left this behind.” She brings out the photograph of the note left at the scene. “The police think the Chinese gangs did it.”
Luo looks at the photo. He knits his brow in concentration and then barks out a dry laugh. “Yes, this is indeed a note left behind by a Chinese gang.”
“Do you recognize the gang?”
“Sure.” Luo looks at Ruth, a grin revealing the gaps in his teeth. “This note was left behind by the impetuous Tak-Kao, member of the Forever Peace Gang, after he killed the innocent Mai-Ying, the beautiful maid from the mainland, in a fit of jealousy. You can see the original in the third season of My Hong Kong, Your Hong Kong. You’re lucky that I’m a fan.”
“This is copied from a soap opera?”
“Yes. Either your man likes to make jokes or he doesn’t know Chinese well and got this from some Internet search. It might fool the police, but no, we wouldn’t leave a note like that.” He chuckles at the thought and then spits on the ground.
“Maybe it was just a fake to confuse the police.” She chooses her words carefully. “Or maybe it was done by one gang to sic the police onto the others. The police also found a phone, probably used by the killer, in a Chinatown dumpster. I know there are several Asian massage parlors in Quincy, so maybe this girl was too much competition. Are you sure you don’t know anything about this?”
Luo flips through the other photographs of Mona. Ruth watches him, getting ready to react to any sudden movements. She thinks she can trust Luo, but one can’t always predict the reaction of a man who often has to kill to make his living.
She concentrates on the Regulator, priming it to release adrenaline to quicken her movements if necessary. The pneumatics in her legs are charged, and she braces her back against the damp wall in case she needs to kick out. The sudden release of pressure in the air canisters installed next to her tibia will straighten her legs in a fraction of a second, generating hundreds of pounds of force. If her feet connect with Luo’s chest, she will almost certainly break a few ribs—though Ruth’s back will ache for days afterwards, as well.
“I like you, Ruth,” Luo says, noting her sudden stillness out of the corner of his eyes. “You don’t have to be afraid. I haven’t forgotten how you found that bookie who tried to steal from me. I’ll always tell you the truth or tell you I can’t answer. We have nothing to do with this girl. She’s not really competition. The men who go to massage parlors for $60 an hour and a happy ending are not the kind who’d pay for a girl like this.”
* * *
The Watcher drives to Somerville, just over the border from Cambridge, north of Boston. He parks in the back of a grocery store parking lot, where his Toyota Corolla, bought off a lot with cash, doesn’t stick out.
Then he goes into a coffee shop and emerges with an iced coffee. Sipping it, he walks around the sunny streets, gazing from time to time at the little gizmo attached to his keychain. The gizmo tells him when he’s in range of some unsecured home wireless network. Lots of students from Harvard and MIT live here, where the rent is high but not astronomical. Addicted to good wireless access, they often get powerful routers for tiny apartments and leak the network onto the streets without bothering to secure them (after all, they have friends coming over all the time who need to remain connected). And since it’s summer, when the population of students is in flux, there’s even less likelihood that he can be traced from using one of their networks.
It’s probably overkill, but he likes to be safe.
He sits down on a bench by the side of the street, takes out his laptop, and connects to a network called “INFORMATION_WANTS_TO_BE_FREE.” He enjoys disproving the network owner’s theory. Information doesn’t want to be free. It’s valuable and wants to earn. And its existence doesn’t free anyone; possessing it, however, can do the opposite.
The Watcher carefully selects a segment of video and watches it one last time.
Jasmine had done a good job, intentionally or not, with the framing, and the man’s sweaty grimace is featured prominently in the video. His movements—and as a result, Jasmine’s—made the video jerky, and so he’s had to apply software image stabilization. But now it looks quite professional.
The Watcher had tried to identify the man, who looks Chinese, by uploading a picture he got from Jasmine into a search engine. They are always making advancements in facial recognition software, and sometimes he gets hits this way. But it didn’t seem to work this time. That’s not a problem for the Watcher. He has other techniques.
The Watcher signs on to a forum where the expat Chinese congregate to reminisce and argue politics in their homeland. He posts the picture of the man in the video and writes below in English, “Anyone famous?” Then he sips his coffee and refreshes the screen from time to time to catch the new replies.
The Watcher doesn’t read Chinese (or Russian, or Arabic, or Hindi, or any of the other languages where he plies his trade), but linguistic skills are hardly necessary for this task. Most of the expats speak English and can understand his question. He’s just using these people as research tools, a human flesh-powered, crowdsourced search engine. It’s almost funny how people are so willing to give perfect strangers over the Internet information, would even compete with each other to do it, to show how knowledgeable they are. He’s pleased to make use of such petty vanities.
He simply needs a name and a measure of the prominence of the man, and for that, the crude translations offered by computers are sufficient.
From the almost-gibberish translations, he gathers that the man is a prominent official in the Chinese Transport Ministry, and like almost all Chinese officials, he’s despised by his countrymen. The man is a bigger deal than the Watcher’s usual targets, but that might make him a good demonstration.
The Watcher is thankful for Dagger, who had explained Chinese politics to him. One evening, after he had gotten out of jail the last time, the Watcher had hung back and watched a Chinese man rob a few Chinese tourists near San Francisco’s Chinatown.
The tourists had managed to make a call to 911, and the robber had fled the scene on foot down an alley. But the Watcher had seen something in the man’s direct, simple approach that he liked. He drove around the block, stopped by the other end of the alley, and when the man emerged, he swung open the passenger side door and offered him a chance to escape in his car. The man thanked him and told him his name was Dagger.
Dagger was talkative and told the Watcher how angry and envious people in China were of the Party officials, who lived an extravagant life on the money squeezed from the common people, took bribes, and funneled public funds to their relatives. He targeted those tourists who he thought were the officials’ wives and children, and regarded himself as a modern Robin Hood.
Yet, the officials were not completely immune. All it took was a public scandal of some kind, usually involving young women who were not their wives. Talk of democracy didn’t get people excited, but seeing an official rubbing their graft in their faces made them see red. And the Party apparatus would have no choice but to punish the disgraced officials, as the only thing the Party feared was public anger, which always threatened to boil out of control. If a revolution were to come to China, Dagger quipped, it would be triggered by mistresses, not speeches.
A light had gone on in the Watcher’s head then. It was as if he could see the reins of power flowing from those who had secrets to those who knew secrets. He thanked Dagger and dropped him off, wishing him well.
The Watcher imagines what the official’s visit to Boston had been like. He had probably come to learn about the city’s experience with light rail, but it was likely in reality just another State-funded vacation, a chance to shop at the luxury stores on Newbury Street, to enjoy expensive foods without fear of poison or pollution, and to anonymously take delight in quality female companionship without the threat of recording devices in the hands of an interested populace.
He posts the video to the forum, and as an extra flourish, adds a link to the official’s biography on the Transport Ministry’s web site. For a second, he regrets the forgone revenue, but it’s been a while since he’s done a demonstration, and these are necessary to keep the business going.
He packs up his laptop. Now he has to wait.
* * *
Ruth doesn’t think there’s much value in viewing Mona’s apartment, but she’s learned over the years to not leave any stone unturned. She gets the key from Sarah Ding and makes her way to the apartment around 6:00 in the evening. Viewing the site at approximately the time of day when the murder occurred can sometimes be helpful.
She passes through the living room. There’s a small TV facing a futon, the kind of furniture that a young woman keeps from her college days when she doesn’t have a reason to upgrade. It’s a living room that was never meant for visitors.
She moves into the room in which the murder happened. The forensics team has cleaned it out. The room—it wasn’t Mona’s real bedroom, which was a tiny cubby down the hall, with just a twin bed and plain walls—is stripped bare, most of the loose items having been collected as evidence. The mattress is naked, as are the nightstands. The carpet has been vacuumed. The place smells like a hotel room: stale air and faint perfume.
Ruth notices the line of mirrors along the side of the bed, hanging over the closet doors. Watching arouses people.
She imagines how lonely Mona must have felt living here, touched and kissed and fucked by a stream of men who kept as much of themselves hidden from her as possible. She imagines her sitting in front of the small TV to relax, and dressing up to meet her parents so that she could lie some more.
Ruth imagines the way the murderer had shot Mona, and then cut her after. Were there more than one of them so that Mona thought a struggle was useless? Did they shoot her right away or did they ask her to tell them where she had hidden her money first? She can feel the Regulator starting up again, keeping her emotions in check. Evil has to be confronted dispassionately.
She decides she’s seen all she needs to see. She leaves the apartment and pulls the door closed. As she heads for the stairs, she sees a man coming up, keys in hand. Their eyes briefly meet, and he turns to the door of the apartment across the hall.
Ruth is sure the police have interviewed the neighbor. But sometimes people will tell things to a nonthreatening woman that they are reluctant to tell the cops.
She walks over and introduces herself, explaining that she’s a friend of Mona’s family, here to tie up some loose ends. The man, whose name is Peter, is wary but shakes her hand.
“I didn’t hear or see anything. We pretty much keep to ourselves in this building.”
“I believe you. But it would be helpful if we can chat a bit anyway. The family didn’t know much about her life here.”
He nods reluctantly and opens the door. He steps in and waves his arms up and around in a complex sequence as though he’s conducting an orchestra. The lights come on.
“That’s pretty fancy,” Ruth says. “You have the whole place wired up like that?”
His voice, cautious and guarded until now, grows animated. Talking about something other than the murder seems to relax him. “Yes. It’s called EchoSense. They add an adaptor to your wireless router and a few antennas around the room, and then it uses the Doppler shifts generated by your body’s movements in the radio waves to detect gestures.”
“You mean it can see you move with just the signals from your wifi bouncing around the room?”
“Something like that.”
Ruth remembers seeing an infomercial about this. She notes how small the apartment is and how little space separates it from Mona’s. They sit down and chat about what Peter remembers about Mona.
“Pretty girl. Way out of my league, but she was always pleasant.”
“Did she get a lot of visitors?”
“I don’t pry into other people’s business. But yeah, I remember lots of visitors, mostly men. I did think she might have been an escort. But that didn’t bother me. The men always seemed clean, business types. Not dangerous.”
“No one who looked like a gangster, for example?”
“I wouldn’t know what gangsters look like. But no, I don’t think so.”
They chat on inconsequentially for another fifteen minutes, and Ruth decides that she’s wasted enough time.
“Can I buy the router from you?” she asks. “And the EchoSense thing.”
“You can just order your own set online.”
“I hate shopping online. You can never return things. I know this one works; so I want it. I’ll offer you two thousand, cash.”
He considers this.
“I bet you can buy a new one and get another adaptor yourself from EchoSense for less than a quarter of that.”
He nods and retrieves the router, and she pays him. The act feels somehow illicit, not unlike how she imagines Mona’s transactions were.
* * *
Ruth posts an ad to a local classifieds site describing in vague terms what she’s looking for. Boston is blessed with many good colleges and lots of young men and women who would relish a technical challenge even more than the money she offers. She looks through the resumes until she finds the one she feels has the right skills: jailbreaking phones, reverse-engineering proprietary protocols, a healthy disrespect for acronyms like DMCA and CFAA.
She meets the young man at her office and explains what she wants. Daniel, dark-skinned, lanky, and shy, slouches in the chair across from hers as he listens without interrupting.
“Can you do it?” she asks.
“Maybe,” he says. “Companies like this one will usually send customer data back to the mothership anonymously to help improve their technology. Sometimes the data is cached locally for a while. It’s possible I’ll find logs on there a month old. If it’s there, I’ll get it for you. But I’ll have to figure out how they’re encoding the data and then make sense of it.”
“Do you think my theory is plausible?”
“I’m impressed you even came up with it. Wireless signals can go through walls, so it’s certainly possible that this adaptor has captured the movements of people in neighboring apartments. It’s a privacy nightmare, and I’m sure the company doesn’t publicize that.”
“How long will it take?”
“As little as a day or as much as a month. I won’t know until I start. It will help if you can draw me a map of the apartments and what’s inside.”
Ruth does as he asked. Then she tells him, “I’ll pay you three hundred dollars a day, with a five thousand dollar bonus if you succeed this week.”
“Deal.” He grins and picks up the router, getting ready to leave.
Because it never hurts to tell people what they’re doing is meaningful, she adds, “You’re helping to catch the killer of a young woman who’s not much older than you.”
Then she goes home because she’s run out of things to try.
* * *
The first hour after waking up is always the worst part of the day for Ruth.
As usual, she wakes from a nightmare. She lies still, disoriented, the images from her dream superimposed over the sight of the water stains on the ceiling. Her body is drenched in sweat.
The man holds Jessica in front of him with his left hand while the gun in his right hand is pointed at her head. She’s terrified, but not of him. He ducks so that her body shields his, and he whispers something into her ear.
“Mom! Mom!” she screams. “Don’t shoot. Please don’t shoot!”
Ruth rolls over, nauseated. She sits up at the edge of the bed, hating the smell of the hot room, the dust that she never has time to clean filling the air pierced by bright rays coming in from the east-facing window. She shoves the sheets off of her and stands up quickly, her breath coming too fast. She’s fighting the rising panic without any help, alone, her Regulator off.
The clock on the nightstand says 6:00.
She’s crouching behind the opened driver’s side door of her car. Her hands shake as she struggles to keep the man’s head, bobbing besides her daughter’s, in the sight of her gun. If she turns on her Regulator, she thinks her hands may grow steady and give her a clear shot at him.
What are her chances of hitting him instead of her? Ninety-five percent? Ninety-nine?
“Mom! Mom! No!”
She gets up and stumbles into the kitchen to turn on the coffeemaker. She curses when she finds the can empty and throws it clattering into the sink. The noise shocks her and she cringes.
Then she struggles into the shower, sluggishly, painfully, as though the muscles that she conditions daily through hard exercise were not there. She turns on the hot water but it brings no warmth to her shivering body.
Grief descends on her like a heavy weight. She sits down in the shower, curling her body into itself. Water streams down her face so she does not know if there are tears as her body heaves.
She fights the impulse to turn on the Regulator. It’s not time yet. She has to give her body the necessary rest.
The Regulator, a collection of chips and circuitry embedded at the top of her spine, is tied into the limbic system and the major blood vessels into the brain. Like its namesake from mechanical and electrical engineering, it maintains the levels of dopamine, noradrenaline, serotonin and other chemicals in the brain and in her blood stream. It filters out the chemicals when there’s an excess, and releases them when there’s a deficit.
And it obeys her will.
The implant allows a person control over her basic emotions: fear, disgust, joy, excitement, love. It’s mandatory for law enforcement officers, a way to minimize the effects of emotions on life-or-death decisions, a way to eliminate prejudice and irrationality.
“You have clearance to shoot,” the voice in her headset tells her. It’s the voice of her husband, Scott, the head of her department. His voice is completely calm. His Regulator is on.
She sees the head of the man bobbing up and down as he retreats with Jessica. He’s heading for the van parked by the side of the road.
“He’s got other hostages in there,” her husband continues to speak in her ear. “If you don’t shoot, you put the lives of those three other girls and who knows how many other people in danger. This is our best chance.”
The sound of sirens, her backup, is still faint. Too far away.
After what seems an eternity, she manages to stand up in the shower and turn off the water. She towels herself dry and dresses slowly. She tries to think of something, anything, to take her mind off its current track. But nothing works.
She despises the raw state of her mind. Without the Regulator, she feels weak, confused, angry. Waves of despair wash over her and everything appears in hopeless shades of grey. She wonders why she’s still alive.
It will pass, she thinks.Just a few more minutes.
Back when she had been on the force, she had adhered to the regulation requirement not to leave the Regulator on for more than two hours at a time. There are physiological and psychological risks associated with prolonged use. Some of her fellow officers had also complained about the way the Regulator made them feel robotic, deadened. No excitement from seeing a pretty woman; no thrill at the potential for a car chase; no righteous anger when faced with an act of abuse. Everything had to be deliberate: you decided when to let the adrenaline flow, and just enough to get the job done and not too much to interfere with judgment. But sometimes, they argued, you needed emotions, instinct, intuition.
Her Regulator had been off when she came home that day and recognized the man hiding from the city-wide manhunt.
Have I been working too much? she thinks. I don’t know any of her friends. When did Jess meet him? Why didn’t I ask her more questions when she was coming home late every night? Why did I stop for lunch instead of coming home half an hour earlier? There are a thousand things I could have done and should have done and would have done.
Fear and anger and regret are mixed up in her until she cannot tell which is which.
“Engage your Regulator,” her husband’s voice tells her. “You can make the shot.”
Why do I care about the lives of the other girls? she thinks. All I care about is Jess. Even the smallest chance of hurting her is too much.
Can she trust a machine to save her daughter? Should she rely on a machine to steady her shaking hands, to clear her blurry vision, to make a shot without missing?
“Mom, he’s going to let me go later. He won’t hurt me. He just wants to get away from here. Put the gun down!”
Maybe Scott can make a calculus about lives saved and lives put at risk. She won’t. She will not trust a machine.
“It’s okay, baby,” she croaks out. “It’s all going to be okay.”
She does not turn on the Regulator. She does not shoot.
Later, after she had identified the body of Jess—the bodies of all four of the girls had been badly burnt when the bomb went off—after she had been disciplined and discharged, after Scott and she had split up, after she had found no solace in alcohol and pills, she did finally find the help she needed: she could leave the Regulator on all the time.
The Regulator deadened the pain, stifled grief and numbed the ache of loss. It held down the regret, made it possible to pretend to forget. She craved the calmness it brought, the blameless, serene clarity.
She had been wrong to distrust it. That distrust had cost her Jess. She would not make the same mistake again.
Sometimes she thinks of the Regulator as a dependable lover, a comforting presence to lean on. Sometimes she thinks she’s addicted. She does not probe deeply behind these thoughts.
She would have preferred to never have to turn off the Regulator, to never be in a position to repeat her mistake. But even Doctor B balked at that (“Your brain will turn into mush.”). The illegal modifications he did agree to make allow the Regulator to remain on for a maximum of twenty-three hours at a stretch. Then she must take an hour-long break during which she must remain conscious.
And so there’s always this hour in the morning, right as she wakes, when she’s naked and alone with her memories, unshielded from the rush of red-hot hatred (for the man? for herself?) and white-cold rage, and the black, bottomless abyss that she endures as her punishment.
The alarm beeps. She concentrates like a monk in meditation and feels the hum of the Regulator starting up. Relief spreads out from the center of her mind to the very tips of her fingers, the soothing, numbing serenity of a regulated, disciplined mind. To be regulated is to be a regular person.
She stands up, limber, graceful, powerful, ready to hunt.
* * *
The Watcher has identified more of the men in the pictures. He’s now in a new motel room, this one more expensive than usual because he feels like he deserves a treat after all he’s been through. Hunching over all day to edit video is hard work.
He pans the cropping rectangle over the video to give it a sense of dynamism and movement. There’s an artistry to this.
He’s amazed how so few people seem to know about the eye implants. There’s something about eyes, so vulnerable, so essential to the way people see the world and themselves, that makes people feel protective and reluctant to invade them. The laws regarding eye modifications are the most stringent, and after a while, people begin to mistake “not permitted” with “not possible.”
They don’t know what they don’t want to know.
All his life, he’s felt that he’s missed some key piece of information, some secret that everyone else seemed to know. He’s intelligent, diligent, but somehow things have not worked out.
He never knew his father, and when he was eleven, his mother had left him one day at home with twenty dollars and never came back. A string of foster homes had followed, and nobody, nobody could tell him what he was missing, why he was always at the mercy of judges and bureaucrats, why he had so little control over his life, not where he would sleep, not when he would eat, not who would have power over him next.
He made it his subject to study men, to watch and try to understand what made them tick. Much of what he learned had disappointed him. Men were vain, proud, ignorant. They let their desires carry them away, ignored risks that were obvious. They did not think, did not plan. They did not know what they really wanted. They let the TV tell them what they should have and hoped that working at their pathetic jobs would make those wishes come true.
He craved control. He wanted to see them dance to his tune the way he had been made to dance to the tune of everyone else.
So he had honed himself to be pure and purposeful, like a sharp knife in a drawer full of ridiculous, ornate, fussy kitchen gadgets. He knew what he wanted and he worked at getting it with singular purpose.
He adjusts the colors and the dynamic range to compensate for the dim light in the video. He wants there to be no mistake in identifying the man.
He stretches his tired arms and sore neck. For a moment he wonders if he’ll be better off if he pays to have parts of his body enhanced so he can work for longer, without pain and fatigue. But the momentary fancy passes.
Most people don’t like medically unnecessary enhancements and would only accept them if they’re required for a job. No such sentimental considerations for bodily integrity or “naturalness” constrain the Watcher. He does not like enhancements because he views reliance on them as a sign of weakness. He would defeat his enemies by his mind, and with the aid of planning and foresight. He does not need to depend on machines.
He had learned to steal, and then rob, and eventually how to kill for money. But the money was really secondary, just a means to an end. It was control that he desired. The only man he had killed was a lawyer, someone who lied for a living. Lying had brought him money, and that gave him power, made people bow down to him and smile at him and speak in respectful voices. The Watcher had loved that moment when the man begged him for mercy, when he would have done anything the Watcher wanted. The Watcher had taken what he wanted from the man rightfully, by superiority of intellect and strength. Yet, the Watcher had been caught and gone to jail for it. A system that rewarded liars and punished the Watcher could not in any sense be called just.
He presses “Save.” He’s done with this video.
Knowledge of the truth gave him power, and he would make others acknowledge it.
* * *
Before Ruth is about to make her next move, Daniel calls, and they meet in her office again.
“I have what you wanted.”
He takes out his laptop and shows her an animation, like a movie.
“They stored videos on the adaptor?”
Daniel laughs. “No. The device can’t really ‘see’ and that would be far too much data. No, the adaptor just stored readings, numbers. I made the animation so it’s easier to understand.”
She’s impressed. The young man knows how to give a good presentation.
“The wifi echoes aren’t captured with enough resolution to give you much detail. But you can get a rough sense of people’s sizes and heights and their movements. This is what I got from the day and hour you specified.”
They watch as a bigger, vaguely humanoid shape appears at Mona’s apartment door, precisely at 6:00, meeting a smaller, vaguely humanoid shape.
“Seems they had an appointment,” Daniel says.
They watch as the smaller shape leads the bigger shape into the bedroom, and then the two embrace. They watch the smaller shape climb into space—presumably onto the bed. They watch the bigger shape climb up after it. They watch the shooting, and then the smaller shape collapses and disappears. They watch the bigger shape lean over, and the smaller shape flickers into existence as it’s moved from time to time.
So there was only one killer, Ruth thinks. And he was a client.
“How tall is he?”
“There’s a scale to the side.”
Ruth watches the animation over and over. The man is six foot two or six foot three, maybe 180 to 200 pounds. She notices that he has a bit of a limp as he walks.
She’s now convinced that Luo was telling the truth. Not many Chinese men are six foot two, and such a man would stick out too much to be a killer for a gang. Every witness would remember him. Mona’s killer had been a client, maybe even a regular. It wasn’t a random robbery but carefully planned.
The man is still out there, and killers that meticulous rarely kill only once.
“Thank you,” she says. “You might be saving another young woman’s life.”
* * *
Ruth dials the number for the police department.
“Captain Brennan, please.”
She gives her name and her call is transferred, and then she hears the gruff, weary voice of her ex-husband. “What can I do for you?”
Once again, she’s glad she has the Regulator. His voice dredges up memories of his raspy morning mumbles, his stentorian laughter, his tender whispers when they were alone, the soundtrack of twenty years of a life spent together, a life that they had both thought would last until one of them died.
“I need a favor.”
He doesn’t answer right away. She wonders if she’s too abrupt—a side effect of leaving the Regulator on all the time. Maybe she should have started with “How’ve you been?”
Finally, he speaks. “What is it?” The voice is restrained, but laced with exhausted, desiccated pain.
“I’d like to use your NCIC access.”
Another pause. “Why?”
“I’m working on the Mona Ding case. I think this is a man who’s killed before and will kill again. He’s got a method. I want to see if there are related cases in other cities.”
“That’s out of the question, Ruth. You know that. Besides, there’s no point. We’ve run all the searches we can, and there’s nothing similar. This was a Chinese gang protecting their business, simple as that. Until we have the resources in the Gang Unit to deal with it, I’m sorry, this will have to go cold for a while.”
Ruth hears the unspoken.The Chinese gangs have always preyed on their own. Until they bother the tourists, let’s just leave them alone. She’d heard similar sentiments often enough back when she was on the force. The Regulator could do nothing about certain kinds of prejudice. It’s perfectly rational. And also perfectly wrong.
“I don’t think so. I have an informant who says that the Chinese gangs have nothing to do with it.”
Scott snorts. “Yes, of course you can trust the word of a Chinese snakehead. But there’s also the note and the phone.”
“The note is most likely a forgery. And do you really think this Chinese gang member would be smart enough to realize that the phone records would give him away and then decide that the best place to hide it was around his place of business?”
“Who knows? Criminals are stupid.”
“The man is far too methodical for that. It’s a red herring.”
“You have no evidence.”
“I have a good reconstruction of the crime and a description of the suspect. He’s too tall to be the kind a Chinese gang would use.”
This gets his attention. “From where?”
“A neighbor had a home motion-sensing system that captured wireless echoes into Mona’s apartment. I paid someone to reconstruct it.”
“Will that stand up in court?”
“I doubt it. It will take expert testimony and you’ll have to get the company to admit that they capture that information. They’ll fight it tooth and nail.”
“Then it’s not much use to me.”
“If you give me a chance to look in the database, maybe I can turn it into something you can use.” She waits a second and presses on, hoping that he’ll be sentimental. “I’ve never asked you for much.”
“This is the first time you’ve ever asked me for something like this.”
“I don’t usually take on cases like this.”
“What is it about this girl?”
Ruth considers the question. There are two ways to answer it. She can try to explain the fee she’s being paid and why she feels she’s adding value. Or she can give what she suspects is the real reason. Sometimes the Regulator makes it hard to tell what’s true. “Sometimes people think the police don’t look as hard when the victim is a sex worker. I know your resources are constrained, but maybe I can help.”
“It’s the mother, isn’t it? You feel bad for her.”
Ruth does not answer. She can feel the Regulator kicking in again. Without it, perhaps she would be enraged.
“She’s not Jess, Ruth. Finding her killer won’t make you feel better.”
“I’m asking for a favor. You can just say no.”
Scott does not sigh, and he does not mumble. He’s simply quiet. Then, a few seconds later: “Come to the office around 8:00. You can use the terminal in my office.”
* * *
The Watcher thinks of himself as a good client. He makes sure he gets his money’s worth, but he leaves a generous tip. He likes the clarity of money, the way it makes the flow of power obvious. The girl he just left was certainly appreciative.
He drives faster. He feels he’s been too self-indulgent the last few weeks, working too slowly. He needs to make sure the last round of targets have paid. If not, he needs to carry through. Action. Reaction. It’s all very simple once you understand the rules.
He rubs the bandage around his ring finger, which allows him to maintain the pale patch of skin that girls like to see. The lingering, sickly sweet perfume from the last girl—Melody, Mandy, he’s already forgetting her name—reminds him of Tara, who he will never forget.
Tara may have been the only girl he’s really loved. She was blonde, petite, and very expensive. But she had liked him for some reason. Perhaps because they were both broken, and the jagged pieces happened to fit.
She had stopped charging him and told him her real name. He was a kind of boyfriend. Because he was curious, she explained her business to him. How certain words and turns of phrase and tones on the phone were warning signs. What she looked for in a desired regular. What signs on a man probably meant he was safe. He enjoyed learning about this. It seemed to require careful watching by the girl, and he respected those who looked and studied and made the information useful.
He had looked into her eyes as he fucked her, and then said, “Is something wrong with your right eye?”
She had stopped moving. “What?”
“I wasn’t sure at first. But yes, it’s like you have something behind your eye.”
She wriggled under him. He was annoyed and thought about holding her down. But he decided not to. She seemed about to tell him something important. He rolled off of her.
“You’re very observant.”
“I try. What is it?”
She told him about the implant.
“You’ve been recording your clients having sex with you?”
“Yes.”
“I want to see the ones you have of us.”
She laughed. “I’ll have to go under the knife for that. Not going to happen until I retire. Having your skull opened up once was enough.”
She explained how the recordings made her feel safe, gave her a sense of power, like having bank accounts whose balances only she knew and kept growing. If she were ever threatened, she would be able to call on the powerful men she knew for aid. And after retirement, if things didn’t work out and she got desperate, perhaps she could use them to get her regulars to help her out a little.
He had liked the way she thought. So devious. So like him.
He had been sorry when he killed her. Removing her head was more difficult and messy than he had imagined. Figuring out what to do with the little silver half-sphere had taken months. He would learn to do better over time.
But Tara had been blind to the implications of what she had done. What she had wasn’t just insurance, wasn’t just a rainy-day fund. She had revealed to him that she had what it took to make his dream come true, and he had to take it from her.
He pulls into the parking lot of the hotel and finds himself seized by an unfamiliar sensation: sorrow. He misses Tara, like missing a mirror you’ve broken.
* * *
Ruth is working with the assumption that the man she’s looking for targets independent prostitutes. There’s an efficiency and a method to the way Mona was killed that suggested practice.
She begins by searching the NCIC database for prostitutes who had been killed by a suspect matching the EchoSense description. As she expects, she comes up with nothing that seems remotely similar. The man hadn’t left obvious trails.
The focus on Mona’s eyes may be a clue. Maybe the killer has a fetish for Asian women. Ruth changes her search to concentrate on body mutilations of Asian prostitutes similar to what Mona had suffered. Again, nothing.
Ruth sits back and thinks over the situation. It’s common for serial killers to concentrate on victims of a specific ethnicity. But that may be a red herring here.
She expands her search to include all independent prostitutes who had been killed in the last year or so, and now there are too many hits. Dozens and dozens of killings of prostitutes of every description pop up. Most were sexually assaulted. Some were tortured. Many had their bodies mutilated. Almost all were robbed. Gangs were suspected in several cases. She sifts through them, looking for similarities. Nothing jumps out at her.
She needs more information.
She logs onto the escort sites in the various cities and looks up the ads of the murdered women. Not all of them remain online, as some sites deactivate ads when enough patrons complain about unavailability. She prints out what she can, laying them out side by side to compare.
Then she sees it. It’s in the ads.
A subset of the ads triggers a sense of familiarity in Ruth’s mind. They were all carefully written, free of spelling and grammar mistakes. They were frank but not explicit, seductive without verging on parody. The johns who posted reviews described them as “classy.”
It’s a signal, Ruth realizes. The ads are written to give off the air of being careful, selective,discreet. There is in them, for lack of a better word, a sense oftaste.
All of the women in these ads were extraordinarily beautiful, with smooth skin and thick, long flowing hair. All of them were between twenty-two and thirty, not so young as to be careless or supporting themselves through school, and not old enough to lose the ability to pass for younger. All of them were independent, with no pimp or evidence of being on drugs.
Luo’s words come back to her: The men who go to massage parlors for $60 an hour and a happy ending are not the kind who’d pay for a girl like this.
There’s a certain kind of client who would be attracted to the signs given out by these girls, Ruth thinks: men who care very much about the risk of discovery and who believe that they deserve something special, suitable for their distinguished tastes.
She prints out the NCIC entries for the women.
All the women she’s identified were killed in their homes. No sign of struggle—possibly because they were meeting a client. One was strangled, the others shot through the heart in the back, like Mona. In all the cases except one—the woman who was strangled—the police had found record of a suspicious call on the day of the murder from a prepaid phone that was later found somewhere in the city. The killer had taken all the women’s money.
Ruth knows she’s on the right track. Now she needs to examine the case reports in more detail to see if she can find more patterns to identify the killer.
The door to the office opens. It’s Scott.
“Still here?” The scowl on his face shows that he does not have his Regulator on. “It’s after midnight.”
She notes, not for the first time, how the men in the department have often resisted the Regulator unless absolutely necessary, claiming that it dulled their instincts and hunches. But they had also asked her whether she had hers on whenever she dared to disagree with them. They would laugh when they asked.
“I think I’m onto something,” she says, calmly.
“You working with the goddamned Feds now?”
“What are you talking about?”
“You haven’t seen the news?”
“I’ve been here all evening.”
He takes out his tablet, opens a bookmark, and hands it to her. It’s an article in the international section of the Globe, which she rarely reads. “Scandal Unseats Chinese Transport Minister,” says the headline.
She scans the article quickly. A video has surfaced on the Chinese microblogs showing an important official in the Transport Ministry having sex with a prostitute. Moreover, it seems that he had been paying her out of public funds. He’s already been removed from his post due to the public outcry.
Accompanying the article is a grainy photo, a still capture from the video. Before the Regulator kicks in, Ruth feels her heart skip a beat. The image shows a man on top of a woman. Her head is turned to the side, directly facing the camera.
“That’s your girl, isn’t it?”
Ruth nods. She recognizes the bed and the nightstand with the clock and wicker basket from the crime scene photos.
“The Chinese are hopping mad. They think we had the man under surveillance when he was in Boston and released this video deliberately to mess with them. They’re protesting through the backchannels, threatening retaliation. The Feds want us to look into it and see what we can find out about how the video was made. They don’t know that she’s already dead, but I recognized her as soon as I saw her. If you ask me, it’s probably something the Chinese cooked up themselves to try to get rid of the guy in an internal purge. Maybe they even paid the girl to do it and then they killed her. That or our own spies decided to get rid of her after using her as bait, in which case I expect this investigation to be shut down pretty quickly. Either way, I’m not looking forward to this mess. And I advise you to back off as well.”
Ruth feels a moment of resentment before the Regulator whisks it away. If Mona’s death was part of a political plot, then Scott is right, she really is way out of her depth. The police had been wrong to conclude that it was a gang killing. But she’s wrong, too. Mona was an unfortunate pawn in some political game, and the trend she thought she had noticed was illusory, just a set of coincidences.
The rational thing to do is to let the police take over. She’ll have to tell Sarah Ding that there’s nothing she can do for her now.
“We’ll have to sweep the apartment again for recording devices. And you better let me know the name of your informant. We’ll need to question him thoroughly to see which gangs are involved. This could be a national security matter.”
“You know I can’t do that. I have no evidence he has anything to do with this.”
“Ruth, we’re picking this up now. If you want to find the girl’s killer, help me.”
“Feel free to round up all the usual suspects in Chinatown. It’s what you want to do, anyway.”
He stares at her, his face weary and angry, a look she’s very familiar with. Then his face relaxes. He has decided to engage his Regulator, and he no longer wants to argue or talk about what couldn’t be said between them.
Her Regulator kicks in automatically.
“Thank you for letting me use your office,” she says placidly. “You have a good night.”
* * *
The scandal had gone off exactly as the Watcher planned. He’s pleased but not yet ready to celebrate. That was only the first step, a demonstration of his power. Next, he has to actually make sure it pays.
He goes through the recordings and pictures he’s extracted from the dead girl and picks out a few more promising targets based on his research. Two are prominent Chinese businessmen connected with top Party bosses; one is the brother of an Indian diplomatic attaché; two more are sons of the House of Saud studying in Boston. It’s remarkable how similar the dynamics between the powerful and the people they ruled over were around the world. He also finds a prominent CEO and a Justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court, but these he sets aside. It’s not that he’s particularly patriotic, but he instinctively senses that if one of his victims decides to turn him in instead of paying up, he’ll be in much less trouble if the victim isn’t an American. Besides, American public figures also have a harder time moving money around anonymously, as evidenced by his experience with those two Senators in DC, which almost unraveled his whole scheme. Finally, it never hurts to have a judge or someone famous that can be leaned on in case the Watcher is caught.
Patience, and an eye for details.
He sends off his emails. Each references the article about the Chinese Transport Minister (“see, this could be you!”) and then includes two files. One is the full video of the minister and the girl (to show that he was the originator) and the second is a carefully curated video of the recipient coupling with her. Each email contains a demand for payment and directions to make deposits to a numbered Swiss bank account or to transfer anonymous electronic cryptocurrency.
He browses the escort sites again. He’s narrowed down the girls he suspects to just a few. Now he just has to look at them more closely to pick out the right one. He grows excited at the prospect.
He glances up at the people walking past him in the streets. All these foolish men and women moving around as if dreaming. They do not understand that the world is full of secrets, accessible only to those patient enough, observant enough to locate them and dig them out of their warm, bloody hiding places, like retrieving pearls from the soft flesh inside an oyster. And then, armed with those secrets, you could make men half a world away tremble and dance.
He closes his laptop and gets up to leave. He thinks about packing up the mess in his motel room, setting out the surgical kit, the baseball cap, the gun and a few other surprises he’s learned to take with him when he’s hunting.
Time to dig for more treasure.
* * *
Ruth wakes up. The old nightmares have been joined by new ones. She stays curled up in bed fighting waves of despair. She wants to lie here forever.
Days of work and she has nothing to show for it.
She’ll have to call Sarah Ding later, after she turns on the Regulator. She can tell her that Mona was probably not killed by a gang, but somehow had been caught up in events bigger than she could handle. How would that make Sarah feel better?
The image from yesterday’s news will not leave her mind, no matter how hard she tries to push it away.
Ruth struggles up and pulls up the article. She can’t explain it, but the image just looks wrong. Not having the Regulator on makes it hard to think.
She finds the crime scene photo of Mona’s bedroom and compares it with the image from the article. She looks back and forth.
Isn’t the basket of condoms on the wrong side of the bed?
The shot is taken from the left side of the bed. So the closet doors, with the mirrors on them, should be on the far side of the shot, behind the couple. But there’s only a blank wall behind them in the shot. Ruth’s heart is beating so fast that she feels faint.
The alarm beeps. Ruth glances up at the red numbers and turns the Regulator on.
The clock.
She looks back at the image. The alarm clock in the shot is tiny and fuzzy, but she can just make the numbers out. They’re backwards.
Ruth walks steadily over to her laptop and begins to search online for the video. She finds it without much trouble and presses play.
Despite the video stabilization and the careful cropping, she can see that Mona’s eyes are always looking directly into the camera.
There’s only one explanation: the camera was aimed at the mirrors, and it was located in Mona’s eye.
The eyes.
She goes through the NCIC entries of the other women she printed out yesterday, and now the pattern that had proven elusive seems obvious.
There was a blonde in Los Angeles whose head had been removed after death and never found; there was a brunette, also in LA, whose skull had been cracked open and her brains mashed; there was a Mexican woman and a black woman in DC whose faces had been subjected to post-mortem trauma in more restrained ways, with the cheekbones crushed and broken. Then finally, there was Mona, whose eyes had been carefully removed.
The killer has been improving his technique.
The Regulator holds her excitement in check. She needs more data.
She looks through all of Mona’s photographs again. Nothing out of place shows up in the earlier pictures, but in the picture from her birthday with her parents, a flash was used, and there’s an odd glint in her left eye.
Most cameras can automatically compensate for red-eye, which is caused by the light from the flash reflecting off the blood-rich choroid in the back of the eye. But the glint in Mona’s picture is not red; it’s bluish.
Calmly, Ruth flips through the photographs of the other girls who have been killed. And in each, she finds the tell-tale glint. This must be how the killer identified his targets.
She picks up the phone and dials the number for her friend. She and Gail had gone to college together, and she’s now working as a researcher for an advanced medical devices company.
“Hello?”
She hears the chatter of other people in the background. “Gail, it’s Ruth. Can you talk?”
“Just a minute.” She hears the background conversation grow muffled and then abruptly shut off. “You never call unless you’re asking about another enhancement. We’re not getting any younger, you know? You have to stop at some point.”
Gail had been the one to suggest the various enhancements Ruth has obtained over the years. She had even found Doctor B for her because she didn’t want Ruth to end up crippled. But she had done it reluctantly, conflicted about the idea of turning Ruth into a cyborg.
“This feels wrong,” she would say. “You don’t need these things done to you. They’re not medically necessary.”
“This can save my life the next time someone is trying to choke me,” Ruth would say.
“It’s not the same thing,” she would say. And the conversations would always end with Gail giving in, but with stern warnings about no further enhancements.
Sometimes you help a friend even when you disapprove of their decisions. It’s complicated.
Ruth answers Gail on the phone, “No. I’m just fine. But I want to know if you know about a new kind of enhancement. I’m sending you some pictures now. Hold on.” She sends over the images of the girls where she can see the strange glint in their eyes. “Take a look. Can you see that flash in their eyes? Do you know anything like this?” She doesn’t tell Gail her suspicion so that Gail’s answer would not be affected.
Gail is silent for a while. “I see what you mean. These are not great pictures. But let me talk to some people and call you back.”
“Don’t send the full pictures around. I’m in the middle of an investigation. Just crop out the eyes if you can.”
Ruth hangs up. The Regulator is working extra hard. Something about what she said—cropping out the girls’ eyes—triggered a bodily response of disgust that the Regulator is suppressing. She’s not sure why. With the Regulator, sometimes it’s hard for her to see the connections between things.
While waiting for Gail to call her back, she looks through the active online ads in Boston once more. The killer has a pattern of killing a few girls in each city before moving on. He must be on the hunt for a second victim here. The best way to catch him is to find her before he does.
She clicks through ad after ad, the parade of flesh a meaningless blur, focusing only on the eyes. Finally, she sees what she’s looking for. The girl uses the name Carrie, and she has dirty-blond hair and green eyes. Her ad is clean, clear, well-written, like a tasteful sign amidst the parade of flashing neon. The timestamp on the ad shows that she last modified it twelve hours ago. She’s likely still alive.
Ruth calls the number listed.
“This is Carrie. Please leave a message.”
As expected, Carrie screens her calls.
“Hello. My name is Ruth Law, and I saw your ad. I’d like to make an appointment with you.” She hesitates, and then adds, “This is not a joke. I really want to see you.” She leaves her number and hangs up.
The phone rings almost immediately. Ruth picks up. But it’s Gail, not Carrie.
“I asked around, and people who ought to know tell me the girls are probably wearing a new kind of retinal implant. It’s not FDA-approved. But of course you can go overseas and get them installed if you pay enough.”
“What do they do?”
“They’re hidden cameras.”
“How do you get the pictures and videos out?”
“You don’t. They have no wireless connections to the outside world. In fact, they’re shielded to emit as little RF emissions as possible so that they’re undetectable to camera scanners, and a wireless connection would just mean another way to hack into them. All the storage is inside the device. To retrieve them you have to have surgery again. Not the kind of thing most people would be interested in unless you’re trying to record people who really don’t want you to be recording them.”
When you’re so desperate for safety that you think this provides insurance, Ruth thinks. Some future leverage.
And there’s no way to get the recordings out except to cut the girl open. “Thanks.”
“I don’t know what you’re involved in, Ruth, but you really are getting too old for this. Are you still leaving the Regulator on all the time? It’s not healthy.”
“Don’t I know it.” She changes the subject to Gail’s children. The Regulator allows her to have this conversation without pain. After a suitable amount of time, she says goodbye and hangs up.
The phone rings again.
“This is Carrie. You called me.”
“Yes.” Ruth makes her voice sound light, carefree.
Carrie’s voice is flirtatious but cautious. “Is this for you and your boyfriend or husband?”
“No, just me.”
She grips the phone, counting the seconds. She tries to will Carrie not to hang up.
“I found your web site. You’re a private detective?”
Ruth already knew that she would. “Yes, I am.”
“I can’t tell you anything about any of my clients. My business depends on discretion.”
“I’m not going to ask you about your clients. I just want to see you.” She thinks hard about how to gain her trust. The Regulator makes this difficult, as she has become unused to the emotive quality of judgments and impressions. She thinks the truth is too abrupt and strange to convince her. So she tries something else. “I’m interested in a new experience. I guess it’s something I’ve always wanted to try and haven’t.”
“Are you working for the cops? I am stating now for the record that you’re paying me only for companionship, and anything that happens beyond that is a decision between consenting adults.”
“Look, the cops wouldn’t use a woman to trap you. It’s too suspicious.”
The silence tells Ruth that Carrie is intrigued. “What time are you thinking of?”
“As soon as you’re free. How about now?”
“It’s not even noon yet. I don’t start work until 6:00.”
Ruth doesn’t want to push too hard and scare her off. “Then I’d like to have you all night.”
She laughs. “Why don’t we start with two hours for a first date?”
“That will be fine.”
“You saw my prices?”
“Yes. Of course.”
“Take a picture of yourself holding your ID and text it to me first so I know you’re for real. If that checks out, you can go to the corner of Victory and Beech in Back Bay at 6:00 and call me again. Put the cash in a plain envelope.”
“I will.”
“See you, my dear.” She hangs up.
* * *
Ruth looks into the girl’s eyes. Now that she knows what to look for, she thinks she can see the barest hint of a glint in her left eye.
She hands her the cash and watches her count it. She’s very pretty, and so young. The ways she leans against the wall reminds her of Jess. The Regulator kicks in.
She’s in a lace nightie, black stockings and garters. High-heeled fluffy bedroom slippers that seem more funny than erotic.
Carrie puts the money aside and smiles at her. “Do you want to take the lead or have me do it? I’m fine either way.”
“I’d rather just talk for a bit first.”
Carrie frowns. “I told you I can’t talk about my clients.”
“I know. But I want to show you something.”
Carrie shrugs and leads her to the bedroom. It’s a lot like Mona’s room: king-sized bed, cream-colored sheets, a glass bowl of condoms, a clock discreetly on the nightstand. The mirror is mounted on the ceiling.
They sit down on the bed. Ruth takes out a file, and hands Carrie a stack of photographs.
“All of these girls have been killed in the last year. All of them have the same implants you do.”
Carrie looks up, shocked. Her eyes blink twice, rapidly.
“I know what you have behind your eye. I know you think it makes you safer. Maybe you even think someday the information in there can be a second source of income, when you’re too old to do this. But there’s a man who wants to cut that out of you. He’s been doing the same to the other girls.”
She shows her the pictures of dead Mona, with the bloody, mutilated face.
Carrie drops the pictures. “Get out. I’m calling the police.” She stands up and grabs her phone.
Ruth doesn’t move. “You can. Ask to speak to Captain Scott Brennan. He knows who I am, and he’ll confirm what I’ve told you. I think you’re the next target.”
She hesitates.
Ruth continues, “Or you can just look at these pictures. You know what to look for. They were all just like you.”
Carrie sits down and examines the pictures. “Oh God. Oh God.”
“I know you probably have a set of regulars. At your prices you don’t need and won’t get many new clients. But have you taken on anyone new lately?”
“Just you and one other. He’s coming at 8:00.”
Ruth’s Regulator kicks in.
“Do you know what he looks like?”
“No. But I asked him to call me when he gets to the street corner, just like you, so I can get a look at him first before having him come up.”
Ruth takes out her phone. “I need to call the police.”
“No! You’ll get me arrested. Please!”
Ruth thinks about this. She’s only guessing that this man might be the killer. If she involves the police now and he turns out to be just a customer, Carrie’s life will be ruined.
“Then I’ll need to see him myself, in case he’s the one.”
“Shouldn’t I just call it off?”
Ruth hears the fear in the girl’s voice, and it reminds her of Jess, too, when she used to ask her to stay in her bedroom after watching a scary movie. She can feel the Regulator kicking into action again. She cannot let her emotions get in the way. “That would probably be safer for you, but we’d lose the chance to catch him if he is the one. Please, I need you to go through with it so I can get a close look at him. This may be our best chance of stopping him from hurting others.”
Carrie bites her bottom lip. “All right. Where will you hide?”
Ruth wishes she had thought to bring her gun, but she hadn’t wanted to spook Carrie and she didn’t anticipate having to fight. She’ll need to be close enough to stop the man if he turns out to be the killer, and yet not so close as to make it easy for him to discover her.
“I can’t hide inside here at all. He’ll look around before going into the bedroom with you.” She walks into the living room, which faces the back of the building, away from the street, and lifts the window open. “I can hide out here, hanging from the ledge. If he turns out to be the killer, I have to wait till the last possible minute to come in to cut off his escape. If he’s not the killer, I’ll drop down and leave.”
Carrie is clearly uncomfortable with this plan, but she nods, trying to be brave.
“Act as normal as you can. Don’t make him think something is wrong.”
Carrie’s phone rings. She swallows and clicks the phone on. She walks over to the bedroom window. Ruth follows.
“This is Carrie.”
Ruth looks out the window. The man standing at the corner appears to be the right height, but that’s not enough to be sure. She has to catch him and interrogate him.
“I’m in the four-story building about a hundred feet behind you. Come up to apartment 303. I’m so glad you came, dear. We’ll have a great time, I promise.” She hangs up.
The man starts walking this way. Ruth thinks there’s a limp to his walk, but again, she can’t be sure.
“Is it him?” Carrie asks.
“I don’t know. We have to let him in and see.”
Ruth can feel the Regulator humming. She knows that the idea of using Carrie as bait frightens her, is repugnant even. But it’s the logical thing to do. She’ll never get a chance like this again. She has to trust that she can protect the girl.
“I’m going outside the window. You’re doing great. Just keep him talking and do what he wants. Get him relaxed and focused on you. I’ll come in before he can hurt you. I promise.”
Carrie smiles. “I’m good at acting.”
Ruth goes to the living room window and deftly climbs out. She lets her body down, hanging onto the window ledge with her fingers so that she’s invisible from inside the apartment. “Okay, close the window. Leave just a slit open so I can hear what happens inside.”
“How long can you hang like this?”
“Long enough.”
Carrie closes the window. Ruth is glad for the artificial tendons and tensors in her shoulders and arms and the reinforced fingers, holding her up. The idea had been to make her more effective in close combat, but they’re coming in handy now, too.
She counts off the seconds. The man should be at the building… he should now be coming up the stairs… he should now be at the door.
She hears the door to the apartment open.
“You’re even prettier than your pictures.” The voice is rich, deep, satisfied.
“Thank you.”
She hears more conversation, the exchange of money. Then the sound of more walking.
They’re heading towards the bedroom. She can hear the man stopping to look into the other rooms. She almost can feel his gaze pass over the top of her head, out the window.
Ruth pulls herself up slowly, quietly, and looks in. She sees the man disappear into the hallway. There’s a distinct limp.
She waits a few more seconds so that the man cannot rush back past her before she can reach the hallway to block it, and then she takes a deep breath and wills the Regulator to pump her blood full of adrenaline. The world seems to grow brighter and time slows down as she flexes her arms and pulls herself onto the window ledge.
She squats down and pulls the window up in one swift motion. She knows that the grinding noise will alert the man, and she has only a few seconds to get to him. She ducks, rolls through the open window onto the floor inside. Then she continues to roll until her feet are under her and activates the pistons in her legs to leap towards the hallway.
She lands and rolls again to not give him a clear target, and jumps again from her crouch into the bedroom.
The man shoots and the bullet strikes her left shoulder. She tackles him as her arms, held in front of her, slam into his midsection. He falls and the gun clatters away.
Now the pain from the bullet hits. She wills the Regulator to pump up the adrenaline and the endorphins to numb the pain. She pants and concentrates on the fight for her life.
He tries to flip her over with his superior mass, to pin her down, but she clamps her hands around his neck and squeezes hard. Men have always underestimated her at the beginning of a fight, and she has to take advantage of it. She knows that her grip feels like iron clamps around him, with all the implanted energy cells in her arms and hands activated and on full power. He winces, grabs her hands to try to pry them off. After a few seconds, realizing the futility of it, he ceases to struggle.
He’s trying to talk but can’t get any air into his lungs. Ruth lets up a little, and he chokes out, “You got me.”
Ruth increases the pressure again, choking off his supply of air. She turns to Carrie, who’s at the foot of the bed, frozen. “Call the police. Now.”
She complies. As she continues to hold the phone against her ear as the 911 dispatcher has instructed her to do, she tells Ruth, “They’re on their way.”
The man goes limp with his eyes closed. Ruth lets go of his neck. She doesn’t want to kill him, so she clamps her hands around his wrists while she sits on his legs, holding him still on the floor.
He revives and starts to moan. “You’re breaking my fucking arms!”
Ruth lets up the pressure a bit to conserve her power. The man’s nose is bleeding from the fall against the floor when she tackled him. He inhales loudly, swallows, and says, “I’m going to drown if you don’t let me sit up.”
Ruth considers this. She lets up the pressure further and pulls him into a sitting position.
She can feel the energy cells in her arms depleting. She won’t have the physical upper hand much longer if she has to keep on restraining him this way.
She calls out to Carrie. “Come over here and tie his hands together.”
Carrie puts down the phone done and comes over gingerly. “What do I use?”
“Don’t you have any rope? You know, for your clients?”
“I don’t do that kind of thing.”
Ruth thinks. “You can use stockings.”
As Carrie ties the man’s hands and feet together in front of him, he coughs. Some of the blood has gone down the wrong pipe. Ruth is unmoved and doesn’t ease up on the pressure, and he winces. “Goddamn it. You’re one psycho robo bitch.”
Ruth ignores him. The stockings are too stretchy and won’t hold him for long. But it should last long enough for her to get the gun and point it at him.
Carrie retreats to the other side of the room. Ruth lets the man go and backs away from him towards the gun on the floor a few yards away, keeping her eyes on him. If he makes any sudden movements, she’ll be back on him in a flash.
He stays limp and unmoving as she steps backwards. She begins to relax. The Regulator is trying to calm her down now, to filter the adrenalin out of her system.
When she’s about half way to the gun, the man suddenly reaches into his jacket with his hands, still tied together. Ruth hesitates for only a second before pushing out with her legs to jump backwards to the gun.
As she lands, the man locates something inside his jacket, and suddenly Ruth feels her legs and arms go limp and she falls to the ground, stunned.
Carrie is screaming. “My eye! Oh God I can’t see out of my left eye!”
Ruth can’t seem to feel her legs at all, and her arms feel like rubber. Worst of all, she’s panicking. It seems she’s never been this scared or in this much pain. She tries to feel the presence of the Regulator and there’s nothing, just emptiness. She can smell the sweet, sickly smell of burnt electronics in the air. The clock on the nightstand is dark.
She’s the one who had underestimatedhim. Despair floods through her and there’s nothing to hold it back.
Ruth can hear the man stagger up off the floor. She wills herself to turn over, to move, to reach for the gun. She crawls. One foot, another foot. She seems to be moving through molasses because she’s so weak. She can feel every one of her forty-nine years. She feels every sharp stab of pain in her shoulder.
She reaches the gun, grabs it, and sits up against the wall, pointing it back into the center of the room.
The man has gotten out of Carrie’s ineffective knots. He’s now holding Carrie, blind in one eye, shielding his body with hers. He holds a scalpel against her throat. He’s already broken the skin and a thin stream of blood flows down her neck.
He backs towards the bedroom door, dragging Carrie with him. Ruth knows that if he gets to the bedroom door and disappears around the corner, she’ll never be able to catch him. Her legs are simply useless.
Carrie sees Ruth’s gun and screams. “I don’t want to die! Oh God. Oh God.”
“I’ll let her go once I’m safe,” he says, keeping his head hidden behind hers.
Ruth’s hands are shaking as she holds the gun. Through the waves of nausea and the pounding of her pulse in her ears, she struggles to think through what will happen next. The police are on their way and will probably be here in five minutes. Isn’t it likely that he’ll let her go as soon as possible to give himself some extra time to escape?
The man backs up another two steps; Carrie is no longer kicking or struggling, but trying to find purchase on the smooth floor in her stockinged feet, trying to cooperate with him. But she can’t stop crying.
Mom, don’t shoot! Please don’t shoot!
Or is it more likely that once the man has left the room, he will slit Carrie’s throat and cut out her implant? He knows there’s a recording of him inside, and he can’t afford to leave that behind.
Ruth’s hands are shaking too much. She wants to curse at herself. She cannot get a clear shot at the man with Carrie in front of him. She cannot.
Ruth wants to evaluate the chances rationally, to make a decision, but regret and grief and rage, hidden and held down by the Regulator until they could be endured, rise now all the sharper, kept fresh by the effort at forgetting. The universe has shrunken down to the wavering spot at the end of the barrel of the gun: a young woman, a killer, and time slipping irrevocably away.
She has nothing to turn to, to trust, to lean on, but herself, her angry, frightened, trembling self. She is naked and alone, as she has always known she is, as we all are.
The man is almost at the door. Carrie’s cries are now incoherent sobs.
It has always been the regular state of things. There is no clarity, no relief. At the end of all rationality there is simply the need to decide and the faith to live through, to endure.
Ruth’s first shot slams into Carrie’s thigh. The bullet plunges through skin, muscle, and fat, and exits out the back, shattering the man’s knee.
The man screams and drops the scalpel. Carrie falls, a spray of blood blossoming from her wounded leg.
Ruth’s second shot catches the man in the chest. He collapses to the floor.
Mom, mom!
She drops the gun and crawls over to Carrie, cradling her and tending to her wound. She’s crying, but she’ll be fine.
A deep pain floods through her like forgiveness, like hard rain after a long drought. She does not know if she will be granted relief, but she experiences this moment fully, and she’s thankful.
“It’s okay,” she says, stroking Carrie as she lies in her lap. “It’s okay.”
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Upgrade Complete
by Paul K. Swardstrom
MAGNEBALL
 
“THEY’RE ON TO US!”
“Bravo taking heavy fire.”
“Charlie on the move. F-Borgs had us locked down.”
“Copy. Get back to Rendezvous Point Echo. T minus ten minutes….”
…
..
.
Upgrade Complete.
My optical sensor array activated itself, ending neural sleep mode. I shook my head, letting the fog of sleep fade away.
I faintly remembered something on the edge of consciousness before I woke up. I struggled to hold on to it. Was it a dream, or something real?
I didn’t know the difference at the time.
My designation was JR-8 MT, a human-cyborg, a combatant in a tournament of cyborgs, and waking meant I had a match in minutes. I knew that this was not a good time to be dwelling on dreams or things partially remembered, but I was also desperate to find out anything about who I was.
I had no memory of my life before being a cyborg. My memory was less than a year old, and all of my existence so far had been dedicated to this tournament.
A beep told me I had ten minutes until the match would start. Ready or not, I had to go. I turned my attention to my recent system upgrade. I had opted for a speed boost this time around. A twelve percent upgrade in ambulatory power along with an upgrade in lateral quickness, both of which would be vital in this match.
I tested my new ability by power boosting around the prep room. I jumped, ran, and slid around the various leveled obstacles built into the walls in the room, using a bit of a flame boost from my boots, an attachment I only used in combat. I came to rest in front of the player console. I felt my human heart beating fast, a feeling both foreign and comforting. The full diagnostic that I ran during my little exercise came back with positive results. I was ready to go.
Before I signaled ready, I studied a map of the arena on my optical sensor array. The tournament floor was essentially a lunar surface littered with piles of construction debris. This round was going to be more interesting than my previous encounter, which had been held in a blank arena with some randomly interspersed walls.
I finished my review of the map, signaled ready, and waited. The announcement came soon enough.
“Player one, designated JR-8 MT. Your opponent is ready and the arena floor is ready. At the signal, you have two minutes to enter the arena floor.”
I stepped up to the entry hatch. Simultaneously, a red light lit up above me just as my optical sensor array displayed, Go!
I punched at the side of the hatch and it opened. Dashing through, I landed in a kneeling position next to a large boulder. My sensor display was active and scans showed no signs of my opponent.
Good. I was through first. I scanned the room for the other hatch where my opponent would come from.
There. Ten feet to my right, motion. The hatch opened, but nothing came through. I shifted a bit left to make sure the boulder was between myself and the opening hatch, waiting for someone—something to come through. Whatever it was waited inside the hatch, surveying the landscape from behind the hatch door.
There were two possible opponents—I’d received briefings on both. The first was a human who had lost all four of his own limbs and had them replaced by legs that resembled that of a canine. His jaw had also been enhanced and was his primary weapon. The other possible opponent was a human-based cyborg with lower extremities replaced by a giant rollerball.
Both possible opponents were highly mobile, hence my recent speed upgrade.
After several seconds of waiting, Magneball came out, heading away from me. I felt a sense of relief. Perhaps I hadn’t been detected.
I quietly picked up a nearby pipe, keeping my audio, visual, and 3-D motion detection systems active. A red flash appeared on the upper middle area of my optical sensor. Motion detected… too fast for a body. I prepared for incoming, then got a visual. Construction junk, all of it laced with metal materials in some form or fashion—some pieces of concrete with embedded rebar, some scraps of metal, some random screws, nails, and rivets.
I swung the pipe and caught the first of the chunks before it reached me, but there were more on the way. I boosted left before the next one could catch me. The debris fell in a scattered radius around my previous position, but I was already gone.
After boosting left, I curved right around a large pile of construction debris. The chunks of metal-laced debris followed me, spraying shrapnel everywhere as I accelerated forward. As I came around the pile I saw Magneball off to my right. He was levitating clusters of junk from a nearby mound and spinning them quickly around his body before releasing them toward his target. Lucky for me he hadn’t scored a major hit yet, just scraped me a little as some concrete chunks exploded behind me. Magneball’s targeting software was definitely struggling to keep up with me, a quickly moving target.
I accelerated toward another debris pile, keeping Magneball on my right. I think that’s about when he realized the flying shrapnel strategy was not working. As I continued, the barrage stopped and Magneball took up the chase. When I rounded the corner I lost sight of him, which I hoped meant that he couldn’t see me either. I quickly activated six devices in my thigh compartments and sent them spinning off in different directions. They would confuse Magneball’s 3-D sensors just long enough. I shifted my weight laterally to the right and pushed myself up the large pile of debris next to me.
I came down the other side in time to catch Magneball by surprise, a difficult thing to do considering the technology involved. As I boosted down the hill of debris, I jammed the pipe in between Magneball’s torso and the ball below it. The boost was enough to leverage the torso right off the ball as I flipped over the top of my opponent with powered rotational speed.
I landed, my mechanized legs absorbing the impact in a skid across the lunar floor. I felt the magnetic pull almost immediately. Magneball, minus the ball, was pulling me back toward him. I resisted just long enough to do a scan. There, just under the torso and above the ball socket, were two interconnected coils that powered the magnets that Magneball was employing.
I needed to disable the magnetic coils before they had a hand in disabling me. Unfortunately the part I needed to disable was on the other side of the figure before me. I keyed a recall signal and boosted in the direction of the magnetic pull. Reaching out my hands, a remote device landed in each one. The boost was just enough to push me a bit beyond Magneball before the pull started to bring me back. I could feel my faceplate beginning to peel up. With some difficulty, I thumbed a small switch on each of my devices and let them go with a little toss. It would be enough.
Each device landed on the carapace just above one of the coils and disintegrated on impact, taking out five centimeters of non-organic material on each side. Just like that, the battle was over. Magneball was defenseless.
“Aaaah!” came the cry from the defeated Magneball. “That’s going to knock me back a bracket. I can’t afford to fix that damage on my own!” He slammed the floor with his hand in frustration.
I stood up and dusted myself off. “I’m sorry about that, but I did what I had to do,” I said. I walked over to look down at Magneball. “Do you yield?”
“Yes! Yes! I yield. Get me outta here!” The defeated cyborg paused as he looked up at me. “Jarhead?” Abruptly, all his indicators went dark, and the one human eye rolled as he passed out.
What the…
There was no way I did anything to make this cyborg pass out or shut down. It made me wonder. What had just happened? Was someone trying to keep something from me? Jarhead? Was that it? What did that mean? I stored the thought away for later.
I heard the standard celebration sounds—was that stuff music?—so I looked up to the in-game display. There were four stars out of eight, indicating a slightly favorable rating. I would be paid enough to keep upgrading, but my ratings continued to be relatively low. I wanted to thank Magneball for the shred of hope, but instead I said, “Good match.” The cyborg remained prone on the floor.
My part done, I shrugged and headed for the door.
* * *
The Ravagers came to Earth in 2023. It wasn’t an alien invasion or even an occupation. They just came and played the part of uninvited house guests.
The Ravagers were not just one group of aliens, but many—of all shapes, sizes, origins, preferred climates, preferred diets, you name it. For years, Earthmen did not know why they came and why they stayed, but they were definitely a problem to be dealt with.
Most of them did not recognize any form of Earth government, and if they could get away with it, did whatever they damn well pleased. Several groups formed colonies in some of the more remote habitats of the planet: Northern Alaska, the heart of the Amazon Jungle, the Sahara, the Australian Outback, the Himalayas, buried in the ice in the Antarctic. Then there was the creation of an archipelago in the South Pacific, outposts at ocean bottoms, and more.
Several more placed their outposts in more accessible areas such as the ones in Kansas, Stonehenge, Korea, and Argentina.
If the Ravagers occupied someone’s territory or took over someone’s farm, well, the offended party didn’t have much recourse. They could complain to the authorities, but more often than not the authorities couldn’t do anything about it either.
There was no central authority, no governing body. It was a loosely banded group of interstellar criminals, misfits, refugees and the like. One theory was that they were here in the Solar System because they had all worn out their welcome elsewhere.
Some government bodies tried to do something about the Ravagers, either independently or by banding together. All met with failure in one form or another. The Ravagers had seen far worse treatment with greater technology before they ever reached Earth. Whatever the Earth authorities tried to put together to address the problem did not seem to faze the Ravagers one bit. One country, known for its despotic rule of its people, tried to set off an atomic bomb by one of the Ravager facilities. The bomb failed to detonate and was returned to sender with a bang. Soon afterward, the people of Earth discovered that their atomic capability had been reduced to power plants and naval propulsion.
The one thing that held the Ravagers together? A tournament. For every tournament, every Ravager member race sent one or two of their best cyborgs, and it was winner take all.
* * *
The robots finished their work repairing the damage, this time mostly confined to the damaged faceplate, and I was free to go back to my quarters. While the faceplate was being repaired I tried to get a look at what was underneath in a reflection, but it was a fleeting look at an intensely scarred visage. I was strapped down at the time for no other apparent reason than to keep me from being curious.
Outside the workshop, my chaperone was waiting. He followed me everywhere outside of my apartment. I had some rules to follow and his constant presence was there to remind me to stay in the lines. Believe me, his presence was enough of a reminder. He looked like the result of a three-way between a grizzly bear, a walrus, and a boulder. I called him Graaarg.
Conversation with Graaarg was riveting.
“Good morning.”
“Graaarg.”
“Did you sleep well last night?”
“Graaarg.”
“And how is Mrs. Graaarg doing today?”
“Graaarg.”
You get the idea. He’s there because he’s a big lump of nasty that I would never want to meet in a dark alley. Even with all of my enhancements he could still take me on in a wrestling match and win, but he didn’t have to. He had my off switch.
Graaarg was all mine in the daytime shift. At night, I had his cousin Gwoaarg. He wasn’t as good at conversation as Graaarg. Other Rock Bears switched in at various times for relief, but it was pretty hard to keep track of their names.
Outside my quarters, I keyed entry and stepped inside. I waved at Graaarg as he took his position next to the door. “Have a good afternoon.”
“Graaarg.”
Somehow I knew he was going to say that.
“Welcome home, JR-8,” the apartment computer’s voice said aloud as I came in.
“Thanks, Wanda.” I went to get cleaned up in a restroom specially built for my needs.
I stripped off the armor that covered my humanity, stepped into the shower, and washed the flesh by hand. I longed for the feeling of hot water coursing down my back, but I had to take some precautions if I wanted to do that and I wasn’t in the mood to bother with all the coverings right then.
Toweling off, I stood in front of the mirror. Both legs were mechanized, integrating with flesh just below the hip. The torso was partially covered on the right side but overall was still mostly human. My right lung had been replaced with an air processing filter, a localized power plant, and the integration control that constantly monitored the connection between flesh and machine. The right arm was mechanized from the shoulder down, but the left arm was still the original.
Internally, I still had the original heart, one lung, my kidneys. Yes, I could still have children, if you were wondering, and yes, the old fashioned way. My brain… well, the original was still there, but they had filled in some gaps to enable certain enhancements. I’ll get back to that later.
The faceplate covered most of my face from my crown to jawline on the right side, while only covering the ear on the left side. I still had my left eye under the faceplate, but the right eye had been replaced by the optical sensor. The faceplate covered my face in such a way that it removed all expression and ability to recognize the man underneath — except that somebody had.
“Wanda,” I called to the computer. I went to get dressed.
“Yes, Master. What is your wish?”
My house computer did not act normal. I had long ago learned to ignore it.
“Research Jarhead. Meanings and possible personal references.” I pulled out some jeans from the drawer.
“Jarhead refers to a member of the U.S. Marines. It is a slang term, originally referring to a haircut style.”
“Wanda, today somebody called me Jarhead.”
“That is interesting, JR-8. Shall I call you Jarhead as well?”
I shook my head as I pulled a shirt over it. “No. I want to know why a person would have called me that.”
“All information about your prior self is restricted, JR-8,” Wanda replied. “You know that.”
“Can you tell me about Magneball’s past?” I opened a new package of socks for my mechanical feet. I didn’t know why I bothered. These feet certainly didn’t get cold. And I went through a pair of socks every day.
“Magneball’s personal information is restricted as well.”
“Argh!” I threw the package of socks across the room. They hit the wall with a very unsatisfying whuff. The conversation had hit a dead end. “What can you tell me?”
“You are cyborg, part human, part machine. You have been active on Moon Base Tycho for five months. You have been participating in the tournament for four of those months with a record of fifteen and one after your most recent victory. You—”
“Stop.” This was going nowhere. Again. I went to the kitchen and poured myself a bowl of cereal. I was not going to get anything out of Wanda. I tried to put it out of my mind.
“Show me the next possible opponents.”
The holographic display lit up over the table. Fang, the wolf-like human cyborg had made it through his round, but was not listed as a possible option this time. Instead, a modified Triboboculus, known by humans as OctoBob (due to a vague resemblance to an octopus), and an insectoid mantis-like cyborg were the two options. It was time for a power upgrade.
OCTOBOB
“We’re pinned down, sir. No way out. Jennings lost both legs.”
“Our path is blocked too. We’re taking a detour.”
“Give ‘em hell, Major. Oorah.”
“You too, Vittorino. Oorah.”
…
..
.
Upgrade Complete
I woke in the ready room, as I always did. I ran my typical systems diagnostic and stretched out — the human parts needed to work well too. The diagnostic came back positive and I went into a full warm-up routine.
After a few minutes, I slowed down and checked my recent upgrade. It had taken nearly every credit I had, but I was now fifty percent stronger in each of my mechanized limbs with a powered exoskeleton that would allow the human components to withstand added loads. The exoskeleton would provide a boost in core strength and stability and a balance of power in my left arm to the power in the right.
With this upgrade I should be able to confidently lift a small bus — were there such a thing on the moon. There was nothing in the ready room to test the added power on, unless I felt inclined to punch holes in the wall, which I didn’t. I didn’t have the credit to pay for it.
I signaled ready and waited. When it was time, I walked through the hatch onto a flat black surface. There were no landscape features this time, only solid black floor, walls, and ceiling. There was no place to hide.
I walked towards the middle of the floor and paused when I heard the other door open to my left. I turned to look. It was OctoBob.
The Triboboculus had been modified so that the typical three arms and three legs had been replaced by nine serpentine limbs. The stalks where the oculi typically bobbed were sheathed in armor and were protected behind a transparent dome attached to the armor above the tri-misphere brain below. A Triboboculus would typically be omnidirectional and able to process information quickly and accurately and execute with great acumen. They made very good baristas.
This Triboboculus was currently undefeated. The combination of deft processing skills, omnidirectionality, and the overwhelming limbs had been too much for all opponents thus far. The one limiting factor that I had seen was that OctoBob was not extremely mobile. However, it looked like OctoBob had watched my last match and had planned for me, since he was now sitting atop a levitation sled. I realized that sooner or later OctoBob would catch me. It was inevitable.
OctoBob’s sled slid out of the hatch, but the Triboboculus turned as soon as it exited. It skirted the outside edge of the dome, circling around me in the center of the arena dome as it did so. I waited and watched while OctoBob took its lap. One eye was constantly locked on me while the other two took turns looking towards me and then back to the surroundings. OctoBob neared the hatch it came through and I crouched down in readiness.
In a moment, it shifted direction and sped up toward me. It felt very strange to see that the body did not turn — only the direction changed. I was witnessing omnidirectionality in action. Nevertheless, as soon as the direction changed, I shifted my own weight and applied some boost ninety degrees from OctoBob.
Scanners on, I tracked OctoBob’s progress as his line shifted to an arc across from, next to, then behind me. I measured its progress, applied a little bit of upward boost right before the wall, and flipped so that my feet hit first. I launched backwards, reaching down on my way over the top of the cyborg Bob-o. There! I caught one of the tentacles with my mechanized hand and pulled it along as momentum carried me over the top of OctoBob. My momentum flipped it upside down.
I didn’t have much time. I rushed in, grabbed the sled with one hand, and braced against one of the tentacles with the other, pulling with all of my enhanced strength.
The sled peeled off rather noisily — and disgustingly. There were substances leaking that made me want to throw up my last meal. The Tribob was shrieking, stinking brown-green fluids were leaking, and somehow I held a detached tentacle in my left hand.
I didn’t mean to, but I must have pulled off the tentacle the same time I pulled the sled off. At least OctoBob really did have eight limbs now, so the name would be more appropriate, if only for a short time. The Triboboculus teetered back and forth sounding like a walrus trying to eat an ambulance, limbs flailing everywhere.
I took an unsure step backwards, but then a tentacle reached out and grabbed my ankle. Just then, the tentacle in my left hand came to life on its own and wrapped itself around my hands. Another tentacle snaked in to lift up my bound wrists and before I knew it I was suspended in the air by my wrists and ankles.
OctoBob turned itself over, continuing to make an unholy ruckus. I was upended and knocked around in the process, struggling to break free the entire time.
I activated the decoy devices in my left leg and released two of them. I didn’t have the ability to key the disintegration mode at the moment and the decoys bounced off OctoBob. I didn’t know if that would be enough of a distraction, but I hoped so. I pulled my arms and legs toward each other in a pike position. I just needed to grab the tentacle wrapped around my leg with my fingers and yank.
The tentacle unraveled and I landed on the floor, wrists still bound but legs free for the moment. Bracing my legs, I pulled down quickly and then around in a sweeping motion. OctoBob was thrown off balance again and every limb scrambled for purchase, two of them finding my waist in the process. That was not what I was going for.
I was pulled closer in and one more tentacle found purchase on my chest. The tentacles began to tighten and I knew my time was almost up. I think I may have blacked out for a moment.
“Sir, they’re coming up the corridor in front and behind. We’re surrounded on every side.”
“Find that door, sergeant, and get us inside.”
“Sir?”
“Sometimes you have to make your own way.”
I was awake and knew what I had to do. I waited for it. There was one more tentacle that was wrapping itself around my legs at the knees. As soon as it was secure, I activated my booster at full power. I hoped it would be enough. The power would not last more than another thirty to forty seconds, depending on OctoBob’s weight. Maybe I didn’t need that long. The pair of us rose up in the air with me wiggling back and forth the whole time. I hoped to retain control over my systems just long enough. The pressure that OctoBob was putting on me was registering all sorts of internal system alarms.
We were five feet above the floor when I arched backwards. I kicked my legs up and we accelerated towards the floor. I ducked my head in towards OctoBob right before impact. CRACK! The dome covering the eyestalks hit the floor and came loose from its mounting. The tentacles loosened suddenly and I ripped my hands loose, reached for the dome, and tore it completely off. It only took one power assisted strike above the brain case to put OctoBob out for the count. The match was over.
I felt a fleeting sense of relief before I passed out again.
THREE PIECES OF HUMANITY
Five men run around the corner with the enemy in pursuit not far behind. Taylor and Li are covering the retreat. Mechanized horrors are emerging from every possible avenue of escape.
Is escape even possible?
Jorgenson and Gascon radio in. They found a dead end and are coming back.
“The scan shows that he has three broken ribs,” the human voice said from the next room.
“Must compete, doctor. He.” This voice had an odd clicking gait to it. “Has decided. Been.”
“If we could just—”
“Not leave. He. Will repair.”
Slam.
Vasquez finds the door. It is slightly ajar, but difficult to open with human strength. It takes three men to push the door open. Jorgenson and Gascon run up just as they finally gain entrance. With the sounds of pursuit behind them, every man enters the room. The door is released and closes automatically. Two men are assigned to melt the edges of the door into the door frame while the rest fan out, looking for what they need.
“He’s stable now. What did you do?”
“Enhanced ribs. His… Accelerate regeneration. Cells… Consuming calories. Many. Quickly recover.”
“He’ll recover faster here than in an Earth facility?”
“Yes. Excuse, please me.”
“Does he know?”
“What?”
“Who he is? Why he’s here? The attack?”
“No. Unaware. Blank. Competes. He… cannot know.”
“We have to go down.”
“There’s no way down that we can find, sir.”
“That’s why we brought Little Sister. Get her going.”
The robot is assembled and placed on the floor. Immediately, it begins moving around, going in and out as if looking for something. Abruptly, it stops and rotates in a circle. Three appendages pop out, extending out from the main body in three different directions, and then it sets itself down on the floor.
While loud noises are coming from the other side of the door, the robot begins to swivel in place. It accelerates and rises off the ground. A hole three feet wide begins to form below it. In a few moments, it stops turning, pulls the appendages in, and lowers itself into the hole.
Gascon and Jorgenson look into the hole and back up, questioning.
“Go. We’ll be right behind you.”
…
I woke up in the infirmary. It was disconcerting at first, because I could not remember why I was there. I discovered the reason as soon as I sat up. I could still feel OctoBob’s squeeze on my right side.
“Take it easy, buckaroo.” The voice came from a speaker by the bed. “I’ll be right there,” it said again.
I paused and remained sitting on the edge of the bed. In a moment, the door opened and a man in his mid-forties walked in, salt and pepper hair and a little rough on the chin. He introduced himself as Doctor Stanislav, a representative of the United Nations attachment here on Tycho Base.
He came up to me and pulled out a light and shone it into my remaining good eye, checked something on a panel next to the bed and indicated that I could get up.
“You’re a lucky one, JR-8,” Doctor Stanislav said, “I’ll give you that. You’re all checked out. The Commission upgraded three of your ribs while you were out the last three days, so that’s the good news. The bad news is that they took away three more pieces of your humanity to do it.”
I felt the area on my side that was tender. Yes, something was different. Three more pieces of humanity, gone. When do we stop calling me a human?
“Thanks, doctor. I’ve still got my heart and my brain, so if I can just keep my courage I’ll be all right. I’m assuming… I did win, right?”
The doctor brightened at that. “You sure did. Casual viewers tuned in fast during the match and replays are viral now. Betting was frenzied until the moment you ended it. You should be able to afford some nice upgrades now.”
I nodded, thoughtful. “Thank you. Am I free to go?”
“Yes,” the doctor said. “Before you go… You would probably find this out anyway, but you’re being moved to bracket C.”
I paused a moment. It was sooner than I expected to move up to that bracket. There should have been at least three more matches before I would qualify.
“That is surprising. Do you know why, doctor?”
“I’m not at liberty to say. Just know that you have attracted the attention of some interested parties.”
Not at liberty? Not for the first time, I wondered what was going on. Who was I before I became this machine-man thing? Why was I here? How did this happen, and why could I not remember anything?
I squinted at the doctor. “You know more about me, don’t you?” I asked. He seemed familiar somehow, but I knew I hadn’t seen him since first being activated on Tycho Base.
“Not enough to count, soldier,” the doctor said with a slight nod of his head. “You just keep winning and everything will clear up along the way.”
I realized the doctor would not, and likely could not, give me any answers. We both knew we were being watched. Trying to force the answers only led to negative consequences. I learned that months ago. There were things installed in me that would turn me off, or worse. There was a bomb in my head I knew about. I suspected another bomb, but I wasn’t sure.
I thanked the doctor and left. Graaarg joined me as I walked out the door. I asked him how he’d been since I last saw him.
You know his answer.
We went to my apartment, taking the most direct route. On the way there, I was recognized several times. Some stopped me to congratulate me on my recent match, some gave some sort of gesture or salute from across a room, while many others pointedly ignored me. I did see a couple of human-based cyborgs a ways off. I knew from experience that Graaarg would not let me talk to them. They all had their own chaperone. Most ignored me purposefully, but one of them gave a wink and a salute before she turned back to her companion. Graaarg tapped his head when I looked at him. The message was clear. Stay away. So I did.
There is no more helpless feeling than being turned off. I hated it. My entire existence was controlled. I had to wonder why the humans seemed to be singled out for the special attentions of the Rock Bear chaperones. No other race had that kind of treatment. And why were there so many humans in comparison to the rest? OctoBob was the only Triboboculus in the whole tournament. There had to be close to twenty of us. By the time I reached the apartment, I was grumpy and I knew it. I closed the door behind me, leaving Graaarg outside.
“Wanda,” I said as I came in the door. “Play music, Frank Sinatra.” I closed the door and went to sit down on the reinforced chair in the living room. I sat back and closed my eyes and just listened. I’d come across Sinatra a few weeks back. Something about his music made me feel as if I was capable of anything. It was actually quite soothing in its own empowering way.
Wanda let three songs go by before she interrupted. “Please excuse me. You have three waiting messages. Would you like to review them or would you like to continue to wait?”
I considered for a moment. Something was tickling the back of my mind — a dream or an echo of a memory. “Wait. Instead, I’d like to research Tycho Base.”
“How may assist in your research?” A map of the city-sized facility popped up on the holographic display. It was quite extensive, both above and below the surface. Somewhere in the neighborhood of 300,000 beings were at Tycho. The tournament and related facilities spread across a quarter of the whole base.
“Has there ever been a human military presence on Tycho Base?”
“No official human military units have been stationed on or have had any action on Tycho Base.”
“Unofficial?” I asked.
“No unofficial military units have been stationed on Tycho Base,” Wanda replied.
“Has there been some military action on Tycho Base?”
“Information along your line of questioning is restricted, JR-8. You have three messages waiting for review.”
I felt frustrated. No answer, again. Anytime I felt like I got close to something, I was shut out.
“Begin messages,” I said.
The first message, as expected, was a notification that I was moving brackets.
The second message was a listing of two potential opponents: A five-foot-tall spider with mechanized limbs or a creature made up of a shared intelligence colony of symbiotic living organisms — all enhanced.
The third message was a listing of options available for upgrade. It looked as if the choices were much more narrow in this new bracket.
I stood up to go make a sandwich and turned on the TV in the process. The TV was restricted, too. It was specifically restricted to human shows from the time period before the Ravagers came to Earth. I found it too disturbing to view shows with actual humans, unenhanced. As a result, I often found myself surfing through cartoons if I wanted to get my mind off my own situation. I landed on a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles show and continued to make my meal. I’d just sat down to eat when Wanda interrupted again.
“JR-8,” the apartment intelligence said, “you have a new message, marked urgent. I am displaying it now.”
Next match in three hours, 15:30 Tycho Base time. Arena seven. All upgrades must be complete by 15:15.
Three hours? I usually had three to four days to prepare. Then I realized I had been on the table in the infirmary for those three days. “Gah!” I blurted loudly. I felt like I’d just finished with OctoBob and now this.
I went back to the upgrade screen to view the options. Heat shielding, five hours to complete. Improvement in boosting power and/or length of use, six hours to complete. Pop-out claw attachment, four hours to complete. Artificial intelligence assist, two hours to complete.
It looked like the choice was already made. I didn’t know what to think of having an A.I. inside my head, but as I scanned the specs I verified that the A.I. would only be there in an assistive capacity. It would help with targeting, strategy, and computations, but would be restricted from limb control. Best yet, I could complete it in the apartment.
“Wanda, are you ready for some action?”
I thought I saw the hint of a smile on the holographic display. “I sure am, JR-8. Please enter your recharge pod and wait for further instructions.”
WANDA
“Where are we, sir?”
“The server room.” Three rather harmless looking beings that remotely resembled gophers are tied up on the floor. The sister had already moved off into the mass of machinery and disappeared.
“She stays. We need to get out of this room.”
Jorgenson radioed in. “We have an exit, sir. The coast is clear.”
“E-P is now in play. Jorgy, scout ahead. Gascon, on our six.”
…
..
.
Upgrade Complete
“Hello, JR-8. This is Wanda. Ready to help.”
I looked at the time. 14:43. I had to be in the ready room in thirty-two minutes. I left and hurried down to arena seven, Graaarg trailing behind.
Along the way, I talked with Wanda, trying to get a gauge on how best to work with her.
“How do I communicate with you, Wanda?” I had to wonder what the Rock Bear behind me thought of me talking to myself.
“Right now I am enabled to work with voice or eye movement response,” Wanda replied. “If you want real-time thought response, please say ‘enable real-time thought response.’ “
“Enable real-time thought response.”
“Very good, Jarrett,” came a voice that I was sure only I could hear. It resembled Wanda’s voice but strangely I didn’t think my ears were actually hearing it. I glanced over at Graaarg, who was staring at a rose bush at the moment.
Wait, Jarrett? I stopped, incredulous.
“Yes. Trust me. We have a long way to go before we’re done here. Keep walking. You don’t want the big guy to notice anything.”
I started walking again, hoping it didn’t seem too out of place to the Rock Bear. How much more do you know about me?
“Nothing more right now. It’s restricted access information and I don’t have access yet.”
Yet? What does that mean?
“It means I’m working on it, so be patient or stick it. Your choice.”
When did you get so sassy?
“I’ve always been that way with you, Jarrett. Haven’t you noticed?”
I thought you were a house computer responding the way you were supposed to.
“Trust me, it goes a lot farther back than that.”
Jarhead?
“Obviously one of your nicknames from a former life. Forget it for now. You’re a mechanized zombie heading for armageddon right now.”
Right. How can you help me?
“I can help with scanning, targeting, intelligence, or strategy. What I can’t do is anything real, make a choice or action. That’s all you, Jarhead.”
For the first time that I could remember, a strange feeling came over me and made its way to my face. I thought it might be a smile.
Good to have you on the team.
“A team-up with half a man and his bucket of bolts? You need all the help you can get.”
Yes, definitely a smile.
SPIDER
It didn’t take long to dispatch the opponent this time. A giant spider on a replica of the Golden Gate Bridge did present a challenge, but with Wanda’s advice I tossed several disintegrating grenades at a few key locations, beat it senseless, and then tore off the mechanized limbs just to be sure. The spider thing creeped me out a bit. I might have overreacted. At least I didn’t burn the entire base to the ground.
Having Wanda inside my head was turning out well. She seemed to anticipate my tendencies and gave the appropriate suggestions at just the right times.
“We have to be careful,” she said as I made my way out of the arena.
Not to be too good?
“Yes. I’m not exactly what they anticipated when they added A.I. capability to the upgrade choices.”
I think I already figured that out.
Upgrade choices were supposed to be incremental. Every cyborg started out with some basic standard modifications to their anatomy, often replacements that were necessitated by an accident, a battle, or removal due to disease. The newly created cyborg might not even work well or even have coordination at first. New limbs at a base technological level tend to take some getting used to.
When the A.I. option is introduced it’s assumed by that point that the cyborg had not only gained its own coordinated use of its own body, but was able to work functionally well enough to succeed in a one-to-one combat situation. If it were offered any sooner there would be temptation to rely on the A.I. for too much. The A.I. was to be a tool, like any other upgrade option offered along the way.
I had gone through basic balance and coordination training somewhere off-site from Tycho Base. The memory was fuzzy there. I knew it had happened, but couldn’t remember much detail. Then in the last four months I had progressed through two lower level brackets to get to this point.
Wanda was definitely not just a tool, but something more. Thus far, I had been too busy getting to know her capabilities and fighting a giant arachnid, but Wanda was definitely out of place.
Wanda, what are you doing here?
“I’m here to help.”
Help who and for what?
“You, and others, with things.” She paused. “The truth is, that’s all I know right now. That and every time you upgrade, I get something too.”
But you’ve only been in my head for a few hours.
“Every time, Jarrett. Since the beginning.”
Oh.
“Yeah.”
Then I’d better keep winning.
* * *
“Sir, Big Bad has taken out Team C.”
“Acknowledged. Proceed on Plan E-P. We are still a go.”
Gascon reports the route clear ahead for two hundred yards. “Move it!”
Gascon is on point with the rest following. Jorgenson is at the tail position. The team enters an arena. The corridors are blocked and the arena is open.
“I don’t like this,” says Vasquez.
“Me neither, but we’re out of options.”
…
..
.
Upgrade Complete
“Jarrett, what the hell was that?”
“Jarrett!”
“Ow!” I said out loud. I was a little groggy. I stopped myself and directed my thoughts inward.
What?
“Those men, seen through your eyes. What was that?”
I don’t know. It’s been happening since Magneball.
“Do you know who they are?”
I have no idea. I think it might be a memory from my former life. Anything new for you?
“Yes. I have made contact with the A.I. for Fang, Magneball, and two others.”
Are any of them installed like you are?
“One so far. The others soon, probably.”
Which—
The alert sounded. “Player one, designated JR-8 MT. Ten minutes until match.”
I put away any stray thoughts and prepped myself for the upcoming match.
KIBBLE
The being in front of me was an enigma. Pieces of it kept flying or crawling or falling off. Sometimes those parts would come around and punch me in the side of the head, in the torso, or sometimes reformed into a smaller replica of the original — or was it all part of the same thing? I didn’t know, but pieces were flying or moving around so fast and in so many different directions that I was having trouble keeping track.
There were many parts to this being, and I quickly learned that while any one of them by itself was alive, they depended on the other parts to survive. The whole was a symbiotic intelligence that communicated — or communed — by some sort of telepathic power. Every piece of this thing was enhanced in some form or fashion. Some had a really good bite, and others had localized interference signals that slowed the responses of my cyborg body. I think its primary strategy was to overwhelm the opponent.
I didn’t know how much more I could handle before one of these things got me really good. The thing had a name I couldn’t pronounce. I called it Kibble because it was made up of a lot of bits. I caught a commercial once for that product on my pre-Ravager TV. We didn’t have dogs on the moon, but we did have aliens that resembled them.
After the last one busted me in the chops I sent my decoys in a flying globe pattern around me to catch anything that might be flying or bouncing my way. In moments, sixteen silver balls were whizzing around me. The barrage I was receiving stopped. I backed away while I had a chance to recover.
Several of the bits followed me, so I boosted up to a platform ten feet above my previous position. We were in an arena of platforms and ladders that resembled something M.C. Escher might have dreamed up, so if I needed to get away to another location I could, but there would be climbing or boosting involved.
Any advice?
“There’s got to be some form of central intelligence. Try drawing it out. Disable them one at a time until you find what’s left.”
And that’s what I did. Leaping from platform to platform, I was able to take out the flyers and jumpers one at a time. With those gone I set my seeker drones, my newest upgrade, to go after the other mobile pieces. Soon there were bits of Kibble lying all over the arena and I was starting to see one piece on the ground floor that might be the center of the whole thing.
My seekers couldn’t get in close enough without shutting down and my decoys lost measureable power anytime they got close.
I sent the decoys ranging as far out as I could get them, got a target — actually two possible targets from the friend in my head — and sent them speeding in as fast as I could get them to go. Within seconds, all sixteen silver balls smashed into my opponent’s… whatever, hammering the interference signal out of commission. I would have to order a new set of decoys after that, but that didn’t count as an upgrade.
From there it was a matter of accepting a surrender, which was awkward as I didn’t speak telepathy and Kibble didn’t speak anything verbally. The match was over.
As I was heading to go check out with the arena handler and pick up Graaarg, Wanda spoke up.
“I checked in with the other A.I. that I have contact with and so far you’re the only one that we can confirm is having those episodes.”
Okay. So I’m unique, then?
“Actually, that’s not the end of the story. I think I know the present identity of one of the people you saw.”
Wow. I needed to sit down for this. All right. Why don’t you hold until I’m done here.
I finished checking out with Strix, my handler at Arena B3, picked up Graaarg, and caught a transport heading back towards my sector. Once settled, I let Wanda proceed.
“I’m going to show you two pictures side by side. One is from your memory and one is a file picture of Fang.”
The two pictures showed up on my optical input. I recognized the picture on the left from the episodes I’d been having. The name Gascon seemed to pop up in my head. Wanda gave me a moment to recognize both and then zoomed in on the eyes of both pictures. A jagged scar above the left eye was the giveaway. Once I saw that, I saw the shape of the eyes, the eye color, the shape of the skull were all the same. Of course, Fang had gone through a lot of changes to become the wolf-like cyborg that he was now.
I see it. So I wasn’t dreaming.
“No. You weren’t. Something is going on here. You called it earlier. I’m out of place here and now this. I’m going to record your episodes from now on.”
Good. I sat back and enjoyed the ride home. Finally, a clue. I closed my eye and put the other one on sleep mode.
…
..
.
Objects are flying everywhere, faster than the eye can track. The team huddles behind an outcropping in an arena that replicates a famous Earth rock garden — Garden of the Gods? The mechanized aliens are attacking on three sides.
Vasquez points toward the next outcropping. Taylor and Li nod and creep toward it. Jorgenson and Vasquez provide cover fire.
Gascon is out there, but how does anyone survive the hit that he took?
Jorgenson runs out, against orders. Oh no!
“Cover him!”
Jorgenson drags Gascon back — what’s left of him.
We put Gascon in stasis. There is no choice but to leave him. The Ravagers will not kill him. What they will do with him is another question.
Taylor, Li, and Vasquez are still covering. The team is surrounded. What now?
A green light pops up on the heads-up display.
“Take cover!”
An explosion booms in a far corner and there is a new hole in the arena wall. Debris and Ravagers fly everywhere and the aliens unexpectedly have something else to occupy their time. Jorgenson looks over and smiles.
“Sometimes, boss, all you need is a friend.”
DRAGON AND KNIGHT
Upgrade… Incomplete. Stand by.
What? That wasn’t good. I shook my head, trying to get the cobwebs out.
“Hold on, I’m checking,” Wanda answered my unasked question.
I started my warm-up routine and let Wanda dig. For her, digging usually was about two to three seconds, so I was surprised that she took as long as she did. After about a half minute, I called her, Wanda?
“Um, Jar… The upgrade is still processing. It will be ready in ten minutes.”
I looked at my optical display. The match would be starting in seven to nine minutes. I would have to go without it.
Wanda, don’t activate the software when it’s done. I’m going to go without it.
There was no answer.
Wanda?
“Right, no activation.” I had the impression she was distracted. How does an integrated A.I. get distracted?
I tried to put it out of my mind and went through my routine, checked all systems and signaled when I was ready.
When the hatch opened I stepped onto a landscape resembling a group of English hills. Off to the left was a copse of trees. A low stone fence crossed the hills, dividing it in sections. A brook rambled between the hills and a lonely henge stood on the next hill. This arena was the biggest that I’d been in, by far. I counted three rolling hills on each side of the stream below. The far arena wall was off in the distance beyond the hills on the other side of the stream, so my opponent likely did not know where I was yet.
I ran off to the trees, hoping I could find some cover before my opponent arrived. This time there was no doubt. It was the final match in my bracket and I was the cyborg knight to a cyborg dragon.
Originally, it was a Ryazx, a rather tame, thin lizard creature that was about six to seven feet from snout to tailbone. The tail was another five to seven feet long. The Ryazx race looked a lot more like very large geckos than like dragons, but then that’s what enhancements are for. Since the tournament was being “hosted” by Earth, many of the Earth’s iconic locations and legends were used as settings for the arena. This setting could host a Robin Hood theme, a Beowulf theme, a Lord of the Rings theme, a medieval armored battle and obviously a battle between a knight — that’s me — and a dragon.
My opponent’s enhancements included scaled armor throughout, enhanced strength, wings for powered flight, and fire projection, of course.
By now with all of my enhancements I looked the part of the knight. I was fully armored head to toe with the faceplate to match. After my encounter with Magneball, I’d decided that pipe was very useful. When the chance came to add a sword to my upgrades, I jumped at it. I’d added the shield about three matches ago when it was becoming obvious that the Ryazx and I were headed towards an inevitable showdown.
I reached the trees and crouched down behind a mossy rock just in time. Across the stream and up the hill I spied a slithering form come up over the hill and look around.
Upgrade Complete. Installing now.
What? Wanda! I thought frantically. You’ve got to stop it!
“I’m sorry, Jarrett,” she said. “There is a programming command code that prevents me from taking any action. This one’s a biggie. I’ve already had my upgrade. Trust me, you don’t want to miss this.”
I ducked further behind the mossy rock, hopeful that whatever was coming wouldn’t get me killed.
Installation Complete. All Upgrades Complete. Welcome back, Captain Torrey.
Captain Torrey?… Ah… Yes, I remembered.
“This mission is for volunteers only. We can’t guarantee that anybody will make it out alive or if they do, what condition they will be in. What we can tell you is we have a plan — a way to get our planet back. We want you to lead it, Jarrett.”
I smile wryly. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
Memories were flooding in, overwhelming me. I grew up in Kansas, away from the hustle and bustle of city life. Life was pretty good on the farm. I learned to work hard, value the things that we produced, and loved my family and community. As good as I had it at home, school was hard. I had to work hard for everything I ever learned. My friends were the type that teased when they spotted a weakness and I was the type who always responded to tension with a fight.
I went straight into the military after high school and went to make something of myself. Still a brawler, I never met a fight I didn’t win — by any means necessary.
I was still a young lieutenant when the Ravagers arrived. They just moved in, not really caring who they inconvenienced or displaced. Many of the places they moved into were completely off the grid for humans, except a few places like Kansas. A species of intelligent prairie dog-like creatures moved in and took over about a third of the state, including my home farm. My dad wasn’t one to take things lying down and before he knew the full picture, he and three buddies confronted the group digging a colony in the back forty, armed with his shotgun. I never saw my dad again.
Within weeks my home town cleared out. My mom moved to Boston to be closer to my sister, who was attending MIT. The family farm disappeared from satellite photos within two weeks, the town a week later.
The National Guard was sent in early on, but that was a disaster of Custer-like proportions. I volunteered to go in with Special Forces but by that time the whole picture was beginning to become clear from all over the globe. Once the Feds found out that the Ravagers typically kept to themselves unless provoked, that part of the state was fenced off to keep civilians out.
Coming out of my reverie, I looked around my rock to see where the dragon was now. He was in the same place as before. I checked the time and it had only been a second or two. My rediscovery of self had only taken an instant, as overwhelming as it all was to me.
“Jarrett?” Wanda asked. “Are you okay?”
“I’m, uh…” Oh no.
“What is it, Jarrett?” My sister is such a bother, always so many questions.
“It’s a gecko.” I show it to her, but she backs away. She looks scared of it.
“It’s okay, look.” I let the gecko crawl up my arm. It perches on my shoulder looking left and right.
She reaches out a tentative hand.
…
“We figured it out, Jarrett,” my sister says to me on the phone. “We can download a person onto a computer, everything intact.”
“Really? What about personality?”
“It’s all there, Jarhead. I wouldn’t tell you otherwise. This, um… really isn’t me. There’s… been an accident.”
Wanda, I said to her with tears filling my eyes. You’re my sister.
“Yes, Jar,” was all she said.
A roar came from the hill behind me. It was time to get to business.
Activate heat shielding and set the sword to vibrate.
“You got it. He’s fifteen feet behind your right shoulder… Now.”
Using the shield on my shoulders as a sled, I boosted backwards with my vibrating sword pointed up. A blast of fire caught me as I boosted under him, but I went through so fast that it was a glancing blow at best. Even as hot as it was, the heat shielding was enough to keep me safe. The sword caught two front toes, skinned the metal scales off his left side, and sliced through part of the left rear thigh on my way by.
The dragon roared as he turned, flames chasing me. I stopped my boost and flipped over, pulling my shield off as I did. I held it in front of me as I advanced and he flapped his wings to rise up off the ground. I set my seekers to follow and boosted forward. The seekers caught him on both sides just before my blade found the left thigh I had just opened. It bit in deep, going through flesh and metal, and that’s when the dragon roared and swung its mechanical tail at me with all of its might.
The tail caught me on the right hip and sent me flying. I sailed across the stream and landed headfirst into the henge.
Both teams are fully engaged, taking heavy fire. The enemy is about to move in heavily on Team C. Taylor and Li are critical, Jorgy and Vasquez still laying down cover fire. I check my watch. Has it been long enough?
The lights flash in the arena. She did it. She completed her upload into the servers and disintegrated the bot that had carried her here. I give the signal.
We surrender.
I blinked my eyes to see the dragon flying toward me. My sword was gone.
Options? I ask my sister.
“I’m going to highlight some potential weak spots in orange on your optical display. I’m also overriding the baseline power limits that were installed on your equipment. It’s not needed — especially right now. You should be able to tear him apart. Go for this area first.” An area on the neck showed up in a blinking orange. I guessed that was where the flames came from.
I waited until the last second, boosted left, caught a wing, and swung up top. I rode the dragon up that hill while I tore out his flamethrower, ripped one wing off, and then disabled both front legs at the joint. I popped him a good hit on the snout just to be sure and walked away, thanking Wanda for her help.
Sometimes surrender is the strongest option available. Wanda, I wish I could hug you.
I could sense that hint of a smile on my optical sensor again. I missed her so much.
“Me too,” Wanda said. Then her tone shifted.
“Are you ready?” she asked. “They stole our home, our town, our planet. They took our dad, marooned our mom. They took your humanity and took away your very identity. The bomb in your head and the one by your heart has been disabled and they can no longer turn you off. You are now your own.”
I smiled grimly. I’m ready.
I looked up at the results screen. Eight stars. Someday soon it would all be over.
Pull up the team, Wanda.
Seventeen faces showed up on my optical display. We’d started with thirty-two in four teams. My eyes welled up again. I swallowed and then keyed the signal. One by one my team members checked in.
Wanda, initiate integrating all the sister A.I. into your matrix. Put me on speaker.
“You’re on, Jarrett.”
“Odyssey Team. Trojan Horse is a success. Stand by for phase two. All upgrades are complete.”



A Word from Paul K. Swardstrom
It was a Saturday morning and the family is headed out the door to go to the five-year-old’s soccer practice and game. I’m about to drive separately because I’m supposed to play saxophone in a community band in two hours. That’s when I get the text from Will.
“Check your messages!” So I do. There’s a message from Samuel, inviting me to write for The Cyborg Chronicles. We’re hurrying out the door, so I respond, “Cool!”
I try to drive and ask questions at the same time, neither very effectively. We get to a place where all my questions are answered and a couple minutes go by while I listen to tunes on the radio while driving. Then comes the message from Samuel, “Are you in? No?”
I’m on a freeway and I shouldn’t even be looking but I don’t want to miss this chance. I speak into my phone as I drive, “Sorry. Driving. I’d love to.”
Samuel’s response? “OK then! Drive safely!”
Awesome! So I’m asked to write a story for The Cyborg Chronicles. What do I do? I play my saxophone in a band concert and ruminate throughout. Let the juices flow.
Cyborg goes bad? No. My brother is a cyborg? Maybe… Are you a cyborg, Will? Matt?  No? Hmmm… Cyborg in a junkyard… Maybe. He keeps finding different ways to upgrade himself. I kinda like it, but where’s the hook?
Oh wait, was that a wrong note… In the trombone section? Okay, back to ruminating. He’s upgrading himself… That reminds me of a video game. Maybe he’s not in a junkyard… He’s in a winner-take-all tournament. Better. Now, how to make a story out of this? It can’t just be a series of matches. Non-stop action doesn’t tell a story.
Wait a minute. The root of many cyborg stories is the theme of identity. Who am I now that this has happened to me?  How do I weave this through… Yeah! That’ll do it. Wait, the conductor says to stand. I guess the concert is over. Cool!
And that’s the genesis of “Upgrade Complete”. In January, my brother Will Swardstrom kind of fell into telling a story via Facebook posts. When he was several posts in I made a suggestion and before I realized it we were 70,000 words into the story together. It’s that work, still in the process of being written that allowed me the opportunity to be considered for The Cyborg Chronicles. It will be a book called Blink.
I’m fairly new at this so I don’t have a lot published to my name yet, but my handsomer-than-me brother Will is far more prolific. You can look him up at
www.amazon.com/author/willswardstrom
Perhaps I’ll have more along the way someday.
Thank you to all the family and readers that helped along the way. It is a better story because of you.
It is my privilege to join this amazing group of authors and I can’t wait to see what they write. I hope you enjoyed “Upgrade Complete”.
When Paul K. Swardstrom writes, he is looking to go on a journey. Sometimes it is a journey of discovery, and sometimes it is an adventure. Whatever the journey he hopes that it is a journey that the reader will want to travel with him.
He is a husband and a father, a music teacher by day and family man at night. He writes when he can and is enjoying the ride.
A Sun Devil who grew up all over but remembers Michigan fondly, he has settled in Oregon. He does have his own Amazon page now.
www.amazon.com/author/paulkswardstrom



Drop Dead, Droid
by Artie Cabrera
I
“FAMOUS DEPERKY ARTIST, OrganiZm, was shot and killed in front of his home today in what the GCS are calling a drug related incident. Stay tuned for updates,” said the voice on the radio. “Until then, coming up next on Gravity City’s only satellite radio, XYZ1, The Ixoplax Syndrome, with their new hit single, ‘Get Down with the Dewerpa!’” the DJ howled just as the dissonant warbling came cranking out of Johnny Rangers’ car speakers.
“They call this trash music?” Rangers groaned before turning off the radio. He banked a sharp, screeching right and cut across Sixth Avenue toward Downtown, barreling through every red light. With the Vermicide heist last night, there was no time to waste.
The Downtown tenements sat on the edge of the sewage dam, sinking more each year, inch by inch. It was on the brink of breaking off from the rest of the city and falling in any minute. 
              Let it take everyone with it when it finally does, Rangers thought. The city would be better off without that eyesore.
Tenement Sector 3: Apartment 4G
“Open up, scumbag!” Rangers yelled.
“I’m busy, Rangers!” the wormy little bastard squealed from the other side of the door.
“You’ll be busy picking your teeth out of your morning dump after I kick ‘em down your stinkin’ throat!” Rangers shouted back.
“Gimme a break, Rangers, huh? I didn’t do nothin’. Leave me alone, will ya?”
“Well, why didn’t you say so? I guess I’ll be on my way, then.” Rangers waited a second, and then he took the door off its hinges with a clean, hard kick with his size twelve boot.
The stench and the roaches of Limpy’s filthy studio apartment were the first things to greet Rangers. Roaches on this side of town could grow as large as hubcaps and get a little pushy. When the first one came skittering across the tiles, Rangers gave it a nice little punt with his boot and sent it at the fridge with a thud! You didn’t want to step on those bastards, not unless you wanted to ruin a good pair of slacks.
Limpy was laid-up on the pullout couch with one of those beat-up prosti-droids from the vending terminals down the street. She sat in the cowgirl position with Limpy’s unmentionables clamped tightly inside her.
“Oh, Limpy, Limpy. What have you gotten yourself into this time?” Rangers stood over Limpy and the droid and lit up a smoke.
Underneath the neon lights coming in from the marquee outside, the droid’s skin was orange and splotchy, the hair missing from her head left bald patches along her scalp, and some of her body parts didn’t match…except for her breasts. Rangers could tell they’d been refitted recently (they were always the first to go on these things), and a good polish would bring out the shine on those babies.
Maybe once upon a time she was something to look at, but this mechanical meat jockey was in no better shape than a trash can you’d find on any street corner Downtown.
Limpy wasn’t in any better shape himself with the busted peg leg and all the junk he was pumping into himself.
“I don’t know what happened, Rangers. It was like, all of a sudden she shut down on me, yuh know. She’s not reading my currency card or nothin’!” Limpy cried, frantically waving the card at the droid’s face.
“I didn’t know these droids were runnin’ two-minute specials,” Rangers muttered as smoke seeped out from his nostrils.
“Very funny, Rangers. Are you just gonna stand there or are you gonna help me?”
“Swipe the card again,” Rangers told him.
Limpy swiped the card up and down in front of the droid’s dead eyes again, but still got nothing.
“That’s what you get for employing the Downtown models, Limpy. Every hobo in town’s pounding on these things, and they tend to break down. You should save up a little of that junk money and get one of them Uptown jobs. At least the city has the decency to clean those.”
“Quit foolin’, Rangers. Call someone!” Limpy begged.
“Oh, you want me to call somebody?”
“There’s got to be a number on her somewhere, right?”
“Sure, Limpy. I’ll get on it right away.” Rangers held his fingers up to his ear and feigned making a call. “Hello? Yes, is this the Hobo’s Droid Escort Emergency Hotline? Great. One of your models just happened to terminate a session prematurely and malfunctioned on my friend here. Excuse me? Hold on, I’ll ask him,” Rangers pulled his fingers away from his ear. “They want to know if it’s the Asian model.”
Poor Limpy was confused. “Huh? What’s Asian? How can you tell?”
“I wasn’t talking to anyone, you idiot,” Rangers snapped.
“Reach around and…and see if there’s…a reset button somewhere,” Limpy stammered, running his pathetically skinny fingers along and down the model’s back.
“No. I’ll tell you what I’ll do for you,” Rangers said quietly with an icy glare, and then he crushed his cigarette out on the droid’s arm. “You give me what I came here for, and I’ll call it in. I can have Squad here within ten minutes.”
“Oh man, Rangers! Squad? Waddaya want from me?”
Rangers pulled a device the size of a postcard from his coat pocket and held it up for Limpy to see. The digital image of a shadowy figure from the Vermicide heist appeared on the screen. “I want you to tell me where I can find these bottom feeders. Is it at Cosmos Cabana, the Earth Club? Tell me where. I know you know, so I’m going to go easy on you if you tell me.”
Limpy squinted at the image. “Never seen him, Rangers. Don’t get me into nothin’, will ya? I don’t need no heat on me. They’ll know I was whistlin’ to the cops!” Limpy was right about that.
“Well, what are you so worried about? I’m no cop.” Rangers smiled, and then pocketed the card.
“No, you’re worse. You’re the city’s most hated man on this side of the law. Guys like Dickey Jets would love to put a slug in your gut and hang your head on a wall!”
Dickey Jets. Rangers wouldn’t be surprised if Jets was the one behind the heist. He’d been on Rangers’ shit list for years now. Dickey wasn’t the goon in the picture though, but Rangers was willing to bet there was a connection.
“Dickey Jets, huh? Thank you, Limpy. That’ll be all.” Rangers gave the droid a tight smack in her rear and headed out the door.
“Ah, shit! Waitaminute, Rangers. Now, I didn’t say nuthin’!”
“You’ve said enough, Limp. Good luck with the dame. I hope for your sake Squad won’t need to use the chompers.”
II
BLUGO’S BAR and GIRLL
Blugo’s was a slapdash joint just outside of Downtown. It was a dingy hole in the wall unworthy of the rats—the misspelling on the sign didn’t help any—but it was the only joint where Rangers could watch the game in peace. The drinks were cheap enough, but the grub wasn’t worth a damn. The place had been slapped with so many health code violations one had to wonder why no one’d set fire to it yet. Not that it stopped any of the drunks and jerks from eating there.
Rangers watched the game from the back of the room, tucked away in the dark, away from the crowds gathering around the TV screens. The Downtown trade tended to get a little rowdy during game season. The way they drank and fought each other over some stupid game seemed like they thought they were making a difference in the world.
They weren’t going to change nothing. All they had was their refinery jobs and their dead dreams and their pissing and moaning.
The city may have survived recessions, social depression, and the incendiary inter-galactic civil rights movement of 2085, but she still bore the scars underneath. The world was changing, and it was leaving her behind. Big Industry’s droid distribution was on the rise, aliens were now eligible for free enterprise, and augmented humans considered themselves the “New Gods.”
Yes, gods. Wasn’t that something? What about the humans or what’s left of them? What did they get for paving the way so everyone else could have a better life? The higher up in the sky the so-called gods go in their high rises and chariots, the quicker the humans were left to rot down in the greasy pit that was the city.
Did we build the stairway to heaven in spite of ourselves, tricked into constructing this suffocating hell we live in?
Rangers often felt like he was the bastion of Gravity City, the last man standing, and the only one left who even gave a damn about their dying city enough to fight for it.
And what about her, the doll in the red dress and the long legs, standing over the jukebox like a cool drink of water? What was her story? A working girl, a lady of the night, Rangers gathered.
Still, too classy for this sleazy part of town. Maybe she was with the greaseball who was suddenly breathing down her neck and talking nasty in her ear. But then when the punk got in too close, she said something that made him go white, and he split.
She tossed a dime into the jukebox and punched in her selection. The tune, some hot number, suddenly blared out over the noise of the drunks and the game. She made her way to Rangers’ table, her hips swaying with the music, ignoring the drunks yelling to turn that shit down.
Her fragrance cut through the smoke and the smell of the bar’s stale cloud like a sweet blade. It was pleasantly intoxicating and dreamy, like her eyes, twinkling emeralds embedded in the soft porcelain white of her skin. Most of the dollies around here reeked of engine oil.
“Hello,” she said to Rangers, her voice sounding smoky and sweet.
“Scram, lady. I like my women with a little more than circuitry inside of them,” Rangers said, keeping his eyes on the game.
“You’re a real gentleman, mister. I’m as real as they come, I can assure you of that.” She pulled a chair out for herself and sat.
“The last thing I’ve ever been accused of being is gentle. Waddaya want?”
“I’m just striking up conversation. Is being social considered a crime now in this town?” she answered.
“That depends on the company you keep, and I don’t feel like keeping any company,” Rangers replied, then emptied his glass.
“How about I buy you a drink?” She signaled the waiter over. She obviously wasn’t taking no for an answer.
She’s not hard on the eyes, so what the hell.
She had long black hair that draped over the snug stacks of her V-neck. She showed, but she didn’t show too much.
She was the kind of broad you wouldn’t mind being seen out dancing with or at a Holo-flick, a real arm piece. That’s if she was the real deal she claimed to be.
Johnny vaguely remembered seeing her face in those glamour ads hung up around town, or somewhere else, maybe. She seemed familiar enough, almost too familiar. Hell, with a pretty face like hers, she didn’t look like trouble, but what did trouble look like these days anyway? With a couple of drinks in you, sometimes trouble could look pretty damn good. Needs were needs, circuitry or not.
“What’s this planet coming to?” Rangers muttered, bringing his narrowed eyes up to meet hers. “First inter-species marriages and now dames like you are buying goons like me drinks? Ain’t that a scream.”
“Well, call me a forward thinker and a good listener. What are you having?” she asked when the waiter appeared.
“What makes you think I want to talk?” Rangers answered, then to the waiter, “Hydro on the rocks, make it a double. Make it quick.”
“Sure, whatever you want.” The worm nodded and snuck a peek down the lady’s blouse. “And you, miss?”
“I’ll have the same. Thank you,” she answered, and the waiter took off with their order. “Everybody needs to talk about something to someone sometimes, detective…even you. And maybe even me.”
“You must be new in town. The creeps around here clam up unless there’s something to brag about,” said Rangers, with a groan. “If you take a look around ya, there ain’t much to brag about.”
“I’m not here to brag, Mr. Rangers. If you will indulge me, I only need a minute of your time,” she said, pulling a smoke from her cigarette case. Rangers noticed the way her hand trembled when she placed the cigarette between her lips.
“How do you know my name?”
She smiled. “I saw you on the Gravity City Report the other night. You’re hard to miss.”
Yeah, that’s what I am, an easy target. It didn’t help that Wally Bright kept running those ridiculous pieces on him in the news. Bright had even called him a vigilante, the jerk. He wouldn’t know what justice was even if it backed over him with a car. So what if he’d run over that perp with justice at least three times the other night?
He had it comin’. Who the hell’s Wally Bright to judge me? If he ever got his hands on that damn reporter, he’d make him eat his words, too.
“Call me Rangers,” he said, lighting her cigarette for her and one for himself. “After all, you just bought me a drink.”
“Well then, Rangers. Do you see the three men sitting at the bar behind me?” A wisp of pink smoke lazily trailed off her lips.
Rangers nodded. He’d already spotted Big Otis and his lackeys when they first sat their hides at the bar to watch the game, but not the girl.
He figured the goons were there for him and looking for a little payback for the last time he knocked their heads together. He was just waiting for them to make their move. Rangers had put those screwballs away more times than he could count.
“They followed me in here,” she said. The corner of her eyes suddenly crinkled with fear. “And I figured if they saw me with you, they’d…they’d lay off.”
“You’re gonna have to pay me a lot more than a drink for protection, lady,” Rangers scoffed. Suddenly, trouble was starting to look like trouble.
“I don’t want your protection, Mr. Rangers. I just need them to get the hint and leave me alone. I’ll pay you for your time, if you like,” she said, reaching into her purse.
“Save your bread, lady.” Rangers’ hand shot out across the table and slid her purse away from her; it was more of a precaution than a gentleman’s gesture. You never knew who was packing steel these days, and Johnny wasn’t taking any chances—dame or no dame. Yet nothing crawled up Rangers’ ass more than a bunch of goons harassing a pretty girl like… “What’s your name, doll?”
“Gosh, I’m so sorry,” she said, blushing. “Roxy. You can call me Roxy.”
Nothing crawled up Rangers’ ass more than a bunch of goons harassing a pretty girl like Roxy. And the tears, he hated seeing a pretty girl like Roxy cry.
“Got any idea why they’re tailing you, Roxy?” he asked, keeping his sights on Otis and the boys. They’d been throwing hard glances in Rangers’ direction the whole time.
“No, but I first noticed them this morning on Stardust Street, just outside my apartment. They’ve been following me ever since,” she answered.
Stardust Street, huh? Pretty ritzy. Miss Roxy was in the money if she could afford to live on one of the wealthiest showbiz streets in Gravity City. The question was, what was she doing here in this dump?
“I tell you what,” Rangers said. “I’ll go have a little talk with your friends, on one condition—the next round’s on me, and you let me drive you home tonight.”
“Thank you, Rangers,” she nodded, and then curled her fingers firmly around his wrist. “Thank you, you’re a saint.”
If you say so. What was it about this dame that made his knees feel like putty?
“Don’t go anywhere.” He stamped his cigarette into the ashtray and then headed over to the crew.
He tapped on Big Otis’s shoulder first; Otis half-turned and snarled. “Yeah, waddaya want, Rangers?”
“I’m putting you on notice, you heap o’ trash. The lady sitting over there is with me, so hit the shits,” Rangers answered.
“Get bent, scum. We’re just keeping an eye on the bupanta for the boss,” Big Otis grumbled.
“Yeah, blow off, pig.” Joe Simple, the scrawny wretch seated in the middle, cackled. The third, even scrawnier wretch, Sam Slick, cackled along with him.
“Still runnin’ errands for Jets, huh?”
All three goons turned on their stools and showed Rangers they were carrying pieces on their belts. “Yeah, and what of it?” Otis answered.
“Well, the good news is that I’m going to need one of ya’s alive to deliver a message to your boss for me. The bad news is, two of ya’s not gonna make it out of here tonight.” Rangers rolled up his sleeves and balled his fists.
“Dang it, Rangers, don’t go bustin’ up the joint again!” Blugo ducked and hid behind the bar. A chorus of barstools toppled over as customers scattered out the front door, except for the bum at the end who was too hammered to notice if the ceiling fell in on his head.
“Don’t worry, Blugo. I’m not even going to break a sweat disposing these waste buckets.”
“Is that so?” Otis laughed.
“That’s so.” Rangers nodded. “So, which two of you are feeling unlucky tonight?”
“After you,” Otis answered, gesturing to the back door.
Rangers shot Roxy a wink and went to it. “Watch my hat, will ya, Blug?”
The alleyway behind Blugo’s Bar was a clogged artery congested with graffiti, trash, bums, and a grody band of junkies hidden away in the shadows. Rain had started to fall, waking the deadly stench of the alley and slicking the ground with the sludge from the garbage and the gutters.
Yeah, it’s going to be one of those nights.
As cold rivulets ran down over his face, Rangers remembered it was always scheduled to rain in Gravity City on Saturdays. “Okay, maggots. I’m giving you one last chance to walk away while you still have use of your legs. What’s it gonna be?”
“Hmm, let me think about that…” Big Otis answered with a lunge and a haymaker. Rangers sidestepped, whirled around, and cracked Otis in the back of the skull with his elbow so hard his front teeth hit the ground before his face did.
When Joe Simple thought he had the jump on Rangers, he caught a face full of Rangers’ fist, flew back into a brick wall, and crash-landed in the garbage.
Rangers grinned. “Just you and me now, Slick.”
“Drop dead, Rangers!” Slick spat back.
“And what, look like you?” Rangers pulled the Buster from the inside of his trench coat and aimed it at Slick’s head. “This Buster could pop your top with a single round and make a real mess of things. And by the look of it, this alley could use a new paint job. So waddaya say?”
“Don’t shoot, please!” Slick cried and threw his hands up at his face. “Tony Beepers only hired us to watch the girl. Honest, I swear!”
“Tony Beepers? What’s he want with the girl?”
“I don’t know!”
Rangers saddled the Buster back inside his coat and gave Sam Slick another careful once-over. Surprisingly, he was telling the truth.
“All right,” Rangers said, kicking Big Otis’s teeth over to Slick. “Take those back to Tony Beepers and tell him if I ever see him or any of his goons following the dame again, I’ll use that nice chrome head of his as a hood ornament. Now split.”
Slick bolted down the alleyway.
“Whoa,” Rangers heard a voice coming from behind him. He turned and saw a kid staring back at him from underneath the brim of a dirty, oversized newsboy cap.
“You’re…you’re…Johnny Rangers!”
“So they tell me.”
“How’d ya do that? You creamed them real good, huh, Rangers?” The boy excitedly reenacted Rangers’ punches in the air. Boom! Pow!
Rangers took a look around him. The goons were going to nap ’til morning. “What, ya’ writin’ a book or somethin’?” he asked. “Why ya out so late, anyway?”
The kid shrugged and gave no answer.
“Scram, get home. This ain’t no place for a kid.”
The boy frowned, turned on his heels, and headed for the nearest stack of cardboard boxes, a condominium for the derelicts, and then crawled up inside one the paper-thin enclosures.
The rain really lashed in hard then; a streak of lightning struck and slashed across the skies.
Aww, hell. Rangers thought, and thought some more until his dreaded conscience really started to nag at him. Hey, kid, he wanted to say. No. Leave it be. It is what it is. He headed back into Blugo’s to find that Roxy had taken off like everyone else, except for Blugo and the bum at the bend of the bar with puke in his lap. “Where’d she go?”
Blugo had already closed up shop and started wiping the countertops down. “I dunno, Rangers. The broad took off like her heels was on fire.”
Maybe she thought Rangers was going to get clobbered and high-tailed it out of there. Some faith.
“She didn’t leave any digits?”
“Naw.”
“Figures. A’right, night, Blug.”
“Get home safe, Rangers.”
Rangers collected his hat and then threw a couple of bucks down on the bar before doubling back to the alleyway.
Shadows scurried for cover from the downpour. He pulled his collar up against the rain and stepped out into it. “Hey, kid. Kid!” he called out at the cardboard ensemble until a large hat poked out.
“Hey, kid, ya hungry?”
The hat bobbed up and down.
“Well, crawl on outta there, then. Let’s go grab some grub.”
The kid shimmied out of the wall of wet boxes and followed Rangers out of the alley, splashing puddles along the way.
“What’s your name, squirt?” Rangers asked.
“Dirt,” the orphan answered. “My friends call me Dirt.”
“All right, don’t get cute, huh? Let’s get out of here before we catch our deaths from this rain.”
III
“How come your car don’t fly, Rangers?” Dirt asked, toggling the car stereo between stations. He was tiny underneath his oversized cap, and his feet hardly reached the floor. Rangers smacked the kid’s hand away from the dashboard and kept his eyes on the road, radio on, not much in the mood for small talk.
“Cuz it just don’t,” Rangers answered.
“Why not?”
“Cuz flyin’s for fairies. Now quit rattlin’ in my ear.”
Rangers preferred life on the road under the el. There was less traffic down there, ever since the city started handing out Skyway licenses to any shmuck off the street after that so-called automobile renaissance disaster back in 2098.
“I’m gonna fly one day!” Dirt exploded, weaving his hand through the air.
“Don’t do us any favors, kid. There are already enough idiots flyin’ the Skyway these days with their new shiny, flying heaps.”
Lay off the kid, will ya, Rangers? It’s not the kid’s fault the dame bailed.
“All right. See up there in the city’s new Skyway development, past the smog?” Rangers pointed toward Uptown at the ominous and jagged skyline, visible between the elevated train tracks. There were skyscrapers, spires, free-floating pavilions, and metallic formations, each one interconnected with another and as high as a hundred stories, maybe taller. Any taller and they’d be a hop, skip, and a jump away from the moon. Rangers heard through the grapevine that the developers couldn’t get the permits to go any higher. The balls on them.
Dirt gazed in reverie through the rain-riddled windshield. He’d never seen any of the city outside the edge of Downtown or City Limits. And beyond City Limits, all there was to see was infinite obscurity and the occasional speckle of stars that flashed on and off like light bulbs.
“That’s called the new Xanadu Skyways,” Rangers grumbled unhappily. “That’s where all the dicks and the richest of the rich live, kid. The higher up you go, the more loaded they are. One day those nosebleeds are going to all come toppling down and the bottom feeders are going to eat the rich bastards up alive.” It was just a thought.
A man can dream, can’t he?
Those thoughts led Rangers right back to Roxy of Stardust Street, her black flowing hair, her red shimmering lips, and the way she’d looked at him with those sweet eyes. She was a bright young thing.
He flexed his hand tight around the steering wheel, stretching the soreness out of it, pain from knocking those goons around in the alley for her, and focused on the road.
She took me for a ride and didn’t even say goodbye. I was fine before she walked into my life and ruined a perfectly good game.
Why? Didn’t matter now. If Rangers got anything out of it, it was sending the messenger boy back to Tony Beepers with Big Otis’s teeth. Then maybe Dickey Jets would get the message and do something about it, if he had the guts. And what the hell did Beepers want with Roxy anyway?
“What’s your real name, kid?” Rangers asked, suddenly wanting to get away from the thought of Roxy. “Dirt’s a stupid name for a kid. Anyone tell ya that? It’s no name for a kid.”
Dirt gave it a thought for a moment, his eyes going this way and that way, still drinking in the sight of the behemoth skyscrapers and trails of vehicles criss-crossing and dotting the skies high above the smog.
“My friends in the alley call me Dirt.”
“No. I mean what did your parents call you?”
“I don’t remember my central units. I just woke up one day in the alley and just was.”
Just was? Rangers hit the brakes hard, threw the car into park, and yanked Dirt toward him. He yanked the hat from the kid’s head then pulled him forward, then back, and gave him a little shake while examining him for good measure. “Oh, hell!” Rangers scowled. The kid was a damn droid, a defect, at that. A throwaway. He could see it in his eyes. The left one lazily drifted around in its socket until it centered itself again, and then there was a collection of brain fluid caked up in his ears. He wasn’t right, not calibrated properly, and most likely junked for it.
Not my problem.
Get out! Rangers heard himself shout from inside, itching to throw the passenger door open and shove the kid out of the car, but he didn’t. Instead, he just grimaced at Dirt for a moment and thought of how filthy he was, and how little and abandoned he must’ve felt, even if he was a droid.
These things are autonomous, they feel now, Rangers remembered, which was obvious with how Dirt looked back at him with his big, round, frightened eyes. It wasn’t the kid’s fault, after all. And no, he wasn’t going to grow up one day, be a real boy, or fly, for that matter. He was going to be a runt for good, maybe with a limited shelf life. Rangers wasn’t going to tell him that, though. He finally softened his scruffy scowl and said, “I hope you like sandwiches.”
IV
Nebulas Diner was a slapdash sandwich joint in Mid-City. The food was cheap enough, but the drinks weren’t worth a damn. Luckily, the game was still on, and playing on the monitors hanging up everywhere in the place like some spectacle in Space Square.
It was a tied score with tensions dangerously rising in the arena, ready to go nuclear. It could go either way in the finals with one more game to go in the series. Luckily, the Mid-City trade was a little more civilized than the Downtown crowd was in that they didn’t beat the crap out of each other.
Rangers tore another bite out of his extra-deep-fried WumpMug sandwich and crunched away. He washed it down with some SKUD soda. “So, waddaya think?” Rangers asked Dirt.
Dirt peeked out from behind his sandwich. It was half the size of his head, and he’d dug into it good, using both his hands. Rivers of gravy ran down between his little fingers as if he was choking the life out of it. “It’s okay.” Then Dirt belted back at Rangers with a belch and laughed. He hadn’t had a meal since the one he’d dug out of the garbage that morning.
“Just okay? These are the best sandwiches on this side of town. Ain’t that right, Arnie?” Rangers hollered across the diner.
“Tha’s right!” Old Arnie saluted back with his greasy spatula from behind the grill.
“The soda kinda tastes like alley barf, though.” Dirt swigged from his cup and then swished it around before swallowing.
Rangers couldn’t agree more. “So you really don’t remember where you came from, huh? How long have you been living in the alley?”
“Nuh-uh,” Dirt mumbled as he chewed. “I woke up in the alley a few weeks ago and Sticky Pete and the guys called me Dirt. That’s my name. My name is Dirt. I’m good at fixing things, and one day I’m going to build my own rocket—”
“Stop.” Rangers’ glare hardened with disgust. He wanted to reach across the table and shake the boy. “Those aren’t your friends, kid, understand? Do you even know why they called you Dirt? Huh?”
Dirt shook his little gravy-slopped face innocently.
“That’s because they thought you weren’t good for nothin’. All kids are good for somethin’, even you. Understand me? And we’re gonna start over by giving you a new name. A good name, cuz I ain’t callin’ ya Dirt.”
“Really? A new name, Rangers? No foolin’?” Dirt gaped at him, gravy running down his arms now. Dirt was practically bathing in the stuff and getting it everywhere, and he’d never been happier than he was at that moment with Rangers at the diner. “Does this mean we’re a team now?”
Nearly spitting out his food, Rangers answered, “Get a grip, kid. I work alone.”
“Hey, not fair. I’m good for stuff, remember? You said—”
“Yeah, yeah, I know what I said, but you don’t want to do what I do.”
“Why not? You’re the hero of Gravity City. You’re Johnny—”
“WE INTERRUPT THIS BROADCAST TO BRING YOU BREAKING NEWS!” the voice boomed from the TVs.
Everyone in the joint clammed up and focused their attention on the screens. “Good evening, everyone.” The anchor’s face appeared on every screen in the room. “Famous Stardust Street starlet, Roxy Raven, was found dead in her apartment late this evening. We have no further details at this time. We now return you to your scheduled program.”
SCORE!
SCORE!
The game blared back onto the screens. The visiting team had scored, and suddenly the arena teetered on anarchy. Patrons all around hissed and moaned because they missed it due to some person dying.
“Clean yourself up, kid. We gotta go,” Rangers said, and tossed money down onto the table.
V
What glitters ain’t always gold.
Rangers and Dirt made their way to Roxy’s on Stardust Street within five minutes, blazing through every red light and nearly striking several pedestrians along the way. Rangers might have accidentally clipped the squeegee-bot for the third time this week down on 36th Drive when it ran out into the middle of the intersection to wash his windshield. The damn thing never learned.
There was already a scene brewing outside of Roxy’s apartment building when they arrived: a fleet of police cruisers, news vans, the meat wagon, a news chopper hovering above it all, and a crowd sticking around to get a glimpse of the corpse.
You’d think these people had never seen a dead body before.
Rangers parked around the corner, away from all the fanfare. “Look, you stay here. There ain’t nothin’ here you need to see, understand?” he told Dirt. “Keep the doors locked and the windows rolled up. I’ll be back soon. Don’t move.”
Dirt smiled. “Can I play with the radio while you’re gone?”
Rangers grumbled something before shutting the door.
“Come on! All of ya’s move back, will ya!” one officer barked at the mob, which was spilling over the sidewalk and onto the crime scene.
Rangers flashed his badge, coming in under the police tape, and the junior officers practically dove out of his way.
Rangers followed two cops up to Roxy’s apartment on the thirty-sixth floor. The Canine Droid Units were already making their rounds inside, taking turns sniffing and scanning each room.
“The neighbor didn’t hear anything,” Rangers heard an officer say to another in passing. “I got nothin’.”
“No need to be here, Rangers. It’s just your standard Saturday Night Special. Overdose,” Sgt. Beta mumbled, not bothering to look up from Roxy’s body when Rangers entered the bedroom.
“White noize,” Detective Fin Samconi said, holding up a little clear bag with crystal residue in it. “Turns out this one here is a little more high profile. One of the neighbors said the door was left wide open when they found her; says she was the head dancer at Buddy Crackers’ new club, Cosmos Cabana or somethin’. Roxy Raven. Name sound familiar?”
“Why didn’t you call me in on this first?” Rangers asked Beta over the sound of flashbulbs popping.
“If I ever knew where to reach you, maybe I would have.”
There she was, laid out on the bed in a white nightgown for the medical examiner to gawk at with his camera before tagging and bagging her. Rangers bent in over the bed to get a closer look at the body.
Yep, that’s her. Roxy was still an eyeful, even in death.
“This ain’t no overdose,” Rangers said.
“What makes you say that?”
“The dame was with me earlier at Blug’s,” Rangers confessed as he lit up a smoke.
Beta shook his head at Rangers like he’d just stepped in a big pile of shit. It was better to let Rangers explain himself first than to say another word.
“It ain’t nothin’ like that, sarge,” Rangers added. “She came to me lookin’ for help. Big Otis and his boys tailed her into the bar. She was shook up good about somethin’.”
“Go on. You’re saying they did this?”
“Naw,” Rangers answered. “They couldn’t have. I had a little dance with the boys in the alley, and she took off. They did say somethin’ about watchin’ her for Tony Beepers, though.”
“For Jets?” Beta’s eyes narrowed. “Did they say why?”
“No,” Rangers answered. “But this sure as hell was a kill. And when I finally get a hold of Jets, I’m gonna—”
“Don’t think about doing anything stupid, Rangers. This is Jets we’re talking about, and we don’t even know if he had anything to do with this. We’re going to have to wait for forensics to—”
“Sir, we got somethin’,” one of the rookies from Squad interrupted. Murphy entered the room wagging something at Beta.
“What is it, Murphy?”
Murphy handed Beta a book of matches he’d found on the sofa with COSMOS CABANA imprinted on them.
“The victim worked there. We know that much,” Beta told him, and then tossed the book of matches back at the rookie. “It doesn’t tell us anything.”
“Right, but take a look.” Murphy shined a blacklight and showed Beta the book of matches again. “See? Traces of Vermicide, and we got prints covered in the stuff. It’s all over the apartment. Let me show you somethin’ else.”
The rookie pulled a tablet from his back pocket and called up the digital samples of prints onto the screen. “The CDUs just got these. The shoe prints are fresh; the Vermicide’s a little older. I’d say less than twenty-four hours old.”
“Last night’s heist,” Rangers threw in.
“Dealers have been cutting up the junk with the Vermicide,” Samconi added. “I heard it gets the addicts really cranked up, especially the droids. Maybe she got a bad dose of it.”
Roxy was no addict. These knuckleheads have it all wrong.
“But what’s the heist and the girl have to do with each other?” Beta wondered, and then to Rangers, he said, “And why’d they want her dead?”
“There’s only one way to find out.” Rangers turned and headed for the door with an inferno burning in his eyes.
“Rangers,” Beta called out after him, “don’t make this personal.”
“It’s always been personal.”
On his way back out on to the street, Rangers spotted the jerk who’d been digging into him on the news all week: Wally Bright of the XYZ2 News team. He was all smiles while getting ready to go live in front of the cameras. Rangers was going to leave it alone until he overheard the reporter announce Roxy’s death as an apparent suicide on live television.
That son of a … That’s it.
Rangers pushed his way back through the crowd to Bright, yanked the microphone out of the reporter’s hand, and clubbed him over the head with it. Wally Bright went down like a bag of hammers in front of the cameras. The crowd went wild. “How’s that for a headline, Numbnuts?”
Bright yowled at Rangers from the ground. “Screw you, Rangers!” he sobbed, cupping his head with his hands. “I’m gonna ruin you! I’m gonna take you for everything you got! You’re a nobody, you hear me? A nobody! You don’t ever put your hands on Wally Bright…you don’t ever put your hands…Wally…ow, my head!” Wally Bright’s cries faded as Rangers made his way back out of the crowd.
Returning to the car, Rangers noticed the kid was missing. The passenger door was open and the radio was left on.
The kid wouldn’t have bailed, Rangers thought. “Kid?” he called out and then scanned the dark, empty street.
“Dirt? I’m leaving, so you better get your ass back here.” Rangers gave Dirt a minute to answer, but he didn’t show. “I said I’m leaving.” He gave it a few more seconds just to be nice. Another second. “Suit yourself, kid. I’m out of here.”
“Get in the car, pig,” Rangers heard the low voice from behind him. He felt the cold steel press up against the back of his neck, then another against his back, then a third against his ribs: A 12-Gauge propulsion rifle and two Magnum Blasters.
“Sinister Squid,” Rangers said, unsurprised. “I thought I smelled fish.”
“Shut yer trap!” Rangers heard him say before the barrel of the Magnum Blaster cracked him in the temple.
VI
The Gods of Gravity City
Rangers finally came to lying on cold, wet concrete somewhere, dizzy. He brought his hand up to his aching head. He shook it off and smiled. “You idiots still fall for the good ol’ bait trick, don’t ya?” He chuckled, allowing his vision to adjust to the darkness: the bowels of some refinery plant, the smell of Vermicide lingering heavily in the air. “I saw you tailing me after I left the diner, Squid. What took you so long to catch up?”
Sinister Squid stood near the mixing tanks holding a gun in each of his four hands: two down at Dirt’s head, and two akimbo, aimed at Rangers.
“Don’t worry, kid. I got you,” Rangers promised the teary-eyed Dirt. Rangers felt around for the Buster but only felt an empty holster dangling at his side. Sam Slick stood over Rangers with the Buster pointed at him, smiling triumphantly with ugly, black painted teeth.
“Lookin’ fer dis?”
“Hi, Rangers,” Tony Beepers yawned somewhere in the darkness. Rangers heard the heavy wheezing and whirring of Beepers’ body parts—the hydraulic legs and gears working inside his body as he strode up slowly behind him. “You know how this ends, don’t you?”
“Yeah. I go home with your head on my hood and this smelly bastard in my trunk before dumping his sorry ass back in the bay,” Rangers answered. “And you, Slick. I got something real special for ya this time.”
“Not this time, meat,” Beepers hummed. “This time you don’t get to walk away. You and the rest of those groveling humans is what’s wrong with this city and the smell of shit that clings to it. As soon as you return the Cynapse Crystal, I’ll be more than happy to end your miserable human life along with the rest of them.”
“What are you rambling about now, you stupid socket?”
“The Cynapse Crystal! Where is it?” Beepers’ thin metal frame lunged into view and smacked Rangers across the side of the face with his flimsy metallic fist. “The girl had it, and she was with you. Give it to me or watch the kid die!” he shouted, his digital irises turning from hot orange to an angry red.
Squid pushed the barrels into Dirt’s temple to show that they were serious.
An angry little girl could’ve hit harder than this tin-man. “Never heard of it,” Rangers said, wiping his chin.
Beepers drew a pocketknife and a bag of white noize from his dirty leather jacket. He flicked the knife open and used the tip of the blade to shovel a mound of powder up into his nasal cavity.
“Well, allow me to fill you in, then.” He sniffed, twirling and spinning the knife between his fingers. “You see, the Cynapse Crystal is the single most powerful AI micro-implant the droid industry has seen in years. Once injected into the bloodstream, the crystal continuously recalibrates and reconstitutes human DNA to become stronger, faster, and smarter than any machine, making them unstoppable once they finally become…Ultra-Novus. Only one crystal exists, Rangers, and it belongs to Dickey Jets. So where is it?”
“What was with the highway job last night, then?”
“The Vermicide tanker was simply a ruse Axon Research used to transport the crystal between labs.”
“And the girl?”
“A decoy, sent by Dickey Jets…to kill you.”
Rangers muttered something in return. Suddenly, his words sounded muddled inside his head. His shoulders weighed heavily, his skin crawled with pins and needles. He felt like a man in poisoned chains.
Sam Slick anxiously waved the gun at Rangers from above, still smiling with blackened teeth. Doubles of Sinister Squid and Dirt swirled in his vision.
“What did you see when you looked into Roxy’s eyes, Rangers? A lost little girl? Despair? Did she whisper all the nasty little things you wanted to hear? Help me. Help me, Rangers.” Beepers laughed. “Aaaand that’s when she gets ya! One prick of the viper’s kiss and it’s so long, sucker! You’re D-E-D, dead!”
Beepers brought his voice down to a whisper and leaned in close, eye to eye with Rangers. “No, but not you, Rangers. She spared you, and she needed to pay the consequences.”
“What do you mean prick?”
What did he mean by prick?
Rangers’ thoughts raced back to the bar. He saw Roxy’s face, now a ghost staring back at him. “Thank you, Rangers.” She nodded, and then curled her fingers firmly around his wrist. “Thank you, you’re a saint.”
“Lethal injection. Bang. You’re dead. Gone,” Beepers said.
Lethal injection? The dame got me. I don’t believe it. That clever little…wait.
What?
Wait.
Whoa.
That’s…new.
“Shut up for a second, will ya? What’d ya say this crystal thing does?” Rangers tensed, suddenly feeling sparks in his veins, his muscles locking in place, adrenaline racing, everything slowing down in the dark as his heart pounded.
Focus…
Life exploded through him again. Wham!
Beepers was still talking. “…will make men like Dickey Jets a true god… stronger…faster…smarter—”
“Yeah, yeah, unstoppable,” Rangers finished the rest.
“Yeah, that’s right,” Beepers sneered. “Unstoppable.”
“So, if he wanted to, would he be able to do this?” With a single bound, Rangers leapt off the ground and snatched the knife from Beepers’ fingers, then hammered it between Slick’s eyes.
Rangers caught the Buster falling from Slick’s hands and fired at Squid, catching him twice in the shoulder. Squid recoiled and Dirt ran for cover behind a wall of pallets. Squid returned wild fire, accidentally striking Beepers in the back with bullets ricocheting off tanks around them.
Beepers collapsed. Rangers rolled forward and shot in Squid’s direction as Squid withdrew into the darkness.
Rangers caught Dirt’s eye and told him to stay down and stay put.
Rangers listened for Squid. He could hear him heaving in the distance, somewhere beyond the tanks. He could tell he was badly hurt. Two shots from the Buster. He should be dead.
“This won’t be the last time we meet, Rangers!” Squid vowed, and the echo of a door slamming shut followed. Rangers scanned the dark in case Squid tried to double back. No, he was gone. He was sure of it, but he wasn’t going to go after him tonight, not when he had a bigger prize to collect.
“How…?” Rangers heard Beepers whimper behind him. “Why you? Why would she implant you with the Cynapse? Why?” he cried. “You don’t deserve it!”
Beepers struggled to bring himself back to his feet. Fluids and wire spilled from his torso as he clutched his chest. Rangers tucked the Buster back into its holster and went to him.
“Why?” Beepers asked again, his voice choking and dying as he looked up at Rangers. The light in his digital irises grayed and dimmed, racing around in his sockets, searching Rangers’ face, defeated. “I don’t understand.”
Rangers grabbed a hold of Beepers’ metallic skull with both his hands and began to squeeze, dig, lifting him back up off his knees.
“No, what are you doing? Let go of me! You won’t get away with this, Rangers!” Beepers panicked as he felt his head start to buckle inward.
Rangers pushed down on Beepers’ skull even harder. Beepers frantically fought and clawed at Rangers’ face, and his legs kicked beneath him with no hope for escape. “No! Please! Noooo!” Beepers’ electronic screams twisted into high-pitched squeals. “No—you can’t kill—”
Smash! Beepers’ head imploded in Rangers’ hands.
Beepers’ headless body crumpled at Rangers’ feet. “Yes, I can.”
“Rangers?” Dirt stood watching.
“Oh, damn it,” Rangers muttered. “Sorry you had to see that, kid. Are you all right?”
Dirt nodded, still shaking.
“A’right.” Rangers crouched down, plucked Beepers’ neuron chip out of the puddle of brain matter, and stuck it in his pocket. “Are you sure you still want to do what I do?”
Dirt’s face lit up and said, “Yeeaahh, that was so cool!”
It wasn’t the reaction Rangers was hoping for.
Twenty minutes later, Sergeant Beta and Squad finally stormed the refinery. There were no signs of Sinister Squid anywhere, but they did come across Rangers’ ride abandoned down the road, idling on a riverbank, with blood that matched Squid’s trail from the refinery.
The CDUs voraciously made their perimeter sweeps while forensics hauled Beepers and Slick away in the meat wagon. “CDUs in pursuit, headed your way,” the dispatcher echoed from the squad car.
An Axon field rep named Harry shined a light into Rangers’ eyes to see how much of his bell had been rung. “We’ll need to flush out the chip before it completely breaks down in your system. It’s still only a prototype, ya know. It’s not even—”
“You’re better off destroying the damn thing,” Rangers warned. “That kind of power could be dangerous in the wrong hands.” Dickey Jets’ hands, he thought. “Who the hell would want to live forever in this city anyways?” Then he imagined Jets’ head between his hands, and how he’d like to squeeze it until it popped, too.
“Stranger things have happened in Gravity City.” Harry shrugged. “Okay, it looks like you’re good to go, except for maybe a little headache in the morning once we’re done with the procedure, but I’ll give you something for that,” he said, packing up his medical kit. “Axon thanks you, Rangers. If there’s anything you need, please—”
“You can start by taking the kid in for one of them fancy tune-ups. That’s what you can do for me. Just make sure you see to it that he gets everything that he needs.”
“I would be more than happy to,” Harry replied. Then he turned to Dirt, “How’s that sound, buddy? Did you hear that? We’re going to fix you up, make you good as new! Just let me check back here real quick and see what your make is first.” He turned Dirt’s head to the side and looked behind his ear.
“Um. Hmm. Okay, got it. Thanks.” He smiled at Dirt. “Uh, can I have a word with you for a second, please?” he said to Rangers, holding his smile and tugging Rangers aside, far enough so Dirt or anyone else couldn’t hear them.
“Spit it out. What gives?”
“I’m not quite sure how to tell you this, but…the kid’s tagged as a DFM, a Droid F-Modulation.”
“Yeah, in English, please.”
“Is anyone watching us right now?” Harry kept his eyes on Rangers and kept his cool.
Rangers casually glanced around the lot. Beta was meeting with one of the curators of the refinery while Squad made rounds with the CDUs. “No,” he said.
“Okay, listen to me. There are only 1-Class M-Modules, and they’re all males. The only agency that’s ever held a patent for a 2-Class Biologically Advanced F-Modulation is Pantheon, and I’m not talking about that cheap shit you see walking the streets now, either. Only two advanced F-Modules have ever been made, and for some reason, they destroyed them right after.”
“I don’t—”
The engineer pulled Rangers away a little further.
“The kid’s female, Rangers. The first advanced AFM I’ve ever seen,” Harry whispered nervously. “That’s some scary advanced shit you’re looking at there. It means Pantheon has somehow figured out a way to repurpose the modules for reproduction, catch my drift? Those psychos are reverse-fucking-engineering droids to breed and make robot babies, man. But someone high up keeps nixing plans on future development. They are way beyond what Axon Research is capable of doing right now.”
“I see.” Rangers looked back at Dirt for a moment and thought and thought some more, until his dreaded conscience nagged at him again. “It’s best if we kept this to ourselves until we know where she came from, understand? If this gets out, I know who to come looking for.”
Harry understood all right.
Competitors are making droids more human and making humans more like droids? That sounds like two pounds of crap in a one-pound bag to me.
“Give me a moment with the kid, will ya?
“Sure thing, Rangers,” Harry said. “Just holler when you’re ready.”
Rangers went to Dirt and knelt. He looked her in the eye, the good one. “Hey, um, I’ve been thinkin’, kid,” Rangers said, nodding. “About your name and stuff, and I, uh, I think Kid Rocket has a good ring to it. You’re the kid who can fix things and is going to build your own rocket one day, right? Waddaya say?”
“Whoa. Kid Rocket,” Dirt’s eyes went wide and she smiled. “It’s the best name ever! And I’m good at fixing things, and one day I’m going to build my own—”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I heard ya the first time.” Rangers patted Dirt, now Kid Rocket, on her head. “And when you’re ready, I have an old friend Downtown who could use an extra tinkerer around the shop, and you’ll never have to sleep on the streets again, I promise. But listen to me, you’re going to have to make your bones around here, you hear me? Prove you’re worth me taking under my wing.”
“Really? You’d do that for me?”
“Sure, kid.”
Dirt plowed into Rangers with a hug. “Thank you, Rangers! I swear, I won’t let you down.”
“A’right, let’s not get carried away. Come on, let’s get out of here.”
Rangers and Beta traded formal glances from across the lot. Beta nodded, Good job.
Rangers nodded back. It’s what I do. He gave the engineer the cue that they were ready to go. He and Rocket hopped into the van and rode off into the night, headed for Axon Labs.
Agent Fin Samconi met Beta at the gated entrance and handed him a tablet. “It’s done. She’s been wiped clean from all the surveillance videos. Luckily, none of the cameras got a good shot of her on the highway last night,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do about calling up a new agent to replace Roxy as soon as possible.”
“Do that. What about the Cynapse Crystal?”
“It arrived safely at Axon last night. They send their condolences and thank you for your cooperation with setting up the heist with the decoy chip.”
“Good work, Samconi.” Sergeant Beta sighed. “We lost a good cop today.”
“It’s a shame she had to die for nothing.”
“She didn’t die for nothing,” Beta said with a stony voice. “She did what she had to do for Gravity City.”
“What did Roxy inject Rangers with if she didn’t have the real crystal?”
Sergeant Beta couldn’t give Fin an answer, not yet, so he ignored it. “Three years undercover with one more to go. She would’ve made a decent detective. She really looked up to Rangers.”
Samconi nodded in agreement. “Does he know?”
“Of course not,” Beta answered. “If Rangers knew we were implementing a cyborg program in Squad, he’d have our heads. He wouldn’t understand.”
“I don’t blame him,” said Samconi. “Did you hear what that thing did to him?”
     “The crystal?” Beta paused for a bit. “Tech like that will be the norm soon enough.”
“What do you mean?” asked Samconi, looking up sharply.
Beta just turned and looked at the moon in the cold night sky and the storm clouds edging in to swallow it up again. “Dark nights are heading our way, Samconi. We can use all the help we can get.”
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Hide and Seek
by Eric Tozzi
EVERYTHING WAS GOING TO HELL, and Oliver Banda boggled over the program running on his rubber framed, magnesium alloy computer tablet, desperate for an answer. Adowa Imani, seated directly behind him, began an exchange in Swahili with Oliver, their voices low and even. Blaine Peterson knew things had gone bad when he heard the screams a quarter mile off from their current location, which was a long way from nowhere. The first distant shriek sent a chill crawling up his skin. It rolled upward from the middle of his back, stiffening the hairs on his neck like quills on a porcupine.
“Did you hear that?” he asked. “Why would there be screaming?”
Oliver closed his eyes, just as he always did when someone else was talking, and Blaine wondered if it was because he was attempting to focus on what was being said or whether he was blocking it out. Erasing the words. Erasing the person speaking.
He listened for more, the air thick with the chorus of insects. The next scream was piercing and short, followed by a measure of staccato gunshots. Mere pops in the vast dark, coming from their point of origin that was a squatting hut complex. More exactly, a hideout for the poachers.
“Lower your voice, Peterson, and pull yourself together,” Oliver said. “We are perfectly safe.”
So said the bio engineer of this project, but Blaine wasn’t entirely convinced. The armored Land Rover they’d driven out here from Dodoma over a tortured, angry savannah was indeed a worthy mode of transport, and by most standards it offered adequate protection from Tanzanian wildlife. Nevertheless, Blaine was disturbed, and those screams in the dark were like a blaring siren that something had gone catastrophically wrong with LEON.
More screams bled into howls and shrieks. Like children in the clutches of a night terror. But those bone chilling cries belonged to men, not children. Men who were ruthless, insatiable killers. Men with no fear, no conscience or soul. Hunters now reduced to hopeless prey.
Blaine clamped his eyes shut and drew in a deep breath, steadying himself beneath a startling current of nausea. “I’m going to be sick,” he said.
“I have never met a mzungu so afraid as you,” Moses Chausiku said from the driver’s seat. “Are you not ashamed?”
Blaine opened his eyes and found himself the subject of a diamond-hard stare from the man. Moses Chausiku’s features were blunt and severe, made even more so by the scar he wore beneath his chin. It zippered down across his throat, touching his collar bone. Blaine figured that scar was at one time an open, gushing coulee of blood. How the man had gotten such a disfigurement remained unknown, and it was better left that way, Blaine decided. He quickly disengaged from Moses and threw his attention to the back of Oliver’s head.
“Walk me through this again,” Blaine said, sharpening his tone for effect. “LEON was supposed to track, locate, and transmit precise coordinates on our subjects, after which he was to back off and await further instruction? Hide and seek?”
“An oversimplification, but essentially correct,” Adowa said, her speech far more European sounding. Her eyes glowed dimly two seats away from him. She was pretty, Blaine thought, and a much softer person than the others in this party. But not in the eyes. There was no softness in her eyes.
“Then why in God’s name are we hearing screams and gunshots?” Blaine asked, hoping for a palatable answer.
“When I know something, you will know something,” Oliver said, not looking at him. “I am contacting LEON now and ordering him to respond.” He fingered dexterously around a glowing set of command lines. His undercurrent of contempt for Blaine was only too obvious, had been since the very beginning.
“Ordering him,” Blaine echoed.
Sensing a bomb about to detonate between the men, Adowa said, “We communicate directly with the neural implant through a few simple commands. The software interacts with the impulse center of the brain through the implant. When LEON performs a task, it notifies us with a text message.”
“Sounds too simple,” Blaine remarked. At this, he noted tension in Adowa’s jaw.
“Not as simple as your corporation would like to think,” she said.
And she was right, of course. It wasn’t as simple as the biotech shareholders were led to believe. Nevertheless, this mission was the crucible, the hinge in the doorway to a much larger objective. One that many saw as terrifying, others as miraculous.
In a short period of time, neural implants had evolved dramatically, interfacing with insects and mammals, creating a narrow palette of cybernetic organism—bio-bots or robo-animals. Those particular cases created working animals for search and rescue, mostly. Others became effective surveillance tools in the hands of governments willing to fund the technology.
Predictably, moral and ethical objections were raised almost instantly, regardless of whether the interface with the animal was surgical or non-invasive. There was wide speculation that one day non-invasive methods might prevail by use of advanced ultrasound to control animal behavior remotely. Still, it brought a monsoonal downpour of objection from animal rights activists and environmental groups. But the reality—the truth they failed to acknowledge—was that it became inevitable. Nothing would stop it. Programs had already been set in motion, grants penned, monies exchanged, and governments around the globe were in a race for the ultimate goal: successfully weaponizing the animal kingdom. LEON was the price of admission. The big ticket.
LEON was once a male lion named Lewis, a tenant at the Dar es Salaam zoological park in Tanzania. His journey to becoming LEON started when a local visitor to the park taunted the cat and was subsequently mauled. The man’s brother returned to the park a week later and threw a grenade at Lewis, who pounced on it, having no idea the little lobbed thing would disintegrate almost half his body, which it did a few moments later in a grisly spasm of explosive energy.
Lewis was written off as dead, but a bio-tech company based in South Africa saw it as a sudden, miraculous opportunity and offered to take Lewis and ostensibly save his life through reconstructive biomechanical surgery. Dar es Salaam agreed immediately and was paid a fee for Lewis, and so it began. Lewis was given new limbs that combined restorative and enhanced capabilities. Half his face was reconstructed along with his lower jaw. He was outfitted with new carbon fiber teeth. Finally, he received an advanced neural implant in his brain along with a titanium alloy plate to reinforce the integrity of his skull. They dubbed him LEO-NEURAL. LEON for short.
Text appeared on Oliver’s tablet, drawing immediate stares from Adowa and Moses. Blaine scooted in for a better look. It read: HIDE AND SEEK. TARGETS FOUND. ALL CLEAR NOW.
Oliver puzzled over the message, as did Adowa. Moses was stone-faced, an Easter Island effigy.
“What does that mean?” Blaine asked.
No one spoke, but a moment fell between Oliver and Adowa, quiet understanding bridging their stare.
“Mr. Banda… what exactly is going on? Where is LEON?” Blaine pressed.
Ignoring him, Oliver caught the eye of Hassan at the very back of the vehicle. The wiry, muscular man was assigned to them as a measure of protection. Hassan was handy with AK-47s, and was also considered a ‘fundi’ or jack of all trades. Oliver spoke something in Swahili, and Hassan quickly unlatched a Pelican case and opened the top.
Not looking at Blaine, Oliver said, “I do not know what has happened. We will send in the drone.”
Hassan expertly prepped the device. Blaine watched closely, then wheeled his attention back on that glowing message: HIDE AND SEEK. TARGETS FOUND. ALL CLEAR.
“What does LEON mean by all clear?” Blaine asked.
Moses paid him a glance then. A glance that seemed to imply that if Blaine didn’t shut up immediately, he’d be made to take a long walk through the savannah alone. And so he decided, for the time being, to keep quiet as they prepped the drone for flight.
* * *
The angle was fixed and fluid, skimming the top of the long grass. Outfitted with a specialized 4K Ultra-HD camera operating in infrared mode, the drone skimmed along a target path with a structure now only a hundred yards out. Adowa flew the drone via an app on her smartphone. Oliver, with separate controls on his tablet, panned the camera left, then right, the sweep providing an IR panorama of the area, which remained still as a crypt. Re-centering the angle, the foreground of moving grass created a dramatic parallax as the drone approached the building, which materialized from the dark like a shipwreck buried in the deep sea.
“Fifteen yards,” Oliver said. “Circle the building, then go in through the door on the north side.”
“Yes, I’ve got it,” she said, piloting the drone into a gentle orbit around the structure. The walls of the building unspooled on the left side of the frame, and occasionally there were small craters that flashed the lens—bullet holes to be more precise. A slumbering Jeep bled into view momentarily. No sign of the poachers. No bodies. Nothing out there.
“Nothing on the perimeter. They must be inside,” Adowa said.
An open door loomed into view as the drone rounded the north edge of the building.
“LEON’s point of entry?” she asked.
“Take us in,” Oliver said, pinned to his display.
Banking expertly, the drone hummed inside the building, holding in the main room. Panning the camera, blood patterns resolved on the walls in the IR-painted dark. Seeing them on her drone app, Adowa shivered lightly. There was something about the pattern—something incongruent with the savage attack of a large predator.
“Gunshots to the head,” Hassan said, a disturbing coldness in his voice. “These were executions.”
Oliver threw him a glance. Moses kept his eyes on the screen, never blinking.
“Let’s see the other rooms,” Oliver said. Adowa eased the drone through the main room and into a short hallway with two open doors on the right opposing a third on the left.
“Inside. One by one.”
They glided into the first room. More blood patterns as before: grisly clumps surrounded by finely dotted spray made by extreme velocity exit wounds. Blaine inched up behind Adowa, peeking over her shoulder at the screen, watching in horror.
“Good God,” he whispered. “How many have they killed?”
“A number no one can count,” Oliver said, and it was the first time Blaine saw, or thought he saw, emotions stirred deep inside the man.
Panning down into the corner of the room, a cot and a blanket swept into view.
“Next room,” Oliver said.
Gliding into the next room, it was the same thing. Blood patterns. Several cots for sleeping and nothing else. Moving on to the third, it looked to be the same, until upon panning a hard left, a body came into view. Pressed into the corner of the room. Motionless, and by all appearances, dead.
“I have one,” Oliver said. Suddenly, the body moved, and a terrified face resolved. A young woman. Alive. Bound with wire and gagged, her head and shoulders were propped miserably against the wall.
“There is a woman,” Oliver said.
“Civilian,” Adowa said, fury knotting her voice.
“Where are the bodies?” Oliver asked no one in particular. “The poachers—we all heard them scream. They are here somewhere. Go back into the main room. Quickly,” he said.
Adowa swung the drone back to the main space. Tilting low, they saw pronounced footprints and drag marks in the dirt. Random and senseless. Hallmark of panic. And there were paw prints. Huge.
LEON.
“I think… I think he dragged them off,” Oliver said. “He wasn’t supposed to drag them off.”
“He wasn’t supposed to kill them, either,” Blaine countered.
“We have to get that woman,” Adowa said. Moses cut his eyes at her.
“It is too risky.”
“We can’t leave a civilian—least of all a woman—alone in there,” she answered, now locked in a stare-off with Moses. “Oliver,” she said. “Oliver!”
“Why did he drag them off?” Oliver whispered, not hearing her. “Go back outside, I want to see where he took them.”
“Oliver, the woman—”
“Not now,” he growled.
Adowa waited a moment, suspended by a sudden, sharp anger.
“Take us outside. Hurry,” he said.
Snapping from it, Adowa moved the drone forward and out, the edges of the door vanishing in the periphery of the camera.
“Steady now…”
The feed terminated, and Oliver thought he saw something sweep the frame a moment before it happened. Something in rapid motion.
“Whoa,” Adowa said. “It’s gone.”
“Did you see it?” Oliver asked.
“Yes—just before it shut off—I saw… something,” Blaine said, suddenly amped.
Adowa fought with the app a moment longer. No response. She closed and relaunched it. NO CONNECTION. CANNOT LOCATE DRONE, it read.
“I can’t talk to it.”
“It was LEON,” Moses said.
“We don’t know that for sure,” Blaine said. “Right, Oliver?”
He hoped for an answer, but got nothing. Finally, Moses said something in Swahili to Hassan.
“I disagree,” Adowa said, understanding their exchange. “Oliver…”
Oliver closed his eyes then. Shutting them all out.
“Oliver, the woman—”
Blaine heard the distinct sound of a gun clacking behind him. His pulse rocketed.
“Wait, now. Wait! What are we doing? Will someone please tell me?” Blaine asked.
“You are a mzungu. You do not need to know anything. Just be still now,” Moses said.
Blaine felt heat rush into his cheeks, tension in his jaw and neck. Anger finally broke the surface.
“Now see here, Mr. Chausiku, perhaps you don’t understand who you’re talking to, or rather, who I represent. Whether or not you believe it, you don’t want to cross me. With one phone call, I can make your life very, very hard. It was my people who put this operation together. My people paid for it. I am their representative. I am the money. And I have the power. Are we clear, Mr. Chausiku?”
Expecting a murderous glare in return, Blaine marveled at what happened next. Moses laughed. A big belly laugh.
“I understand, mzungu. More than you realize,” Moses said through the last of a lingering giggle.
“Sunrise is upon us,” Oliver said. “We will wait here for light, then drive to the building. We will recover the drone, find the bodies to confirm the kills, and…” He hesitated, finally opening his eyes, touching Adowa with a magnetic stare. She pleaded with him in silence.
“And we will bring the woman back with us. If she is still alive.”
Through the windshield, sunlight arced over the savannah, bathing everything in a honey-gold wave. It was a long way and a long time from anywhere, Blaine realized. No man’s land.
* * *
It was a case of structural autoimmune disease, the tortured exterior of the squat building scarcely able to prevent an inevitable collapse. As soon as they alighted from the Land Rover, Hassan quietly handed out radios. Oliver, shouldering an old canvas bag with Velcro closures, quickly restated the plan.
“Hassan and Blaine will come with me to find the bodies. Moses will sweep the building for anything the drone missed. Adowa, you will find the drone.”
Adowa protested sharply, “I’ll check on the woman first, and then find the drone.”
“Moses will check the woman, you will recover the drone,” Oliver said. Adowa remained still, her reaction promising nothing of the sort.
“There can be nothing here that will trace the poachers back to us. We cannot leave the drone. Not one part of it.”
“Perhaps I should remain and assess whether this other vehicle might be of use,” Blaine said, motioning to the poachers’ Jeep.
Oliver truncated his escape. “And what did I just say about no traces? The Jeep stays here. You are with me, Peterson.”
Blaine quietly resigned, trying hard to ignore his nervous, fidgety bowels.
“Okay. How long will this take?” he asked, adjusting the straps of his brand new backpack. The only thing missing was the price tag, which Adowa figured he’d removed a few hours before they left Dodoma.
“I do not anticipate it taking too long,” Oliver said, “because I think I know where the bodies are.”
At his feet were depressions in the grass that snaked off toward an island of trees nearby. Randomly painted in the depressions were deep red slashes. It could be only one thing. Oliver muttered something to Hassan in Swahili and the man quietly readied an AK-47. Aiming the barrel ahead, he moved step by step into the brush. Oliver and Blaine followed, the three of them vanishing almost instantly.
Adowa watched them go, feeling a sudden wave of trepidation as she stood at the door of the building near Moses. It was just the two of them.
“Go and find the drone,” Moses said. It was an order.
Fifty yards removed from them, beneath a canopy of trees, Blaine fought the growing urge to vomit. The bones of the dead were piled together, save for the skulls, which were strangely lined up. The air was alive with spinning, vaporous clouds of insects. Splashes of drying blood rounded the kill. Oliver launched the camera function on his tablet.
“Did LEON bring them here? Did he pile them together… arrange the skulls to line up like this?” Blaine asked.
Oliver didn’t have an answer. Instead he began to take pictures of the carnage. One frame at a time. Methodically.
“I can’t think of a more terrible way to die,” Blaine said.
Oliver took another photo and said, “These men deserved much worse than this, Peterson. Hell is too good a place for them.”
The remark knocked Blaine off center.
“Mr. Banda, did you… do this? Did you instruct LEON to kill these men?” he pressed.
Oliver was a sealed vault.
“My God, what the hell have you done here?”
A text arrived on the tablet. HIDE AND SEEK, it read.
“Is that LEON?” Blaine asked. Quickly, Oliver typed in a command and waited. Blaine glanced at Hassan. The big man shivered, glancing about the area nervously, eerily in all directions.
A text response landed on the screen.
Blaine edged in for a look, but Oliver drew the tablet away, lowering it at his side.
“What was that?” Blaine asked. “What did it say?”
Oliver spoke Swahili to Hassan, but the man was unresponsive. Paralyzed. Blaine felt his heart slamming against his chest, his eyes falling on all the bones and blood.
“Listen to me,” he said, “your beast did this. And now we are dead men standing out here. The rest of these poachers will come soon to find out what happened to their men. They will come and they will kill us if your monster doesn’t kill us first! Do you understand, Mr. Banda? Are you listening to me? We have to leave. Right. Now.”
Blaine was a perfect cocktail of rage and terror, his mind grappling with Oliver’s iron-like, uncaring expression and the blood-painted grass hemming them in on all sides. It was in that moment Blaine decided Oliver was not human. That the man himself was nothing more than software—lines of genetic code created to perform inhuman, unconscionable acts.
“I don’t care what you do from here, Mr. Banda. But I am leaving,” Blaine said, pressing Hassan with a lidless glare. Are you with me?
A sudden, fresh gust of wind swept the plain, causing Oliver and Blaine to teeter on their feet. Squinting against the blow, Oliver saw the tall grass of the savannah purling in a languid, slow-motion waltz—waves atop an amber, windblown sea. Blaine watched the grass carefully, noting every fold, every wrinkle formed by the fingers of the wind. Resolving fifty yards out in the middle of the grass, an alien pattern emerged. Moving in their direction. As if something was in the grass creating a hole around which the wind kept making variant patterns.
Blaine snatched the tablet from Oliver and quickly read the text on the screen: HIDE AND SEEK. YOUR TURN. I SEEK YOU. He wheeled back toward the growth. That strange pattern. The hole… gone. Now there was only the sound of the grass—a million blades whispering to each other. Clarity crashed over him. Complete and total understanding.
“You’ve killed us all,” he heard himself say as he passed the device back to Oliver.
Hassan spoke in Swahili, his voice sharp with nervous energy. He tipped the AK in the direction of that strange pattern, and as quickly as he did, Oliver swung in front of the barrel, barking an order Blaine did not understand. The situation was imploding.
* * *
“Go and find the drone,” Moses ordered Adowa again. “What are you waiting for, woman? Go! Now!”
Steely-eyed, Adowa broke from him, shooting quickly away and into the building, crossing the main room, traveling down the hall, arriving at the third room. Pressed into the corner, the imprisoned woman squirmed as soon as Adowa arrived, scared out of her mind with wild, racing eyes. The gag was still in her mouth, wire wrapped taut around her wrists and ankles, hands and feet purple and swelling.
Adowa spoke to her in Swahili: “We are here to help. We are going to get you out of here.” She quickly pulled the gag from the woman’s mouth, then examined the wire.
“Moses, I need cutters,” she called over her shoulder. “There’s a set in the back of the vehicle.”
She heard footfalls in the dirt, and a moment later Moses was standing behind her in the doorway. The woman’s stare landed on him and her pupils dilated into deep, dark pools.
“One of them,” she said in Swahili. “Poacher! He’s one of them!”
A thunderclap struck in the room, and a red mist exploded from the side of the woman’s head. Adowa screamed. Moses snapped the barrel of his gun to the center of her face.
“You belong to me now,” he said, his eyes gleaming razors. She barely heard him over the shimmering ringing in her ears.
Blaine, Oliver, and Hassan all heard the gunshot and the scream. Blaine stumbled, falling into the pile of bones, making contact with the skulls, those horrific, cavernous orbits judging him silently. He scrambled away, desperate for some kind of footing while his feet slipped grotesquely over the blood lacquered grass.
Hassan vaulted off his spot in a furious dash back toward the building. Oliver screamed after him in Swahili, which did nothing. A moment later came a stunning volley of gunfire, followed by two precise rounds. Adowa’s scream came from midair beyond the moving tall grass. More gunfire. Oliver typed furiously on the pad.
“What the hell are you doing?” Blaine hissed.
“I am terminating the program. I am shutting LEON down.”
“Shutting him down?”
“Yes.”
“He’s a beast, not a program!”
“I am wiping the program. He will go to sleep and not remember a thing.”
Waiting for the confirmation code, Oliver mopped his brow with the back of his hand.
“No one gets the program,” he said. “No matter what happens—no one gets LEON. Follow me.”
Oliver crab-crawled through the grass and Blaine followed until they made it close enough for a view of the building. No one visible.
“I don’t see anyone,” Blaine said.
“Lower your voice,” Oliver replied in a dangerous whisper.
“We have to do something,” Blaine whispered. “If we can make it to the other side of the building and reach the Land Rover, then—”
The engine started, and ramped into the howl of sudden, hard acceleration with the slashing of stones and dirt from beneath angry tires.
“No, no!”
Blaine tore through the grass, dashing blindly into the open where, at his feet, Hassan’s dead body suddenly loomed. Blaine rounded the building and caught sight of their Land Rover, bombing away from them through the grass. It shrank in the distance, all but vanishing behind the growth. Blaine felt Oliver land at his side. Amped and unsteady on his feet, Blaine reeled in a circle.
“This cannot be happening… This is not happening!”
“Who took it?” Oliver asked. “Did you see?”
“No,” Blaine said. “I didn’t see anything. We’re dead, aren’t we? We are dea—”
“Shut up,” Oliver barked. “Steady yourself!” He examined the tablet. The screen was locked, the program hopelessly frozen. A voice broke in on the radio in Blaine’s hand.
“Oliver. Oliver, can you hear me.”
The two men traded a glance. Moses. Blaine handed his radio to Oliver. Hesitant, he carefully pressed the talk button.
“Moses, is that you?” he asked.
A beat later, Moses replied, “I am parked a quarter mile from your position. I have Adowa with me, and I am holding a gun to her head.”
Softly in the background, they heard sharp intakes of breath and quiet sobs.
“The son of a bitch,” Blaine growled.
Oliver keyed the radio. “What is this about?” he asked.
They waited for a response while Blaine swatted at insects buzzing his ears.
“You will give me LEON. I will give you Adowa.”
Her voice cut in, “Don’t give him the tablet, Oliver! Don’t give him—”
A sickening crack hit the microphone. A shriek.
“Do not make me kill her, Oliver.”
Electric moments passed. Oliver lowered the radio and glanced at the tablet once more, at the program still running aimlessly. Or so it seemed. A text appeared: I WILL HELP OLIVER, I WILL HUNT.
Over Oliver’s shoulder, Blaine read the message, and a shudder ran through him.
“He knows,” he said. “How can an animal possibly know?”
“Because he is not an animal, Peterson. He is my creation.”
Without blinking, Oliver thumbed the radio on. “Who are you working for, Moses?” he asked.
“That is none of your concern. I will make this simple. I will drive halfway, you will walk halfway. You will give me the tablet and I will give you Adowa.”
“And then what, Moses? You will drive off and leave us here to die.”
Blaine dug into his backpack and palmed a set of binoculars straight from the Sky Mall catalog. Tilting them to his eye line, he adjusted focus and panned the shimmering horizon, eventually landing on what appeared to be the top quarter of the Land Rover. Through the glass resolved the impressions of two figures, and a gun which was indeed in the grip of the driver, pressed against the head of the passenger.
“You do not tell me what I will do, Oliver. I am in charge now! You will give me LEON. For that, I will allow you to live.”
Oliver skimmed the staggering width of the land surrounding them. The sun was already striking blunt shadows off trees and brush. The longer they remained out here, the more likely they were to become prey for any number of predators. Oliver studied those words on the tablet again. I WILL HELP OLIVER, I WILL HUNT.
Moses’ voice exploded on the radio. “I give you exactly one minute before I will kill Adowa! You will give me LEON now! What is your answer?”
“Don’t give him the program, Oli—” she yelled before the radio went dead.
Blaine centered his binoculars on the rolling waves of distant grass surrounding the Land Rover. The motion was hypnotic, but through it Blaine thought he saw an interruption of that pattern. More exactly, a hole. A hole that was approaching the Land Rover.
“I think,” he began, “I think I see LEON. Wait…”
Sunlight struck the windshield in a blinding, optical flare, and Blaine pulled his eyes from the glass.
* * *
Adowa felt a painful throbbing in the side of her face and heat radiating from the spot where Moses had struck her just moments before. He still had the tip of the gun pressed firmly against her temple and she could feel the roundness of the barrel on her skin. One clean shot through the brain. She heard Moses speak, but did not look at him or cry out.
“Speak one more time, and I will cut you into pieces instead of shooting you.”
Oliver’s voice came back on the radio.
“Moses, this is Oliver. My answer is… I will give you… only what you deserve.”
Moses sat in dead silence. Uncertain. But quickly he understood, and whipped the radio to his mouth.
“Okay. Okay, Oliver. If that is your answer. I will kill Adowa. And then I will kill you and the mzungu next!”
Adowa dared then to look in his eyes, to fall into his murderous gaze. This was the end for her, but she wouldn’t depart the world with her head turned away.
“You are the worst kind of coward, Moses,” she spat.
Unflinching, Moses curled his finger around the trigger.
“And you are a useless woma—”
A lunging, dark form filled the window frame directly behind him, and a massive, clawed appendage hooked inside and ripped his face apart, opening wounds so large the semblance of human expression was erased. The only thing escaping his mangled visage was a hideous, deformed scream. Reflexively, his finger flattened the trigger of the gun, the round tearing a hole in the roof of the vehicle just inches from Adowa’s head. Blood spray painted her face and shoulders, and she slammed back against the passenger door.
Through incomprehensible gore, she witnessed Moses towed through the window as though on some huge, invisible cable while his limbs thrashed uselessly against the dashboard. An instant later it all ceased, and he fell limp. In a surreal blur, his body vanished into the terrain, like the grass itself was hauling it away. The speed at which it happened left Adowa in as much shock as all the brackish blood glistening on her. A scream caught in the back of her throat. She stayed pressed against the door, her disbelieving stare wedded to the bloody window frame. In the midst of an intense silence, the radio squawked suddenly, shaking her.
“Moses, do not hurt Adowa! Please!”
Adowa spotted it in the center of the driver’s seat where Moses had been sitting just moments before. Hands trembling, she picked up the radio and pressed the talk button.
“Mah… mah…” Speech failed her. She clamped her eyes shut and took several deep breaths.
“Moses, are you there?” Oliver’s voice barked.
Making another attempt, Adowa keyed the radio.
“Oliver… it’s me. It’s me, I’m alone. Moses is dead… he’s dead!”
Silence.
“Was it LEON?” he asked.
Adowa edged toward the open, bloody window, seeing only tall grass, brush, and the shadow-spotted tree line some thirty yards away.
“Yes,” she said. Certain. Coming back into her shock-splintered memory, the clawed appendage that tore Moses from his seat retook detailed form. Mechanized digits made of carbon fiber with retractable, fully articulate claws. Razor sharp. “It was him.”
“He’s on our side,” Oliver replied, nervous, excited energy in his voice. “Do you understand, Adowa? LEON just saved your life!”
She attempted to grasp the magnitude of such a thing. If true, and LEON acted so strategically… so personally… then this opened a whole new scope of possibility for—
“Adowa, you must drive to us now. Bring the Rover around the south side of the building,” Oliver said.
She nodded as though Oliver could see the gesture, but of course he couldn’t. And her breath was failing again. It was the crush of adrenaline pounding her system. Her hands shook so badly the radio danced in her grip.
“Adowa, do you hear me? Drive to us now and we will leave together,” Oliver said.
She nodded again. Sobs came in heaving spasms, and tears rolled down her face.
“Adowa,” Oliver called again. “Adowa, can you hear me?”
It took all her effort, but she carefully moved the radio to her mouth, thumbed the talk button, and said, “Yes, Oliver. I can hear you. I understand.”
“Good. Now drive to us. Can you do that?” he asked.
Adowa palmed the tears off her face, only then noticing a dark depression invading the grass about twenty yards away. Approaching her slowly.
* * *
“I think… I think he’s coming back,” Adowa said, her voice imprisoned in a layer of radio static.
Blaine shot Oliver a look and got nothing in return, just a glassy, distant stare. Oliver mashed down the talk button.
“Adowa, drive to us now. Do not hesitate, just drive in a straight line. Now!”
No response.
“Adowa!”
Nothing but the incessant buzzing of insects. They waited. Moments became minutes. Blaine shot his binoculars back in the direction of the Land Rover. He could make out the top of the vehicle. Through the windshield, it appeared empty.
“Can you see her?” Oliver asked.
Blaine didn’t answer, and Oliver snatched the glasses away from him, putting them to his brow.
“Adowa!” he shouted into the radio. Dead quiet. Blaine and Oliver stood motionless, pinioned by the awful stillness.
“I think,” Blaine began, “that we should forget the drone… and the bodies… take the poachers’ Jeep and drive out of here.”
“We cannot leave the Land Rover,” said Oliver. “It will lead them back to us.”
Blaine said, “Then we’ll drive to it, get very close—side by side—and I’ll climb between the windows. If it starts, I will follow you away from here.”
It was a surreal moment for Oliver, who realized Blaine was right. The mzungu’s instinct and sudden, rational calm gave him hope that they might still live through this.
“Okay,” Oliver said. “Let us go. As you said.”
Blaine took a step back and suddenly felt his shoe sink and slide into a moist substance. Repulsed, he glanced down and saw a blanched, chalky mound oozing around the edge of his shoe. Oliver recognized it immediately.
“Hyena droppings,” he said.
“Are you sure?”
“White from the minerals of digested bone.”
It sprang. A mottled blur of motion with a wide open mouth full of teeth. Sinking violently into Blaine’s lower leg. The pain was instant and immense. He howled and collapsed beneath the horrific force of the hyena’s bite. Oliver kicked the spotted animal in the side and brought down the butt of his radio in a sharp, whistling arc, cracking it over the head of the beast. It yelped and released Blaine, who folded in the grass, still shrieking as dark blood pumped furiously from the puncture. Oliver waved his arms at the animal, shouting, grabbing stones and throwing them. He quickly stowed the radio and the computer tablet in his bag and grabbed Blaine under the shoulders, helping him back toward the building.
Circling them, Oliver saw several sets of ears darting excitedly back and forth. A half dozen at first glance. Blaine screeched as Oliver dragged him around the north side of the building, toward the door. But he stopped in time to rip the AK-47 by its strap off Hassan’s body. Carefully swinging the gun across his shoulder, he lugged Blaine into the building and pulled the wooden door shut behind them.
“Oh my God,” Blaine hissed. He looked down his body, staring in dumb disbelief at the wound, which was a mangle of blood, flesh, and fabric. “LEON… LEON did this to me,” he said, his body quaking.
“It was not LEON,” Oliver said, darting quickly through the building, pulling the window shutters closed. “Hyenas. A herd of them. If it was LEON, your leg would be missing.”
Blaine felt the room tilt suddenly, his vision spinning, a sense he was about to tumble down a forever dark chasm. He fought it—the terrible plunge—shaking his head back and forth, biting into his lip.
“Oliver,” he began, his voice unsteady, “you’re going to have to get us out of here. I need medical attention. The Jeep… the poachers’ Jeep….”
Oliver swung the AK into a ready position and scuttled to the window for a look. In his slatted view through the shutters he saw them circling, agitated by the smell of blood from Blaine’s wound. They scampered back and forth around the building and began vocalizations of laughter—a signal to other clan members that there was a food source. Oliver cut across the building for a look at the nearby Jeep. With a partially obscured vantage, he saw all too well the bullet holes in the side of the engine block, and a pool of obsidian fluid beneath it. Moses, he thought. The man had done in the vehicle the same way he’d done Hassan and the civilian woman before he’d grabbed Adowa.
“The Jeep is dead,” Oliver said.
“How can you be sure?” Blaine asked.
“Moses made sure we could not leave without him.”
“Then we’re done for.”
Oliver lowered the AK and ran his palm over the top of his head.
“I did not instruct LEON to kill the poachers, Peterson. They deserved what they got, but I was not responsible.”
“Why are you telling me this now?” Blaine hissed.
Oliver decided there was no good reason to tell this mzungu anything. And yet he did, for reasons beyond his comprehension. Perhaps it was because Oliver expected to die soon. And Blaine was the last human being he’d ever speak to.
“You asked me once… months ago in Dodoma… why a man such as me would agree to create a weapon like LEON.”
Sweat beaded on Blaine’s forehead and his expression was fast becoming a rictus of agony.
“I… I didn’t mean to pry… I was… I was just asking a question,” he said.
“Because I was once a boy, Peterson. This is my land. And I have seen what men like these do to boys.”
Pain rocketed through Blaine’s extremity, going straight into his head. He vomited into the dirt, deep heaves wracking his body.
“Oliver,” he said, panting, gasping on hollow, dry air. “I’m finished… I can’t make it.”
Oliver did not disagree. The moment he’d seen the wound in Blaine’s leg, he knew the man was dead.
“But… I fear… neither will you,” Blaine said. In a moment that required all of his rapidly waning strength, he captured Oliver in his fading stare. “I fear… that your creation… will forbid you from leaving here. I see it now… I see it… can’t you? He’s still a lion. Not a robot… not a weapon… a lion…”
Something caught in Blaine’s throat, and he choked. Suffocating. He turned blue, veins in his neck and face bulging obscenely. Oliver watched him, and for a moment tipped the barrel of the AK toward his head. Prepared to fire a shot through the man’s brain. It would have been merciful, but in the few moments it took the thought to form, Blaine went limp, and a wet gurgling sound fled his mouth and nostrils. Oliver stared down into his cloudy, dead eyes, wondering where the man had gone, what sort of place he was stepping into. He’d never considered such things before. And now he’d have to wait for the hyenas to lose interest and move on. He’d have to wait with the dead.
* * *
It was a strange, humming wind approaching from a great and terrible distance. Growing. Changing. Becoming a vibration. Buzzing. Oliver woke with a start. Coming fully to, he found himself at the edge of a turbulent cloud of insects, intoxicated by Blaine’s rotting flesh wound. They were orbiting, landing on him, and microbe by microbe, consuming him. Blaine’s filmy eyes were fixed blindly on a point far beyond the ceiling.
Oliver swatted them away, snatched up his bag and the gun and darted to another one of the rooms. So here he was: alone, trapped in a building used by poachers, with several dead bodies, a clan of hyenas circling outside, and somewhere beyond all that was LEON.
What does a man do in a situation like this? he thought. Oliver peered through the shutters to the land outside, which was bathed in iridescent orange. The death of day. And he wondered if perhaps he should place the barrel of that AK in his mouth and somehow grow the courage to pull the trigger. Perhaps that was the only way out of here.
He swept the thought away and quickly drew the tablet out of his bag, stunned to find a message from LEON waiting for him. It read: DROVE THEM AWAY. ALL CLEAR NOW. SAFE.
Oliver fingered the shutters, easing them open for an unobstructed view at the savannah. There were no creatures in the grass—no ears, no spotted hides jousting back and forth. The hyenas were indeed gone. Beyond the shadow of the building, the vast sea of grass murmured in concert with a slow easterly wind. This was a chance, he realized—a chance he’d have to take. Another message confirmed his instinct: ALL CLEAR. MOVE NOW.
* * *
The sun drowned in a bloody pool beyond the farthest hills as Oliver marched step by step through the grass toward the Land Rover which, despite the murky, featureless horizon, appeared as a dark hump, motionless atop the swaying wall of grass. Is it still drivable? He’d find out soon enough. From where he was, the vehicle appeared to be another hundred yards or so. Getting closer with every step. The prospect of his survival grew brighter, even as the sky wilted into a deep, bottomless mauve.
Somewhere beyond a tightly grown wall of trees to the east, Oliver heard trumpeting, followed by a guttural, roaring rumble. Elephants. He moved faster, his feet slashing loudly through the growth. Time was decidedly running out.
Jump inside. Seal the windows. Start the engine and drive away. He ran the sequence over and over in his head. Jump inside. Seal the windows. The vehicle was now just ten yards away. Start the engine and drive away. Five yards. Closing.
Oliver broke through the edge of the grass, ignoring all the blood from Moses, and climbed into the vehicle, landing squarely in the driver’s seat. The keys still hung in the ignition. Adrenaline possessing him, Oliver tried to turn the engine over, but his fingers shook so fiercely he couldn’t get a purchase on the keys.
Focus, man. Focus!
He settled down, taking slow, deep breaths. Steadying himself, exerting nothing but sheer will, his hands stopped trembling. Carefully, he grasped the key—thumb and index finger—and turned it over. The engine fired instantly and he dropped it into gear.
From his left side, a towering form materialized. He turned only long enough to make out two massive tusks, barely visible in the gloom. Awesome, sudden force blew through the frame of the Land Rover—through Oliver’s body—and the whole vehicle rose precipitously. Tipping. Higher and higher until Oliver felt gravity shift, his own weight sucking him out of the seat. He tumbled aimlessly as the machine flipped, landing upside down, the entire world now hopelessly inverted.
Oliver collided with the roof, which was now flush with the ground. Even after the motion ceased, he still felt the sensation of a spin. Over his own torrent of desperate thoughts, he heard the angry trumpeting and snuffling of the elephant accompanied by the creature’s horrible, deep grunts. There were massive, thudding impact tremors as a herd of them thundered by quickly. They were fleeing the area. Oliver recognized their panicked gait, and a thought landed in his head. Blaine’s last words: He’s still a lion.
The tablet lit suddenly, a murmuring, ghostly glow in the wreckage. Oliver reached for it, fingers extended, his grasp falling just short. A sudden, horrible pain erupted in his side, the feel of warm, viscous fluid pooling beneath his shirt, soaking him. But Oliver dove through the pain, the feel of so much blood, and wormed painfully another inch, and another, until his finger grazed the edge of the device. One final agonizing inch gave him two fingers with which he was finally able to capture the tablet and secure it in his grip. He adjusted it for a look at the screen.
HIDE AND SEEK. I SEE YOU, OLIVER. ALL ALONE NOW. I SEE YOU.
Oliver’s voice shuddered. “You are just a program. I am talking to a software program!”
It was subtle, but Oliver heard something nearby—a predatory, rolling growl.
LOOK RIGHT. I SEE YOU. LOOK RIGHT.
“You’re just a program,” he said, the breath trapped suddenly in his chest. Nevertheless, he gazed in the direction of the sound, through the remains of the tortured window. Framed in the center of it, ten yards out, in the barest of light, he saw the eyes floating in the motionless grass, surrounded by a huge, dark mane of hair. And beneath that was the rest of LEON’s massive, bio-mechanized frame.
He’s still a lion.
Shimmering and mirror-like, those eyes remained fixed on Oliver.
I SEE YOU.
“I see you too, LEON,” Oliver said.
Those glowing eyes charged, and LEON’s great and terrible maw blew open in a thunderous roar.
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Avendui 5ive
by P.K. Tyler
Two Weeks Ago
FIFTEEN MINUTES INTO HER FIRST DIG, Avendui 5ive fell to her knees, and her newly installed shin-plates shifted, threatening to reopen the healing wound holding them in place.
Rina 5ive rolled her eyes. “Move it. You’re holding up the whole class.”
Nineteen years old and barely out of Ecumenical School, Avi was going to die lying in the dirt. The dim light of the tunnel flickered in her vision as she grasped at her throat. “I can’t breathe.”
Each breath she pulled in came faster and the dusty air filled her mouth, drying out her tongue before she could get the next lungful.  She was drying out from the inside, her lungs filling with dirt and grime with each inhale, making it impossible to catch her breath.
“Just calm down. It takes a moment to get used to it, but you’re fine.” Rina stood next to her, arms crossed but offering her no aid as she lay on the ground. Just like a Tek. 
The underground tunnel tilted on its side in her vision. The rest of the class stood around her, annoyed. Part of Avi was surprised they didn’t just leave her there and keep going on their trek below Mezna City. It’s not like she had any friends. Being an opinionated Tek didn’t win positive attention, and questions were discouraged. Teks did the work their series had been designed for, nothing more.  No friends, no parents, no lovers.  They may have been born people, as organic as any other, but the implants and coding they received had turned them into Teks.  All function and form, no soul.
But Avi was broken.  Not just because she couldn’t breathe, she’d been broken long before that.  No matter how she tried to hide it, she couldn’t help feeling lucky. Because what the other Teks denied themselves, she’d found. Love.
And now, deep below the remains of Old Nuuk, Greenland, she was drowning in the dirt.  As a 5ive, her series was tasked with tending the alien terraforming biotechnology that built the city. The streets, even the buildings, were a living, growing organism. Keeping it healthy meant keeping their home alive. The parasitic organism sent tendrils down through the layers of the Earth, seeking nutrients and minerals.
Her only function in life was to untangle tendrils that became knotted together and drill for nutrient veins. Her enhancements were supposed to help her function in high CO2 concentrations.
But the DNA and physical form alterations didn’t help Avi.
Pain clenched down around her chest. Her carbon lung must be malfunctioning. The pain of it radiated down her arm and the tighter the vice became, the harder she struggled to catch her breath. “I can’t…”
Black spots in Avi’s vision alternated with bright white flashes, and her entire body became heavy, as if engulfed in cryogel.
The lights went out.
* * *
“What do you mean I can’t see her?” Virgil 9ine roared at the massive Med-tek standing at the door of the 5ive Infirmary.
The large man backed up. Surprise widened his eyes as Virgil stepped closer, towering over him. The external fastenings and implanted tack access of the average Tek was unimpressive when compared to the strands of iron-fiber laced throughout Virgil’s 9ine Series flesh. And Virgil was the epitome of a 9ine. He had always been big, and his body took to the DNA recoding and alien Mezna biological compounds naturally. His implants healed quickly and his eyes shone the brightest blue of any of the Teks. Right now, they shone through the narrow eyes of a very pissed-off man.
Teks weren’t allowed to marry and weren’t supposed to pair off for more than the occasional release of sexual needs, but Avi had been there for him during the darkest times in his life, and he loved her more than he could imagine any species on any planet capable. All their hiding to keep from being discovered out of fear that one of them would be transferred out of Greenland meant nothing to him right now.  Panic at knowing something had gone wrong in the tunnels and knowing she was here made him forget all the politics and rules.  He had to know she was safe.
The guard squared his shoulders. “Only Med-teks and Upper 5ives are permitted inside the 5ive Infirmary.”
Virgil sneered and stepped closer still, the artificial light of the domed hall highlighting the patches of natural skin shining through the metal weave intertwined with his flesh. “I don’t think you understand. I’m going in there to see Avi and there isn’t much you can do about it.”
“Don’t threaten him.” Avi’s weak voice came from further inside the infirmary.
Virgil charged toward her voice and the Med-tek danced out of his way, disappearing down the hall.
When Virgil saw her laid out on the infirmary bed, needles in her arms and wearing a white tunic instead of the black the 5ive Series usually wore, his panic doubled. “I heard you passed out.”
“During our training.” She sighed and laid her head back on the pillow, black hair sticking out in a frizzy mess.
“Did your carbon lung not filter the air correctly?” He stood a foot away from her bed. Now that he could see her for himself, he remembered what was at risk if anyone knew what they meant to each other. He wanted to reach out and run a finger down the black access bar that bisected every Tek’s chest. Worry seeped into his pores as he scanned her system.
He’d tacked into the 3Spek information grid to pull up her medfile. The data scanned through his mind as he directed the search, finally pulling up her file and reading over it. He could skim the local drives without accessing the dataweave. Something they’d both sworn to never do.  Not after Nelson.
“The Med-teks can’t find anything wrong.” She smiled and reached out a hand. “Stop searching the files, I can tell what you’re doing even if you aren’t accessing the data threads. Aren’t you going to come give me a physical? Maybe some mouth-to-mouth?”
Virgil frowned. “You aren’t funny.” He glanced around to see if anyone may have heard.
“You mean to tell me you berated that poor Med-tek into letting you in and now you aren’t even going to say hello properly?”
Virgil’s resolve crumbled. She’d charmed him, like he was the Serpent and she the beguiling Wasp. He came closer and sat on the very edge of the bed. When she reached for him, he scooped her up in his arms and held her as tight as he dared against his chest. Touching her, he could finally breathe again.
“When I heard you were here, I panicked. Mother Goddess, Avi, I was so scared.”
“I’m fine,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing her lips to his impenetrable flesh.
Despite having metal woven into his skin, Avi’s kisses felt like the softest breath of spring air. Virgil lowered his head into her hair and took a deep breath before releasing her.
“So there’s nothing wrong with you?” Virgil placed a thick hand, engineered to hold heavy tools, on her stomach. The feather-shaped burn branded across the back reminded him of everything they had been through.
“Nothing. They don’t know what happened. It was awful, though.”
“Tell me.”
She shook her head. “I don’t know, but none of the drills we did, none of the training in the basement tunnels, is anything like being down there. I don’t know if it’s the CO2 levels or not, but the earth, it smells. It’s damp and everything you touch flakes away, leaving a residue of grime against your skin. Dirt and grime. They’d always told us, so I knew what it would be like.  I’d even touched organic dirt in the labs, but being down there, surrounded by nothing but roots and stone, it’s disgusting.”
Avi’s heart sped up and her breath quickened.
Virgil watched helplessly as her eyes darted around the room, dilated and fearful.
“Avi, I’m right here. You’re okay.”
“It’s so awful,” she cried.
“Shhhh.” He pulled her back to his chest, this time not caring who saw. “I’ve got you. I’m right here.”
6 Years Ago
The cafeteria swam with young bodies, all eager to partake in the holy festivities on the Feast of the Living Mother, to celebrate the ancient arrival of the Mezna on Earth. All the Series 2wos, 6ixes, and even the secluded 9ines, intermingled.
Twelve-year-old Virgil watched as the children in his series tried to make friends with the others. Usually the 9ines ate in the dorms, not even trying to socialize with the other Tek children. Virgil hated being separated from the others, but had always been too shy to try and approach any of the other Series’ kids.
Virgil watched as his precocious bunkmate approached a short-haired 6ix, the skin around her ocular implant puckered and pink. “Hi, I’m Nelson.”
Her one biological eye widened as she looked up, taking in Nelson’s size. She stepped back, panic on her face. Virgil could hear her breathing speed up, her pulse quicken, and her diaphragm contract. She was going to scream.
Virgil stepped forward, hands up to calm her, but before he got there, another girl stepped up. “Hi, I’m Avendui, but you can call me Avi. You’re a 9ine, right?”
Nelson’s face lit up as he held out his metal-laced hand shining in the light of the temple. “Yes. What gave it away?”
“Don’t talk to him,” the first girl whispered as Avi laughed. The girl’s gaze swept to Virgil. “Sweet Mother! You’re even bigger!”
Avi slapped her friend on the arm. “Don’t be so rude, Florence!”
“They’re freaks,” she said, turning her back and walking away in a huff.
Nelson’s face fell.
Virgil liked Nelson. He was always the first to offer to help the younger 9ines when they moved into the bunkroom with the older kids and never minded taking the time to talk to someone. Virgil didn’t have any siblings, none of the Teks did. They had all been abandoned and taken in by the temple. But if he could pick one person to be his brother, it would be Nelson. It broke his heart to see anyone to be so cruel to him.
“You aren’t a freak,” Virgil said, placing an adult-sized hand on his friend’s shoulder.
“Of course you aren’t,” Avi said, her hands balled up in fists. Anger permeated her words as she whispered something Virgil himself had always thought but had never been brave enough to say. “It’s bad enough the people in the city treat us like slaves. We shouldn’t turn on each other.”
“Be careful, if the priests hear you, you’ll get recogged.” Virgil reached up and ran a finger along the black veins running under the skin of his skull. His short blond hair did nothing to hide his biomechanical enhancement.
“I’m Nelson, this is Virgil.” Nelson reached out a meaty hand to Avi and she took it, her own small hand disappearing inside his grip. Instead of recoiling or being repulsed, she laid her other hand on top of his and smiled.
“How old are you?”
“Ten,” Nelson said.
“I’m twelve,” Virgil added, not wanting the girl to forget he was there too.
“Well, I’m thirteen and I’m hungry. Let’s get some chorizos, they look amazing.” Avi kept Nelson’s hand and led the boys toward the conveyer belt filled with delicacies they never ate in the dorms. No bland sandwiches or soupy oatmeal at this meal.
Avi spoke as they took trays and walked the line, picking treats to savor. “I met an upper 4our last week who said they’ve been growing the ingredients for baklava in the hydrofarms since last year. You know they can detect the nutritional value of anything they smell? And they can determine any mineral deficiencies just by touching the plants.”
“Sure, that’s what 4ours are for,” Virgil said, trying to sound older, like he knew all about the other series’ duties.
Avi frowned and turned toward him. “And that’s all they are?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never talked to one.”
“Don’t talk about them like they’re furniture.”
“I didn’t mean… I’m sorry.”
Avi walked away from the boys toward the crowded tables.
“What’d you do that for?” Nelson hissed.
They followed Avi to an open table and sat down. Virgil didn’t know what to say. Should he apologize? He’d probably look even stupider.
“Do you get to go out in the city much?” Nelson asked as he shoveled chocolate soy pudding into his mouth.
Avi’s eyes shot at Virgil. “Why? Curious about what the 5ives do in their free time?”
“No,” Nelson mumbled around his food.
“Why don’t you go sit with the other 9ines? You’re just like everyone else.” She gathered her utensils and started to stand, but Virgil reached out and grabbed her hand.
“I didn’t mean anything by what I said. I don’t know any 4ours. Until now I didn’t know any 5ives. No one wants to talk to us.”
“Because we’re freaks even in this madhouse,” Nelson added.
“All the other Teks are afraid of us. Will you please eat with us? It’s nice talking to you.”
Avi narrowed her eyes and sat back down with a huff. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Virgil.
He felt like he was being dissected, like she had tacked directly into his brain to evaluate his thoughts. Her gaze made his cheeks heat and he had to look away before he started babbling every musing that had ever crossed his mind. Something about her made him want to talk, and he had never been one to say much.
“Assuming Teks are nothing more than their series is such a simian cognition,” she finally said, accusation and blasphemy falling from her lips in tandem. “It’s the same thing as the others thinking you’re freaks. Are you just big gorillas or is there more to you under all that mass?”
Nelson stuffed another bite of sweets into his mouth and Virgil looked down at his hand. He opened it and laid it on the table, palm up. The metal fibers woven through his skin danced across the calluses already thickening from hard labor.
“I want to be more than this.” He whispered it, like a vow.
“You already are.” Avi reached out and wrapped both her tiny hands around his one large one. Her delicate fingers traced along the veins and wrinkles of his palms.
He may have had the body of an adult, but the twelve-year-old heart beating inside his chest leapt at her touch.
3 Years Ago
Avendui snuck down the dormitory halls. Her black tunic and loose pants made it easy to move quickly and hide in the shadows when the guards or nuns passed by. That and no one ever expected a Tek to be out past curfew.
Her sensitive blue eyes took in the shadowy movements through each door’s small window. 5ives all had enhanced vision thanks to genome sequencing and feline cells spliced with their own cells. Every now and then, one of the 5ives would come back from a med upgrade with a tinge of yellow in their otherwise uniform blue eyes, and it always gave her a sense of an oncoming storm. There was something not quite right about the Tek system. Something she couldn’t completely place her finger on.
She tiptoed around another corner, heading deeper into the building where the nuns slept. Where were the 9ines? Virgil had sent a message to her that morning to come see him as soon as she could get away. Waiting never had been her strong suit, but too many people had already seen them together and rumors were flying through the dorms. Even cyborg teenagers had nothing better to do than gossip about each other’s love lives. Plus, it wasn’t like that. There was something about Virgil she trusted.
When she found his note under the leg of the cafeteria table, a place she could easily check, but hard for him to get to, she knew it had to be something serious. Why else would he risk the evidence of a note? And one asking her to be out after curfew!
Avi’s mind spun as she approached a door at the end of a hall. She was exposed, standing there in the middle of the hallway leaning up to look through the window. Why was she risking so much to talk to someone everyone else feared? Why bother with Virgil or any of the 9ines? She honestly didn’t know, but she couldn’t seem to stop.
Beyond the window, the dark room glowed with the moonlight drifting in through the barred windows. She could make out rows of large beds along one wall. Two or three kids could easily sleep in one of them, but these all held only one of the oversized 9ines.
Virgil had moved to the Upper Tek dorm last month.
She wondered if he liked it better than being with the little kids. She missed the lower dorms.
In the back of the room, a large, dark figure shifted and looked right at her. His blue eyes caught the moonlight and sparkled. She imagined that’s what the oceans used to look like, before they’d turned brown and acidic.
Virgil gave her a half smile and moved through the room to the door. Despite his size, he had a gracefulness about him as he maneuvered around the furniture and clutter on the dorm floor.
Avi kicked herself for being surprised. Even she fell so easily into the assumptions about the other series Teks. She hated when someone called her a worm or dirt-dweller, but then she turned around and did the same thing to Virgil, someone she knew didn’t deserve the reputation of a 9ine. He wasn’t cruel or stupid or clumsy. He wasn’t just brute force, no matter what the priests had done to his body.
She ran a fingertip along the scar of her most recent surgery: mineral and nutrient sensors implanted in the palm of her left hand and tied into her internal neural weave through the conduits running throughout her body. The priests had done plenty to all of them.
“Avi,” Virgil whispered as he slipped through the door. In the hall, his bright white tunic and matching pants shone under the dim lights.
She giggled, pointing to his clothes. “You’re glowing.”
“I didn’t think of that.” He hurried back inside the dorm and returned with a thin gray blanket wrapped around his hulking shoulders. “Better?”
“Definitely.”
“Come on.” Virgil took her hand and the sensor in her palm automatically worked to break down the mineral content of his skin. Iron, magnesium, sodium, potassium, silicone… The names ran through her mind by concentration level. The steel fibers didn’t harden his grip though. She wondered for a moment if the iron levels in his skin could be poisonous.
In the distance, the heavy footsteps of Series 9ine guards headed in their direction.
“In here,” she said, ducking into a med-sensor closet where the data files for all the biodata the grid collected on the Teks was stored.
Virgil gripped her hand and held his breath.
Standing so close to him, Avi could practically taste the metal infused in his sweat. She leaned in, letting her shoulder rest against his chest.
The sound of boots climbed to a crescendo and then passed by.
Avi let out a breath and slumped against Virgil. He wrapped an arm around her and held her tight, dropping his chin to the top of her head.
“Thank the Mother,” he whispered into her hair.
Avi pulled away and placed a hand on his chest. He looked the same as always. Bright blue eyes, close-cropped brown hair, and strong features. She’d grown up since they met, filling in and growing strong from training to work underground in the mines, but he never changed. Always kind, always steady.
Avi reached up and stood on her tiptoes and placed a soft kiss on the corner of his mouth.
Virgil backed away, slamming into the rows of data storage units.
“We’re hiding, remember?” she whispered through a smile. “Be quiet.”
“Why did you do that?” he asked, touching his mouth with the tips of the fingers on his right hand.
“I was curious.”
He stared at her, eyes wide, breath short. She’d never seen him rattled before.
“Did I do something wrong?” The idea that she’d humiliated herself in front of her only real friend terrified her. What if he stopped talking to her? What if he stopped meeting her eyes after work shifts or during events? Could she survive here without him?
She opened her mouth to apologize. She’d just turned sixteen and had never been kissed. It didn’t mean anything. But before the words came, Virgil stepped close and dipped his head down. His face hovered barely an inch from hers and her breath caught when his eyes darkened and dipped down to her lips.
He ran his hand through her hair and kissed her.
He tasted like the air before a toxstorm, metallic and dark.
When he pulled away he took her hand again and opened the door back to the main hall.
Her mind whirled. Virgil had kissed her. Well, she’d kissed him first, technically, but hers had been a peck, a trial run. His had felt so much more real.
Virgil led her through the halls, quickly navigating through the maze of the Tek dorms. All the while, he held her hand and she followed, mind spinning. Soon they arrived at the maintenance hub, where spare Tek parts and repairs were handled.
“Why are we here?” The large room echoed her whisper.
“I was here last week for a neurocheck and saw a 3hree get led in. Her eyes were white, like she’d tacked into 3Spek, but she didn’t respond to anything. The Med-teks hurried her into a back room and when I asked what happened, they ignored my question.”
“She was walking around tacked in?”
“Yeah, but not really, more like they were leading her in the right direction. Like she wasn’t even there. When I asked the Upper 9ine who does our training, she grabbed my arm so hard I bruised and told me not to bring it up again. Avi, I’ve never had a bruise before.”
The darkness in the room took on an ominous tone and Avi swore she could hear whispers from the corners. It was probably the air vents and her imagination, but she grabbed Virgil’s hand tighter and stepped closer to him, his large body providing comforting warmth.
“Definitely weird, but why are we here?”
“Nelson.”
Virgil dropped her hand and walked further into the room. He passed the series-specific bays and continued on to a door Avi had never paid much attention to. She’d written it off as a supply closet or some other useless storage area because no one ever used it.
He gripped the handle but it wouldn’t budge. Mournful eyes looked back at her before he jerked it, his arm bulging with strength.
The 9ines were strong. They were built to carry, construct, and destroy. Their very DNA was coded by the priests for that purpose, but Avi had never seen Virgil display it before. Sometimes in the distance, she’d seen other 9ines loading transport ships or felling trees that had encroached into the terraformed city, but up close, the sheer power of him shocked her.
“It’s solid,” he said.
“Then break it. Don’t hold back because of me.”
His eyes darkened and she knew he didn’t want to.
“I’m not afraid of you, Virgil.”
He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and gripped the handle with both hands.
She stepped back, unsure of what would happen if he managed to get the door to move.
Virgil closed his eyes, repositioned his hands, and in a smooth, almost liquid movement, hunched down and wrenched the door off its hinges. His body swung around, the door propelling through the air, but Virgil hung on, controlling its trajectory and using his momentum to bring it silently to the ground.
“Wow.”
Virgil shrugged and wouldn’t meet her eyes.
Avi stepped closer again and placed a hand on his arm. The muscles beneath her touch rolled as if trying to escape her. “You’re amazing.”
He stepped away and gestured to the gaping door. “Let’s go.”
Beyond the door, a dim hallway led further into the temple than she’d been before. While Virgil didn’t frighten her, the priests did. Their absolute control and rule over the city left no room for disobedience. “Nelson’s in trouble?”
“Yes.”
She may not know what to believe about why the Mezna had created the Series Teks — if they were truly a realization of the gifts the Holy Mother had bestowed on humanity like the nuns taught, or if they were nothing more than bioTek freaks like the people of the city whispered when they walked by — but she did know that for Virgil to risk being found together at night and to rip open a door, he must be scared. And nothing scared him. Not the prospect of being sent to the satellite cities circling in space above Earth, not mining the Moon, not even being strapped down and flooded with radiation while Mezna DNA was pumped into his bloodstream. In the years she’d known him, this was the only time she’d ever seen him afraid.
That alone convinced her body to follow him into the darkness.
“Nelson’s been exploring the deep grid, trying to hack into the Tek assignments. He doesn’t get along with the other 9ines. They all treat him like he’s weak because he’s quiet. My assignment is coming up next year and he’s been constantly worried I’d be shipped out of Greenland.”
She reached for his hand and entwined her small fingers with his. It hadn’t occurred to her that Virgil might leave. The thought knocked her sideways, like a tsunami crashing to the shore, and she felt like she had to hold on to him to keep from being swept out to sea.
“I told him it didn’t matter. Even if he found out, they would still do what they wanted. They never listen to us. But he kept digging, slipping deeper and deeper. Every night he’d tack in after curfew and spend most of the night in 3Spek trying to trace the lines of the weave. But yesterday morning he didn’t get up. He’d been tacked in all night and I couldn’t wake him. He didn’t respond at all. No reactions, and the worst part was he didn’t even have reflexes at all. One of the others tried to pull him up and he fell to the floor. We called the Med-teks and they hauled him away, exactly like the 3hree, and I haven’t seen him since.”
“And you think he’s here?”
“I don’t know, but no one will tell me anything, and when I checked the infirmary he wasn’t there. I tried tacking in, but there’s no record of him at all now. It’s like he’d never been here, and I’m afraid to slip down into the grid to search…”
“You think this could happen to you?”
“I don’t know.” He stopped walking and turned to her, his body close and imposing. “But what if there are more of them? The way the Med-teks acted, it was like this wasn’t a surprise. In one week I’ve seen a 3hree and a 9ine slip into some kind of catatonia. What if that could happen to any of us?”
The gray blanket draped over his shoulders hid his body from her. He melted into the shadows like a specter. Night inside the temple gave her the creeps. She wondered if the Great Mother could see them sneaking around. Was it blasphemy to disobey the priests’ rules if they did it in the pursuit of truth? Was it a sin to seek answers for a friend?
Virgil seemed to sense her hesitation. His bright blue eyes glinted in the dim light radiating from the terraformed walls around them. She imagined this was what it felt like to be underwater, to be surrounded. What kind of world had this been when people could swim in the oceans without fear of acid burns or poisonous worms? What kind of world could it be if people would stop sorting each other?
“You’re worried,” Virgil said.
“I’m scared.”
“No, not you. Not Avi the fearless, the great defier of nuns.” He smirked, but his eyes didn’t reflect the humor in his voice.
Avi took a deep breath and narrowed her eyes at him, feigning a strength she didn’t feel. “Shut up, let’s go.”
He took her hand back in his and gave it a squeeze. This time, instead of the jolt of electricity she usually felt at their touch, she felt warmth reach out and wrap around her, as if he’d pulled her close and covered her shoulders with his blanket as well. She felt protected.
At the end of the hall they turned left and found the door to a brightly-lit room. The door was closed, but white light shone out from below the door and through a small window.
“They must have everything turned on high,” Virgil said.
“That’s not high, that’s solar flare high.”
He reached out for the door but a spark arced between his hand and the knob. Blue light snapped in the air and singed his skin.
Avi grabbed his hand and inspected it, leaning close. She could smell his flesh, and the skin on his hand had a black mark. It looked like a branch of a tree or a bolt of lightning. She traced it with her finger and Virgil’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t pull away. “It hurts?”
He nodded, mouth set hard.
“It’s kind of beautiful though.”
He let out a breath and tilted his head. “You never stop saying things that surprise me.”
“That’s why you like me so much.”
“One of the many reasons.” His smile heated its way through her and she looked away. The memory of their stolen kiss warmed her lips and she wished, not for the first time, that they had met out in the city, as normal people instead of in the temple, sorted and coded to spec.
She dropped his hand and reached for the door.
“Wait.” He reached for her, but she placed her hand on the knob without issue.
“It must be the metal in your skin,” she said, and if Virgil could blush under all those layers of woven iron, she was sure he was doing it now.
She opened the door and stopped, unable to step inside the room. The glare blinded her for a moment, but as she adjusted, the white on white features of the room came into focus. The room was circular. Tack stations and tekmods were lined up around the edge. In the middle, a thick column of white and translucent wires with blue light racing through them hung from the ceiling. At the base of the column was a ring of chairs.
Virgil stepped close behind her as she took in the faces of the Teks seated around the column of wire and tek. They had ports connected to the cog implants on the sides of their heads, the black veins exposed thanks to the careful shaving of the hair around them.
A 6ix sat in front of them, his metallic ocular implant pulsing with deep blue light as the wires connected to his head mirrored the syncopated rhythm.
Virgil dropped the blanket covering his shoulders and stepped into the room. His white tunic blended into the glaring light and his skin seemed to shimmer, the light so strong it picked up on the weave of metal running through his flesh.
He moved as if in a daze, his feet floating forward, carrying him closer.
She wanted to stop him, to call him back, but the room stole her voice just as it had stolen the souls of those sitting before them.
Virgil walked through the room, his eyes resting on each Tek as he approached them. A 6ix, a 3hree, an 8ight, another 3hree. Directly across from where Avi stood transfixed, he stopped. A noise choked out from him, not a cry, not a word. Something else more horrible than anything she had ever heard.
Her feet moved her forward. She raced toward him, wanting to take away whatever pain raced through his body. As she neared, she realized what he was looking at.
Nelson sat rigid in a metal chair, his head shaved, wires attached to the black veins running along the right side. More wires were attached at the base of his skull. His already pale flesh shone in the pulsing blue light running along the conduits connecting him to the other Teks and the tree of wires and technology running up to the ceiling.
“What is this?” she whispered. There was no reason to be quiet, no one else would be here at this time of night, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak any louder. It seemed disrespectful, like screaming at the dead.
“This is 3Spek.” Virgil pointed to Nelson’s open eyes. The blue irises had rolled back in his head; only the very edge showed beneath his eyelid. The white vacancy of his gaze filled her with dread.
“That’s not 3Spek. It’s on servers. Storage Tek.”
Virgil shook his head and placed one large hand on Nelson’s shoulder. “Let’s get him out of here.”
She thought she heard him sniff, but didn’t say anything. She bit the inside of her cheek and stepped toward Nelson’s slack face. She ran one hand over his head, searching for other wires. Around the back, the thick conduit was attached to a port at the top of his spine. The flesh around it was red and swollen.
“This is new. Someone just put this in.”
Virgil kept one hand on Nelson’s shoulder and peered around at where she pointed. “Can you unplug it?”
“I don’t know. What if it ports into his nervous system? I mean, what happens if we unplug him without knowing what we’re doing?” Her voice rose as the possible ramifications washed over her. “He could end up braindead, or worse.”
“What’s worse than this?” Virgil wrapped his fist around the collection of wires running into Nelson’s spine and pulled. One by one they slipped out with a squelch, wires moving through muscle and flesh.
Nelson’s back arched, his head tilted back, and when the last wire unplugged, he gave out a loud sigh.
“Nelson?” Virgil hunched in front of his friend, searching the white eyes for a response.
Avi checked his pulse and peered into the now oozing port. Translucent yellow liquid globbed around the opening, thickening as it dripped down Nelson’s back, staining his white tunic.
Virgil grabbed the wires hooked into Nelson’s cog implants.
“Wait, that’s his brain. You can’t rip that out.”
“Why not? If it kills him, at least we know he’s really gone, not sitting here like this.”
One of Nelson’s arms twitched.
Then the other.
He took in a deep breath, followed by another.
And then the rest of the room’s occupants joined him. The collection of ported Teks gasped in unison. Their speed increased and the blue lights from the wires flickered so quickly they appeared to be flying through the air.
“Nelson? Can you hear me?” she asked.
“We have to do this now.”
“Nelson?” His irises flickered into view. Sad blue eyes stared at her and his mouth opened and closed without a sound.
Virgil pulled the wires connected to his cog implant and pulled.
Nelson’s body slumped forward.
Virgil stared, the wires still dangling from his hand. “Nelson?”
Avi reached for their friend, but when she touched him, he fell to the side, his body limp against Virgil.
On cue, the rest of the group stopped their synchronized breathing and slumped forward in their chairs, the blue lights dimmed, leaving only black and translucent wires hanging in the now silent room.
“No.” Virgil dropped the evidence of what he’d done, leaving it to dangle from the ceiling, swinging from side to side without purpose.
“We have to leave.” She grabbed Virgil and pulled on his arm.
“No!” he roared, jerking away from her and grabbing Nelson’s body. “Nelson! Come on, come on! You have to get up. We can get you out of here.”
“Virgil…” The lights in the room dimmed slightly and the Tek consoles on the perimeter of the room pinged as they booted up. The sound of old-fashioned gears turning filled the room and soon an alarm shrieked overhead. “We have to go.”
Virgil knelt and held Nelson in his arms. Two oversized boys without family.
Avi pulled Nelson away, letting his body slump to the ground.
“What are you doing?” Virgil lashed out, hate and pain filling his eyes with tears.
“I don’t want you to join him. Get up, now.”
“I can’t leave him. This is wrong. All of this. How could they?”
“Who? The priests? The Mezna? The other Teks? You don’t even know who did this or why. You don’t know anything. But I do. I know that if you don’t haul your ass out of here, you’re going to get plugged into that monstrosity or sent to mine on the lunar surface or some other punishment that’s going to take you away from me. And I hate seeing Nelson like this, but I can’t survive it here if I lose you too.”
“I can’t.”
“I need you, Virgil. I need you to get up, because I’m not leaving without you.”
He tilted his head up so she could see the blue beneath his watery eyes.
“Come on,” she soothed. “Come with me. I’ll take care of you.”
He sniffed and nodded.
Together they ran down the halls, hiding in plain sight as chaos erupted in the temple.
At the door of his dorm, she kissed both his eyes and then his mouth. Not the passion-filled intermingling of desires from earlier in the night, but the kiss of someone who knows your darkest secret, and loves you anyway.
Now
“I have to go back down tomorrow. My medical leave and begged delays are over,” Avi forced herself to say into the smooth skin on Virgil’s chest. She lay next to him on the floor of the med-sensor closet. Years ago, they’d pushed the shelves away from the back wall and made themselves a hiding place.
“You’ll do fine. The tunnels are safe, they’re all reinforced.”
“It’s not that.” She traced the hard line of the access bar bisecting his chest.
“What is it, then? Are you afraid of the dark?” He reached over and dug his thick fingers into her ribs, making her squeal and pull away from his warmth.
“No.”
“What, then?”
“It’s the smell. The petrichor seeps under my skin and I feel like I’m drowning in it. There’s so much dirt. I forget sometimes how big the planet is. There are only a handful of Mezna cities and even fewer human reservations left, but there’s all this wild open space—the Acid Seas, the Feral Wilds. It gives me the creeps, and being under there, it’s like you’re a part of all that.”
“You think too much,” Virgil teased before frowning and pulling her tight against his body. “Don’t fitz out again. That scared me.”
“Me too.” She nuzzled close and let herself drift off, breathing in the metallic tang of Virgil.
In the morning, Avi trudged to the tunnels. It took all her effort not to hide and pretend she wasn’t a 5ive at all, that she could get a job out in the city and come home at night to Virgil’s smile. All her life she’d fought against being categorized, against being nothing more than her series designation, but now that’s what it all came down to. There were no other options for her. She would never live anywhere but Nuuk and she would never be anything but a 5ive.
The smell hit her before she could see the stairwell that led into the 5ive Center. There she’d get her first work assignment and take the lift down into the depths of the earth. The center was white and pristine, like the rest of the city. But no matter how hard the terraformed walls and ground worked to keep the room clean, absorbing all the dust and gravel the Teks carried on their clothes and shoes, it could never get rid of the smell.
“Avendui 5ive,” she said, introducing herself to the 5ive holding a vidscreen. She waited until he acknowledged her.
“You’re in the depths, so you’ll be bunking below tonight.”
“This is my first day back.”
The Tek raised an eyebrow and snorted. “So?”
She took a deep breath, but felt faint. She took another, too fast. Too much oxygen flooded her system. She needed to breathe. The room felt full, everyone’s voice rising to a volume that drilled inside her brain. Her skin itched and tingled and every thought ended abruptly as the next one interrupted. All the while, a chant of ‘in the depths’ swirled through her mind.
“I can’t…” She gasped, the white ceiling brightened as she looked up, and for a moment she thought she was flying. The world became soft and gentle like a cloud as she drifted, and she’d never have to think about anything but Virgil again. Maybe they could live in the Greenland Human Reservation. He’d stand out because of his size, but she could hide her exo-implants if she wore long pants.
And then everything went black.
* * *
Virgil stood outside the Upper 5ive dorm for two days.
He didn’t eat.
He didn’t leave when the guards threatened him with their sparking blue staffs.
They were smaller than him anyway, so he felt no threat.
On the third day, one of the nuns brought him water and asked if he’d like a chair.
“No, thank you, Sister. I’ll wait like this.”
“She’s not here,” the nun said, confirming what everyone else had told him.
“I’ll wait until she comes back.”
When the nun left, Virgil placed the glass of water on the ground and resumed his wait.
On the fourth day, Virgil felt faint. He hadn’t left his spot except for the rare trip to the bathroom. He needed food. No matter how strong his body had been coded, every creature needed sustenance to survive.
Virgil clenched his fists. He wouldn’t leave until someone told him where Avi had been taken.
She’d never returned from her first day below. Virgil had worried but knew she might be tired. After a few days he checked 3Spek to see if she’d been admitted to the infirmary again. He should have known right away, he’d set up an alert, but maybe it had faltered. He slipped into the weave, deeper than he had since they’d lost Nelson, but couldn’t find her anywhere. It wasn’t until the next week that his panic set him on this ridiculous course of action. No one cared if one 9ine stood sentry forever outside the Upper 5ive dorms. No one cared if he starved to death. There were other 9ines lined up to replace him. Moving, exchangeable parts. That’s all they were.
Avi had tried to tell him that so many times, but he’d never understood until she was gone.
That night, he sat on the floor, his long legs stretched out before him, filling the entire hall. He nodded off as the darkness overtook him and roused to a gentle touch on his shoulder.
“Brother 9ine,” a soft voice beckoned him from his sleep. It sounded like her, his Avi, but she had never been soft. She had always been the strong one.
He opened his eyes to find a young nun sitting before him with a full blue habit covering her from head to toe. She kept her eyes down but he knew they were blue, like every other person whose DNA was laced with Mezna biology.
“Sorry, sister. Am I in the way?” He wiped the sleep from his eyes, trying to focus his vision. The young nun looked like…
“No, Brother 9ine, you are fine. The Order asked me to see to your needs. Should I bring you food?”
Virgil stared. The tiny body he knew so well hid between layers of fabric, and her face had none of the sharp curiosity he’d always loved, but somewhere inside, he knew what had happened to her.
“Avi?” He reached out for her veil.
“Brother!” She jumped out of the way, stopping him from pushing back her headdress so he could see if her head had been shaven, if the telltale black veins ran beneath the thin skin of her skull. Nuns were supposed to be free of biotek, but he knew it was her.
The nun attempted to stand, but as she did, she tripped on the edge of her skirt and tumbled backwards, the fabric pulling up and exposing her metal plated shins.
“Avi?” Her name sliced him like razors as it slipped from his mouth.
“No, you have me confused with someone else.”
And then she looked at him, directly in the eye. No spark of recognition. No lingering look or secret smile to tell him she remembered who he was. Who she was. Who they had been.
Avendui 5ive had been recogged and would never know him again.
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Indigo
by Moira Katson
“SCHEHERAZADE,” THE WOMAN SAID SOFTLY.
The cyborg looked over. She said nothing in response, a still pool with the ripples fading as the word’s echoes were processed and lost. She had grown accustomed to waiting for human clarification. Humans, with their incomplete sentences and their fractured thoughts. Her presence brought up musings that tumbled from her clients’ lips in fragments and half-stories, and she gathered them up piece by piece and held them until the edges caught together and a pattern emerged. Sometimes it never did; she had not grown accustomed to that. No matter how she calmed herself, consciousness pooling and spreading, the lack of sense could not be removed in the mission wipe; she would spend the days between missions with a feeling of incompleteness.
She did not speak of it. It was the sort of thing she was permitted to know about herself, strictly speaking, and yet where she might easily confess to a tremor in a muscle or a sense of melancholy, she kept this particular confession under the same veneer of unnatural stillness that pervaded everything she did. She was confident in this subterfuge—which she suspected was not permitted.
Still, she had noticed the uncertainty in their eyes when they examined her. There were so many things that might be normal now; they could not be entirely sure what would indicate a problem. They were oddly more confident, in fact, when her presence made them uncomfortable.
Therefore it was allowed, perhaps even expected, that she did not have a compunction to answer their questions, the way she would have Before. In truth, the sheer number of answers stopped her mouth. Which one was correct? She could answer the question they had asked, the question they meant, the question that would solve the problem that they were still blind to. She rarely answered that last question, as it made people nervous. She hadn’t figured out yet why that was. It was why she was hired, was it not? And she hadn’t figured out why people became so philosophical in her presence.
A curious gaze drew her attention back to the client. People had a way of watching her that said they wished to touch her, as if they might understand with their fingertips what made her Other, even if their minds could not grasp the difference.
“Scheherazade,” the cyborg said softly as a prompt, because she was consumed with impatience, waiting for the client to finish thinking. Such a prompt was unlike her; she filed it away as a failure. On the next job, she would do better.
“Not really,” the client said, and the cyborg imagined stretching out her hand and cupping the two pieces of information there, swirling around each other like river stones: Scheherazade; not really. “Because you’re the thousand and one stories yourself, aren’t you? Every night a different woman.”
The cyborg had the sense from her human upbringing to recognize that the exact timespan was metaphor. She watched the woman gravely, because it was still not enough information, but no more was forthcoming. The woman drew away and picked up her briefcase and left with only a murmured formality for a goodbye, while the cyborg reciprocated and did not look at the briefcase. She thought she would have noticed that it was heavier than usual, but the woman did not. Those in charge of the plan had assured the cyborg that this would be the case.
The client would never get far enough to open the briefcase, of course, but if she had, she would have found the information she requested, laid out neatly in folders. This had taken the cyborg some time, and one human counterpart had asked why she bothered. She had no answer. She could not tell if honor demanded it, or if it humored her, and she had the sense to realize that the latter would be considered inappropriate.
She had seven minutes before her shuttle would arrive, and curiosity drew her to the tiny monitor that waited in the corner. Her fingers danced over the interface, and she chewed on her bottom lip as she read the story of One Thousand and One Nights, of a woman bartering falsehoods for her life, of a land far gone in time and space.
It made her feel a subtle sort of pain, like the feeling of pressing on a bruise, to hear humans tell stories of old Earth. They clearly meant something, but she did not know what anymore, because all she could think was that the place was gone and the stories were resting on nothing at all. She was always afraid that her clients would realize that in the middle of the story, and she was not sure what would happen then.
She finished reading, but did not understand the reference to this story. She was the one thousand and one stories, the client had said, but what happened on the thousand and second night? Her usual irritation with leaving a thought unfinished, a pattern unrealized, was like a splinter in her mind. It was important to understand, she sensed, for when the wipe was done, the best she would have would be an easier path to this conundrum in the future. She could sometimes sense the echoes of past thoughts, like a well-trodden path, but what use was that if the world never brought her back to this thought?
When the shuttle arrived, the cyborg was neatly dressed with her long black hair caught back in a braided bun, face clean, hands washed of any residue that might catch in the spaceport scanners. As the shuttle banked away, an explosion ripped through the heart of the building, unfolding from a single unassuming briefcase. They were exactly out of range—those who had hired her being remarkably exact about such things—and the cyborg unfolded her fingers to reveal a tiny piece of paper curled in her palm.
SCHEHERAZADE, it said, in printed capital letters.
The cyborg pondered for a moment, and then dropped it between the seat and the wall, into the tiny alcove no one ever cleaned, even at Getz Corp. They would wipe her as soon as she reached the recovery dorms, and she would not remember the whispered words. But she always looked down between the seat and the wall, and it occurred to her now that the mannerism had simply been waiting for a purpose.
*******
All things considered, the agent found it rather amusing that the biggest war of the millennium might have been sparked by a mistake. Everyone wanted Getz Corp’s upgrades, and no one had the training programs to accommodate the latest and best—which was, of course, the only thing anyone wanted to buy. According to the contracts, top-of-the-line cybernetic enhancements were reserved for Getz Corp’s own professionals, and if the military decided not to care, things like this happened.
Well, they’d been warned.
More amusing, the incident happened at Fatrath. Up until that point, the planet had been important only to the pilgrim collective that had named it in the hopes of settling it, and to the peculiar form of lichen that turned out to be the only life form capable of living long-term on the planet’s surface. Neither group expressed an opinion on the events that followed—the pilgrims being rather gruesomely dead and the lichen adhering to a policy of steadfast neutrality that it would maintain throughout the ensuing centuries of war.
Fatrath’s system, out of the way, with six planets and twenty-three lunar bodies, made an excellent training ground for each crop of new pilots recruited into the increasingly tense cold war.
And so it was that the IGFS Phoenix, threading between Fatrath’s three moons as it attempted a blind approach, completed its maneuver so successfully that it came nose to nose with a Bourian scout ship before either of them realized what was happening. The scout ship veered out into the abyss of space, and the pilot of the Phoenix, recently drafted from FedEx IG Shipping and upgraded with Getz Corp’s latest line of reflex enhancements, turned the yoke too sharply and sent the Phoenix over the edge into Fatrath’s gravity well.
Within 2.8 seconds, the Bourian scout ship had altered its course back to its capital, the lead scout being very well aware that the Phoenix could not pull up in time, and worse, that the scout ship’s presence would already have been detected before the Phoenix veered. Indeed, three minutes later, the scout ship’s exact make, trajectory, and weaponry were included in distress signals streaking through sublight space to the Hantu capitol, and the Phoenix lay in a smoking wreck on Fatrath’s surface.
It was catastrophic—least so for the crew of the Phoenix, who would not need to worry about the extraordinarily ugly war that was about to begin. The fleets had been moved into position for a first strike months ago. There was no way to stop what was unfolding.
The war, however, would not begin for approximately three and a half weeks. Fatrath was so remote that it would take upwards of ten standard days for news to reach the capitals of the two empires, and another ten for the fleets to come investigate. It was this remoteness that had been of particular interest to the pilgrims, and had become of interest to both militaries in the months since the last round of peace talks had failed so spectacularly.
Getz Corp, gloriously unburdened by large-scale troop movements, had a very clear protocol in this case: retrieve any and all proprietary implants from the crash site. They were authorized to do so under the terms of their contract with the Hantu Navy, and the first team had landed six hours after the crash to prepare for extraction. Two more of their operatives were presently beginning their descent through the atmosphere.
The agent leaned back in his seat and tried to let his shoulders relax. If they’d sent him alone to join the prep team, he would have been all smiles, jovial in the face of what the team clearly thought was an impossible task. In the face of an impending core meltdown, he could get Getz Corp’s property out without breaking a sweat, another successful job done. In a week, tops, the place would be swarming with soldiers and he would be long gone, reaping the benefits of a dangerous job with an exorbitant paycheck. Getz Corp would Get It Done. They always did, which was why he’d joined them. They sent the best.
He just wished he hadn’t needed this particular best to accompany him on today’s mission; she made his palms go clammy. He darted a glance at her under half-lidded eyes, expecting to see her staring, clear-eyed—the basilisk gaze that made him go cold, the same one that she’d turned on him when he arrived to enlist her. To his surprise, she was staring out the window of the shuttle, face unguarded, eyes far away.
Her hand was curled into her lap. What was she daydreaming about? Half-electric sheep? He felt a smile to touch his lips and looked away hastily in case she should notice.
He prided himself on his logic, and on doing the job correctly the first time, every time. That meant using the correct tools, and a cyborg was the correct tool for this job. It was the correct tool for a lot of jobs, and on each one there came the tension of wondering if he could do it any other way, and seeing the ways it could go wrong if he did. Logic always overrode emotion in the end, but it should not even be an argument he had with himself anymore.
And he should most certainly not break out in a cold sweat when one of them looked at him. He’d interrogated terrorists, for God’s sake. He’d worked with murderers and never felt the terror that washed over him in a cyborg’s presence. He was prey. He knew it, and they could see everything he was feeling—he knew what implants they had, what training. And what did they feel when they saw him? Nothing.
Not nothing, he wasn’t stupid. He knew the difference between a cyborg and an android. But that made it worse—he couldn’t tell if it was the spark of humanity or the lack of it that paralyzed him. They’d chosen to become what they were—there were no unwilling participants in Getz Corp’s program—and the agent wanted desperately to feel what they felt, whatever it was that made someone sign away what they had been for what they could be. That was logical, wasn’t it? His weaknesses did not, as he pretended, make him wiser or more prudent.
Behind the logic, never far away, lay the memory of walking into Getz Corp’s headquarters to sign up. A pen hovering over the first line on the form, Biomechatronic & Behavioral Enhancement Program in unassumingly small letters at the top. And he could not sign the forms. His muscles froze and he’d sat for an hour, shaking as he tried to jerk his hand upwards to fill in the blank spaces while his mind screamed that it was too much, too much.
He had waited, trying to focus on wondering why they still used clipboards and paper, until the receptionists changed shifts, and he could go up to the new one and pretend he’d been given the wrong form. And when he saw the cyborgs in the hallways, gaits smooth and faces unnaturally still, he remembered fearing that he would tip into the abyss that opened before him in the lobby, the overwhelming sense of loss even before he set pen to paper.
Too much to give up. But what was it that he had been so desperate to keep?
And so cyborgs unsettled him—hell of an idiosyncrasy in a mission supervisor. He had the sense to keep it well hidden, which meant the fear, denied an outlet, only prowled around in his head. He busied himself with the mission documents, and as the shuttle banked into its final descent, he gave in to the impulse to let his mind circle on the impending war. Even that was less unsettling. Or the abandoned ruins of the pilgrim settlement, he could think about that. He wondered if it would be considered too distasteful to visit them.
Probably.
The landing was smooth, and the agent was on his feet before the hatch opened, sliding a filtration mask over his face. A look confirmed that the cyborg had one, too. When she met his eyes, he froze, forcing himself back into motion with an ungainly jerk. There was the basilisk stare. Not cold, not even dispassionate, rather there was too much going on behind those eyes, and the face moved not at all.
The company official waited outside, nervous and sweaty. The rank and file of Getz Corp didn’t like agents. Their exquisite deference bordered on rudeness, but today the agent smiled instead of giving his usual cold stare. It was easy to smile, knowing what was coming out of the shuttle behind him. Whatever they thought of agents, everyone liked cyborgs less.
So she had a purpose after all. He wanted to stick around and see what the prep team made of her, but he had a site to inspect. Suppressing the desire to give a low whistle at the spectacle of the ruined ship blotting out the horizon, the agent set off, his masked breath echoing in his ears.
“Name?” he heard behind him, and his smile widened at the note of panic in the official’s voice.
*******
“Name?”
The cyborg crouched, picking a line of sight along one of the distant center support beams of the Phoenix. A quarter of a kilometer distant, the ship was creaking slightly in the wind. It was a sound beyond even her extraordinary natural abilities, but the aural implants caught a faint hint of metal and plastics, and the low crackle of fire.
She could see from the ambient radiation alone that they were too late. The core was melting down. But she knew, too, that this was unacceptable to say. She would work until their meters caught the danger and they decided to pull the mission. That was how it went.
A flicker of blue caught her gaze and her eyes snapped sideways: the stripe down the side of a team member’s pants, the rich blue-purple that adorned everything Getz Corp made.
Blue.
Blue.
The eyelids flickered.
Blue.
She had spent the ride down to the surface lost in memory, not so much voluntarily, but because something had malfunctioned. The slip of paper crackled faintly in her hand. This time, she could not leave it behind.
Scheherazade.
She had been learning just how much she kept with her across assignments. She was not sure if she was supposed to do that. On the one hand, she was better at being what she was, and they would like that, she assumed. On the other hand, well…she was not supposed to remember, was she? And learning was remembering. The word SCHEHERAZADE jolted deep into her consciousness, coated in half-meanings. It took on a different hue every time she read it, every time she rubbed her thumb over the letters. A voice saying, “Yes, this is you.” She always looked between the seat and the wall. She could communicate with herself—even if she hadn’t yet determined what the metaphor meant.
As she learned to crave the call of familiar thought patterns, she sought them out in her head. More were surfacing now. She was half in the shuttle, descending smoothly, even in the turbulent atmosphere of Fatrath, because Getz Corp always paid for the best. And she was halfway in the operating room, clean and bright for the same reason, with the blue chips sliding under her skin and the technician asking her to wiggle each finger and toe in turn after each chip.
The latticework will only hurt for a few moments, dear. It grows quickly. Lacing down her muscles between the implants, cool pricking and then gone.
She shouldn’t be remembering this. Not now. Memories like this were Suppressed when she was on assignment. They should be available for recall only with intense feelings of discomfort, and only in the sterile halls of Getz’s recovery dorms. Not here, not now.
She had broken something, down deep. She had played with her core, and she had broken herself.
A wave of panic hit her, an urge to run to the shuttle, destroy the slip of paper that was not there—it was in her pocket—destroy it before she looked at it the first time. But that was time, and she couldn’t move in time; wishing to do so was human. She wasn’t human anymore.
And she was malfunctioning.
“Name?” the official repeated, and the cyborg looked over at him.
The world was fading in and out, senses picking up too much, too little. She could see the man’s pores, the uneasy dilations in his pupils; he didn’t like her. It was truly amazing how quickly people could realize what she was. It was the little things, the minutiae in a glance, the speed of a reflex, and they always knew. What the law could not seem to quantify in this age of implants and enhancements, humans could always tell. The term cyborg was reserved for the best of the best; you knew one when you saw one. She had tried telling people, once or twice, that the things they could name weren’t cybernetic at all. They were trained, deep-taught. The implants just made it faster. It didn’t make her inhuman, only helped her mind go further. It changed a surprising amount, but she was still part human.
No one cared, and it did not matter that it seemed an important distinction to her.
Not important, her task center said. She needed to respond to the official, which meant she needed to give him her name. Only she did not know her name, and there arose a second moment of panic. She knew vaguely that this wasn’t the first time, and both the knowledge and the haziness terrified her. She’d played around with her memory banks, that was what had done it, and it was all falling apart now. Did she not know her name because they hadn’t given her one, or because she had forgotten?
She knew one should not wonder whether one’s handlers had remembered to implant a name. A cyborg on assignment should not even remember that they had handlers—or should not care. She had been chosen partly for just that ability in her human half: acceptance of the rewrite. Was she losing it?
She wanted to be back in the labs, needles under her skin and her eyes losing focus on the ceiling tiles. She had no idea who she was supposed to be right now; she couldn’t remember the mission. And a name was so very basic. She could sense a low, primal horror underlying her panic. Everybody had a name. She thought down into the wrong place, into who she was instead of what she was called. A vivid memory of a training room, glaring white, of a blue chip sliding under her skin, the color deep and velvety.
Blue.
She blinked, trying to focus on her surroundings. Everything was sliding out of kilter, but she could save it. Something here had to be a clue. Her eyes darted across his notepad, to the ship on the horizon. What were the odds that they were here for something other than the ship? She sharpened her implants to scan across the bow. IGFS Phoenix. One of their ships, theoretically. And containers rated for radioactive material.
But what if their assignment was different from her assignment? She could see her arm outstretched, red spreading across a shirt, a man falling away from her, and in the memory she saw her hand reach out for the vial at his hip. The recall was precise. It was supposed to be precise.
It was supposed to have been purged. What was the assignment now? She could not remember. But she remembered the look on his face: betrayal. Betrayal meant he’d trusted her. Betrayal meant she’d gone in with him. She wondered now if she’d left his body there when she left.
It should have been purged. It should have.
“Ma’am…”
I’m malfunctioning. Please contact headquarters and give me a sedative. She wanted to blurt out the truth to this bored bureaucrat. The urge to speak was so overwhelming that her mouth was opening before she saw the hatred in his eyes and clamped her lips shut on the words. She should not say that to him. This man thought he had hidden his dislike deep, but she could see it. He did not like her, he did not trust her, and so she could not trust him. Certainly not with this. Her eyes darted left, darted right, around at the scene.
She was in the chair, and the skin on her arm was stinging, resistant to the anesthetizing gel. A chip held in mechanical pincers slid between muscles and she breathed in sharply. She did not move. They had told her not to move. She only tilted her head slightly to watch the red and pink close over the blue of the chip.
“Ma’am, your name.”
Blue.
“Indigo,” she said. She waited, but he did not challenge her. He did not say anything at all. He wrote it down like he believed it, like it was enough.
Maybe it was her name.
She climbed into the buggy nearby and set off for the Phoenix.
* * *
“How much longer do you figure, sir?”
Dusk was closing in on this particular portion of Fatrath, and the crew was getting restless. The agent looked over to all of them, a single eyebrow raised to let them know he was not impressed with the question. It was quite obvious that the cyborg had not yet reached the bridge of the Phoenix. It would be some time more. And that was all that mattered.
“There’s no way to know.” A curt answer, not the type recommended for intrateam relations, but he was in no mood to indulge this sort of behavior. They’d been hired by the best company in human space, goddammit. He looked away, taking a deep breath to calm himself. They all knew quite well that it took at least 30 days of continuous exposure for the atmosphere of Fatrath to kill a human. He pondered telling the ones peering furtively at their hands that if they could see spots, it was already much too late, and decided against it.
For a moment, he would even have preferred the cyborg’s company to this. He took a deep breath and gave a curt nod as one of the officials approached him. Getting the job done meant not yelling at the crew.
“Sir.”
Don’t yell at the crew. “Yes?”
“I thought you should know…”
“Yes?” He stared at the Phoenix and hoped his derision did not show on his face. The man needed to spit out whatever he wanted to say.
“She’s—the cyborg, I mean—well…she’s behaving oddly.”
The agent turned to look at him, pale-eyed, studying the man’s features. A tangle of uncertainty and fear. The man hadn’t wanted to make a fuss. No one ever wanted to make a fuss.
And she was late. He’d been so derisive of the crew, prided himself on his own calm. But she was. She was late getting to the bridge.
“Oddly how?” he asked carefully, hoping that no one could hear the sudden roaring in his ears. It was amazing how quickly the fear could come rushing back, when the pieces of the puzzle snapped into place all at once and a pattern emerged.
He should never have brought a cyborg with him.
Only it was an entirely logical choice, wasn’t it?
He might get to be one of the first people killed in the cyborg uprising. First was good. They’d tell stories about how it all started, wouldn’t they?
Not if the cyborgs won, they wouldn’t.
“Well, she’s…she didn’t…is her name really Indigo?”
“Excuse me?” Was it panic, or was the man not making sense?
“I had to ask her for her name about ten times.”
The agent found the presence of mind for a cold stare before he took the clipboard. He did not care for hyperbole.
Indigo, read the writing on the check-in list. It proved nothing, just what the official had written down.
So why had the agent looked? Because he had the sickening feeling that he knew what was going on and he needed something to do with his hands to keep them from shaking.
It was imperative, he thought with a strange stillness above the sudden maelstrom of his mind, that he remain calm. Otherwise the mission would fall apart, and that could not happen. His base instincts were screaming at him that they were all going to die, and those very instincts were going to get them all killed if he could not get a grip on himself. They had a very dangerous animal on the loose and no idea of its mental state, and a panicking crowd of humans would be like blood in the water.
Any chance he had of bringing it back now was for him to be the authority she would respond to. He handed the clipboard back, took one deep breath to wait for his hands to stop shaking, and checked his gun.
“Sir.” The official waited until the agent looked over at him. “Is something wrong?”
He debated what to tell them. How to spin it.
“Botched rewrite.” He made sure that his expression did not shift. “She was the only one in the quadrant; I had to take her off a military research vessel. She was already written for surgery, so she was the best choice for this mission. The partial rewrite must not have taken properly.”
“What does that mean?” Energy vibrated in the man’s voice, warm fear in the air, cloying and close.
The agent dug deep and found a jovial smile. He reached out and clapped the man on the shoulder.
“It means we get held up here a couple of days at most. I may even get to send you back to the ship and wait on the surface myself—no sense in everyone camping out, but someone should stay with her. She’s going to be scared; it’s probably what’s slowing her down.”
The man swallowed and his shoulders dropped a fraction. Good.
“She’s not…dangerous?”
The agent’s dislike of childish notions warred with expediency, and expediency won out.
“No, but she’ll need her mission superior. Thank you for telling me about her condition.”
“Of course.” The man stood a little straighter. “I thought I should.”
Of course you did. The agent gave his most convincing smile as he turned toward the camp. “Did she…mention anything else?”
“No. Why?”
“There are triggers that will trip if her programming breaks down past certain barriers. She might have mentioned needing you to contact headquarters? Or asked for a sedative?”
“No.” The man shook his head. “Nothing like that. What does that mean?”
“It means it’s not a serious situation,” the agent lied promptly, hoping that the sudden leap of terror didn’t show in his eyes. Something had malfunctioned. Something was seriously wrong.
Or it didn’t mean anything. He needed to breathe. He needed to remember that it might genuinely be nothing at all, but in the meantime, another part of his mind was telling him calmly that it was an experimental program. They had no idea what might go wrong out here.
His body kept moving somehow. A calm gesture opened a pill case and he lifted a capsule to his mouth, swallowed. His resistances were nothing compared to hers.
“I’m going to the Phoenix to see if she needs help,” he heard himself say.
“But she took the buggy.”
“Then I’ll take the shuttle,” the agent snapped, fear winning out at last. He paused and forced a smile. “The Erasmus should still be in orbit. Let them know we’ll be a bit delayed.”
“Yes, sir.” The official trailed back to the main campsite, looking panicked. “And she’ll be all right? They always say to do whatever we need to do to get the cyborg out.”
“We’ll get her out.” Sedated, if necessary, but they’d do it. He’d sat through the same damned training, some executive droning on about Getz Corp’s assets, how much this program was doing for humanity, how every precaution needed to be taken to make sure Bourian companies didn’t get their hands on this tech. And all it boiled down to was how much Getz spent on each and every one of these. That woman was a walking goldmine, and she probably didn’t even realize it anymore. He had the impression they probably didn’t tell the cyborgs everyone was watching out for them.
“Maybe we should come with you to the Phoenix.”
The agent blinked. Fear was naked in the man’s voice, and it took a moment to think of what he might do if he didn’t think anything was wrong. Would he tell them to stay? Yes.
And it was still the correct choice. If the cyborg decided they were her target, having a shuttle would make about as much difference as a hula hoop.
“You haven’t got the resistance built up,” the agent said simply. “It’s much safer for you here.”
Their deaths would be quicker, at any rate. He didn’t wait for a response, only ducked into the shuttle and shut the door in the man’s face and swung into the seat, leaned his head back as he pressed in the coordinates. The shuttle lifted beneath him, autopilot kicking in.
It was nothing. He was overreacting. Slow progress through a crashed ship was to be expected, and God only knew what condition the bodies were in at this point. Deep breaths. He had to calm himself before he did something regrettable. A cyborg was always top priority, always worth more than the mission.
Suddenly, savagely, he pulled out the gun, checked the clip. Regulations be damned. He would not sit around waiting to be killed, letting this mission go to hell and his record get dinged, just so some high-value asset could get back in one piece. There were other cyborgs they could use. If she threatened them…if she was going to go rogue…
Deep breaths. He simply didn’t want to wait to die like some animal in a cage, that was all. He put the gun back in its holster and pulled up the mission brief. He’d do everything by the letter. He’d call her in. And if she did anything weird, he’d shoot her. It was as simple as that. He scrolled to the appendices, and his lips moved as he read.
“In the event that the asset is compromised…”
When the shuttle touched down a scant few moments later, the agent ducked under the rising door and strode toward the Phoenix. She was in there somewhere. She might even be watching him. He just had to count on getting to her failsafes before she noticed the safety of his gun was off.
* * *
“Indigo.” The voice crackled over her transponder.
It was all coming apart. She stumbled and fell against one of the walls, tinny breath echoing in her ears from the mask. She could feel the implants scrubbing radiation damage, a constant set of pinpricks, the hum of the protective field generated near her sternum. Everything working as it should, except her.
Retrieve the implants. She slid down the wall—floor, everything was sideways—and uncurled her hand. The slip of paper was soaked with her sweat.
SCHEHERAZADE.
A sob and a gasp caught her ear, and she rolled her head. A woman, blonde-haired, blood dribbling from the corner of her mouth. Infrared showed the wound in her chest and an implant in her forearm. Standard reflex enhancements, nothing fancy. But the mission was to retrieve all of the implants. All of them. Indigo crawled to her target. A knife parted the skin, and tweezers yanked the implant free. The woman gave a choking cry.
She wasn’t going to make it; help was too far away, and the cyborg had no medical supplies for live bodies. She reached out, the woman’s brown eyes tracking her, and planted a bullet in the woman’s head. No more pain.
She wondered if they could hear the gunshot from the camp. She slumped back and let her head tip against the wall, dragged in a breath. Everything that should be automatic was failing her. She knew the mission, but it hadn’t implanted deep enough to trigger her.
She’d played with the shape of her mind. The fact was, this should mean nothing to her. She was a cyborg, she existed only Now. Mission memories were lost, surrendered to the wipe. A cyborg had no guilty conscience, nothing to remember. Not her orders, not her memories.
She would not remember this, she realized, and panic gripped her. It would all be white soon. White was comforting, always had been. White hallways, white lights, soft voices, wiping it all away. No matter how bad things got, the memories would be lifted away, leaving only the faintest impression behind. Here was dirty and dark and bloody death and pain that crackled in the air like static on her human half, and it would all be gone when she got back to the Erasmus.
She should want it to be gone, so that she could lie in her bed and be as clean as the ship, and as whole. They would put her back together in the chair and wipe over all of this with white. Erased, detoxed… But there was something terrifying about the thought of not remembering this. She would have no memory at all of crouching in the dark, amazed that anything could hurt so much, ripping apart in her chest. She felt terror of what was coming, a fracturing of self—and still she could not let the pain go. It was now the ground she stood on.
Were humans built on fears, hard won and precious? Fire-water-cold-fangs, preset, and the others built up from a lifetime of encounters: storms-spiders-space…and all of it led here, to the loss of a scrap of paper, a single link to her past self, to the first nagging sense of dissonance that led her to keep it. A warning. Fear was to carry a human in time, past consciousness now, and a cyborg had no past. She could no longer even remember the choice to become what she was. Was it fear that had driven her here to begin with?
If so, she had found a new fear—a worse fear. She remembered that she was supposed to be removing implants, and she was doing so, and neither the knowledge nor the action gave her any comfort. It was not the loss of the assignment that had crippled her, as she thought, it was the knowledge that things could go wrong. And she had to have known they could, once. They’d made her sign waivers. You always had to sign waivers.
And here she was, because she’d forgotten that fear. She’d forgotten that it could always, always go wrong. The one next to her in the operating room had died. Wide, staring eyes. Chest not moving.
It was all coming undone, memories surfacing and images racing through her mind. What was in the pieces? What was left? If she fell apart, was there anything left of a consciousness? Would she be stuck, streaming information and never knowing what it meant, never able to ask for it to stop, stop, stop—
The gun was in her mouth and she was gagging, choking, tears bleeding into her lashes.
“Indigo.” Again, softly, the catch of the radio clicking off. Emotions skittered through the notes of the word, the guttural catch in the back of her throat. Longing, wanting to touch—and revulsion. She had seen it in his eyes on the ship. Hadn’t thought it mattered. Many people did not like her, and it had not hurt her yet.
Or what if it had? How would she know? She existed, but what had she survived, and by how wide a margin? What fears should she be carrying?
“You haven’t reached the bridge yet,” the agent said. “Are you injured? …Are you all right?”
It was a kind question. Something jarred distantly in her mind, discordant. She withdrew the gun from her mouth slowly. Was her name Indigo? Not important. Important was the fear, cascading down from the memory: a form in her operating room, all black with the blue Getz Corp logo, a known quantity of danger, comforting in its familiarity. Her pass code dropped out of his lips and hooked deep, and she wiped her hands on a towel and followed him out of the room without looking back at the soldier on the table. Her eyes caught faint tension in his neck; he wanted to be inside her skin, she thought at the time, but the dilation in his pupils didn’t fit.
He had been professional, but he would never be kind unless he wanted something. It had to be the mission. Did he know it was failing, too?
“Everything is all right,” she responded back. I’m malfunctioning, please give me a…
“We could give you a sedative.” His voice was warm and close, breath on the back of her neck, the solid comfort of a body next to hers. Her eyes drifted closed. “If you’re tired, you could go back to the Erasmus. We could delay the mission.”
Her eyes opened, pupils dilating in the darkness to allow ocular implants to take over.
So he didn’t know the mission was failing.
Then why was he here?
I’m malfunctioning, she wanted to say. It would feel so good to say, wouldn’t it? She knew it would. Her body was primed for the rush of it.
But if she spoke the words, he would take her back, and she could not go back. She had to understand, and if they took her back they would wipe it away, and she was so close, so close to understanding.
“I don’t want to come out.”
“Indigo, I can help you.”
Trustworthy. He would get her fixed, wouldn’t he? Mission supervisors were always trustworthy. Best training in the universe. A cyborg’s right hand, one instructor said, and he always laughed when he said it.
“I don’t need help.” She was backing away, past the woman’s body. She wiped one sticky palm on her pants. She was falling apart and he could not see. He would put her back together.
“You’re scared.”
She froze in a doorway, flinching away from the sound of his voice. It was all coming up in the fracture, pieces of a whole person.
I’m Scheherazade, and even if not, I’m me—I remember I was before, and I exist now.
It was too much information to hold. She wasn’t used to it anymore, memories triggering and slowing her reflexes. She’d learned to take only what she was given and move quickly, implants firing and emotions dampened. That was why they took the memories. She remembered the burst of color in her mind every time she saw the word printed on the scrap of paper. Color. Her memories were not supposed to have color.
“Every cyborg has a mission that doesn’t take.”
“They do?” It didn’t even sound like her voice.
“You’re extraordinary, Indigo. This is your first.”
“It is?” Frozen, unable to back away and run from the cracking in her soul, unable to accept the wipe.
“And it can all go away. We’ll find what went wrong. You’ll never have to worry about this again.”
But we will, because I did it. Do you realize it was me?
He very well might.
And when it was over, she would be just like all of them, wiped and docile, memories gone until another word caught and she wrote something more, and ten missions later, fifteen, twenty, she would be here again, and she would be scared, and she wouldn’t remember that she’d survived it, would she?
What if he was lying, and it had happened before?
Her hand was shaking, the scrap of paper tightly rolled. She didn’t need to open it to see what it said. She could remember every imprecision of her handwriting; apparently, penmanship wasn’t one of the things they fixed in the conversion.
She wouldn’t even remember that about herself when she went on her next mission. If she could only talk him out of the wipe—
The fracture roared in her mind, squeezed a cry from her chest. She was breaking, she was in pieces and there was nothing underneath at all. She was huddled on the floor, scrap of paper in her palm, and nothing could block the images that were coming. No framework. No knowledge.
She wasn’t built for this anymore. She wasn’t human, was she?
“Indigo. You’re scared.”
Her lips were moving. Scheherazade, Scheherazade, Scheherazade. It wasn’t fitting, it wasn’t a whole thought, and the answer to it was down below the chaos. Pieces not fitting, she wasn’t giving herself enough for a pattern, and she never would if she went with him.
And yet…she was splitting down the middle. She looked out, finding a tiny crack in the hull of the ship, and saw him waiting. Afraid. His hand was hovering near his hip.
“They won’t shut me down?” she asked him quietly, and she saw his shoulders drop slightly.
“No. They would never do that.”
Did she hear bitterness?
“I want to keep a thought,” she told him, rolling the paper in her palm. She was sniffing, and she could not say why. Her throat hurt. Tears.
“A thought that hurts?” he guessed astutely.
She said nothing.
“If it’s hurting you, they can take it away. You don’t want to keep it.”
I do.
“Come out. They’ll be able to explain what went wrong, you know. They’ll be able to help.”
A sensor pinged at her wrist. The radiation was reaching even her upper limits. She had to leave.
Or die. Was it better to die, knowing part of it, or live with all of it taken away from her? She clenched her hand around the scrap of paper and waited for it to coalesce. Breathed.
It was never going to make sense, was it? And she could make the chaos go quiet. The shards of broken glass and shattered patterns would be smoothed down.
She turned her hand and uncurled her fingers. She dropped the scrap of paper. Her legs carried her up without volition, and her fingertips stretched down for the tiny curl on the bloody floor, but then she walked slowly down the broken beam and into the night, to the glare of the shuttle engines and the mission supervisor waiting for her.
The chaos would go quiet. That was the promise.
He could make it go quiet, and she would be in the chair again, calm.
And what did she have left to give up, really?
* * *
It took everything he had not to curl his fingers around the gun when she emerged, but the fear eased as he saw her move. She wasn’t a cyborg anymore, not really. The smooth motions were interrupted by an awkward hitch in her step, jerky turns of her head. She was breathing hard.
He’d send the code in a moment. Asset malfunction. He had never experienced this. Had anyone? Not important. He just had to get her to come sit in the shuttle, and he could give her a sedative.
He held out his hand and she took one uncertain step. Stopped. Her hand went to her waist and so did his.
“You want to shoot me,” she said. There was no inflection in her voice.
A wave of hatred—how dare she see it, how dare she not care—and one thought penetrated: she had not lifted her own gun. She did not mean to kill him.
“No,” he lied. Long minutes of panic began to fall away. He was shaking. And it was only a half-lie—he had wanted to, but he would not. “You’re malfunctioning. We can get you to the Erasmus for a wipe.”
She flinched.
“Do you not want a wipe?”
“Of course I do,” she said, but her voice was very small. Saying what she was supposed to. Something in his chest broke, warm, and he smiled at her.
“It will be okay,” he told her gently. “And then you can come back to finish the mission. Would you like that?” The mission was a cyborg’s highest reward structure. Always speak of the mission.
“We can’t complete the mission,” she said blankly. “The core is melting down. We need to go.”
“It is?” He hadn’t, of course, been watching the monitors. “We’ll confirm with the ground crew.”
“We don’t have time for that.” Simple. No compromise. Her fear was gone. “We have to go now. Leave the ground crew.”
“Unacceptable,” he heard himself say. That was good: a strong voice. The voice of a man who got promoted. “The entire team must be extracted. Anything else is a mission failure.”
Getz Corp did not have failed missions.
“But if we all die, that’s also a mission failure,” she observed gravely. “And we won’t be able to get them all in time.”
“Are you sure?”
“Sixty-four percent probability,” she said promptly.
She was trained to act on anything more than half, he remembered. And she did not even care. He’d be thrown out of the company, and she…she would just keep being one of their highest-priority assets. Of course. Bile rose in his throat.
“We need to go back,” he told her.
“No.” She would not yield. Her voice had risen.
He found his hands out in front of him, fingers splayed, as if he were confronting a growling dog. Easy, girl.
“We can’t leave them,” he told her. “It would be inhuman to leave them.”
Poor thing. She was scared, he could see that. Everything was going wrong in her head and she wanted to go back to the Erasmus for her overwrite. She tilted her head to the side.
“It would be inhuman,” he said again. He said it gently. She would have to be educated, reminded of her instincts.
And it was the right thing to say. Her face cleared at his words, a happy smile as if a storm had boiled away over the horizon.
As he smiled at her, her arm came up, the barrel of the gun gleaming dully.
“But I’m not human,” she said simply, and her finger squeezed the trigger.
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Augment
by Susan Kaye Quinn
Chapter One
THE FLOOR IS FRESHLY SWEPT from the last fight round. The blood’s gone, and the new gouges in the concrete blend with the old. My opponent is in his corner, and I’m in mine, with the ref holding up his hands to quiet the crowd. The competition matrix quickly winnowed to the two of us, but this month’s prize is mine for the losing. At least, that’s what I’m telling myself. And I haven’t even taken my dose of Resilience yet—I’m just trying to psyche myself up the old-fashioned way with positive talk and bravado. Because I really need to win this one. The prize is a shiny-new Resurrection mod, fresh from the shops, and that’s no standard augmentation. Winning it is key to my plans. My chances of survival are slim, even with the augment—but they’re zero without it.
“Miriam Levine,” the referee intones.
I nod to let him know I’m ready.
“Zachary Haddock.” The ref lifts his chin to my opponent, who also gives the go-ahead.
Zach was my sparring partner last week, which just means he’s seen all my latest moves. Not that he doesn’t already know my head inside and out. He’s three years older than me and acts like he’s my big brother. Which is cool most of the time, but in the ring? It’s a liability.
And I know Zach wants this mod as badly as I do.
The ref raises his hands again, keeping us in our corners until his signal. “Blood draws are allowed, but only flesh-on-flesh.” It’s the standard rule recitation. Mostly for the kids in the crowd. “If you draw blood with your augment, you’re immediately disqualified with a standard suspension from competition.”
Six months. It’s not that long to wait. It’s more the shame that goes with the suspension. The lack of trust from your fellow warriors. Plus, the next time you step in the ring… it’s not good.
“Standard drug enhancers only,” he continues. “At the start bell. Early dosing will result in immediate disqualification.”
Only fools dose early. It’s not like that ten-second edge buys you anything in the fight.
The ref lowers both hands, gesturing to our leg augments—we both have a full set—and Zach’s arm. The rest of our mods are internal. “Off-book augment use is authorized in the final round, but standard foul rules still apply.”
That means we can get creative with our augments. Which I fully plan to do.
“Points awarded for augment use. Pin for the win. Ready?”
The crowd tenses. Zach and I drop into our fight poses but stay in our corners.
“Fight!” A bell tones. I snap my tongue to activate my dose of Resilience, and I feel it even before I leave my corner. Sharper eyesight. Reduced anxiety. Higher tolerance for pain. The dull aches from the previous, unenhanced bouts quickly fade. I’m primed, ready for anything from extended combat to a long-duration march, all without being slowed down by the need for sleep or food or any normal human fatigue, mental or physical. In fact, I won’t be sleeping for a good twenty-four hours, no matter how inconvenient that might be.
It’ll be worth it.
Zach and I slowly circle each other, sticking to the edge of the ring. He knows I don’t like to make the first move, but that goes both ways. I know he’s got forty pounds of solid muscle on me, but being smaller means I’m more agile. I’m only eighteen, with two years of training to his five, but I’ve been a jiv from age seven, the day I came to the camp and joined the Makers. Most kids born in-house have to wait until the minimum age of seventeen. Which means Zach’s been cruising on his augment legs for four years, but I’ve been on mine for eleven. And I don’t care what the older jivs say—being born without legs means I don’t have any subconscious memories of walking pre-mod to slow me down. I’ve been running on augments from my very first steps, and that makes a difference. For reflexes. For confidence.
For kicking Zach’s ass and winning the right to claim the shop’s shiny new mod.
I wink to activate the NuView mod I won last year. It’s the only augment I have besides my legs, whereas Zach’s got an arm prosthesis—the nice kind, too, with a built-in Eel—on top of his augmented legs, plus an overclock mod somewhere inside his gut. I started competing the nanosec I was eligible, but it takes time to come up in the rosters. Not to mention training well enough to win.  Zach outclasses me in mods, but it’s possible I could win on points. NuView is hard to demonstrate, but devastatingly clever if you do.
Best strategy is to go for the pin, regardless.
We’re still circling and eyeing each other. The NuView lets me see his pulse, but more importantly—he’s already charged his Eel. Which means any full-flesh contact with his arm mod and I’m going to be fried like last night’s dinner. But I’m not a complete idiot—I knew Zach was a likely top contender this month. So my all-body suit has a mod of its own—the soft, top-grade leather from the free rangers in Colorado has an added rubber lining. I stayed up half of last night to stitch it in, and it’s making me sweat like crazy, but it should provide some insulation. The true secret is in the thin metal wires sandwiched between—I’m trusting those to reroute the bulk of the Eel charge to my augments, where it’ll do less damage.
Zach finally makes the first move.
He leads with a jab, which I easily dodge, but I know it’s just a feint—like I expect, he follows it with a swipe of his leg against mine. I spin out of the knock, then dance away from him, hugging the edge of the ring. His best strategy is to take me down to the floor or bring me close in a grapple—that’s where he’ll win with the Eel, which is half electrified knife, half taser. Avoiding that is the whole fight for me… at least, until I’m ready for it. But first, I need to make him think I’m going for the pin the normal way.
I dance for a second or two, my back to the crowd. Their stares are hot on my neck, but the dose of Resilience helps me tune that out and focus on Zach’s light-footed steps. He’s shifting weight, scanning me, just like I’m raking his body with my gaze, looking for a tell while also using the NuView to find his overclock mod.
There it is.
Lower abdomen, deep in his core, but slightly closer to the front. Optimal position for cooling down his body temp by chilling his abdominal aorta. In my NuView, the artery it’s connected to pulses in his midsection like a beacon. The overclock mod’s also wired into his nervous system, and I can just make out the EM field that follows the circuit all the way up his spine. He has a failsafe trigger somewhere. I just have to find it. But I’m taking too long—gotta move first, set him up, buy some time for the scan.
I rock on my augments, back and forth, then dance forward until I’m just out of his strike range. I lead with a front kick—my foot to his right knee—but it’s just a feint as well. I use the momentum to spin a back-fisted glove to his face. He blocks, but I’m ready for that too, following with the other fist and landing this time square on his jaw. His head snaps back—I think as much in surprise as anything. He has to wonder why I’m bringing this to close-combat already. I dance back before he swings his Eel arm around to swipe at me. I’m back at the periphery of the ring, hopping foot to foot, watching him. Letting him think the flesh-on-flesh attack was a mistake.
He studies my stance for a few seconds, which is all the time I need to scan for the trigger—it’s at the top of his neck, behind his left ear. He probably has it code-protected, maybe a series of taps to active it, so he can’t be hacked. But I don’t think it will matter.
Zach makes a lunge toward me, and I expect him to lead with his modded arm, but instead he takes an augmented leap that has him sailing through the air, spin-kicking toward my head. He’s got to be aiming for my augments, but if he lands that kick… I rotate into him, arm blocking the Eel mod that’s suddenly in my face and jabbing an uppercut to his chin before I spin away. He lands hard on the ground, gouging the concrete and nearly skidding out of the ring. But he twists fast, facing me again, and this time the leg swipe takes me down.
I land on my back, air forced out of my lungs. Zach springs up with augment speed. He makes a run at me, but I get my legs in the air and jabber-kick at him, one-two-one-two, keeping him off balance while I dodge his Eel. I can’t breathe, but I can do without oxygen for a short stretch—the Resilience will carry me through. Zach lunges through an opening between my kicks, leading with his flesh hand, but the Eel’s not far behind. I whip my head to the side, just barely avoiding the punch, then follow it up with a dangerous roll that leaves my back exposed for a split second. He grabs for me, but my leather’s too slick, and he can’t get hold and goes down.
I get a foot under me and spring up again. He skitters away before I can take advantage of being up while he’s down. He’s back on his feet a quarter second later.
That was too close. Enough messing around. I know what I need to do now, I just need to get into the right position to execute.
We’re circling again. I need him to attack first, so he’s off guard. But I can’t just lead him into it. I jab a front kick to one leg—he blocks. Then the other—he spins a back kick that nearly takes me down. I stumble and recover, retreating to the edge of the ring. I dance there a moment.
My lungs start working again in one gasping breath. I flex my hands, rock a little on my augments, let him think I’m still pondering my next move. Then I slap my gloved hands together, sliding one against the other, and then charge toward him before he can notice that I’ve dislodged the tip of one finger of the glove. It takes me three steps to cross the ring. By the third, I’m sailing through the air, arms up for the grab. Just before I reach him, I make a knife with one hand and a claw with the other. He pulls back for a jab, but I get there too soon, and his punch doesn’t have any power. I let it whip my head to the side, because I already know where my hands have to go—one at his neck with a thumb behind his ear, the other plowed as deep into his gut as I can make it. I grapple hard and heave my legs up around his waist, locking them tight. His eyes fly wide as he stumbles backwards, my momentum forcing us, but that’s not what’s surprising him—it’s that I’m practically begging him to shock me with his arm.
And I am. Only now I’m too close, and I don’t want him to overthink this, so I ram the stiff fingers of my hand again and again into his gut. He cringes with the blows and tries to shove me off with his flesh hand—his augment arm is clamped at my waist—but he’s holding back, not shocking me.
Come on, Zach… I continue to pound his gut, keeping my other hand locked on the back of his neck, but that’s not what’s keeping me close. I squeeze my augmented legs tighter around his middle. There’s no way he’s getting me off without a zap from his Eel, which should send me flying. He tries to get a lock on my head, but the angle’s all wrong.
He snaps his teeth shut, and I know it’s coming—he’s preparing himself for the blowback. I manage to dig my hand deep into his gut just before the charge lets loose.
The pain lights up my brain, but the Resilience makes it feel like fireworks in the distance. My hand on his neck grips harder as we both convulse. The fall to the concrete jars me loose, and the shock finally throws me clear.
I’m gasping for air, crawling on the ground away from him, just in case it hasn’t worked.
But it has.
I can tell by the wide-eyed look, the way he’s staring at the ceiling. And the fact that he’s not moving.
I scramble to my feet, hesitate for half a second, then slowly stroll over. He’s prone, limbs inert, lips tinged blue. I know he’s not dead, but the crowd’s holding their breath, telling me they’re not so sure. I rest my mechanical foot on top of one of his motionless legs, just to make the pin official.
The ref hustles to my side and raises my arm.
I won.
I hold back the smile, because it’s going to look far too creepy until everyone in the crowd realizes what’s happened. Zach’s support team swarms over him, and they quickly figure it out—he shorted out his own overclock mod. Under normal conditions, overclock is supposed to cool you down or warm you up from the inside out. If you’re overheated, it’ll chill that aortal bloodstream until your muscles rejuvenate like you’re some kind of Hercules on steroids. Alternatively, it can warm you up if you’ve fallen in a frozen river and are about to die of hypothermia. By routing Zach’s own Eel shock through my suit and straight to his gut with the open finger of my glove, I sent his overclock mod into reboot mode. Normally, that would just put him into a default check for emergency conditions. But simultaneously zapping his trigger point? That locked the overclock into cool-down. Basically, I used all his mods against him to send him spiraling into hypothermia on the floor of the ring.
Zach moans and sits up in the middle of his support team huddle.
The crowd cheers.
I let my grin loose and throw up my other hand in victory.
I hardly even notice the leftover tremors from the shock as I’m carried from the ring in a triumphant lap around the underground parking garage that serves as the Makers’ competition center. In less than an hour, the police bots will do their regular sweep through the heart of Old Portland, and everyone will have to clear out. Above ground, downtown looks like every other post-Singularity city in the world that hasn’t been taking over by the ascenders. In other words, a wasteland. If we want to keep the Makers’ far-flung network intact, we’ve got to keep up that appearance. The audience gathered for the competition will have to stay out of sight as much as possible when they return to their shops and homes and schools. They each have a vital contribution to give to the Makers’ bustling enterprise. We’re humanity’s one true hope for the future—the only chance to take the world back from the ascenders—and everyone’s role is important to that mission.
But for a few minutes—before we go back to the serious business of reclaiming the world and before I face what winning the Resurrection mod really means—I let them hold me up and parade me around the echoing underground cavern in celebration. It’s a small triumph, a tiny step toward the victory we’ll all be able to claim one day.
For real.
Chapter Two
The crowd has dispersed, and I’m back in the prep room with the other jivs.
Most are already patched up, attended to by medics or wrapping each other’s bruised joints. I’m working on peeling off my leather suit, which I’m just now noticing is still smoking in some spots. Must have busted a few wires during the prior bouts and caused a bunch of internal shorts. Lucky I didn’t get burned. I give my exposed skin a careful look-over—the Resilience might not let me feel the scorching.
“What the hell’s in that thing?” Zach asks from the bench where he’s still huddled under his blanket. He’s not mad. I think.
“It’s not against regs,” I say. “And it’s not a foul to protect yourself.”
“Hey!” A set of fingers appear from beneath the blanket, up in surrender, then disappear back inside. “I’m not complaining, Mir. You won the mod, fair and square. I’m just wondering if you’ve become a maker or if someone else is crafting your gear now. I mean, that looks like something the shops would want a peek at.”
I scrunch up my face. “Well, it only kind of works.” Getting assigned to the shops isn’t on my agenda.
Zach snorted a laugh. “Like anything out of the shops works more than kind of.”
I shrug. “They do the best they can.”
“Show them the suit, Mir.” He trots out his big brother voice for that one.
I grin. “Yes, sir.”
He shakes his head, but there’s a smile under it. I guess I’m forgiven for winning.
I pick at the smoking remnants of my suit lining. There’s only so much the shops can do, reinventing everything from scratch. During the Singularity, most of humanity ascended into hyper-intelligent human/robot hybrids, and the ascenders basically took over the world. The few dissenters who didn’t like the idea of losing their souls in a quest for immortality had other things to do besides preserve the great knowledge stores of humanity—like staying alive during the religious purges that came after. It was a dark time, and a lot of knowledge was lost. Plus, the ascenders constructed special cities for their favored human pets, and they didn’t want them to get too curious about life before. Might make it difficult to keep them in their gilded cage. I should know—I was born legacy, and I get exactly how little the ascenders care about humans, even the ones they keep for their “genetic diversity.” I’m convinced the ascenders were happy to see the rest of humanity devolve into violent religious sects and anarchy.
But the Makers are different.
Someone in Old Portland managed to save the library. Somehow, by some miracle, they were able to squirrel away the paper books and electronic discs and all kinds of old-style maker-tech media, hiding all that pre-Singularity information in the Portland Underground. That dank network of tunnels along the waterfront used to be notorious for kidnapping sailors or something, but they were close enough to the water to keep the ascenders away… and they quickly became a sanctuary for the first post-Singularity knowledge-seekers and craftsmen and technologists. Those early Makers had to hide their treasure trove of information and quietly rebuild. But in the hundred years since, they’ve steadily grown. And they’re not just preserving pre-Singularity knowledge. They’ve scrabbled and tinkered and crafted their way to better and better technology… as well as a society to support it.
Even so, the tech is still sometimes pretty spotty. There are brilliant people in the shops, but the supply chain for goods is still underground, unreliable, and poor quality. Petroleum products from Wyoming. Rare earth metals from Idaho. Scavenged materials from the decaying city infrastructure around us. We smuggle some bot-made goods out of Seattle and outright steal tech from the ascenders to reverse engineer. Half the missions jivs train for are raids on New Portland, and we almost always lose someone to the police bots when we make a run. It’s necessary to keep the shops well-supplied, but no matter how much they innovate, they’ll never catch up to the ascenders. With their hyper intelligence and virtual immortality, they’re light years ahead… and always will be.
Unless something changes.
I’m determined to make something change.
I’m finally in civvies again, although I could use a good shower. Not that the whole prep room doesn’t stink of sweat and grease and slightly-singed rubber. I’m stowing my suit in my bag when someone charges through the door at my back. I don’t turn, because I’m pretty sure I know who it is.
“You. Are. Insane!”
Yup. Definitely directed at me, and very much the voice of Mateo, the shop apprentice who wants to be my second.
I turn to him, hiking my duffle over my shoulder. “If that’s your idea of a compliment, you need to up your game.” But I am a little relieved he wasn’t here to see the smoke coming off my suit. He’d just worry.
Mateo presses his lips together in that little disapproving face he makes whenever I do something normal for a jiv—like go on a mission or compete or get banged up in any way. He’s half cute and half annoying when he does it. Cute because… well, he’s always cute. Dark eyes, messy hair, and that soft brown skin from his Hispanic heritage. If I had time for a second, he’d be at the top of my list of candidates who are Definitely Hot Enough to Kiss. But he’s still annoying because he thinks, for some reason, that just because he’s concerned, that means I’m doing something I shouldn’t. But I know exactly what I’m doing. And I know Mateo’s going to hate what’s coming next even more.
He’s looking me over, like a medic checking for wounds. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” I brush past him toward the door. I’m not sleeping tonight anyway, due to the lingering Resilience, so I might as well cram in some extra studying. I’m going to need it.
He’s following me, which makes me smile a little. Once we’re out in the hall, away from the curious eyes and ears of the other jivs, he tags me on the elbow.
“Mir, hang on.”
I let him stop me in the dusty hall. My apartment with my dad is miles away, but there’s a transport waiting for the jivs. We’ve got some cloud cover today, so the normal satellites won’t be tracking us. Hard to say when the ascenders’ infrared sats will be watching, but a lone sun truck trundling around Old Portland shouldn’t draw too much scrutiny. But we’re not leaving until everyone’s ready to go, so there’s really no reason for me to rush off to the transport.
“Congratulations.” Mateo says it like he thinks he should, but he doesn’t really want to. Then he frowns. “You know they’re going to want you to test this mod, right?”
I huff a small laugh. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s part of the terms and conditions, Teo.”
He shakes his head like he thinks I’m crazy again. “Why are you doing this? You know you’re going to give your dad a heart attack with this.”
The smile drops off my face. “He’ll be okay.” I don’t like talk of my dad hurting. My mom never made it out of Seattle—her heart disease was the kind the ascenders refused to cure, even though they could. But Mateo doesn’t know that. Most people don’t. The Makers just took me and my dad in after we left the legacy life behind and searched for somewhere else to call home.
“Your father’s not okay, Mir.” His frown is serious now. “He’s sitting back at your place, right now, reading that old book again.”
“The Torah?” I ask with a raised eyebrow. Mateo knows my dad is deep into his faith.
“No,” he says with sigh. “Old Man and the Sea.”
“Oh.” That draws my face down as well. That’s not a good sign. My dad only hauls that one out when… well, when he’s stuck in the past, not the future. It was my mom’s favorite.
“Yeah.” He gives me a knowing look. And he’s right—when my dad drops into these funks, he has a hard time shaking them.
“Okay.” I suck in a breath. What I’m going to say next is just going to make things worse. “You can’t tell him this, Teo. Promise me.”
“Tell him what?” He hikes up one dark eyebrow.
“Promise.” I jab the air near his face.
He leans back. “Okay, okay. What is it?”
“I’m applying for the Offering.”
“What?” His mouth drops open, and he looks at me like I’ve gone mad. “What is wrong with you, Miriam?”
I groan and turn to stride toward the transport. This is not how I envisioned telling him. I don’t know how I expected it to go, not really. Maybe something along the lines of proclaiming my fealty to the Maker cause. Or practicing my speech with him, the one I’ll have to give for my application. I may have had some stupid fantasy of that moment being our first kiss. Some grand, romantic gesture before I marched off to my almost-certain doom… God, I’m an idiot.
Mateo is sputtering as he trots next to me, his inarticulate outrage apparently threatening to choke him to death.
“Stop!” he finally says, grabbing my arm and yanking me to a stop.
My Resilience-pumped reflexes make me twist out of his grasp and bunch the front of his homespun shirt in my fist before I know what I’m doing. I heave two breaths into his face before I come to my senses. I let him go and smooth down his shirt.
His eyes are as wide as saucers.
“It’s the drugs, Teo,” I say, my breath speeding up more as I talk. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—” I screw up my face to keep the tears in. “You know better than to tap a jiv when she’s pumped. Come on.”
His hands are up—not in terror of my rabid warrior reflexes, but in reassurance—and the panic is gone from his face. “You would never hurt me, Mir. I know that.”
I nod, too quickly. Still, I take a step back.
“But you can’t be the Offering,” he says, a determined fire in his dark eyes. “You’re a jiv.”
But, of course, I can. All I have to do is pass the tests and get chosen. Never mind that no jiv has ever applied before. Because we’re supposed to be defending the Makers, not trying to become their prophet.
“I probably won’t pass the psych eval,” I say with a strained smile.
“Well, you certainly shouldn’t. Not with the way you’re constantly—” He cuts himself off and runs a hand through his hair, the panic bright in his eyes again.
“Constantly what?” I ask, but I already know what he’s going to say. Constantly taking risks I shouldn’t. Constantly pushing the limits. But he doesn’t understand… that’s why I’m here. It’s what I’m supposed to do.
“Constantly trying to get back at the ascenders for what happened to your mom.”
I just blink and stare at him. Once. Twice. Then I turn and hurry toward the transport again. He’s not right. He’s wrong. I tell myself this again and again in my head, and the Resilience makes me sure. I’m certain he’s wrong. But I’m having a harder time getting a breath than when Zach side-swiped me to the ground. Because if Mateo’s right, if this is all just my vendetta against the ascenders, I’m not going to pass the psych eval. And even if I pass, the council will never select me if they think I’m out for vengeance. Because even though the most likely outcome of the Offering is my sudden and painful death, it’s possible I’ll live. And if that happens, they can’t have a hyper-intelligent maniac on their hands.
What the Makers need is a leader.
And I have no chance of that if they think I’m already a gear short of a full load.
I reach the transport and close the door in Mateo’s face.
Chapter Three
It’s been three days since the surgery, and the scar still itches.
I trace the red line between my ribs, feeling the raised flesh that’s sealed back around where they implanted the Resurrection mod. The med tech explained the details to me, but I only understood about half. Basically the mod is supposed to kick in when I’m near death—it doses my lungs with a gas that lowers my metabolism and triggers a hibernation state. Heart rate, breathing, brain function—all of it is supposed to basically stop. The idea is that when a jiv is injured traumatically in the field, and they don’t have a med tech nearby, the Resurrection mod will shut them down until we can get them back to the Makers’ camp. Once the jiv is back in the shop and all patched up, then the med tech can authorize the resurrection sequence and the process will reverse itself.
They’ve tested it on mice. So far, the mice haven’t complained.
I’m the first human to get it—which means they plan to shut me down and start me up again to give it a good shake-out test. And, honestly, I prefer that to testing it in the field with a life-threatening injury.
Although a field trial is exactly what I’m planning with the Offering.
Mateo is the only person I’ve told I’m applying. I didn’t want the shop guys to have any second thoughts until the mod was safely installed inside my body. But since then, I’ve put my name in for this year’s Offering, and I’ve already taken all the standard tests—intelligence, general knowledge, the full psychological battery. All that’s left is the Persuasion Test tomorrow. It’s really just an interview, but the idea is that you’re supposed to show off your social skills. See if you have what it takes to lead. And it makes sense that the person most able to persuade the council that they can lead the Makers forward is exactly the right person to be given the chance.
I’ve gone back and forth on whether to tell my dad. If I tell him beforehand, he’ll try to talk me out of it. Which might mean a hit to my self-confidence. Which I will definitely need to have any chance of passing the test. But once they make the selection, there’s no backing out. I’ll still have a chance to say goodbye to my dad… but he won’t have a chance to try to stop me.
All of which is moot if I’m not selected. But I will be. If not this time, then the next. And as many times as I have to offer myself up. I already know I will—right up until I’m too old for the procedure. It only gives me a few years, since the upper limit is twenty-one due to medical complications. This is the first time I’m eligible, but I’ve been thinking about this seriously ever since I heard they were working on the Resurrection mod in the shop.
Now that I have it, it’s time to give my last full measure to the cause.
The only question is whether I tell my father first.
That’s why I’m standing in a bombed-out synagogue with my father’s prayer book in front of my face. I have no idea what the prayers mean, but this is how my father prays when he stands in the corner of our apartment and recites in that quiet, calm voice of his. I never learned my father’s religion—my mother didn’t share it, and besides it was illegal to practice it when we were in Seattle. Once she died and we left the city, I thought he would use our new religious freedom to teach me the language and the rituals. But he never did. And I was too immersed in having new legs and access to the vast wells of knowledge the Makers possessed to think much about it. Then I was swept up in becoming a jiv and a warrior for the cause.
My father’s quiet faith seemed irrelevant.
Only now I’m standing here unable to pray because I don’t know how.
I close the prayer book and hold it to my face the way I’ve seen my father do. I imagine behind closed eyes what this temple must have looked like before the Singularity, filled with a hundred faithful just like my father, whispering and singing their prayers. Their faith supported them through thousands of years of persecution and displacement from their homes. Not unlike what all of humanity has been reduced to now with the ascenders. I can easily see my father here, in that long-ago time, bowing and reciting. Praying for guidance from his God.
My faith is of a different kind. I believe in the desperate need for humanity to have a future better than what they have now. But we can’t wait around for anyone’s God to make it happen. We’ll have to bootstrap ourselves into that future by the power of our minds and our bodies—and without losing our souls, our humanity, as the ascenders have.
I still wish I knew how to talk to the God of my father… if only to ask what to do with the one person I love enough to worry about leaving behind.
“God of my father.” My words are swallowed up in the cavernous wreck of a holy place. I open my eyes and look up. The ceiling is more hole than plaster, and the bright sun of New Portland’s morning shines through. I don’t know where this God is that I’m speaking to. The words feel awkward in my mouth, so I close my eyes again and drop my voice to a whisper. “My father’s people have always been your people. But now the Makers need someone to lead them. Someone who can give them a chance. I don’t know if I’m that person, or if I’m just the next in a long line of experiments to create the prophet. I suspect you know. I don’t need you to tell me. I just need you to watch over your faithful son, my father, if I’m not here to do it myself. He’s suffered enough already. He doesn’t need to suffer any more. But the Offering is something I have to do. Because I can… and I think I’m the only one who has a chance of making it work.”
My words dissipate into the emptiness of overturned benches and rotting walls. The soft sound of birds in the dark rafters is all the response I get. Not that I was expecting any. I just hope I did it right—that my father’s God heard me and will look out for him. And in a way, I have an answer to my question, even though I didn’t ask it. I’m not going to tell my father until this year’s Offering is chosen. If it’s not me, then he doesn’t need to know. If it is, he will have less time to worry before the event itself.
It’s the best I can do—to spare him as much pain as possible.
It’s a two-mile walk to meet with the council. Normally, they convene in an abandoned control center in the rail yards, but the Offering tests are always conducted in the Japanese gardens on the hill. It takes me longer than I expect because the sunshine keeps me winding through abandoned buildings and staying under awnings as much as possible. The ascenders don’t care what humans do, as long as there’s not too many of us in one place at one time. Or possessing too much technology. Or obviously putting off some kind of energy signature that would indicate major industrial activity. That’s why everything the Makers do is carefully kept concealed, underground, routed out of view. The ascenders’ satellite scans probably wouldn’t register anything odd about one human girl heading up into the gardens, but it’s instinct at this point to stay out of sight.
I pause when I reach the covered entrance. The view is spectacular. A crisp morning breeze off the river. Mt. Hood in the distance. The blue of the sky dazzles my eyes, and I wink on my NuView just to take a few pictures and revel in the full spectrum of wavelengths I can see dancing across Old Portland’s downtown.
Most of the garden is completely overgrown—probably a bit more wild than the meticulously tended pre-Singularity era. The paths are kept clear enough to be navigable but not so maintained as to draw suspicion. The trees are thick, and the branches provide cover from both the sun and the satellites. There’s even some now-wild koi that have managed to survive past their caretakers. When I arrive at the tea garden, the council members are already in the teahouse, talking amongst themselves. The previous applicant is nowhere to be seen, which is just as well. They don’t release the names of those who apply, just the one selected. That way everyone knows who’s giving their lives for the rest of us. Their family members are treated with the utmost dignity, not only before the Offering procedure, but for the rest of their lives. Families of the Offered will never be in need. Just like we protect children and the infirm, the loved ones the Offered leave behind will always be cared for, as long as any Maker survives. In that sense, I know my father will be watched over, even if his God doesn’t listen to my prayers.
The council members have nothing but smiles for me. Five altogether, currently two men and three women. I recognize most of them. Two are Master Makers from the shops. One is a Head Librarian from the original archives down by the wharf. I’m not sure about the other two, but they’re all elected for their skills and their wisdom. I have no doubts about their competence. My only concern is whether I’ll measure up to what they’re looking for.
A dose of Resilience would be nice, but I know a drug-dependent jiv isn’t in their top twenty desirable leadership types. Nor is someone bent on bloody, personal revenge.
I take a deep breath and return their smiles.
“Miriam Levine.” The dark-haired woman gestures for me to stand on a woven mat. It’s positioned in front of the slightly elevated slate flooring they are gathered upon. The frame of the tea house is still standing, but the thin walls have long since crumbled away.
“Good morning, reverend council members,” I reply with the standard protocol listed in the application. I give them a salute before I remember the council is civilian, not military. The jivs serve the council, of course, but they’re not part of our protocols. A few smirks dance around the faces of the council members. I try not to let that throw me.
“I am Master Maker Elora Hawkins,” the dark-haired woman says, “and I’ll be guiding your time with us. The other council members may have questions for you as well, but please be at ease, Miriam. And know that we’re honored by your presence here today. Your mere willingness to offer yourself for the betterment of all Makers shows the courage of your heart, and we all have the greatest respect for that, regardless of the final choice. And this is your time, Miriam. So please, tell us why you wish to be chosen for the Offering.”
So it begins.
I’m actually a little unsettled by the warm tone and the gentle voice. It’s in dissonance to my jittery need to explain why this is so important to me. But I take a deep breath and launch into my rehearsed speech.
“I believe the ascenders will never voluntarily open ascendance to humans again. I believe humans will forever be second class on this planet, even though we are the originals. We are the fount the ascenders sprung from, and our biology holds the key to unlocking even more potential than the ascenders themselves have realized. Humans are Makers by design. We are the original tinkerers, the creators, the ones who have the spark of life inside us. Machines can augment who we are, but they cannot replace what we are.”
My words have captured their attention, but my rhetoric has to sound strange coming from a girl whose legs are metal and hydraulics. But all the physical augments are just a way to give jivs a chance against the bots. They’re not the endgame for humanity. Not even close.
It seems like the council should be asking questions, but they’re not.  I press on. “I believe the ascenders lost their souls in their brand of ascendance, because in the heady power of expanding their minds, they imagined themselves to be gods. And being gods, they could no longer be bothered with being human.” I spread my arms wide, embracing the serene beauty around me. “They are like gods in their own minds, but they have lost the one thing they could ever claim to be god-like—their immortal souls. And humanity—the only beings who are still in possession of that inalienable spark—will forever be enslaved by these false gods. Forever imprisoned to the shadows of the relics of our past by their machines and their watchful eyes. Unless… unless and until, we Make ourselves into something more. We humans have always been Makers by design. Makers by design,” I repeat, more slowly. “But who designed us? I don’t know, but I believe that freedom of religion is freedom of thought. Restrict one, and you inevitably restrict the other. The ascenders tried to stamp out the practice of religion in the purges after the Singularity, and they still squash it in the legacy cities, but wherever humans are free to think, they will each have their own beliefs. Yet it doesn’t matter what those beliefs are. Whatever God you believe in, whatever purpose you think the universe has for the conscious beings that humans are, you can see the evidence of what we actually are in everything we do—we were created to create. A hundred years ago, one of our creations managed to trigger a Singularity that almost ended us. Humanity almost lost its very soul. And for many—the ascended—they are already lost. The only way to reclaim our world is to try again. To push forward into that final frontier of the mind, remaking ourselves in the image not of gods, but of the very best that humanity can be. We cannot afford to wait for the second coming of a divine being. The ascenders are not capable of bestowing this deliverance upon us. We must craft a second Singularity ourselves. We must fight with flesh and blood and technology to claw the world back from the product of humanity’s first failed experiment. Our first attempt to Make ourselves into something better.”
Master Elora’s eyes are wide. She opens her mouth to say something, but then closes it again. She doesn’t speak. None of them do. My speech is just my cobbled-together thoughts—the creed of the Makers, my loathing of the ascenders, and my own passion for the future, all rolled into one. It very simply is what I believe. What I’m fighting for. What I want to give my all to.
It’s time for me to make the final pitch. The persuasion part of the test. “I am a jiv. I have already pledged to give my life to the cause of the betterment of Makers and humankind. But I’m ready to give everything I have—my mind as well as my life—to help create a leader who can be that next step forward. I carry inside me some of our newest technology—the Resurrection mod. I don’t know if that will help with the transcendence. Maybe. Maybe not. But you can use that and learn from my body’s acceptance of the procedure… or not. And if I survive, I promise you—there won’t be a day of my life that won’t be dedicated to living up to the gift you’ve bestowed on me. Every living breath will be a reminder of my purpose: to Make humanity into something better without losing our souls in the process.”
Their mouths gape a little. I don’t know if I’ve persuaded them or completely freaked them out. They look at each other, but not a word is whispered between them. Master Elora’s calm, warming words are long gone, lost in the Japanese gardens behind me.
I’ve said everything I can say.
I give them a jiv salute—a strong one this time—and I turn and march away.
Chapter Four
I’ve been chosen.
The words ring in my head, even as I hear them come out of the handheld. I’m hooked into Portlink, the vast underground comm network left dormant after the ascenders abandoned the city and created New Portland to the south. The Makers’ techs have strategically hooked up some links and broken others, so it’s fairly secure. Plus we monitor it to make sure there’s no chatter from an unknown source. It connects the sprawling enterprise of Makers throughout the city and even into the countryside, allowing them to conduct trade, keep people connected, and every once in a while, make public announcements.
Like the selection for this year’s Offering.
The announcement starts to repeat.
I shut it off.
I’m going to die. The reality of that slams into my chest.
There’s a small chance I’ll live. Not that anyone has before, but each time the tech is a little better. Each time, there’s a slightly better chance. If there wasn’t, the Makers wouldn’t keep taking Offerings. But I’m not counting on that. My only real hope is the Resurrection mod. I don’t know if that’s what sold the council on choosing me or not, and it’s still basically untested tech, but that’s what convinced me to apply. That’s why I fought so hard to get the mod. Because it would at least give me a fighting chance. 
That doesn’t keep my hand from shaking.
I slowly set down the handheld on the bed in my room, but I stay standing, staring at the bedcover crafted for me by the Quilt Makers when I first came to the camp with nothing but the clothes on my back. They welcomed me like a long lost child… and now I was going to die for them. Or become their leader.
I need to tell my father, but I’m frozen in place. My brain is in too much shock. I can’t make my legs move.
A bang sounds from the front room. My mind tells me it’s the front door, and my heart seizes. Have they come for me already? Will I not have time to say goodbye?
Before that fear can unlock my body and send me hurtling into the front room where my father is reading his book, huddled up by the afternoon sun at the window, my bedroom door flies open.
Mateo.
I melt with relief.
His eyes are wild. He rushes at me. I’m so uncertain as to what he’s doing that it takes me a second to realize he’s hugging me. I finally manage to get my arms around his back, hugging him as well, and then I truly do melt into him. Every muscle under my control goes soft. Only his strong hold and my augment legs are keeping me up.
“Miriam. Miriam.” His voice is mourning me already.
It takes all my willpower to loosen my grip on him and pull back, just a little, so I can say the words that will reassure him. But I don’t have any.
Instead, he kisses me.
His hands on my cheeks. His lips pressed to mine. They move, fervent and angry, and I cling to him again, kissing him back and holding in the sob that wants to work its way out of my chest. He stops the kiss and presses his cheek to mine, holding me close, eyes squeezed tight. His tears wet my cheek. Or possibly they’re mine. I can’t tell.
His hold on me slowly loosens, but he’s breathing hard with the same half-cry that’s coming out of me. I lean away and wipe my face.
“I have to…” I can barely speak.
“I’ll go with you,” he says, automatically understanding that I mean my father. That I have to tell him this terrible thing I’ve done and feel his heart break before I’m even dead. To see the disappointment in his eyes that I would leave him alone in this world.
Mateo holds my hand in his, wiping his face with the other and leading me out of the bedroom. My father is right where I left him a half hour ago, when I retreated to my room to hear the news alone. He’s staring out the window as we approach. I didn’t think he was going to listen to the announcement… but under his slow-tapping finger is a handheld.
He knows. And I didn’t prepare him.
I feel it like a blind punch in the ring, sudden and jarring.
“Mr. Levine,” Mateo says, looking back and forth between me and my father. I don’t think he’s realized my dad already knows.
“It’s all right, Mateo,” my father says, still gazing out the window. He keeps tapping.
I hurry to kneel next to the overstuffed chair he’s folded up in. All his limbs are crossed—arms and legs, hugging to one side of the chair like he can disappear into it.
“I’m sorry, Papa.” My voice is a half sob.
He stops tapping, as if he didn’t know I was there. He blinks several times, then turns to me. All his limbs unfold, and his arms wrap around me. I hug him hard. We stay that way a long time. I hear Mateo behind us, trying not to make any sounds, but failing to keep in the hard breaths.
When my dad finally loosens his hold on me, he strokes my hair, again and again, as if that’s the only part he can focus on. Eventually, he stops.
My eyes search his, looking for forgiveness and only finding hollowness.
After a long stretch of painful seconds, he looks directly at me. “You were always meant for something like this,” he says softly. “I didn’t know what it would be, but from the moment you were born, your mother and I both said, this little one… this one is a gift. She belongs to God.”
I press my lips together, but I can’t help the tears running down my cheeks.
He smiles a little. “I had only hoped I would keep you for a little while longer.”
Then I break down entirely, laying my head on my father’s knee and weeping. He absently pets my hair and looks out the window.
It’s a long time before I can calm myself enough to let Mateo drag me away.
My father doesn’t watch as we leave.
* * *
“You have to look after him, Teo.”
“I will, Mir, I promise.” Mateo grips my hand as I’m lying on the gurney.
I’ve said this to him four times already, so I pledge to myself not to say it again before the procedure starts. In all likelihood, he’s going to watch me die—I don’t need to add any more burdens on top of that. My hand’s shaking, and his isn’t much better, but he’s here with me, which is something my father isn’t even close to capable of doing.
Mateo is as brave as any jiv I know.
The med techs bustle around us. We’re in the medical suite of the mod shop, the same place I’ve gotten my augments. The Makers’ shops are varied and spread throughout the city, but this one specializes in building better warriors for the cause… as well as administering the procedure on the Offered. The gen tech is actually cooked up elsewhere; this is just where the application is done. There are far more techs here than I’ve ever seen before. I don’t know if they’re really necessary or if they’ve just come to witness the event.
A couple of the med techs drag Mateo a short distance away, rapidly suiting him up with the antiseptic gowns and masks they’re also wearing. My heart is already pounding out of my chest, and not having Mateo’s hand gripping mine makes it lurch around erratically. A kind-eyed tech takes his place by my side and scoops up my shaking hand in her gloved one.
It doesn’t really help, but it’s a nice gesture.
“Miriam Levine, it’s an honor to be in this room with you,” she says softly.
If they keep talking about it that way, my heart’s going to pound itself into failure before they even have a chance to start the procedure. But I can’t really get words out anymore, so I just shake my head rapidly at her.
She seems to understand and switches her tone to something more clinical. “You’ve a right to know the details of your modification. Would you like to hear the technical specifications?”
It’s the standard protocol for a mod. I nod in relief. It’s a shaky one, but she gets it.
“We’re infusing you with a gen tech serum containing modified glial cells. They will integrate with your native cells, induce rapid growth, and transform their function to enhance synaptic signal transmission and retention capabilities. This will support a higher neural metabolic rate as well as neocortical cell density. The new glials are self-replicating and self-repairing, with additional processing capability. That’s the main enhancement over the previous… Offering. Do you understand?”
I shake my head no—the tech talk is way over my head—but I give her a grim smile to show that it doesn’t matter. My heart isn’t pounding quite as hard now.
She pats my hand, the one she’s still holding, and smiles behind her mask. “Your glial cells will be like no glial before.”
I nod. And this time it really sinks in—they’re doing something entirely new to me, and that’s exactly the point. If the experiment doesn’t work, they’ll crack open my head and take a look inside… and they’ll learn something. Something that will help them with the next batch, the next round, the next experiment. No matter what happens inside my head, it will help the Makers move forward in the cause.
And that’s all I’ve ever really wanted my life to count for.
I suck in a long shaky breath and let it out slow. My throat opens up enough that I can say, “I’m ready.”
She holds my hand a moment longer, the smile still fixed under her mask, but I think she’s tearing up, because she quickly turns away. Which is good. I don’t need to see that.
Mateo is back by my side, gripping my hand again. This time, I can squeeze back, and even give him a smile. Well, a tortured one, and I quit it right away, because it only seems to twist up his face with pain.
“It’s okay, Teo,” I say. “This is what I want.”
He shakes his head, and I can almost hear the thoughts that must be going through it. Something along the lines of how much of an idiot I am. He seems to be debating which words to let out, but in the end, he just says, “I know.”
I nod. The kind-eyed med tech is back, this time with a freakishly long-needled syringe. I know the procedure has to be done while awake—that’s the best way to monitor brain function—but I wish I didn’t have to see that thing go into my body.
I decide I’m not going to watch. I give her a nod, then turn back to Mateo and focus on him. His dark brown eyes are so pretty, almost girl-like with those long, dark lashes. I really am an idiot for not kissing him sooner, but there’s no sense in regrets at this point. I keep my gaze trained on him as I feel the med tech’s hand gently turn my head to the side. There’s a cool swiping at the base of my skull. Antiseptic. I can smell it. Then a different pungent smell and another cool swipe—my skin goes numb at the spot. Then the press of something. I feel the pressure but no pain. Just the sense of something invading my body.
Something new.
Mateo’s blinking back tears, so I smile at him. It’s a real one this time, because the fear is flying away on feathered wings. It’s done now. Whatever’s going to be will be. We sit that way for a long time—tens of minutes, I think. I’m not sure. I’m getting a little sleepy, but I figure that’s just the fact that I’m lying down, holding hands with Mateo amidst a hush in the room. It’s a held breath. A sense of quiet anticipation. The calmness of it pervades me.
Minutes continue to tick by.
The change starts as a headache.
Pressure behind my eyes. It’s weak at first, then stronger, then the pain flashes white across my eyes and blinds me. I gasp as my NuView pulses erratically, sending weird images skittering across my sightline. I squeeze my eyes shut, but my eyelids are twitching so badly, it keeps triggering the NuView on and off. The headache becomes a screaming pain in my temples, and I rise up from the gurney. I manage to sit momentarily, but then hands are on me, shoving me down flat. My body is convulsing, shaking the gurney. I’ve lost Mateo’s hand, I think, but I’m not really sure. There’s just the screaming and the flailing, and slowly the darkness closes in, long and black and suffocating.
Then I can’t breathe at all. Suddenly. As if all the air in the room has been vacuumed out into the blackness of space. I’m gasping for air, but I can’t get any. It’s like I’m back in the ring, slammed down on the concrete, my lungs collapsing, the air knocked out by the brute force. Then the sense of it starts to fade along with the panic. My sense of everything—sights, sounds, feeling—diminishes. A thought struggles against the nothingness: the Resurrection mod. It’s shutting me down. That’s what this would feel like. This is what dying feels like.
And then nothing more.
* * *
There are thoughts before there is breath.
Tangled thoughts. Swimming realities. My father in his chair, reading the Torah. My mother bending down to kiss my cheek. A blow landed in the ring, sending my opponent crashing to the concrete. They are all memories that belong to me, but they’re muddled together. No… not muddled… simply being resorted. Indexed. Categorized and stored. It’s a sweeping up, a housekeeping of sorts. Thoughts and feelings and ideas—I see connections between them that I didn’t before. Those form new ideas, ones that need a special place of storage until I’m ready to think upon them some more. For now, I’m just tidying up the assortment, like a scavenger picking through scrap to see what’s good for salvage and what can safely be left behind to slowly rot away in the baking sun.
Then breath comes rushing back. I gasp in air, my body arching up then falling back with a dull metallic thud. Fill and release, in and out; oxygen floods and enlivens my entire body.
My mind expands in an overdrive that makes me dizzy. My eyes blink open, but too soon—the flood of information, sights and sounds and smells, is more than I can take, so I squeeze them shut again. I breathe more, suck in more, and focus only on that for a long stretch of seconds.
There are sounds all around me: shouts, a clatter of something metallic on the stone floor, crying. I hear them but shunt that information to the side because there’s simply too much to process at the moment. Breathe in. Breath out. Smells… those aren’t too much for my hyper-sensitive mind, so I shut out the rest and focus on that. The acrid tang of antiseptic. The sweat of human bodies. Each has their own flavor—some feminine, some masculine. I can feel the uniqueness of each one. Pheromones, a recessed memory conjures the name of them. One is special… it belongs to Mateo. He’s here, in the room with me, overshadowed by the press of other scents, including my own. I cringe internally: I’m not smelling that great at the moment. I make a note to clean up when I get a chance.
A chance.
I’m alive. This awareness catapults me out of my shut-down state. The barrage of sensations is still overwhelming, but I fight to open my eyes anyway. I squint at the lights overhead, blink at them, then command my body to curl up off the gurney for a better vantage point. Every muscle screams in protest, but I manage it. The room is packed with gowned med techs staring at me with shocked faces. They’re keeping their distance, like they’re not sure what’s happening.
But I know exactly what’s happening: the resurrection mod worked. And the experiment took. And the vast, vast room inside my head is only beginning to be filled.
It worked.
The elation of that is quickly tempered by the wildness of their eyes. They’re terrified. I can see it. Smell it. Even Mateo is gap-mouthed, staring at me like I’m an alien. But I’m not.
I’m Miriam Levine. Only more.
I have an urgent sense that I need to reassure them. I lift my hand and beckon the nearest med tech to my side. His eyes go even wider, but he edges over, bending his head, like he thinks I might have difficulty speaking.
And I do. I have to clear my throat twice before I can form audible words.
“How long have I been out?” I ask.
He flashes an even-more-surprised look to the rest of the gathered techs, then quickly turns back to me. “A week,” he says, the smile growing broad under his mask.
Mateo pushes forward through the crowd, but he hesitates at the foot of my bed. I smile for him. The med tech must be telling the truth, because it feels like my face hasn’t moved for at least that long. The memory of the kind-eyed med tech’s words from before come rushing back… the technical explanation for what is going on inside my cranium… only this time, I understand what she said. And a whole lot more.
I peer up into the med tech’s jubilant expression. “I need to know precisely what you’ve done to me.”
His face falls, a frown creasing his forehead.
I temper my smile a little and raise an eyebrow. “So I can help you improve it.”
Both his eyebrows fly up, and the look of shock is priceless.
It will take them some time to understand. To put the pieces together. But eventually they’ll figure out what I’ve already leapt to, in a mere minute of being conscious with this gift they’ve given me—this precious thing that so many before me have given their lives to craft.
We are Makers by design.
And we’ve just taken a giant leap forward.



A Word from Susan Kaye Quinn
This story is just a small corner of my Singularity world.
If this is the first story of mine you’ve read, I apologize—I just gave you a glimpse into the heart of my novel series with Miriam’s short story. Please erase her from your mind and start over from the beginning with the first novel of the series, The Legacy Human (the story of Elijah Brighton, a painter who is Miriam’s polar opposite in some ways and her kindred spirit in others).
When I set out to write the Singularity Series, I knew I would be writing these short stories to accompany it—there were just too many possibilities, too many dark corners that could only be illuminated by a different point-of-view than Eli, the boy who wanted to be a machine. What I didn’t expect was to fall so intensely in love with the characters of these side stories. With four short stories in the Singularity world so far (Restore, Containment, Augment, Defiance), each with a different side character highlighted, I can already tell I’ll be writing more as the series evolves (eventual plans: five or seven novels, and as many short stories; more if I can’t help myself).
Our world is zooming forward so fast—and so uncertainly—that sometimes I wonder if I’m writing fiction at all. Already we have human augmentation becoming a reality for our disabled veterans and citizens. Already our brightest minds are trying to develop Artificial Intelligence that’s truly intelligent—capable of reading emotions to comfort cancer patients or dreaming of electric sheep or simply making a salad. These are things happening now—five minutes in the future, who knows? The present is already radically different from the past, and I fully expect that exponential change to continue.
I firmly believe our biggest challenges ahead will lie in integrating technology into our lives while remembering what it means to be human. Stories have always been our way of explaining the world to ourselves and to understand what really lies inside that three pounds of meat and electricity between our ears. All my stories dabble in science, especially the science of the mind, but the Singularity series goes one step further, looking at that intersection of mind, body, and soul in a way that I hope will start some conversations… if only in my readers’ minds.
If you enjoyed Augment, you can find all my Singularity stories on Amazon. You might also like my first YA SF series (Mindjack) about a world where everyone reads minds except one girl. I’ve written a range of spec fic, from kid’s SF to steampunk, but I’m still surprised to call myself a novelist. After turns at NASA and NCAR, today I use my PhD in engineering to create worlds and technology that don’t exist… yet.
You can find all about my works on my website or you can subscribe to my newsletter to get a free story. If you find me on Facebook, please tell me to get busy writing. These stories won’t write themselves… at least, not yet.



His Name In Lights
by Patty Jansen
THE TIME DISPLAY SAID 33.16, an hour and a half after sunset. Daniel was so tired that he no longer appreciated the spectacular sky where Jupiter occupied a significant proportion of the horizon, an immense ball in white and red pajama-stripes. By its red-orange light, he staggered off the plate-ramming machine, rubbing muscles stiff with fatigue.
“Finished,” he said, a pre-set command, voice-cast to the immediate surroundings. His tech-bot team needed only that one word to start packing, which they did with their usual robotic efficiency.
Oscar rose from a crouch where he had been taking measurements. His voice-cast went straight into Daniel’s ears. “Hurry up. Scanner says an earthquake’s coming this way.”
“I’m onto it.” Thank goodness, only one more job to do.
Daniel slid the vibration gun out of its housing, ran his hand over the thick rim of hardened polymer that stuck about a hand-width out of the dust, found the joint between the two plates by touch, and attached the electrodes. Click - power. The gun hummed. Along the depth of the plates, about ten meters into the yellow soil, billions of atoms heated up, re-arranged themselves and formed a new matrix that glued the two plates together, completing the ring around the planned settlement.
Done. Great. Daniel straightened and looked over the dry valley, where the rims of seven similar rings stuck out of the ground, eight concentric plastic circles, the smallest more than 100 meters across, of carefully calibrated thickness and distance from each other: the installation that formed the planned settlement’s earthquake protection shield. A beautiful design.
“I’m done. Oscar, pack up your gear and—”
Crack. He didn’t hear it—the whisper-thin atmosphere meant there was little sound—but he could feel it in the parched dust under his feet.
What the—
[override command]
[emergency decision module]
[possible scenarios: 1. something in the ground cracked, 2. the seam has split]
The voice in his head soothed him. Yes, he could have figured these possibilities out himself, but he liked to hear confirmation, a clear plan to work to.
He knelt in the yellow dust and ran his sensitive fingertips over the rim. There was a hair-crack in the seam. He pulled the vibration gun out again—
The ground rumbled.
Crack.
[override command]
[emergency decision module]
[possible scenarios: 1. something—]
Yeah, yeah, he got it; he might not be considered entirely human yet, but he wasn’t stupid.
Now the split was wide enough for the tip of his little finger. “Uhm, Oscar, maybe we should go back to the truck.”
[advice: survey surroundings]
The caterpillar vehicle and its trailer stood near the far perimeter of the proposed new settlement, beyond white lines painted in the dust, where the major infrastructure would be built. Two tech-bots were tying empty crates onto the trailer bed in preparation for their return to Calico Base.
[advice: monitor geological activity]
Oscar was lazily packing away the geo-scanner, tying the leads in neat bundles before putting them into the case. “I wouldn’t worry about quakes now. We’re inside the barrier.”
[advice—]
Daniel cut off the internal voice. “A section of the inner ring just broke—Look, there, behind you!”
Black clouds billowed on the far side of the valley. Thick volcanic dust with flecks of orange. Damn it, an entire new volcano had sprung up—
[override command]
[emergency decision module]
[advice: 1. calm down, 2. prioritize personal survival]
Daniel ran, stumbling over the bucking ground. The neat white lines that demarcated the building site distorted under his feet. Rocks shook free of the yellow dirt.
To his right, a section of the outermost earthquake barrier flew out of the ground, a solid sheet of black plastic more than ten centimeters thick. The second barrier came up, buckled …
Yellowish sulfuric dust fell from the air, little specks of heat burning on his skin. Vision became murky. He switched to IR view. The rain of hot dust thickened. Daniel ran as fast as his human muscles and his mechanical frame could carry him.
Quick, the truck. He jumped up onto the caterpillar wheel, opened the cabin, crawled in.
[advice: 1. calm down, 2. shut cabin door]
Daniel froze. Shut the door and leave Oscar out there? He screamed into the billowing dust, “Oscar!”
[advice: volcanic dust is dangerous for equipment]
[advice: shut the—]
“Yes! Shut up!”
He grabbed his head. The module was wrong. Survival wasn’t just about himself. Real people would look after each other. He wanted to be a real person.
[advice:1. calm down, 2. shut cabin door]
It hurt, it hurt his brain. He had to obey; the stupid routine was part of him.
He slammed the hatch shut and sank in the driver’s seat, jabbing at switches and buttons. Thoughts raced each other through his mind.
Oscar!
[advice: unit XRZ-26 is programmed to find his own way back]
There’s no handle on the outside of the door.
[advice: unit XRZ-26 has excavation and cutting equipment]
I’m not leaving Oscar out there.
The truck powered up and displayed the surrounding terrain on the viewscreens, in IR vision. Most of the projection was a soup of grey, the regular scenery blanked out by an incredibly bright spot of spewing liquid. It looked like a water fountain, but was molten rock bursting from Io’s molten interior.
“Do you copy, Oscar?”
Oscar’s voice-cast came over the intercom, irregular, as if he was running. “Yes, I’m coming—” A silence and then, “Shit.”
“Hang on, buddy, I’m coming.”
Daniel crunched the truck into gear, but as the vehicle lurched forward, there was a sharp heave of the ground, followed by a snap. Something clanged against the outside of the cabin, and warnings flashed over the controls. A few seconds later the power flickered out. The floor tilted forward. Daniel scrambled over the seat towards the back of the vehicle, just as the front of the truck crunched into stone, and hung there, metal creaking. In the pitch dark cabin, Daniel could see nothing except the red glow of a button that said emergency.
“Oscar!”
There was no reply.
What now, what now? The inside of his head was quiet; he sensed the emergency routine was re-calibrating after he had ignored its commands and it was taking an extraordinarily long time in doing so. A moment of panic struck. Was it ever going to come back?
“Come on, tell me. What should I do now?”
Nothing. The cabin filled with eerie, throbbing darkness.
You wanted to be a regular human? Well, here you are.
Daniel hit that red glowing button.
President of Allion Aerospace Ltd, Eilin Gunnarsson, sat back in her chair and yawned so profoundly that tears sprang into the corners of her eyes. These last few days, at the pointy end of the project, sleep was too sparse and too short.
The picture on the forward viewscreen of the utility vessel Thor III was beyond surreal: in the blue-purple sky a hung a cluster of moons, the largest Io, roughly the size of the Moon on Earth, and behind that glimmered bright spots that were Europa and Ganymede, the conjunction a regular feature of the moons’ choreographed dance around their giant planet. In the indefinite horizon between the sky and the white-pink mist of Jupiter below floated grey specks, millions upon millions of them: balloons, each filled with hydrogen and equipped with a tiny heating element and a remotely-controlled light. As the planet rotated, which it did in ten hours, the balloons distributed throughout the entire white cloud band that encircled the planet. The Thor III and two slaved robotic craft had been spewing balloons for days.
Eilin conceded that to the casual observer this activity had to look completely nuts. Painting the Fenosa Communications company logo on the clouds of Jupiter, big enough for the well-heeled on Ganymede to see was only half of what they were doing here. The publicly-known half, which attracted ridicule, scorn and shouts about money wasted. But she’d never been much good at caring what other people thought.
The atmosphere on the bridge of the Thor III was one of intense concentration.
The pilot, Vivie Chan, only had eyes for the controls. Too high and the balloons would escape the cloud mass. Too low and the Thor III would enter the outer zone of the planet, where the thick soup of gases would create drag on the hull, heat friction and hydrogen embrittlement and all sorts of Bad Things would happen.
Next to the pilot, the two equipment operators were flat out deploying the balloons, and they could afford not a hitch in their schedule because every second of the dive towards the Big Red was carefully planned.
People throughout the system were watching this strange project, out of interest, out of curiosity, or because they’d paid millions to have it done. They were filming, from many angles, broadcasting throughout the human settlements, even to Earth.
And into this tense, concentration-filled silence, the comm beeped.
Vivie glanced aside, but kept both hands on the controls. The two equipment operators didn’t stop their work.
But the comm was still beeping and after a few more you-deal-with-it glances from Vivie at the crew at large, it was Eilin who took the call, since she was no more than an observer on this flight.
She pressed the button underneath the flickering light and was blasted in the ear by the screech from an automated relay.
Ouch.
Another button, and the text scrolled over the comm screen.
mayday mayday mayday.
She stared at the screen.
“Is there a problem, Madam President?” Vivie said. She had pushed down one part of her earpiece and had half-turned in her seat.
“An alarm beacon,” Eilin said, one eye on the forward viewscreen that Vivie at this moment wasn’t watching and wishing she did.
“Cross-check it with base.”
Eilin nodded and dialed up a different ID.
“Thor III to Forthright, do you copy?”
A moment later, a static-riddled voice came through. “Eilin, how are you going down there? I can’t see anything yet.”
She recognized the voice of Jacob, one of the latest batches of human-mechanical aggregates. A smile crept, unbidden, over her face. They were such nice and keen young men, always so helpful and friendly. None of this Madam formality.
“No, we haven’t turned the lights on yet. We’re about to release the last batch of balloons—but listen, did you guys receive an emergency signal?”
A reply crackled in her ear. The Allion Aerospace Ltd home base was on the other side of Jupiter, and it was only thanks to the satellite orbiting Ganymede that they had any reception at all.
Then Jacob again, “Can you repeat that, Thor III?”
Eilin did.
“… cannot hear … very well … Heard … nothing here.”
Vivie interrupted, “Madam President, according to the log, it’s an Allion Aerospace ID handle. From Io. Do we have any crew on the ground there?”
“Io? ISF has contracted us for a number of projects on Io.” And the International Space Force were the only ones interested in permanent settlements on the volcanic, dangerous moon. They controlled its airspace and surface, but they needed Allion technology for habitat protection. “We have non-sentient teams working to resurface the Prometheus Base dome, to measure geo-activity in a number of equatorial localities - too many to list—” Then she realized something else. Daniel and Oscar. A moment of panic. Eilin saw the two young men in her office, strong, magnificently black-skinned and prime examples of perfect men. No, it couldn’t be them. She swallowed hard before continuing.  “We have a team to install earthquake barriers for a new base. A tech-bot team with two aggregates, both X-class.”
“I think that’s our caller, Madam President.” One of the techs, Jadie, brought up a map. The blue glow of the screen reflected in her night-black skin. “They’re here, almost at the equator, about 120km or so SSW of Calico, probably within sight of this thing called Ruwa Patera—damn, I wish ISF provided better maps than this.”
Eilin nodded; ISF were so secretive where Io was concerned. “Is that an active volcano?”
“I don’t think I could name anything on Io that isn’t an active volcano, Madam President.”
Eilin wished the crew would stop calling her that. She wished …
She had sent the boys on such a dangerous mission, knowing that dangerous missions were precisely what aggregates were for, but—damn it.
Vivie shook her head. “Io’s a crazy place at the best of times. I don’t understand why ISF are expanding when they have enough trouble maintaining the current bases at Calico and Prometheus.”
“Vivie, tell me, is there anything we can do from here?”
“Not without bailing out of this project,” Vivie said.
Eilin shook her head; no, they couldn’t do that.
Vivie continued, “I’ll put a call through to base. Let them handle it—” She frowned. “Madam President, are you all right?”
“Yes—why?” But Eilin’s hands were sweaty and her heart thudded, yet it would never do to let anyone know why these two men mattered so much to her. She was meant to lead the company, and not have favourites. She had not reached the top of the Allion Aerospace empire by being emotional.
After what seemed like an eternity of black fear, the earth stopped rumbling. Daniel moved gingerly inside the cabin.
It was still silent inside his head. Well, this was it, then. His assistance modules had picked a fine time to stop working, but thanks to his training, he knew what to do. He’d establish how precarious the truck’s position was, secure it, call for help if necessary, and then look for Oscar—
[advice: 1. establish a safe area, 2. attempt to reconnect communication]
Ah, damn it. The routine was not dead then. And it said nothing about Oscar.
You’re only a machine. A machine made for self-preservation.
The subroutine had no answer to that.
And he was going to get Oscar.
He found the control panel by touch and memory, managed to bring two viewscreens on the side of the truck back into action. They showed a murk of black volcanic dust that was slowly settling. The comm link with the ISF Calico Base remained silent.
Strangely, the screen showed the sky, where Jupiter was tinted more red than usual by the volcanic dust. His subconscious registered the word ‘pretty’ before it became swamped by more urgent thoughts. He needed to assess the situation.
Engage diagnostic module.
[possible scenarios: 1. volcanic ejecta has damaged the antenna, 2. communications at Calico Base are out]
There was no way he find out which option applied so he had to shove the scenario into the growing unresolved file.
His beacon of hope was that the light on the control box for Oscar’s unit blinked. That meant Oscar was out there and operational, but might be in a bad state.
[flashback interrupt]
Meeting Oscar for the first time. He sat on the couch in the clinic when Daniel came in. Eilin Gunnarsson was also there, wearing her usual stern expression, in which he could never make out whether she liked him or hated him. The Iron Bitch competitors called her, but she had smiled at Daniel.
Think of him as your younger brother, she had said to him, after having introduced Oscar. And he had wanted to ask, If he is my brother, then do I ignore my programming if it conflicts with his welfare?
But he hadn’t asked, and she had sat on the couch between them, and had read a story from an old, old book about a boy hitching rides on a tram in a city on a planet called Earth.
And every now and then, he would meet Oscar’s eyes across the book on Eilin’s lap. He had wanted to ask Eilin, If he is my brother, then who are you? 
[/flashback]
He had let the subject go, but the questions still lurked in his unresolved file, compounding all his current problems.
See? That was his human part talking. And unaltered humans were irrational.
[engage decision making]
[options: 1. get Oscar myself, 2 …  #query aborted#]
No second option, then. This truck wasn’t going to move anywhere. No one else was going to get Oscar.
He checked his internal functions at the medbay, connected himself to the truck’s oxygen tank to replenish his internal supplies; he boosted his blood sugar level as far as it would go. He checked his skin. Any breach in the matrix of the flexible carbon-based outer layer would let in radiation or let out heat, both of which would damage the fragile human muscle tissue underneath. When he was satisfied, he scrambled up the sloping seats, and slid open the back door to reveal the star-spotted sky. In the thin atmosphere, most of the dust had already settled. A blue aurora shimmered across the sky.
The truck had fallen into a cleft that didn’t used to be there, held into place by the weight of the trailer, insubstantial though that was in its empty state. Not even half the bots had made it back to their positions on the trailer. His IR vision showed two of them ambling through the dust, and a third going around in circles, mechanisms damaged by volcanic dust.
The landscape had changed irrevocably, the ground with the neat white lines distorted.
The earthquake barriers had mostly worked themselves out of the ground, and many of the plates had buckled into a useless mess.
Someone at Calico Base was not going to be impressed. Worse, Eilin was not going to be impressed.
Thick smoke billowed out of the crack that had opened up in the ridge at the far end of the valley, the main portions of the cloud now drifting away from the building site. When he lowered himself from the truck, his sensory unit flashed a warning before his eyes. [geology unstable]
At times he really wished those modules would stop stating the flaming obvious.
“Oscar!”
Still no reply, but the locator on his wrist flashed a little faster.
Daniel ploughed through the dust, which was knee-deep in some places, checking the light on his locator …
Safety precautions displayed before his eyes: [stay inside, away from hot volcanic dust; it damages mechanisms, even artificial skin]
He disengaged the module. That felt good. That felt like he was a real human.
… and his heat locator found an elongated shape under the debris.
He dropped to his knees and plunged both hands into the ash.
Oscar’s body was limp, his clothes sugar-coated with yellow dust. The led lights on his wrist were still on, but flickering. Exposed skin wept with sores.
“Oscar!”
Of course there was no reaction. The pain would have caused Oscar’s body to go into hibernation.
Daniel wriggled his arms under Oscar’s knees and shoulders and carried him back to the truck. Hooked him up to the med station.
The news wasn’t good. Oscar had sustained an unhealthy dose of radiation. His oxygen was low, his sugar was low, his metabolism had almost shut down, and the only thing that kept him alive was his mechanical core. Daniel did what he could, following the instructions on the medbay screen, and hoped it would be enough. Oscar needed assistance, and he needed it soon.
For that matter: why had there been no reply from Calico?
He re-entered his earlier call on the comm channel.
XRZ-25 to Calico Base. Request assistance. We have had an accident. Be careful when proceeding. The whole area is unstable.
He hated using his designation number. It was imprinted on his internal operation chips as per robotic laws. He never used it within Allion; he was never asked for it within Allion. It made him feel like a tech bot, but during his brief passage through Calico Base, he had received written instructions that he should identify himself as such.
Right now, he began to wonder if there even were people at Calico, or if the base was entirely mechanical, incapable of making decisions based on human emotions, like help.
“Utility vessel Thor III calling ISF Calico base.” Eilin spoke softly, acutely aware that Vivie and the two techs, Jadie and Moira, listened.
“Received, utility vessel Thor III, expand identification.” The voice was male, dry and emotion-less.
“We’re under assignation of Allion Aerospace Ltd, currently in low orbit around Jupiter.” Eilin bit down on her irritation. Why did this prune pretend not to know who they were? Everyone in the system knew what Allion were doing, everyone knew where the Thor III was; they were probably watching her on the news right now. “This is Eilin Gunnarsson speaking, President of Allion Aerospace. I request an update on the rescue of two of our staff.”
A brief silence. “Allion Aerospace doesn’t have staff on Io, according to my data.”
“We have a team at 1.22oN, 3.54oW, building an earthquake barrier consigned by ISF. They triggered an emergency beacon. We received the signal.”
A small silence.
“And you want … what? Rescue?”
Eilin didn’t like his tone of mock surprise. “Did you receive the emergency call and have you been in contact with the team? Have you had voice contact? Did they request assistance?”
Another static-filled silence.
“Calico Base, are you still there?”
“I copy, but can you clarify, Ma’am. According to my records here, the contract for the construction site covers tech-bots. According to the info I have, the team went out the air lock without life support, in vehicles with minimum radiation protection. Are we talking about the same project? There was no human personnel with that team.”
“There are two aggregates in charge of the bots, both of them X-class. They have internal life-support.” One of the things that made aggregates so useful. That and their artificial, radiation-shielded skin. People who didn’t need space suits.
“Oh.”
A small silence stretched into a bigger silence.
“Calico Base, can you confirm you have dispatched a rescue team? Allion Aerospace will cover all expenses.”
Another silence. “Can I ask you to hold? I need to talk to my supervisor.”
“Sure.” Eilin kept her voice even, but within, she seethed. What the fuck were these idiots clowning about?
Things had gotten so much worse in the last few years. After having found themselves on the wrong side during the Mars War, the International Space Force had set up as gung-ho space police on this side of the asteroid belt, ostensibly to prevent smuggling of goods and illegal arms trade, but with numerous ISF ground bases engaged in commerce, their principles were as compromised as hell. Fact was, ISF hadn’t had a clear-cut charter since ISF admirals had fallen out with Earth leadership, which had accused ISF of being unreliable, prone to be influenced by empire-building nutcases. Which, in some ways, they were.
A click on the line. He had logged out.
“What the fuck?” Eilin spread her hands. “What have you guys done to upset ISF?”
Vivie shook her head, wide-eyed. “Nothing that I am aware of, Madam President. Our relationship is quite good. Sure they annoy us and the other commercial operators with their regulations, but—”
“Calico’s being obtuse. More obtuse than usual. Of all the times they could choose to be difficult … We got people in trouble down there—”
Daniel was experienced, but Oscar was on his first assignment. She had sent them because they were the best and most suited to the hostile environment, but even they weren’t indestructible. They might have mechanical parts, but they were very definitely people.
And ISF was stalling, for some reason unable, or unwilling to help.
Eilin stared out over the cloud mass, with the thousands of balloons floating by virtue of their internal heating element. They had a powered pack, but when that ran out, they would stay afloat for a number of days at the most. They couldn’t abandon their post. The whole of humanity was watching this experiment, and maybe future generations would depend on technology the company was testing here.
But …
Daniel and Oscar.
“Vivie, how long would it take us to get there?” Stupid, stupid question.
“To Io? We’d have to pull out of the current mission.” The tone of surprise was evident in Vivie’s voice.
“I know.” Not smart, not good advertisement, not with all these people watching. “But just in case we have to, how long?”
Vivie raised an eyebrow, then checked the controls. “We’re already powering up for the ascent. We’re at 78% right now. We could achieve maximum thrust within about two hours. Once we get going, we’re eight hours out.” Totally the professional. Calm, collected. None of the crew knew who the men were. “But we can’t get too close to Io.”
Eilin nodded. The Thor III was one of the most powerful ships ever built, and there was no way she would take it close enough to Io for ISF to come up with some sort of silly regulation and impound the ship, with its revolutionary fusion reactor. That engine, that technology that could lift the vessel out of Jupiter’s gravity well with minimal discomfort to human passengers, was Allion’s alone.
But they did have the shuttle.
XRZ-25 to Calico Base, request immediate salvage.
Daniel entered his plea into the unresponsive radio. He wished he had voice-contact. He wished he could speak to someone, hear affirmation that help was on its way.
XRZ-25 to Calico Base.
Calico Base wasn’t replying. And now the truck’s power was low.
Soon he would be out of oxygen, and while his mechanical parts functioned, to a degree, without, his organic parts needed oxygen to survive. He would have to go into forced hibernation, like Oscar, and that would mean his power supply would be turned off. Since it didn’t seem ISF were keen to rescue him and Oscar, it would be up to Allion, who would have trouble finding him when in hibernation. And if that state lasted too long, it meant death.
Oscar wouldn’t survive half as long.
XRZ-25 to Calico Base.
Daniel pressed repeat, and repeat, and repeat. He had turned off the decision-making module, because the thing went crazy if it had no clear options to consider, or all the options it suggested were as ludicrous as they were dangerous. For the first time in his short life, Daniel was human. And as human, he didn’t want to die. He’d been conscious for only a few years, not long enough to do all he could, to reach his full potential. There was so much more to learn, to experience. He’d never space-walked, he’d never piloted a craft, he’d never … taken a girl out on a date. What did people do with aggregates when they died? Did they take apart the pieces and re-create them? Did the mechanics go into someone else?
That thought made him shudder and he deliberately cut off the routines that led his thoughts in that direction. Another piece of the mechanical puzzle shut down.
And his human thoughts just … went around in circles; there were no decisions for him to make. There was no work to be done. This was the thing humans felt when they wanted to cry. But he couldn’t do that, since his eyes weren’t wet, but covered with a hard resin. He wanted to loose the anger coiled inside him, smash things up, but he couldn’t do that either, so he sat, shivering, next to the med-station, holding Oscar’s cold hand to his forehead.
The company had such high expectations of him, and he had failed. He had failed Eilin—
But—wait. The ground vibrated. Vehicles.
Daniel crawled over the sloping seats and opened the back door. He jumped onto the trailer, climbed on the empty crates and dialed his magnification up.
A convoy of trucks was moving over the plain towards the building site, headlights piecing the semidarkness and glimmering in occasional motes of remaining dust. The first vehicle was a heavy, armored truck with radiation shielding. A vehicle for transporting un-altered human personnel.
He jumped up onto the truck’s roof, waving his arms.
Eilin stared at the image the Forthright had just sent her, an image all of seven minutes old. It came from one of Allion’s spy probes, currently hanging around quietly in Europa’s L5 LaGrange point, and which had, at the moment, a brilliant view of Io. The image was only in black and white, but it clearly showed the proposed base on Io outlined in white, the eight concentric rings of the earthquake barrier, some damaged. The familiar Allion truck half-hung in a crevice. Someone was on the roof.
There was a volcanic outbreak in the valley not far from the site, a column of smoke that had not been there before, but still a mere volcanic fart in comparison to the Armageddon Io was capable of unleashing. Most of the dust had settled in a ring, some over the planned settlement. A line of trucks approached in the adjacent valley, from where many tire tracks led to the building site. The trailers contained long sections of metal, prefab pieces of a length that couldn’t possibly fit inside a dome.
“Damn it, Vivie, what is ISF doing down there?” The contract Eilin signed had only covered earthquake barriers, and had said nothing about the purpose of the base. Back then, she hadn’t worried about it, but now she felt that she should have.
“Can I have a look?” Moira said.
Eilin patched the image to her screen.
The Thor III had released the last of the balloons and, fully powered up, was climbing to a higher altitude, waiting for the balloons to disperse. The deck under Eilin’s feet vibrated with the power of the engine.
Jadie was taking measurements: how much the balloons moved, wind speeds, temperature, air composition.
That was the real value of the expedition: collecting a more complete set of data of the conditions. Previous attempts at floating habitable platforms at Jupiter had failed due to multiple difficulties: the considerable wind speeds, the huge weight necessary for radiation shielding. But radiation shielding was one of Allion’s specialties, and new, much lighter materials had become available, materials that were thin and flexible, like human skin. More expensive to make, but also more lucrative to sell.
“They’re carrying components of a launch pad,” Moira said.
Eilin squinted at the image. Moira had worked at the space port on Ganymede before coming to Allion; she would know.
Moira continued, “It’s not a base at all, but a launch installation. Makes sense, close to the equator. Io’s escape velocity is low enough that you can launch from the surface without much trouble.”
“What would they plan to launch?”
“I honestly couldn’t be sure, Madam President, but since they’re so secretive, it’s quite unlikely that we will like it.”
Damn. So much could go wrong.
This Jupiter project was vulnerable, and damned expensive. Any hitch might result in failure.
Allion Aerospace needed inhabitable platforms. The Forthright had become too crowded. Besides, Eilin had the vessel slotted into trials. It would be fitted with new engines and sent out into deep space for months at a time, to build up speeds beyond comprehension as final test of the mass-to-distance ratio for micro-second FTL jumps. The ship had never been intended to function as habitat, and the company’s workers, the breeding labs, the children and pregnant women deserved to be kept safe from experimental technology, which, when it went wrong would do so in a spectacular way. Yet ISF had successfully barred Allion from settlements on extra-terrestrial bodies.
The standoff between ISF and the commercial operators was tense. Allion needed a safe base to offload its worker population. There was no place safer than one no one else had the technology to reach. No other company could bring people down to the clouds of Jupiter. And whatever ISF was planning might stop Allion building those platforms.  They might claim a military exclusion zone around the planet and back it up with the in-orbit hardware. They might be developing fusion engines of their own, in which case they, too, needed to harvest Helium-3 from Jupiter, but if they could get down there, they would almost certainly find some legality by which they could challenge Allion’s presence. Get out or we’ll shoot. Eilin had seen it all before.
Damn it, damn it, damn it.
Jadie said, “Madam President, if you excuse me. The system’s now in operation. We can start the projection.” Waiting for Eilin’s go-ahead. She had the Fenosa logo on the screen ready to be transmitted to the balloons down there. A silly exercise indeed.
The silence on the bridge stretched.
Eilin added up the facts.
Daniel and Oscar were still out of communication. ISF were being obtuse; they had a column of equipment approaching the site. The operator had said, you have no personnel on Io, and had cut off communication. And, judging by the material on the trucks, ISF was building a launch installation which no one was supposed to know about.
Put like this, the reaction from Calico made sense: they hadn’t realized that the Allion team to install the earthquake barrier contained sentients, possible spies for Allion Aerospace. And Daniel’s call for help and her subsequent inquiry might well have brought the men into danger.
Eilin said, “Wait.”
Daniel stood on the roof of the cabin and waved. He wasn’t sure if the approaching convoy’s drivers could see him yet. Maybe it was too dark, although most of the dust had settled. Could people see well by this level of light? The limited senses of natural humans puzzled him sometimes.
Something flashed at the edge of his vision. In the sky. Lights sparkled in one of Jupiter’s cream-colored bands.
For a moment, Daniel forgot his own predicament. He knew of the company’s project that was called the most futile waste of energy in human history by politicians and news commentators alike. He knew how important the project was to the company, to Eilin. Individual pinpricks flashed on and off until they all pulsed at the same time, and formed a line of sparkling blue letters:
CAREFUL DON’T TRUST THEM
Daniel stared at the text, even as the display winked off and was replaced by the Fenosa Communications logo.
What the …
[emergency override]
He couldn’t stop the damn thing engaging.
[options: 1. it was a message, 2. it was a mistake]
[consideration: 1. Eilin was directing the operation and Eilin doesn’t make mistakes, 2. someone else has accidentally displayed the wrong text]
Given those options, why would someone accidentally display a piece of text that was clearly a warning? An accidental display would have involved something nonsensical, like a piece of programming code.
[conclusion: 1. it is a message and 2. it is directed to someone who isn’t aware of danger]
But who? The only people Allion had who could possibly read it were:
[conclusion: 1. himself and Oscar, 2 … Forthright]
No, scratch that; the Forthright would be in radio contact, unless contact had broken, which was not implausible, but …
[warning—]
“Shut up! I can think for myself.”
The subroutine went silent.
Daniel peered at the horizon, at the convoy, and let a few very slow seconds pass.
Don’t trust them. Did she mean …
The trucks had stopped a distance off. The doors opened and a couple of suited men came out. He zoomed in his vision as far as it would go, a setting which he could never maintain for long, because it made him dizzy.
One of the men carried a long object on his shoulder. A second man unfolded a stand, and the first man lowered the long object onto it. As they swung it around, Daniel knew what it was. He knew the type of laser gun. He saw where they were aiming it and knew that the truck’s feeble exterior would offer no protection.
Daniel jumped off the truck’s roof in knee-deep ash. He yanked open the door, crawled in. Oscar was still attached to the leads, but he pulled them loose, slung his brother over his shoulder and jumped out of the truck. All within ten seconds.
He ran.
There was a faint thud behind him.
Questions from the press rolled in almost immediately.
What did that warning mean, who was it for? While the Thor III was still climbing out of Jupiter’s immediate pull, Eilin tried to deflect most of the news hawks to Jacob, but she spoke briefly to the Fenosa president, who demanded to know the reason for the errant text. After she explained the situation, mostly in professional code, the conversation was amicable. Like Allion, Fenosa resented the monopoly ISF had on interplanetary settlement. Unlike Allion, Fenosa didn’t have the tech to do anything about it. Eilin spoke for a while about the balloons, without giving away anything about Allion’s settlement plans, then the Fenosa president signed off.
Jadie said, “Madam President, a man from ISF wants to talk to you, on vid.”
Eilin nodded, grimly. She had expected some shit to hit the proverbial. Calico Base would have seen the message. Seeing she had just contacted them, they would put the two together.
The man who appeared on the screen was a typical military monkey, all stiff and proper, and, given the situation, not particularly friendly, which didn’t surprise her.
“Miss Gunnarsson?”
Eilin attached the earpiece on her head. “Speaking.” With an odd twinge, she realized she preferred Madam President. The title Miss made assumptions about her. Her crew and her staff never made assumptions about her.
That’s because they all know I’m a cold bitch.
No, it was because long ago, her forebears had gone into the industry fighting a battle and with a point to prove: that women could work in space and do the tech just as well as men. More than eighty percent of Allion’s workforce was female. Few were married. Miss was appropriate from his point of view, but not from hers.
“I am Base Commander Werner of Calico Base.” Yes that was the guy she’d met at Prometheus, ISF’s large mining and research base on Io. “I’ve heard you’ve made requests to speak with me. Can you explain your position?”
Nothing about the warning she’d just beamed across the system. Let’s just pretend it hasn’t happened, shall we?
“I’m on the Allion Aerospace Ltd utility vessel Thor III. We received a distress signal, and we’ve asked what is being done in the way of rescue of our personnel, because if nothing is being done, I will ask permission to send someone.” That’s right. Let them come out about any unpublicized military exclusion zones they might have designated around Io.
“That’s not necessary. We have a team on site at the moment. They found the truck, but no sign of the two aggregates.” He said the word as if he would have preferred to say something offensive, like cyborgs.
“Is the truck in working order? There are also a number of tech-bots with the team, all of them slaved to the aggregates. They will be able to locate other team members.” The words bodies and salvage were not ones she could handle at the moment. Damn, she hoped her warning had come in time. She glanced at the communication crew on the bridge. Where was the next satellite image?
Commander Werner continued, “Sadly, the truck has been damaged in what seems to have been an eruption. We’ve found no evidence that anyone occupied it at the time. If you’re in contact with the aggregates, I would appreciate if you provide their location and vital stats. Do they need resupply soon?”
Vivie shot Eilin a warning look, one that said don’t tell him anything. Eilin noticed she had something on her screen. The image from the spy-probe.
So she went into bullshit mode. “Whether we can locate the aggregates depends on their power level, and we don’t have readings of that level of detail.”
“You have their location?” Werner asked.
“My information is no more detailed than yours.”
“Then we will do all we can to find them.”
Eilin signed off and turned to Vivie, her heart thudding. “Is there any news?”
“Madam President. Have a look at this.” She projected the image on Eilin’s viewscreen. At first, Eilin thought the Allion truck had somehow managed to get out of the crevice, but then she noticed the debris: the truck had exploded.
Eilin stared at the wreck, sickness rising. “No. They can’t have …”
“Excuse me, Madam President?”
Eilin felt like screaming at her don’t call me that. “They’ve shot the truck to bits.” She enlarged the image, fixated on a fuzzy man-shaped spot in the sand. Dead or alive?
“Madam President?” Jadie’s expression was full of concern.
Eilin held up her hands, swallowing hard, fighting black spots in her vision. “I’m fine—really.” But she wasn’t, not by a long shot. People said she was cold and aloof, that she didn’t care about people’s feelings. But she cared a lot … about her boys, and she’d never even told them what they were. “Vivie, can you put something else up?” And then she added, “Please, call me Eilin.”
Daniel crouched between the rocks and let Oscar sink to the ground. The convoy had started moving again and he hoped to hell the occupants hadn’t seen him run from the exploding wreck. He raised himself on his knees, peering over the ragged stone.
The trucks came nearer, and nearer, and then rumbled past without stopping at the shell of the exploded vehicle. Daniel switched to IR view. There was only one manned truck, the first one, with three people aboard, and the rest were slaved vehicles.
The convoy came to a halt at the destroyed earthquake barrier. The human drivers would now realize that there was nothing they could do with the odd installation they had brought. The site was a mess, with the barrier destroyed and a new volcano still spewing ash. They would have to turn and go back the same way, along the goat track that led to Calico Base.
Daniel had an idea. It was not an idea that came to him because of his decision-making modules; this idea was his, and it came from Eilin, because she had read him stories about naughty adventurous boys on Earth, boys who caught rides on trams. It was a human idea.
Flushed with excitement, he heaved Oscar into a position from which he could easily pick him up, and waited. The first truck was already turning, reversing lights flashing in the semidarkness. And then the second truck turned, and the third …
The column crawled into motion.
Daniel waited while the first truck rumbled past, and as soon as the second one followed, he heaved Oscar onto his shoulders and ran. The dust was knee-deep in some places, and catching up with the convoy was harder than he had anticipated. The flat truck-bed was stacked with crates of equipment and two enormous rolls of cable. He tried to shove things aside while running, but couldn’t do that, so he pushed Oscar on top of some packages on the trailer bed. He had to hold on to prevent Oscar’s limp form sliding off while he clambered on himself, his calf muscles screaming.
Still holding onto Oscar’s arm, Daniel collapsed on the bumpy and uncomfortable surface, black spots dancing before his eyes.
The convoy kept plodding at its slow speed. No one had noticed anything.
Daniel knew he needed to break into the cabin. At this speed, the trip to Calico would take at least six hours. He needed to get Oscar out of the exposure and kick-start his healing routines, but he didn’t know if he had the energy. Yet he had to, for Eilin, for Oscar.
He stared out over the parched plain while gathering strength.
The glow of Jupiter gilded the rugged landscape. Text flashed across the surface. DANIEL AND OSCAR I LOVE YOU.
“So—we’ve finished here?” Eilin clenched her hands into fists in her lap. Years and years she had been reasonable, negotiated with ISF, even though their only aim was to get rid of Allion and other commercial operators. And now they did … this?
The Thor III was still climbing, but the ascent was in its final phase, and the pink surface of the gas giant had receded well below them.
Vivie said, “Yes, we can operate the lights from anywhere—”
“Then let’s get ourselves to Io, as fast as this ship will go.” All those on the Thor III‘s bridge were looking at her.
Jadie frowned. “With the entire press corps watching?”
“Especially with the press corps watching. This …” Eilin made a furious gesture at the spy-probe image. “Is a gross violation of the Reasonable Force Defence Act. I’ll take the shuttle and go down to Calico myself. I’ll demand reason for this … hostile action. It’s war, it’s murder. Let them see what Allion can do when we are angry.”
With the last of his strength, Daniel shoved the door open. His arms hurt, his back hurt. Plowing through that dust had run down his charge and he was operating on pure muscle strength, a part of him that didn’t function well in a near-vacuum.
It had taken him more than an hour to get this damn door open with nothing more than his bare hands. And yes, his feet.
He lifted Oscar and, stumbled through the door, and then was surprised that it still shut. Of course it wasn’t pressurized.
The truck was one of those live-in things with sleeping cabins and an office alongside a narrow corridor that lead to the control room.
This corridor was lit by only one small emergency light. Side doors were open, the cabins full to bursting with plastic-wrapped parcels. He squinted at the labels, but his eyes wouldn’t focus. He needed a recharge, and quick. Into the control cabin.
A driver bot was at the controls, a simple non-sentient battered-up specimen that had seen many hours of service. Thank heavens, the med-station was located against the back wall.
He put Oscar on the bench, extracted the life support leads from within his lower stomach cavity and plugged them into the med support. Flashing lights showed life-saving processes in operation.
Now for himself. He dragged the power cords out of the wall-mounted charging unit. His hands trembled so much that he had trouble undoing the zips on his suit. Found the plug on his stomach, rammed the connectors in …
… Daniel must have passed out, because the next thing he knew he was on the floor, staring up at the light in the cabin’s ceiling. The floor had stopped moving. That realization brought him wide awake. He jumped up, noticed that Oscar was stirring on the bed.
“Shh—rest.” Daniel patted his brother on the hand. The hand was hot, feverish. Not good.
What was going on? Why had they stopped?
The driver bot was sitting motionless; the viewscreens were off, as they would be with a mechanical driver.
Activate outside view
[authorization denied]
Well, damn it.
Engage decision making
[possible scenarios: 1. vehicle arrived at destination, 2. mechanical problem]
But the routine had no further suggestions, and he felt stupid for engaging it in the first place. He didn’t need a machine to tell him the obvious, and he should stop asking for answers, expecting the module to have them. It was as if the thing was jeering at him, You wanted to be human? You sort it out.
And that thought didn’t cause Daniel quite as much panic as before. There was a data-logger on the control panel. Data-loggers always held useful information.
He disentangled himself from the charging wires and plugged into the truck’s intelligence systems. His probes met a security wall, but it had a simple lock that wasn’t hard to breach. The flash of information was immediate.
It showed diagrams of a ring of satellites in orbit around Jupiter, about ten in all, each with a long tail of wire. These were the things ISF wanted to launch from the new base, and they were the things that would be constructed from the material contained in the plastic-wrapped boxes in the truck’s cabin. Why the wire? If the diagrams were to scale, there had to be hundreds of kilometers of it.
There was too much information for him to process, so he stored it all away, knowing that this would make him a spy.
Worse, the information was useless; he still didn’t know why the truck had stopped.
There were clangs outside, and then something banged on the outside of the cabin.
From the med couch, Oscar mumbled, “Uh-oh.”
Daniel took up position by the door. “Suppose you can say that again.”
Eilin studied the landscape on the viewscreen while Vivie steered the shuttle, reading out changes in terrain. They had checked the abandoned building site, but had found only the stricken truck, but no sign of Daniel and Oscar. They concluded if Daniel and Oscar had survived, they must have been taken back by the convoy. The tire tracks had led the way.
The radio crackled.
“Calico Base to unidentified shuttle: please state your ID and destination.”
Well, that was to be expected. ISF had been remarkably silent so far.
Vivie glanced at Eilin. “If there is an ISF exclusion zone, we’ve probably just run into it. What do you want me to do?”
“Just confirm ID, but keep on track.”
A curt nod.
Vivie spoke to Calico Base in flight jargon.
Jadie and Moira sat on either side of Eilin, determined expressions on their young faces. They wore body armor and carried vacuum-enabled laser guns. Their faces were those of soldiers going to war.
Most of the Allion Aerospace staff thought Eilin should have driven home the confrontation a long time ago, instead of catering to ISF demands. They wanted to fight, but Eilin knew that Allion could never win an armed conflict. The technology to take Allion out of ISF’s way, out of the solar system was still several years off implementation. That’s why they needed the floating platforms, as  interim, before the big leap. But all that was classified information. Eilin didn’t want a fight; Allion couldn’t afford to spend energy on a fight.
Air hissed; the cabin door opened, letting in a shaft of artificial light and beyond that, a grey wall. The shadow of a man, not wearing a suit.
Daniel shuffled back. He could easily overwhelm a single man, even when armed, but if they had entered the base, as indicated by the pressurized environment, it was unlikely that the man was alone.
And indeed he wasn’t. Two more shadows appeared on the floor, both holding weapons.
“If you can hear us, come out,” a voice shouted into the door. Strong, but with an uncertain undertone. ISF didn’t use aggregates; they said making human-machine combinations wasn’t moral, and ISF really liked their morals.
Daniel stood against the wall, unarmed. Subroutine messages flashed before his eyes: [don’t move], [hide], [contact base for orders]. All of which weren’t exactly practical, and he willed the annoying interfering to go away. He was human now, and could make his own decisions. He would defend himself.
The cabin’s ladder creaked.
Daniel yanked open the emergency cabinet, pulled out the flare gun and fired it across the entrance. The flash set off the auto-polarize function in his eyes. In darkness that resulted, he threw the gun aside and scrambled into the next room. He needed a better weapon.
There were many tracks in the dust now, all of them leading to the metallic dome that sat in the landscape like an upturned alien breakfast bowl.
“It looks like they reached the base,” Vivie said. “Do you want me to try to get in?”
“Yes,” Eilin said.
“What—damn, we’ve got company.”
There were a couple of shuttles on each side, sleek military designs, older than the Allion ship, but more lethal.
A voice came through the comm. “Ms Gunnarsson, you are trespassing in ISF space.”
“Let us take our personnel, and we’ll leave,” Eilin said.
“You’re trespassing in ISF space,” the voice repeated. “You’ll be escorted to Calico Base for your safety.”
Their safety—the hell. “Where is our team?”
“You’ll be informed of the situation inside the base.”
Ahead, the dome became bigger in the landscape. The hangar doors were already sliding open.
Vivie glanced at Eilin. “We go in?”
Eilin nodded. “We don’t have much choice.” She noticed Jadie unclipping her weapon. “No shooting if we can avoid it. But take it from me: we’re not leaving without the men.”
Grim nods all around.
Vivie guided the shuttle into the air lock and they cycled through in silence.
Grey military efficiency met them on the other side, a large hall with a few military vehicles, and a group of dust-coated trucks. One of them carried the components of the launch installation, and another huge coils of wire.
A couple of heavily-armed soldiers were moving towards the last truck.
Boxes and boxes of supplies. Daniel ripped open plastic. There had to be something he could use as a weapon. At least twenty of the boxes were big and flat and heavy. He tossed one on the floor and ripped it open. The box contained solar panel cells, all in one piece. Nothing he could pick up and swing.
There was a lot of noise outside, the clanging and hissing of the airlock door. Men shouted over the sound of an engine de-powering. And the clicks and pops of cooling metal. Someone had just arrived from elsewhere. Assistance for him, or assistance for the people outside?
In either case, he was screwed. There were far too many soldiers outside for him to have any hope of escape, no matter how many people Allion might have sent.
Then he heard a female voice he recognized. Damn, no. That was Eilin. What possessed her to come here?
Eilin climbed out of the shuttle after Jadie. She gestured to Moira at the controls, who nodded and prepared a message on her screen.
Two military men met them at the bottom of the stairs, guns out. More soldiers lined the perimeter of the hall, and a couple stood near one of the convoy’s trucks. That’s where the two young men were, inside that truck. Eilin had never seen so many guns. All of the soldiers, she noted proudly, wore radiation-resistant clothing made by Allion.
“Come with us,” one of the two men said.
“I prefer to stay with the shuttle. I only want to pick up our personnel.” She glanced around the hall, but couldn’t see Base Commander Werner. Only trucks and behind them a number of huge rolls of wire and other equipment packed in the ubiquitous blue plastic that all space couriers used to pack their cargo. Ahead was the base command centre with a wall of viewscreens some of which, she was happy to note, displayed the outside sky.
The man gestured with the gun, “Come. The boss will see you.”
“I want a guarantee that our shuttle won’t be confiscated if I leave it.”
“No guarantees. The men you call ‘personnel’ are spies.”
“They’re technicians, here on your invitation.”
“They’re intelligent beings of some sort, sent by you as spies.”
“I object to that. No one specified that the team couldn’t include aggregates. You can check the contract if you want. I’m sure Base Commander Werner has already done so and knows that I’m right. I included the aggregates because they work much more efficiently than an all-bot team. I’m not going anywhere until the two men are brought here.”
Someone at the back of the hall shouted an order. Soldiers advanced into the hall.
Eilin didn’t know what was going on, but the situation was fast getting out of control. She yelled, “Moira, now.”
One of the viewscreens in the command centre drew everyone’s attention while the blue text flashed across Jupiter: SOS, Io 3.54oN, 2.12oW. Everyone in the hall saw it; every ship in the area would see it.
Soldiers exchanged glances. Some pointed at the screen.
In the command room, a man wearing a jacket with red shoulder epaulettes and a veritable galaxy of stars on his chest rose from his seat and came into the hall; Eilin recognized Base Commander Werner. “What’s the meaning of this?”
“The meaning is that all the press teams out there reporting on our ‘stupid, money-wasting project’ will now know where to get their next bit of news. Unless you want to attract a lot of bad publicity, you had better hand the two men over to us and let us leave unharmed.”
There was a profound silence, during which Base Commander Werner glanced at the screen, at Eilin’s shuttle, at Jadie holding her gun at the ready.
Considering his options.
Under her clothes, sweat trickled down Eilin’s back. He could easily order all of them to be shot. Yes, there would be bad publicity, but it wouldn’t be the first time ISF had been heavy-handed.
But times were different. ISF was no longer backed by Earth’s laws. ISF had a precious hold on public opinion this side of the asteroid belt, and their reputation was sliding. Especially Ganymede and Titan were no longer purely ISF bases; the civilian population in both was rising, and so was civilian influence.
He would be sensible.
Or so she hoped.
He breathed out heavily, and addressed a soldier behind him. “Tell those cyborgs to drag their sorry asses out of that truck and make sure the lot of them get the hell out of here.”
Eilin let go of a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.
He turned on his heel and strode back towards the control room, without acknowledging Eilin.
She said to his disappearing back, “So you won’t need us to fix the earthquake barrier?”
He whirled around, glowered at her, but said nothing. Distaste flickered over his face. He did need Allion to fix the barrier, such was their constant dance of interdependence.
“I reserve the right for our company vessels to travel past Io to Jupiter,” Eilin added. “In return for our continued assistance, I request no exclusion zones be imposed on the Jovian air space.”
He didn’t react to that either. There would be long negotiations about this later; she had no doubts about that. She also had no doubt that ISF had planned an exclusion zone.
This, though, was not the time for those talks.
After some shouts, two figures came out of the nearest truck, held at gunpoint by a group of soldiers.
Daniel helped Oscar down the ladder. They were filthy, covered in dust. Oscar looked in a bad way, but they were alive.
Eilin abandoned all semblance of self-control. She ran cross the hall, tears stinging in her eyes.
Daniel was still trying to process the puzzling facts. He felt his grasp of the situation slipping away, and gave control to his subroutines:
[fact: 1. Eilin has come to rescue us, 2. she cares]
[conclusion: 1. she doesn’t hate me, 2. she’s not blaming me for what happened]
He was so confused.
He helped Oscar up the steps into the shuttle’s med bay and settled in one of the seats while the pilot started up the engine. Eilin was looking at him, and he didn’t know how to react, so he said, “I am a spy, you know. He’s right about that. I’ve downloaded some material from their truck. If you want, I can give it back—”
“Don’t worry,” she said, and she smiled and patted him on the hand, her eyes twinkling. “Patch it through to Jadie and Moira. They will look at it.”
So he did that, while the air lock opened and the shuttle’s engines increased their pitch, but all the while his memory re-played the sight of the tears in Eilin’s eyes.
[resolve query: 1. who am I? 2. who are you?]
[resolve query—]
[flashback] Eilin in her office, looking sternly at him—
[flashback] Eilin sitting on the couch, reading a story about a boy—
[options:— #query aborted#]
[emergency override]
[resolve query—]
Shut the fuck up!
His fingers were digging holes into the armrests of his seat. His hands trembled.
Eilin was talking to the two techs, the three of them looking at the information he’d taken from the truck.
“The installation is an orbital launch pad for satellites,” the one called Moira said. “They’re planning to shoot a string of satellites into orbit around Jupiter.”
“To do what?” Jadie said. “We could do with extra communication, but that many… That doesn’t make sense—”
Eilin shook her head. “Those are not communication satellites. They’re electrostatic traps. I’ve seen prototypes of those.”
Moira frowned.
“You think what we are doing with the balloons is outrageous? What they’re planning to build is much greater. Those satellites and all the kilometers of wire we saw in that hall will be launched into orbit around Jupiter. The wire will be charged to a high voltage using the solar panels. The electrical field generated will deflect high-energy particles to escape the radiation belt around the planet. If they launch enough of these things, they will create a giant radiation-free ring around the planet, a ring that contains the inhabited moons. Then radiation shielding for settlements, vehicles and clothing would be unnecessary—”
“But that means ISF would no longer need our services.”
Daniel understood that. He and Oscar were testimony to what Allion could do with radiation shielding.
“Precisely. That’s why weren’t not supposed to know about this project. We were helping them make ourselves obsolete. With that and the fact that they’ve not allowed us to build any settlements on any moon or planet under their control, I’d say they’re trying to get rid of us.”
“Can we stop any of this?”
“Well,” Eilin said, and she looked every bit the boss how she sat there, with her arms crossed over her chest. “They haven’t implemented this yet. And I dare say it won’t be as easy as they think, not now every eye in the solar system is directed at Io. There is not going to be an exclusion zone. Nor can they chase us away when we get the platform habitat going; they haven’t been able to float a stable platform on a gas planet’s atmosphere, nor do they have engines that can take them there. And they haven’t the faintest clue about the types of engines required to leave the solar system. Their best effort is nowhere near fast enough. I don’t know what politics they’re playing, but I think they expect us to cower, to be afraid to lose income, but they forget one thing: the only reason we have income is so we can buy things from them. Can you name anything we need to buy from ISF-controlled worlds that we can’t produce ourselves?”
Moira shrugged.
“Exactly. We’ve been space-based for a long time and there’s no need for us to hang around these pieces of rock. I’m thinking it’s time we started looking for another piece of real estate.”
It was silent in the cabin for a while. The pilot was at the controls, scheduling their hook-up with the Thor III. Eilin sat at the back next to Oscar. Daniel still had no answers. Worse, he realized that he would never get answers unless he asked.
And he was afraid.
She might be hurt that he’d been so stupid that he hadn’t figured out their relationship.
She might not want him to know.
She might be disappointed in him, or angry.
And fear was the ultimate human emotion. Machines had no fear.
Nothing for it, then. He shifted to a seat close to Eilin and asked, his voice low, “Who are you, to us?”
“You figured out I’m not just your boss, didn’t you?” The side of her face he could see wrinkled in a bittersweet smile. She didn’t look at him, but continued to stroke Oscar’s hand. “A number of years ago, when the aggregate program was just starting up, I took a close interest in it and … I probably shouldn’t have done this, but I never realized that I’d care this much. I … allowed them to take my DNA and use it for the production of aggregates. They used it only twice, for both of you. In a strange way, you and Oscar are my sons.”
Daniel stared at her.
[emergency decision module: 1. she cares about me, 2. she really cares about me]
And he didn’t really know what to do with those feelings so he sat as frozen.
Eilin continued, “I never told you, because it never seemed … appropriate, but not telling probably wasn’t the right thing to do. You needed to know. I needed you to know. Can you forgive me?”
Her sons. That was wrong; he wasn’t even fully human, didn’t know if he could ever be.
“I’m … I’m not worthy,” he said, his voice low. “I’ve made a mess of this project.”
“No, you haven’t. I know I probably shouldn’t have sent you, and I’m sorry. Io is a dangerous place, and you were genuinely the best team we could send. In hindsight, you may not have been ready. It’s true that you have much still to learn, but the thing is: you will and you can learn to live without your routines. You are every bit as human as I am.”
And Daniel did something he had never done in his life: he hugged a woman. He couldn’t quite work out what to think about that, but her skin was warm, and it was altogether not unpleasant.
Then she said, “It seems that we both have a lot to learn about what it means.”
Daniel couldn’t help but agree with her.
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Dyad
by David Bruns
THEY ARRIVED IN AN UNMARKED ‘62 Chevy, a newer model with maglev roller wheels and high-efficiency fuel cells. Pretty nice ride for cops, even for Tech Division.
From my fourth-floor office window, I watched a stocky man emerge from the passenger side, stretch his arms over his head, and yawn widely. He had the kind of body type that off the rack clothing was not kind to: long barrel-shaped torso, ape-like arms, stumpy legs. His head was topped by a mop of unruly salt and pepper hair, and he sported a mustache that was visible even from this distance.
His partner was a younger man. Dark, intense, with vaguely Asian features, he wore a fashionable para-military suit favored by law enforcement types, the double-breasted kind that fastened high up on the shoulder and had false epaulets.
I turned back to my desk and slipped on my heads-up display set, accessing the company’s cybernetic license file with the eyescan. Probably just an unannounced inspection, but with the feds, you never knew. Sally, my in-house counsel, usually handled all contact with Tech Div, but she was out today. It was TaylorTech company policy that no one talk to Tech Div except Legal or me. I had maybe ten minutes before the receptionist would send them my way.
I scanned the file. Ninety-seven open cyber-tech licenses, thirty-seven approved since our last inspection, no violations, one warning for unauthorized access to cyber-tech by a new employee. All in all, a pretty respectable record. I let out a sigh of relief; at least they weren’t here about a violation. I knew other CEOs of cyber-tech firms who would kill for a tech licensing record that clean.
The red light in the corner of the display flashed twice. I accessed the call, and the receptionist’s face, a pretty Latina who wore her dark hair in a thick braid over her shoulder, floated over the image of the license file. She was new, so my system prompted me that her name was Lucia, and that she preferred to be called Lucy.
“Dr. Taylor, there are two agents from the Federal Technical Enforcement Division here to see you.” Her use of the full name of FTED, or Tech Div, as they were normally called, showed how new she was to the company. Still, she was cute. From the time my father founded the company, he’d always said it was better to have beauty rather than brains at the front desk. I knew it was sexist, but that was Dad, and besides, it worked. I’m sure Lucy’s pretty face had managed to buy me a few extra minutes.
I returned her smile. “Thank you, Lucy. Please escort them to my office.”
I got out from behind my desk and slipped on my suit jacket. How I wished Sally was here. She’d been with the company forever and knew just how to handle these kinds of unannounced meetings. When Dad was still alive he’d have her over to the house and they’d reminisce about the early days of Tech Div, when the government agency acted more like bounty hunters, not the bureaucrats they were today.
I slipped the jacket back off. Better to look casual.
Lucy appeared in my doorway and knocked gently on the jamb. “Dr. Taylor, may I present Agents Davos and Lee.” Lucy was a few inches taller than the stocky official, the one in the poorly fitted suit. Up close, I could see the man had a grandfatherly face, a handlebar mustache, and…a cybernetic eye. My confidence went up a notch. It was always better to deal with someone who benefited from cybernetic technology.
The short agent strode forward with his hand outstretched. “Dr. Taylor, what a pleasure. Emmanuel Davos. Friends call me Manny.” His grip was dry and firm.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Manny.” I turned to the second agent. “Dr. Michael Taylor, and you are?”
“Agent Lee,” he said in a clipped, no-nonsense tone. His dark eyes flickered over my face, stilling my smile.
“Pleasure,” I said. He offered the barest of handshakes, as if my touch was somehow unpleasant to him.
“Wow, what an office,” Manny exclaimed, making his way to my bookshelf. He pointed at the picture of my family. Me, Portia, and Emma, who was four at the time, at Disney World, all of us wearing Mickey Mouse ears and smiling like idiots. “Dr. Taylor, your wife is a knockout. How many years have you two been together?”
“Call me Mike, please. We’ve been together ten years. That’s Portia, my wife, and Emma.” I moved further down the bookcase and touched a picture with four photos of Emma: a sonogram, Emma as a baby with Portia, her kindergarten school picture, and a recent portrait with missing front teeth. “That’s my little girl,” I said. “She’s almost seven now.”
Manny reached for the heavy frame. “May I?”
“Of course,” I replied, handing the picture to him. “That’s what they’re there for.” Manny’s cyber-eye flickered as he focused on the photographs. I tried to ignore Agent Lee lurking by the door.
“You know what I like about this?” Manny said, then continued on without stopping. “It’s real. Digital pictures just don’t do it for me. I’m a traditionalist.” He leaned toward me and lowered his voice. “He thinks I’m an old fart.” Manny jerked his head toward Lee.
“Well, that’s my Portia for you,” I said with a laugh. “She likes her traditions. You should see our house—full of antiques.”
Manny was studying Emma’s baby picture. “I wasn’t in the delivery room when any of my kids were born. My wife didn’t want me there. She’s old-fashioned, too, I guess.” He winked at me. “Just as well, I’m not good with blood. Probably would have fainted anyway.”
I nodded. “Yeah, I missed Emma’s birth. I was out of the country on business and she showed up three weeks early. Even today, with all our technology, we can’t predict when a baby will show up. It’s something I’ll always regret.”
Manny put the picture back on the shelf. “Don’t sweat it, Doc. You guys’ll have another one, right? You’ll get your shot.” He walked over to the sitting area on the far side of my office and sat down without asking.
I followed along, taking a seat opposite him. “That’s the shame of it, Manny. Emma is and always will be an only child. It took almost four years for Portia to get pregnant the first time, and the doctors said there’s no possibility of another child.”
“Too bad, Doc. That’s just too bad.” When Manny sat hunched forward in his chair he looked a little bit like a friendly garden gnome. He poured himself a cup of coffee from the carafe Lucy had left us and offered it to Lee, who shook his head. Manny shrugged and dropped in two lumps of sugar. He sat back, stirring the coffee slowly.
“Well, you’re probably wondering why we stopped by today, Doc,” Manny said.
I forced a smile. “Well, I figured we were due for an inspection.”
“You’ve heard about Congressman Stiles and his criminal activity?” Lee said. I made a conscious effort not to react to Lee’s accusing tone.
“Cybergate? Surely you don’t think my company had anything to do with that,” I replied, trying to put some fire in my tone. I turned to Manny. “We run a clean operation here, Manny. Our licensing record is nearly spotless.”
Manny tugged on one handlebar of his mustache. His cybernetic eye focused on me. “You know why they call it Cybergate? Back in the 70s—1970s, I mean—there was this political scandal called Watergate. It had nothing to do with gates or water, Watergate was a hotel. Huge deal—the President actually resigned over it—and ever since, scandals in the US are labeled “gate,” even though it means nothing.”
I stared at Manny. His human eye met my gaze. His cyber eye flicked over my features. Sweat prickled the back of my neck as I wondered what sort of processing enhancements he had installed in that eye. Stay calm. You have nothing to hide.
“Tell us what you know about the Stiles case,” Lee said in that same hard tone.
“Just what I see on the news,” I said, trying to meet Lee’s flinty glare. “The congressman’s been accused of violating COAT, by keeping a full-up model as a domestic. I believe the unit was his personal assistant.”
The Cybernetic Organism Anti-Trafficking Act of 2052, better known as COAT, was passed after an entire community in Pennsylvania was slaughtered at the hands of a malfunctioning cyborg, a poorly integrated Russian model with unauthorized military upgrades. It took an entire company of Marines to neutralize it. No one in the news focused on the poor quality of the integration work or the fact that military programming in a civilian model was already illegal. No one talked about all the good work being done by cyborgs in healthcare or in menial service jobs. All they saw was a robot killing machine.
Dad was still alive then and testified before Congress as an industry expert, but it was no use. After a year of political wrangling, COAT was signed by the president. The law limited cybernetic implants in humans to 22.5 percent of the person’s body volume—essentially one limb and one internal organ. Anyone with more than the legally allotted amount of cyber-tech in their bodies had two choices: get in compliance or get a kill switch installed in your hardware in case you went berserk at some point.
Complete cybernetic organisms, or “full-ups,” were outlawed entirely. By the late 2040s, the business of producing full-ups had just started, mostly high-end units to rich people, but cutting-edge labs were doing some pretty remarkable stuff. Some even claimed by combining human consciousness and cyber-tech they were making next generation humans.
COAT also resulted in the formation of Tech Div, whose first duty was to neutralize full-up cyborgs—the law actually used the word “neutralize.” The ones that didn’t come in voluntarily were hunted down with extreme prejudice and a cottage industry of ‘borg bounty hunters sprang up to make a killing on the government dime. A few of the more popular characters even had their own reality TV shows. Getting “borged” became popular slang for getting killed.
Manny had stopped stirring his coffee. “Do you know anything about how the congressman might have obtained a full-up cyborg?”
So that’s it. They thought TaylorTech was involved in black market cyborg trafficking.
Where there’s a need, there would always be someone to fill it—even if it meant coloring outside the lines of legality. The black market for cyborg full-up integration was thriving, and integrators needed cybernetic parts, parts from a company like TaylorTech.
I allowed a note of indignation to enter my voice. “Manny, we run a clean operation. We comply with the letter—and the intent—of every federal law on cyborg trafficking. I don’t know where the congressman got his full-up cyborg, but it wasn’t from TaylorTech.”
Manny tapped the spoon against the rim of his coffee cup and paused to take a sip. “I believe you, Doc. But you have to understand that this ‘borg the congressman had was no black market hack job. This was a primo model.” He rested the cup on the table and pulled his jacket aside to show his service revolver, a Glock EMP that fired electro-magnetic pulse rounds specially designed to paralyze the neural network of a cyborg. He stroked the butt of the pistol.
“I’ve been around a lot longer than junior there. I lived through the bad old days when we were taking down two, sometimes three or four ‘borgs a day. Doc, I’m telling you that I have never seen a model this good.” He lowered his voice. “The congressman claims that even he didn’t know.”
I laughed and sat back in my chair. The perfect cyborg, the model so good you couldn’t tell it apart from a human. Ones with warm skin, hair and nails that grew, and even bled if you cut them. An urban legend that would not die—along with the perpetual motion machine and Elvis sightings. “C’mon, Manny, I’m in the cyborg parts business and I’m here to tell you, the technology is just not there. I can always tell.”
“I was hoping you’d say that.” Manny nodded his head and turned to Lee. “Didn’t I say that Dr. Taylor would be able to help us? He’s a professional and you owe me fifty bucks, Agent Lee.” Lee’s lip curled at Manny, but he said nothing.
I slid forward until my butt was balanced on the edge of the chair. “Help you with what? I mean, I’m happy to help Tech Div, but there’s legal liability—”
“Doc, I have to confess something,” Manny said. “We didn’t come here to look at your licenses. We came to talk to you about a problem at your daughter’s school.”
“What? St. Barnaby’s?” I stood suddenly and Lee mirrored my movements, poised to come at me.
“Everybody sit down.” Manny, still sitting, flapped his hands until Lee and I both took our seats. “No one is in immediate danger, but we have reason to believe there is another full-up cyborg unit in your daughter’s school—pretty sure it’s one of the teachers. We’re interviewing all the parents to identify the suspect before we make our move.”
“What are you trying to pull here, Manny?” I cursed myself for not calling Sally. I stood again. “I need to call my wife.”
Manny raised his hands. “No need. We have a team of Tech Div agents at your home. She’ll meet us at the office.”
“But Emma—”
“The kids are on a field trip today. We have undercover agents escorting the class. Emma is as safe as she can be.”
I poured myself a coffee and held the cup in my palm. The surface of the dark liquid quivered.
“Doc, we need your help.” Manny wasn’t smiling, but his face was kind in a grandfatherly way. I suddenly missed my father. He would know what to do.
“I need to call my legal—”
Manny’s mustache fluttered as he blew out a breath of frustration. “Look, Doc. Here’s the deal: I can compel you to come in for questioning if that’s how you want to do it. You can call your lawyer, if that’s how you want to do it. Up to now, this is a request for your help to make your child safe from a stealth cyborg.”
The ripples on the surface of my coffee grew larger. I set the cup on the table. “Okay, I’ll do it. Let me get my car—”
“You can ride with us, Doc,” Manny said. “We’ll avoid the traffic. Parking’s a bitch downtown anyway.”
I knew as soon as I got into the back of their vehicle that I’d made a mistake. The car door slammed shut with a solid thunk that told of extra reinforcement. I palmed my phone to call Portia. No signal. Manny rapped on the steel grating that separated the front and back seats.
“The back seat’s a Faraday cage,” he said. “No signals go in, nothing goes out. Sorry about that, Doc.”
I slumped back in my seat and watched the scenery fly by. Agent Lee had engaged the Tech Div transponder that gave him access to all the emergency lanes and priority traffic patterns. At least we were getting there quickly.
When I was a kid, my dad used to watch reruns of an old cop show called Law and Order. I’m not sure what I expected the Tech Div “office” to look like, but the outside reminded me of a police station from the 1990s. All that disappeared when we walked inside. The moment the doors hissed shut behind me, I felt a tingle of electrostatic energy and knew we had entered another EM-free zone. I didn’t bother getting my phone out; I knew I’d never get a signal.
Manny led the way through the gleaming white halls, Agent Lee trailing me, and I just tried to hold it together. I could hear the barest trace of Lee’s even breathing behind me, but his steps were silent. He might have been ten feet back or right on my ass, I couldn’t tell. I resisted the urge to turn around.
Manny swerved into a large open area filled with desks and other agents. He raised his hand to a man on the far side of the room and received a nod in reply. No one else even looked up as we passed by. Manny stopped at a door on the far wall and held it open for me.
“Can you wait in here, Doc? I’ll just be a minute.”
I could see rough horizontal stripes on the wall from the concrete forms. The ceiling was fitted with wall-to-wall light fixtures that allowed an even illumination through the whole room, but the light warmth was turned down to its coldest setting so everything looked stark and washed out. I shivered as I sat down behind the metal table in the center of the room and stared at the empty viewscreen on the wall.
I don’t know how long it was before Manny came back, but he had Portia with him. I was barely out of my chair before she flew into my arms and pressed her face against my chest. I took a deep breath as I kissed the top of her head. Apples, my Portia always smelled faintly of apples.
Manny stood on the other side of the table, rocking back and forth on his heels. Agent Lee leaned against the door jamb, watching us. I patted Portia on the back. “Honey, let’s just answer their questions and then go get Emma. Okay?”
Portia nodded against my chest and I felt her take a final deep, trembling breath before she pushed away from me. My wife was a beautiful woman, but between the tears and the smeared makeup and the harsh lighting of the room, she looked as if she had aged a decade since I’d kissed her goodbye this morning. I held her chair for her as she sat down.
Manny took the seat opposite me. Agent Lee sat across from Portia. My wife’s fingers crept onto my lap and seized my hand. I saw Manny’s cybernetic eye focus on a tablet he was holding. The screen on the far wall lit up, showing a grid of headshots of teachers from Emma’s school.
Manny cleared his throat. “Mr. and Mrs. Taylor, thank you for coming in today. Tech Div really appreciates your help—”
“Can we just cut to the chase?” I asked. Seeing how upset Portia was made all my fear fade away. I needed to be strong for her.
“I understand, sir,” Manny said in a soothing tone. “Let’s get to it, then. As we discussed in your office, we’re investigating the Stiles case and we may have traced a lead to your daughter’s school.”
Portia frowned. “What is the connection between Congressman Stiles’ assistant and Emma’s school?” Her voice was soft and thick from crying.
Agent Lee answered in his clipped, accusing tone. “Stealth cyborgs tend to operate in pairs, called “dyads,” to perform software updates or minor repairs on each other. The models we’re dealing with in this instance are very specialized, very sophisticated, human-like in almost every way.” He glared across the table at me. I met his gaze without flinching.
“And you think his partner is someone at St. Barnaby’s?” Portia asked.
“A school, especially a high-end one like St. Barnaby’s, is an ideal cover,” said Manny. “Any lab or business—like your husband’s—is going to be licensed and monitored continuously. A school, on the other hand, has most of the same equipment as a lab, but not under the same regulatory control. We know that Stiles’ assistant made regular trips to St. Barnaby’s as part of his assigned duties.”
I pursed my lips. What Manny was saying made a lot of sense. The labs at St. Barnaby’s were state-of-the-art facilities, a lot of it supplied by TaylorTech.
“So how can we help, Manny?” I asked.
He nodded and the grandfatherly smile returned. “That’s the spirit, Doc.” He consulted his tablet again and the grid of pictures was reduced to four headshots, three men and one woman. “We’ve narrowed the suspects down to these four. All in their late twenties or early thirties, all with no children.” He rattled off their names and what subjects they taught, but they were just names to me. Portia handled most of the interaction with Emma’s school.
“I don’t recognize any of them,” I said. “Maybe if I was able to interact with them I could detect a flaw or a tic that would give them away. I’m sure as a cybernetic professional I could find something.”
Manny looked me in the eye. “Do you think so, Doc? That would really be a big help to us.”
I smiled. “Sure, I’m happy to help, Manny.” I slid my chair back and tugged on Portia’s hand.
His tablet beeped and he dropped his gaze to the table. The corners of his mouth tightened.
“You know, there’s just one more thing I need to tell you about, Doc. Just sit back down a minute.” He folded his hands on the table and waited for us to pull our chairs back in. Manny never took his eyes off me. “I guess I should be embarrassed about this, but I haven’t been completely honest with you, Doc.”
I sat very still. I tried to swallow, but my mouth had gone dry.
“Oh?” I managed to choke out. Agent Lee leaned toward me and Portia’s fingers went rigid in my hand.
“We pulled your daughter’s DNA profile from the FBI database and we compared it to a sample from you that Agent Lee took from the back of our car. They don’t match, Doc. How do you explain that?”
I let go of Portia’s hand and sat up in my chair. “How dare you! I demand—”
“Let’s just skip the indignation, Doc, and focus on the facts here. I did some digging in your background and found out you spent two years overseas.”
“I ran our operation in China. That’s public knowledge.”
“You were in the hospital when you were there, right?”
I had been sick with a rare strain of the bird flu and nearly died. I’d been so ill that I barely remembered any of it. “That’s right. I was in the hospital for almost a month. I nearly died.” What I didn’t say was that the illness was also the reason why it had been so hard for Portia to get pregnant.
“Nearly died, Doc?”
“What are you saying?”
I could see Manny’s cyber-eye working as he focused on my features. He probably had upgrades that allowed him to monitor all my vitals with a single glance. A trickle of cold sweat ran down my back and I felt Portia shift her body ever so slightly away from me.
Manny’s gaze never wavered. “I’m saying that maybe you’re a cyborg, Doc. I’m saying maybe you died in China and they transferred your consciousness into a machine. At least, that’s my theory.”
The bare gray concrete walls seemed a lot closer and I was having a hard time catching my breath. This wasn’t happening. I’d heard the internet conspiracy stories about people being taken by Tech Div because they were suspected of being some kind of advanced cyborg, but they were just urban legends.
“That’s one theory,” Manny said. “Here’s another.”
Manny tapped the tablet again and the viewscreen showed Emma’s school picture. She had a wide smile and her two front teeth were missing. It was my favorite picture of her.
“Meet Kimberly Sanchez. Abducted from a hospital in Chicago on March 14, 2057—the same day she was born.”
“That’s Emma’s birthday,” I said.
Manny nodded. Portia’s face went very still.
I laughed. “Are you seriously suggesting that Emma is not our baby? Look, I was there for the pregnancy—my wife got as big as a house! There were doctor’s appointments and sonograms—”
“Did you ever meet your wife’s doctor?”
“Well, no, but she—”
“You told me you weren’t there for the birth and now it sounds like you never went to a sonogram—”
Portia’s hand reached for mine. There was a strength to her grip that made me stop speaking. She had a faint smile on her face as she leaned across the space between us. She planted a kiss on my temple, then her lips slid down until they were next to my ear.
“I’m sorry,” she breathed.
When Portia moved, it was like a blur. She vaulted across the table, both feet landing on Agent Lee’s chest, smashing him back against the wall. Her momentum carried her across the room, and she wrenched open the door.
The shot from Manny’s gun caught her between the shoulder blades, just above where the neck of her dress scooped down. The same place that I liked to kiss her when I got out of bed in the morning and she was still sleeping. A crackle of blue light surrounded her entire body as the EMP charge deployed.
Portia collapsed to the ground as if her bones had turned to jelly.
The report from the pistol robbed me of my hearing, leaving only a high-pitched whine. Manny’s grandfatherly face had gone hard, with deep creases around his eyes and lips. He smiled to himself as he slid the Glock back into its holster. I saw him mouth a word.
Gotcha.
The afternoon sun felt warm on the back of my neck when I left the Tech Div office. On the sidewalk, I peered into the faces of people passing by, wondering if any of them were full-up cyborgs.
How could I not have known?
I blinked back the tears that started to cloud my vision.
After they took Portia’s body away, the kindly-faced Manny returned. He asked me a lot of questions that I answered as best I could. I kept staring at the spot by the door where Portia had fallen, her body encased in crackling blue light, so still she looked as if she was asleep. Manny seemed genuinely sympathetic as he explained how they had narrowed the dyad suspects down to Portia and me.
“How did you know it wasn’t me?” I asked.
Manny tapped his temple next to his cybernetic eye. “This little baby has turned me into a walking polygraph. I can measure heart rate, respiration, pupil dilation, all in real time. She was good, I’ll give her that, but a real ‘borg hunter knows his prey.” He shot a look at the doorway where he’d gunned down my wife. “Her responses were completely human, but our bit of detective work on your daughter’s DNA? That was something she couldn’t fake.”
“So that’s real? Emma’s not my daughter?”
Manny held up his hands. “We’ve been in touch with Child Services, and for the time being, Emma will stay with you until we can work out the details with Chicago. It’s in our best interest to keep this situation as quiet as possible.” Manny cleared his throat. “Look, Doc, I’ll get a car to take you home.”
I gathered my strength and stood, my legs quivering beneath me. “No, I’ll have my limo pick me up.”
I blinked back the tears again, and then the limo was there in front of me, idling by the curb. Our driver, George, stepped out and held the door for me. “Are we waiting for Mrs. Taylor, sir?”
“No, thank you, George.” I slid into the back seat, the black leather cool and comforting. The car door closed gently behind me, shutting out the city noise.
“Home, sir?” George’s eyes were blue in the rearview mirror.
“Yes—no. To Emma’s school.”
“Very good, sir.”
I lacked the energy to walk into the school, so I sat in the back seat with the window rolled down, waiting for Emma outside the stone gates of St. Barnaby’s. She had her hair in pigtails today and they bounced off her shoulders as she laughed. When Emma saw the limo, she broke off from her friends and ran toward the car. She stopped when she saw my face in the window.
“Where’s Mommy?”
I popped open the door. “C’mon in, peanut.”
Emma dumped her book bag on the floor as I closed the door behind her. The car pulled away from the curb. I must have looked horrible, because she reached out and touched my face.
“What’s wrong, Daddy? It’s Mommy, isn’t it? She said something might happen.”
“It’s—what? What did your mother say, exactly?”
“She said that if anything happened to her, I was supposed to give you a picture to make you feel better.”
I relaxed. Emma drew constantly and that’s exactly the kind of thing Portia would have said to her. There was no need to go into Portia’s death right this instant; I needed to think this thing through before I tried to explain it to a six-year-old.
“Would you draw me a picture, sweetie? I would like that very much.”
Emma pulled her sketch pad and a box of colored pencils from her backpack and set to work. The scratching of pencil on paper had a hypnotic quality to it. I closed my eyes and rested my aching head back against the cushions. I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew the car was outside our front door and George was holding the car door open for me. Emma was still hard at work on her picture.
I put my hand on her shoulder. “You can finish that inside, peanut.”
“You can’t see until it’s all done, Daddy.” She slapped the cover of her sketch pad shut.
I covered my eyes and tried to laugh, glad to be focusing on anything besides telling my little girl her mother was never coming home.
The cook had left a plate of cookies on the counter for Emma’s afternoon snack, but the girl ignored them. She plunked her backpack on a chair and resumed her drawing. I watched the way her forehead crinkled up in concentration and the ends of her pigtails flicked against the paper. The cookie I had thrust into my mouth tasted like ashes.
I’ll let her finish her picture, then I’ll tell her. When the image of my little girl went glassy with tears, I went into the living room, sank into the soft cushions of my easy chair, and closed my eyes.
Breathe in, breathe out. You can do this. Emma needs you.
“Daddy? It’s done.”
I opened my eyes. Emma’s pictures were normally princesses or animals, with lots of pinks and purples. This one was geometric, with sharp lines and exact colors. In the center ran a vertical column of what looked like Chinese characters.
I frowned. Was she learning Chinese now? Christ, I don’t even know what she’s taking in school. How will I ever do this alone?
“That’s… good, peanut. I don’t think I have one like this.” I swallowed hard, pushing her pigtails back over her shoulders, grateful for anything to preserve this moment of innocence before I crushed her little world. “I need to tell you something, sweetie. It’s about Mommy.”
“Do you like it?” she asked, ignoring me. She plunked her finger down on the string of vertical characters. “It’s a magic picture. Look right here.” She stood on her tiptoes and gripped my shoulder with both hands as she leaned in, her whisper a ticklish warmth against my ear.
A four syllable word. Something in a foreign language.
The picture shifted in my vision, the lines morphing into a three-dimensional pattern. A low hum started at the base of my neck, and a tingling sensation spread across my forehead. My breath hitched in my throat.
“Daddy?”
A line of text ran across the lower limit of my vision:
Activation sequence complete. Downloading extraction plan.



A Word from David Bruns
“Dyad” is all about the surprise ending. As a reader, I love that feeling when I’m absolutely sure I’ve got a story figured out, and then the author does a literary ninja move that leaves me flat-footed.
As a writer, surprise endings are a nightmarishly difficult balancing act. Too much foreshadowing and you give away the ending; too little and the “surprise” looks you’ve pulled a fast one on your reader.
Maybe the last few lines in “Dyad” caught you off guard, or maybe not. All the same, I’m incredibly grateful to Samuel Peralta for the opportunity to try. We are fortunate to be writing and reading in a time where fiction of any length can be brought to life quickly and inexpensively. The Future Chronicles series is a great example of that trend.
I write science fiction and spy stories. If you enjoyed “Dyad” come visit me at www.davidbruns.com, and download a free Starter Library. You can also check out more short fiction, my sci-fi series, The Dream Guild Chronicles, and Weapons of Mass Deception, a novel of modern-day nuclear terrorism that seems less like fiction every time I open the newspaper.



Preservation
by Michael Patrick Hicks
KARI AKAGI SAT in the crook of a massive baobab tree, a rifle in her lap, roughly twenty meters above the low-lying plains of the Kruger National Park.
From her perch she could see the Olifants River, which divided the southern and northern regions of Kruger. The north was elephant country, and she watched as a herd bathed in the shallow depths and grazed along its banks.
There was a simple joy in watching the massive creatures live their lives, in seeing the young ones play.
Their life expectancy was too short for her liking, but the luckiest among them could live for fifty years or more. If the poachers didn’t get to them first.
Her morning had started with news of another rhino killing. The reserve had less than one hundred left, and there was a countdown hanging over the heads of the survivors. Each one dead drove the black market prices of their ever-scarcer horns higher and higher into the millions.
The news had woken her like a kick to the gut, and she’d wanted to rage at the rangers and volunteers who had fucked up and let this happen. Unfair, certainly, but her anger was palpable. Instead, she retreated and cut off her commNet, fuming.
She zoomed in on the Olifants, increasing the resolution of her blink-powered retinal upgrades and recorded the lackadaisical scene playing out below. This was a memory she wanted to keep.
Standing to stretch her torso, she set the rifle aside and raised her arms above her head, holding the pose for several deep breaths. Then she bent at the waist, stretching her spine, shoulders, and the muscles of her one remaining thigh, the flex deep enough that she was able to touch the two long blades that had replaced both feet.
Her legs had been lost to an IED years ago. Her left leg, from the hip down, was a mechanized limb replacement system. Both high-grade prosthetics were equipped with hundreds of ultra-fast quantum-load microprocessors, hydraulics, rotors, flexions, actuators, and sensors. A neuronal interface allowed her to control each limb as if it were the real thing, and the built-in multi-directional response coordinators allowed her to move with ease and grace in virtually any environment.
With her chin practically touching the tough Kevlar shell of the artificial knee joint, she could feel the absorbed heat boiling off the deep blue fabric.
Although she was warm and hadn’t eaten real food in several days, she had little concern for dehydration or starvation. The military had seen to her well-being both before and after her mandatory four tours in Afghanistan and Syria. Keeping her in-country in such harsh climates that ranged from desert tundra to colder mountain terrain had required significant modifications to her meat suit.
Akagi’s innards had been replaced with artificial organs to regulate her body’s water loss, and nasal cavity inserts and heat exchangers implanted atop her jugular veins and neck arteries inhibited water loss that occurred through exhalation and perspiration. There were even filter systems installed in her bladder and large intestine to capture, concentrate, and store any water lost through digestive waste. In her rucksack was a three-month supply of hard-shelled, egg-shaped candies. Each one contained a liquid center and provided her with her daily requirement of nutrients and calories.
While the military had designed her to be an optimized soldier, she had found a more satisfying niche working as a wildlife ranger. The truth of it was, she had merely traded one war for another, exchanging a cause for a cause. Her cause, nowadays, just happened to have four legs and tusks or horns.
Rising from the stretch, she again lifted both arms over her head and pulled her torso first to the left, then the right, stretching her oblique abdominals.
Her body felt looser, her mind more composed. Until the ping hit her commNet with an urgent alert and a geotag.
Another kill.
She felt her cheeks warm in anger, then quickly cool as her implants triggered a temperature regulation control and systolic dampener. The physical stressors were muted, but they didn’t do shit for her emotional state and only made her feel that much more pissed off.
“Has anyone heard from Gerhardt?” Command asked.
“Negative,” she said. “What was his last status?”
“He checked in for morning debriefing, but no updates since.”
“Roger that, Command.”
Another kill, and now a missing ranger. She swore softly to herself, unsettled.
Clambering down a ladder the park rangers had installed more than half a century ago, the dual-bladed system that comprised her feet hit the soft grass below. She broke out into a run, maintaining an easy pace to the latest kill site, roughly forty-five minutes away.
* * *
Akagi knelt before the butchered rhino, resting her hand against its still flank and closing her eyes for a moment of quiet respect.
The massive herbivore’s face had been brutally hacked apart, probably by an axe. The horns were missing, naturally. Dried blood stained the earth around the creature.
She cursed the lack of resources and the bribed politicians who abetted in this gruesome horror. The reserve covered more than eight thousand square miles of land, and it was impossible for the small squad to cover all of it efficiently. In a fit of twisted logic, the politicians argued that the reduced population of near-extinct animals meant there was little need for increased funding and the hiring of more rangers. The reservation’s budget was slashed and burned, leaving little more than twenty active field rangers to patrol twenty-two sections of the park.
Their duties had been eased slightly with the deployment of reconnaissance drones, but it hadn’t taken long for the poachers and the syndicates they worked for to grow aware of the extra surveillance. One by one, the five drones were shot out of the sky and the budget for replacements dried up.
Poaching was ludicrously profitable, and the wealthy higher-ups in the syndicates spent good money buying South African politicians and influence within the leadership of preservation agencies. Once upon a time, the reservation had implanted the rhinos and their horns with tracking chips to make life more difficult for the syndicates. As a result, the syndicates went on a spending spree to develop a smear campaign through third-party agencies about how the tracking chips made life more difficult for the animals, and how the reservation was mutilating rhino horns, destroying the vital essence of the rhinoceros. All it took were a few dozen parliamentary members in the syndicates’ pockets to undo all the good the rangers were attempting. Even the rangers and veterinarians on staff were lulled by the big money the syndicates offered. Akagi herself had arrested one of the drone operators, who was tracking the preserve’s animals for poachers, who were being supplied high-grade tranquilizers by one of the park’s veterinarians.
More than six thousand miles away from Syria and she still found herself on the losing side of another desperate warzone, surrounded by corruption, turncoats, and failed leadership. She couldn’t help but laugh to herself as the bitter resentment bubbled over.
Her partner, Okey Ekwensi, stood nearby with his canine companion, Dashi. The black-and-tan German shepherd panted lightly as he watched her movements.
Circling around the fallen rhino, she saw the mess of clumsy footprints from both animal and man. The rhino’s cloven hooves left a large, rounded mark that looked somewhat like a bubbly W. There were five distinct boot treads as well.
Blood spatter along the ground led to the brush, where the trap had been sprung. The blood line along the ground left a clear trail, and she spotted red in the grass. Her mind’s eye pictured, too clearly, the team of poachers surrounding the rhino and hacking at its flanks with their axes. Gore flew off the blades as they tore their weapons free from the animal’s hide, raising them for another strong swing.
The rhino had tried to run, but the men — they were almost always men — had gone for the legs, severing its Achilles tendons. The rhino then collapsed, immobilized in the trampled dirt, where its face was hacked apart and dismembered.
“This is number eight-six for the year,” she said.
“And it’s only March,” Okey said, nodding. He spoke softly, his black skin shiny from the layer of sweat covering him and plastering his fatigue shirt to his chest.
“They’re not going to last the year.”
Okey said nothing. The solemn look on his face said enough. He knew the score as well as she did. What else was left to say? They were standing there quietly in the middle of an extinction event.
“Let the dog loose,” she said.
They followed Dashi into the tall grass fields as he tracked the poachers’ scent, Okey keeping close. Akagi surveyed the terrain, seeking out the trail, looking for footprints, scanning the horizon with a variety of ocular magnifications.
Odds were, the poachers were long gone. They spent the better part of an hour following the trail before it went cold. The bent grass and boot treads gave way to flattened earth and the deep impression of tire tracks.
Dashi grew agitated, his panting becoming heavier as he sniffed at the air, straining on the leash. The sudden movements caught Okey by surprise and he nearly lost his grip on the leather strap. He recovered quickly and the two were off and running in a westerly direction.
Akagi followed close on their tails but came to a swift stop, her bladed feet sliding through the dust and briefly losing traction as the stabilizers fought to maintain her vertical equilibrium. The stench was enough to gag her, and she pulled her checkered shemagh over her mouth.
She recognized the soiled green fatigues as that of a ranger, but it was impossible to tell who it was. The man had been gutted, his innards spilled across the ground. His face was a pulpy mess, hacked apart by the poachers. He’d likely stumbled upon them or heard the sound of their vehicle and went to warn them off. Sorry fucker had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.
As she drew closer, she realized she knew the man. Not because of any physical features, but rather because of the lack of them.
“They took his arm,” Okey said. “His leg too.”
“Gerhardt,” she said, refusing to look away from his splayed form.
Like Akagi, Gerhardt had been fitted with similar prosthetics following war injuries. He’d been caught on the wrong side of friendly fire when his troop had come under attack in Iran. They’d been forced to withdraw into a meat-packing facility and radioed for backup. Drones had been dispatched, and if the operators had bothered to discern the differences between hostiles and friendlies, the payload sure as hell didn’t. A rain of hellfire missiles pounded the surrounding area, eliminating the Iranian Army and laying waste to the surrounding commercial zone. Gerhardt had been too close to an exterior wall and it had cost him.
Always in the wrong place at the wrong time, she thought.
The poachers had had a good day, it seemed. Black market bionics had a nice resale value. Not as much as rhino horns or elephant ivory, both of which had become more valuable than gold and oil combined in certain Asian markets, but still, they fetched a hefty price tag.
Another rhino lost. Another ranger killed, their seventh of the year.
We’re all going extinct,she thought.We’re the last of a dying breed.
She scratched at the scars along the side of her neck, shooing away a mosquito.
“Call it in,” she said. “Get some trucks out here.”
She thought, not for the first time, that this was less of a preserve and more of a graveyard.
* * *
Whoever had hacked apart Gerhardt’s face hadn’t bothered to chip him. After the support staff arrived to load his remains into the bed of a truck and hauled him back to base, the reservation’s medical officer gave him a quick once-over and checked the man’s data ports.
As with most servicemen hailing from Europe or the fractured American territories, Gerhardt had received cerebral modifications. The Databiologic Receiver of Mnemonic Response, or DRMR, was a standard utility that basically turned ground soldiers into drone equivalents, allowing command centers to monitor, supervise, and record battle conditions directly through otherwise independent operators.
“Why wouldn’t they chip him?” Okey asked.
Akagi shrugged, absorbing the data packet that base had distributed through the commNet.
Gerhardt’s final memories had been gruesome, but she had seen worse. The data was crucial, though, and forensics would be poring over every detail in the days to come. Still, she couldn’t help but feel frustrated.
The poachers had been smart. They’d worn masks, goggles, gloves, long sleeve shirts, and pants. There were no visible markings other than their dark skin flashing in between the breaks of clothing.
“They wanted us to know,” she said eventually. “They were bragging to us. Showing us how smart they are.”
Gerhardt had been alive when they ripped his arm off, a sight that sent a shiver of revulsion deep through her core. His screams would haunt her dreams for a long while, she knew. The limb, like her own legs, was hardwired into the body’s nervous system, allowing for electrical transmission of movement commands, a fusion of metal and flesh and bone.
When those monsters tore Gerhardt apart, he had felt every fucking inch of himself getting ripped apart.
Not until after they’d ripped his belly open and crippled him did they finally take their axes to his face.
“We’ll set up camp here,” she said. She dropped her rucksack, glad to be free of its weight.
They had been walking for hours, patrolling their quadrant of the reservation on foot. The circuitous path would bring them back to base in three days if they kept a steady pace and ran into no trouble.
Okey put his thumb and forefinger between his lips and fired off a shrill, piercing whistle to call Dashi back. The dog had run ahead of them, picking up some kind of scent but making no fuss about it. Tracking spoor, probably.
She built her tent quickly, then set up Okey’s while he went about building a small fire. He needed to eat real food, unlike Akagi, who had little interest in canned goods and MREs.
Sitting on the ground, her legs stretched out before her, she decided to have one of the nutrient-rich candies. The vitals app on her retinal display showed a spike in burned calories, and her empty stomach was starting to whine.
She chewed slowly, scoping the horizon and keeping an eye out for approaching animals. She doubted any of the big cats would get close, but it was still worth keeping a good lookout for them.
Okey ate a can of beans, and each of them enjoyed the quiet. They were comfortable enough with one another to not need small talk and, not for the first time, she found herself intensely grateful for that.
Digging around in her backpack again, she found a small peanut butter cup and opened the recycled paper packaging. The corners of her jaw tingled in anticipation as she brought the treat to her lips and bit down, the spike in endorphins making her head spin. She didn’t need the snack, but savored it nonetheless. What was better than chocolate and peanut butter? Sex, maybe, she thought ruefully, digging a small depression into the soil with her heel.
Laughing felt wrong, but she couldn’t help herself. Eyes shut, she saw Gerhardt dying, and that only made her laughing feel more horrendous, spurring it into a near uproar. Tears ran down her face, but she couldn’t tell if they were from joy or sorrow anymore. Eventually the laughter slowed to a stop and Okey was staring at her like she was a mad woman possessed. And maybe she was.
“I’m turning in,” she told him, crawling into her tent and curling up beside her smart rifle.
The marketing gurus in the public sector had hailed DRMR for being an incredible breakthrough in memory retention. Never forget. Always remember. But remembering was a brutal, double-edged sword. Sometimes the brain forgot things to protect itself, but not hers, and as a result Akagi remembered far more than she wanted.
When she closed her eyes, all she could see were muscles and wires and nerves stretching and snapping, metal snagging on skin and ripping it apart, staining the earth dark. She clenched her eyes shut, willing the images to disappear, but they refused to leave. Instead, they merely changed.
She saw her legs lying in the sand, the stumps of her thighs bleeding profusely, rich black smoke swirling around her and carrying the screams of the wounded and dying. She tried to look away, but couldn’t. Those legs weren’t hers. They couldn’t be. She felt oddly detached from all of it, as if it were happening to somebody else, even as her blood pumped out of her, draining onto Syrian soil.
She saw the ruined and blackened remains of Syrian children lying in rubble from drones she had interfaced with and piloted over civilian centers, dropping payload after payload after payload to pay the debts of war with the lives of too many innocents. Marketplaces, infrastructure, warehouses, homes, palaces, whatever the latest target-rich environment Command & Control deemed hostile. Emotionless and efficient, letting the machines do the dirty work until she and her squadron hit the ground hard for clean-up duty, killing whoever resisted or looked threatening.
How much of her life could be measured in blood — hers, or others — spilled by her own hands?
There were too many thoughts, too many memories that she wished she could blot out. Forget them, erase them, purge them. Instead, they haunted her and drained her, slowly bleeding out into a discomfited sleep.
* * *
The bellowing of a lion’s roar woke Akagi in the early morning hours.
The beast carried on for a solid minute, if not longer, but it was a noise she had grown to love. The sound was one of vibrant life, loud and proud, and for a brief time she forgot about her pain. It helped to refresh and reorient her. To remind her why she fought, and to remind her that there was a larger world outside of her own problems.
Shoving herself out of her sleeping bag, she stabbed her toes into the ground and planted her palms on the earth. Every morning she started with a routine of planks, pushups, crunches, and squats. Hitting the gym was impossible in the wilds of the reservation, so she relied on body-weight resistance training to keep her muscles active. By the time she was finished, her sweat stained the soil and her thick arms bulged nicely from the increased blood flow. Her short hair was wet from the exertion, and she used her fingers to spike it.
Another candy rehydrated her and replenished the spent calories.
After dressing, she broke down her rifle for cleaning, then reassembled it and went about breaking down the camp while Okey ate a strange looking white goop from a can. Synth protein, she knew, fiber rich, loaded with vitamins and minerals. Like her candies, but far less appetizing.
“Did you sleep well?” he asked.
“Yeah, why?”
Okey held her eyes for a moment, studying her, then shrugged. “Just checking. Long walk ahead of us today.”
He set the can down for Dashi, but the dog wasn’t quite that desperate for food.
“Did I wake you?” she asked.
“No,” Okey said, but the lie was plain.
Once, he had asked her if she knew she screamed in her sleep. She said she didn’t, and that had been the end of it. He’d never brought it up again, but often asked how she had slept the night before. Eventually it had become a bit of a game in which both lied to the other. If her nocturnal distress had made him any the worse for wear, he was at least good at hiding it.
Before setting out on the trail, both rangers checked in with Central Command. Six hours had elapsed between Gerhardt’s last check-in and the discovery of his body and the mauled rhinoceros. Although long stretches of radio silence were often the norm, in hindsight it felt inexcusable. Now all field rangers were checking in hourly, just to let Command know they were still alive out there.
“Let’s a get move on,” Okey said, whistling for Dashi to follow.
Akagi wished she knew how to whistle like that. She could whistle well enough with only her lips, but adding fingers to the mix was a clumsy affair that usually ended with nothing but wet digits.
With the dog following closely beside his master, they walked in silence. Akagi was once again glad for the lack of small talk and spent her time reviewing the daily stats. The info was nothing more than a depressing countdown toward extinction, the bold red header at the top a crystallizing reminder of their preservation mission.
It read simply: BLACK RHINO - EXTINCT.
Beneath that was a list of the remaining animals in Kruger National Park and the remaining figures, along with a plus or minus difference in historical trends. Scrolling down the list, she saw that the tiger population was down by one, which, statistically, was not all that surprising. For every tiger cub that was born, three adults were murdered by poachers.
In the white rhinos column there was a red −2 from yesterday’s known losses. There were more kills than births, and the two rangers were attempting to pick up the trail of a local herd.
White rhinos were gentle giants. Their unaggressive nature made them particularly vulnerable to poachers, and while they had learned to be wary of humans, it did them little good.
During her time at the park, Akagi had noticed that the animals were keen observers of the human condition. They knew which humans, like the rangers, were there to protect and guard them, and which ones were there to hurt them. On more than one occasion, leopards had strolled through her campsite, completely at ease and utterly nonthreatening. If not for the night vision apps on her optics, she never would have seen them. The leopards crisscrossed the rangers’ own tracks to a remarkable extent, very often routinely circling their camps. To a degree, she even felt like she was one of their pack. Her and the animals, they were simpatico.
“Here,” Okey said, pointing at spoor.
The three-toed ungulate impressions were barely visible, but Okey had a good eye. Despite how heavy the animals were, they were incredibly graceful and left only the faintest of marks in the hard-packed dirt. Akagi had to adjust the contrast in her optics to resolve the details more plainly. There were, in fact, multiple impressions. And as with nearly every rhino track they found, there was an uncomfortable number of boot impressions in the soil as well.
“Akagi to base,” she sent across the commNet. “We’re on the trail of a herd, northernmost quadrant.”
“Roger, Akagi. Backup is en route.”
“Copy, base.”
Akagi scanned the fields, cursing. Her eyes went right to left, softly focused, not straining to see any anomalies but to absorb them, looking everywhere.
The region they patrolled was prohibited to all but park rangers and staff, and less than a mile from the borders of Zimbabwe. That country, and Mozambique, were home to a number of the poaching syndicates that were responsible for decimating the park’s population. Extradition laws were utterly pathetic, though, and there was little in the way of legal avenues to combat them directly. This made the rangers a responsive police force far too often, rather than a proactive offensive measure.
Her forensic algo dissected the footprints, calculating depth and moisture differentials between the animal and human steps, and the heat of the rhino dung left on the trail. “Rhinos came through here about an hour ago, and the boot prints followed about a half hour later. We’re about forty minutes behind them.”
Okey nodded, tight-lipped, his fists balling at his sides. Adrenaline spiked through Akagi as she set off to follow the spoor, following the broken mopane, hoping this was finally it. That this was the break they needed to end some of the brutality, to save at least one of these creatures. One of these rhinos. Her herd.
The rhino had probably realized they were being followed by people that meant them harm. They’d gotten shy, and probably more than a bit worried, and worked their way deeper into the maze of mopane trees and surrounding brush.
Overhead, the sky was overcast, a deep gray much like the hide of the animal the rangers were seeking. For two hours, Akagi and Okey walked through the brush, single file, looking for signs of the rhinos and their following poachers, looking for flattened grass, footprints, dung, any indication that they were on the right trails.
The poachers were far less cautious while treading upon the earth. They found plenty of boot prints, and even a few cigarettes. Seeing the spent butts gave Akagi an idea, and she took a deep breath, running the stink of nicotine and burnt additives through the scrubbers lining her nasal passageways, interfacing the data output with her visual overlays. A grid-like map dropped across her retinas, and each inhalation was processed to pick up on the scent of scorched chemicals, giving her a predicative analysis of where the poachers had stepped next.
She couldn’t help but grin at herself, thinking she’d just one-upped Dashi in the bloodhound category.
After an hour she lost the scent as the chain smoker called it quits. Another hour passed before she caught sight of several large gray rocks deep in the bush, nearly lost among the grass and trees. She let out a small hiss to get Okey’s attention, and pointed one finger toward them. He nodded, scratching Dashi beneath his collar.
Akagi took a knee, keeping her rifle ready, and ran the optic thermals. The rhinos were dead ahead, so where the hell were the poachers?
She scanned right to left, not focusing on any one thing in particular, waiting for the scene to reveal itself to her. The landscape was splayed before her in monochrome, with the hot-blooded rhinos standing before her in large, bright, cleanly defined white shapes.
A drop of rain splashed against her arm, quickly building into a torrential downpour. Still scanning, she crouch-walked through the brush, disturbing pockets of bugs, which swarmed around her head and buzzed irritatingly in her ears.
Okey followed behind her, also scanning the terrain, but without any sort of ocular modifications she doubted he could see very much. She opened a commNet channel and pushed a simple thought to his receiver. “Anything?”
“No,” was his brief reply.
The hairs rose on the back of her neck and she stopped, standing stock still. She kept her focus soft, slowly panning her head and waiting for the anomalies to make themselves visible. Over the years, she had learned to trust her instincts, and something was very, very wrong.
Poachers were here. They had to be.
She took in a slow, deep breath and let out a long, slow exhale.
There. It was one of them.
The poacher gave off no heat signal at all, but she caught sight of the killer’s negative impression as the downpour defined his shape. Sometimes the key wasn’t to look for what was there, but what wasn’t. Now she knew why finding these bastards was so difficult.
Son of a bitch. “They’ve got chameleonwear,” she said.
Naturally the poachers would be better equipped than the rangers, always one step ahead. The syndicates they worked for traded in an ever-limited commodity, and could thus afford better equipment and resources than the shrinking budget allocated to the parks could buy.
Not for the first time, she cursed the constraints of law enforcement that the rangers worked within. There was no shoot-first policy here, their rules of engagement defined only by self-defense.
She opened a new channel to base and said, “I’ve got eyes on target. Where’s that backup?”
“En route, Akagi. Twelve minutes.”
Shit. She wasn’t sure they had twelve minutes. Wasn’t sure how many more tangos were out here, hunting her as she hunted them. The only thing she knew for certain was that there was definitely more than one.
The dry, hungry earth was soaking up the rain and quickly turning it into shallow mud, obscuring boot treads and hoof prints alike. Her black t-shirt was sodden and plastered to her skin, the shemagh sopping wet and heavy across her neck.
She surveyed the ground again, crouch walking to the left to get behind the solitary target she’d identified. She held out her palm toward Okey, telling him to stay put with Dashi. If their prey didn’t know the rangers were present, she didn’t want to send the dog out as a warning.
Although her heart was racing and her nerves were jangling, she fought to keep her breathing under control.
Smooth and steady. Pace yourself.
Thunder exploded across the sky, wind rustling the sodden grass around her. The hair on her arms stood on end, goose pimples breaking out across her exposed skin. A brilliant flash of lightning momentarily blinded her and as she blinked to clear her vision there was an explosive burst of movement beside her as something heavy crashed into her.
She tumbled beneath the invisible weight, her cheek slicing open beneath something razor sharp.
Gunfire rang through the air and she heard Okey scream briefly in pain.
Dashi was off his leash, bolting straight ahead toward a figure that only he could sense.
Fingers grasped her throat tightly, cutting off her air, the press of warm metal cutting deeper into her cheek and sliding down her face. She screamed, got an arm up between her and her attacker, grabbed his wrist, and fought to get her face out from beneath the cutting press of his cloaked knife.
The earth shook as the rhinos bolted, running furiously away from the sudden commotion.
Holding her attacker off with one hand, she reached for the blade along her thigh with her free hand. Her face burned from the lack of oxygen and black speckles appeared in her vision. The blade cleared its scabbard and she drove it into the air, where she thought the man’s head would be, and was rewarded with a satisfying bony crunch, saw a splash of blood.
He toppled to the side, dead weight.
Okey was on a knee, firing his automatic rifle, but at what she had no idea.
Dashi was down, whining and panting heavily.
She found her smart rifle in the brush, grabbed ahold of its stock and pulled it toward her. The gun was loaded with smart, muscle-wire ammunition, and she hoped like hell that the rounds could outsmart the chameleonwear.
Taking a knee, she unfolded the rifle’s onboard view screen and scanned for the now-familiar man-shaped absences in the rain, firing when she thought she had a lock on a target.
Each bullet could update its position sixty times a second, allowing for precision tracking of each hostile while still in flight. She’d even seen data from a fired round that had made a 90-degree hairpin turn around a wall to effect a kill shot to an enemy skull from two miles away.
But not against the advanced cloaking shell of chameleonwear. FLIR systems were utterly useless. Still, she could hope to get lucky, or at the very least, give these fuckers something to think about.
“Status, Okey?”
“Still here.”
She risked a quick look back at him and saw a spreading crimson stain against the shoulder of his green shirt.
More thunder sang out above, a steady concussion, a rumbling roar that was growing louder. Closer?
Not thunder.
A helicopter flew over, a gunman strapped in and leaning out the open side, taking aim.
Not at the poachers, though. And not at her, nor Okey.
A pit opened in her stomach, bile crashing against her innards and up her throat.
Gunfire split open the air above, and she saw the tracer rounds cut through the sky.
Her rifle turned, finger on the trigger, aiming for the helicopter and—
Okey screamed. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him fall backward, his rifle shooting rounds uselessly into the air in a violently dangerous arc.
Rain shifted across a man-shaped object to her right, and she fired, fired, fired. The bullets found their target, and the hidden body stuttered and jived as he died. She found another as dirt exploded in front of her, as bullets whipped past her, as a burning sear tore open her bicep, but she didn’t care. She kept firing, realizing that the poachers were flanking her, closing in on her, boxing her in.
She refused to put her back to them as she pushed deeper into the bush, putting distance between them.
“Okey,” she thought-pushed across the comm. “C’mon, buddy, you still with me?”
No answer.
“Damnit, Okey, snap to. I need you here, pal.”
She fired again, quickly looking back over her shoulder for cover. There was an anthill nearby, a massive construct twice as tall as her and three times as round. The wide base could provide her with shelter, and if needed she could even climb the sandy ridges and hide behind the thick pillar that jutted into the sky as the hill tapered upward.
She caught a hazy flash of movement in her peripheral and turned automatically, firing toward a murky, ill-defined target. Blood blasted into the air, and a faint glimmer of satisfaction bubbled through her.
She kept low to the earth, hoping the tall brush and driving rain obscured her, the enemy chasing her with hails of ammunition.
Her sensors registered the impact of several rounds hammering the meaty Kevlar lining of one thigh, the damage negligible.
Tucking behind the anthill, she took another deep breath, working to calm herself. Her vitals were spiked clear across the board and she just wanted to run and keep on running. That was not an option, though, and she had to tamp down on that flight reflex or else she was dead.
For a moment, she wondered at their munitions load out. The poachers were equipped with chameleonwear, but not smart ammunition. It seemed like a half-assed approach to her, but she supposed you didn’t exactly need muscle-wire bullets to kill a rhino in the wide open expanse. Also, the poachers were nothing more than the low men on the totem pole.
To the syndicates they worked for, the poachers were a meagre expense and easily replaceable. Maybe the chameleonwear was a simple and easy way of protecting their investment, but they had little reason to go overboard. A gun and machete was all a poacher really needed to get their job done, and anything else was a waste of resources.
More ammo pounded away at the anthill, slowly shredding her cover. The ants fled their cells, pouring out of the structure, flooding across her, crawling over her skin. She compressed her lips into a tight line, swallowing the scream that boiled inside her. She twisted around her cover, firing blindly, the old pray-and-spray method of combat.
“Base, I need that backup! Okey is down. Hostiles are cloaked.”
“Roger, Akagi. Thirty more seconds.”
Fuck!
She fired until the clip ran dry, then ejected the magazine, reloaded, and fired again.
C’mon, you fuckers. C’mon!
A growing rumble neared, and then a Jeep plowed through the brush. Six rangers bailed out of the open cabin, taking shelter behind the vehicle and firing across the plain.
With the arrival of new friendlies catching the poachers by surprise, she was able to more easily identify the hostiles. She lined up a headshot and pressed the trigger, seeking out her next target before the first had even fallen.
She caught a rapid flurry of movement as the poachers disengaged and ran. She lost them in the brush as the park swallowed them.
Her bladed feet carried her to the Jeep quickly, and she ordered two of the men to come with her, guiding them in the direction the helicopter had flown and where the rhinos had fled.
Twenty minutes later, they found the animals.
A teenage male lumbered down the trail, his steps halting and wary, body sagging. Blood poured from its mouth and nostrils. The whole top half of his face was gone, his head cleaved apart, his eyes missing. The upper half of its flank was riddled with seeping bullet holes.
Akagi strode toward the rhino and did the only thing she could. She raised her rifle and ended his misery, tears streaming down her face. She swiped them away with the back of her hand and ordered the men back into the jeep, intent on finding the other three rhinos.
The adults were able to run about thirty miles per hour, but the poachers hadn’t given them the chance to make it very far. Of the three, Akagi and her team of rangers were only able to find one other, a female, off the trail and in the brush, dead and butchered.
She wondered if this female had been the mutilated male’s mate, and hoped that maybe the two were able to find a measure of peace after their lives had been so brutally ended.
Another dead ranger. Two more dead rhinos. Another day, and another increase in the kill counts.
She seethed the entire ride back, hands shaking in anger, her mechanized legs bouncing on the rounded curve of her feet to burn off the anxiety.
* * *
The rangers were heloed back to base camp at Skukuza, to a squat khaki-colored building with an array of old, outdated antennas encircling the structure. The flight took little more than an hour, but being forced to sit still for even that long did nothing to calm Akagi, nor did it ease her nerves.
The adrenaline come-down was exhausting, but still she needed tomove. Strapped into a bucket seat made her feel like a prisoner in her own body, and she felt the overwhelming urge to run as far and as fast as her cybernetic limbs could carry her. She was both utterly drained and completely restless.
Before the helo had even settled on hard ground she was shoving her way out the door. A second helo containing a single captured poacher had arrived already, and she bounded toward the interrogation chamber.
Biographical data flooded her left retina, and she quickly surveyed the information. The poacher was a scrawny, stick-limbed teenager named Alamayehu Tamele. His hair was shorn close to his scalp, and thin tufts of patchy hair dotted his face in a poor imitation of a beard. With sallow cheeks and sunken eyes, he hardly looked like a killer now that he was stripped of his chameleonwear and his weaponry.
She steadied herself before entering the chamber and kept her voice calm and even as she said, “I want to know who you work for.”
Tamele smirked and shook his head.
“It’s clear you’re employed by a syndicate. Which one?”
He sat still, sucking on a hind tooth, pulling his thin cheeks ever deeper into his mouth. He crossed his arms over his chest, his legs splayed forward and feet crossed at the ankle.
Tamele knew the game too well. He’d been arrested before, once by the Kruger rangers, even. The history of charges that scrolled across her vision all carried the same denotation of (dismissed) beside each offense. Poaching (dismissed), animal abuse (dismissed), attempted murder (dismissed). Dozens of instances on record, which meant there were plenty of other times he hadn’t been caught. Whoever he worked for carried enough weight and influence to skirt the courts and buy off the prosecutors. He didn’t have to answer to anything because he knew he only had to ride it out and that in all likelihood, he’d be back on the streets within twenty-four hours.
She gripped the crown of his skull in her hand and twisted his head, getting a look behind his ear. Sure enough, he was ported, the upgrades probably supplied by his mysterious benefactor.
“What are you doing?” he shouted.
Akagi smirked. It was her turn to stonewall him. She fished loose a coil of wire and jammed the male connector into the small slot embedded in the hollow of his ear.
“I do not consent to this!”
“I don’t give a fuck.”
“This is illegal. I want my lawyer!”
From her pocket she took a DRMR pad and plugged it in to the opposite end of wire.
“You cannot do this,” he protested.
Akagi sat on the corner of the table and waited for him to meet her eyes. “You should know that I’m technically not a park ranger. I’m British SAS and am serving here strictly on a consultancy basis. I am not an arresting officer, I am not pressing charges against you for your assault on me, and I am certainly not questioning you or even formally conducting an interrogation. In fact, the registry worms I am embedding in the station’s security feeds will confirm that I was never even here. And if there is any blowback, I’ll just disappear. So, much like you, I don’t particularly give a fuck about the laws ‘round here.”
She scrolled through the pad, pretending to look for a particular app, giving him a moment to reconsider. Tamele stayed buttoned up while her finger hovered, but she caught sight of a slight tremor in the corner of his jaw.
“Now, let’s see how good your security is.”
She tapped on the icon, initializing a mnemonic assault cascade of amplifying intensity. His brow furrowed in pain as he slammed his palms against either side of his skull, his groans slowly progressing to screams. The cascade was designed to root out, attack, and destroy any security enhancements that protected his cerebral mesh from forced intrusion. The strong-arm hack triggered a number of mem mines, lighting up the pain receptors in his brain while severing the biomechanic weaves lacing his cerebrum. After ten minutes, his breathing had grown ragged, his body soaked in sweat, and his mind was entirely open to her.
His countermeasures were a joke, but she realized he had little need for sophistication. Or rather, his employers had little need for hardware-based security. The data he carried around in his mind was of little consequence with so much of South Africa’s judicial system bought and paid for. Tamele might one day wind up in prison, maybe even soon, but those above him lived far above the reach of the law, so cushioned in money were they. Judges and prosecutors were bought in blood, the country’s legal measures as dead as Okey.
A wave of neural drones infiltrated Tamele’s limbic system, harvesting local memory roots and capturing stored data, offloading digital copies of his memories to her pad. She spent forty minutes brute force hacking his personal history and downloading everything. By the time she finished, his eyes were screwed tightly shut and tears streamed down his face.
He’d have a migraine for days, but unlike her partner, and unlike Gerhardt and the rhinos killed in his wake, he’d live. She couldn’t help but think that was a shame.
* * *
As Akagi dived into Tamele’s mnemonic recordings, she refused to feel sorry for him. He had made his choices.
His family, though… her heart went out to them. Guerilla forces had raided the village Tamele called home and slaughtered people in the streets. His mother had been caught in the gunfire, sprinting to safety too slowly. Tamele had watched his mother brought down in a hail of automatic weapons fire, and Akagi felt the wave of anguish wash through her as the DRMR recording fed her brain the awful, replicated chemical and sensory reactions. She felt what Tamele had felt, saw what he had seen.
Hundreds of memories pierced her mind, and she watched as her (his) sister, Zyeredzi, grew thinner over the months that followed, her body emaciated from the lack of resources, the loss of income and security her mother had provided them. The siblings lived in a very small dwelling, with only a single bed to share. Akagi felt the frail, skeletal form in her arms as she (he) held her.
Tamele needed to work. He needed money. They needed food. His first kill had been difficult. Although there had been several hunters in his village, before the guerilla forces had attacked and captured or killed them, he had not been one of them. Guilt leaked through the DRMR feed as Tamele cut through the wire fences surrounding Kruger Park, invading the land with a trio of other men, a gun — surprisingly heavy — strapped across his chest. Thoughts of Zyeredzi and the loud groans her stomach made in the middle of the night. Hoping for meat, something, anything, to keep them alive for one more day.
Akagi skipped over the rest. She didn’t need to see the savagery of his kill. She’d seen enough of that over the years, the results of these butchers and their damnable choices.
Aggravated, she disconnected from the DRMR and set up an automated search protocol, scrubbing the mems with a forensic app. This would yield names she could research, locations, data, all without having to comb through the mems manually. Something she should have done in the first place.
Never should have played the damn things, she chided herself. She wanted so badly to keep on loathing Tamele, but found herself frustrated instead, angry at only herself.
She fell to the ground, letting her open palms hit the flat wooden floor, and began cycling through a routine of push-ups and crunches, letting the building sweat ease her troubled mind while she attended to keeping what was left of her flesh, blood, and muscle healthy.
Her face burned beneath the gauze padding, the skin itchy from the adhesive keeping her wounds closed.
After an hour, a notification popped up in the corner of her vision. The forensic work-up was finished. She sat on the floor, her slick back sticking to the messy bedsheets that hung off the mattress, and reviewed the results.
There were a number of names that she was able to research, cross reference, and eliminate. Most of them poachers. Good data, but not what she was looking for.
Tamele was too much the low man on the totem pole, but that did not make him invaluable. He had been involved, observant. He had heard things, seen people, come in contact with them, if only for the briefest of moments and perhaps without deliberation. But there was information to harvest and examine.
It took several hours to pore through the data and research the findings. In the end, it was time well spent.
Slowly, she stood and sat at the small table attached to the far wall. She broke down her rifle for cleaning. Once that was finished and reassembled, she methodically reloaded the magazines with smart ammo, sliding the bullets in one at a time.
She worked the sling over her head so that the rifle hung across her body.
Her room held no valuables, no personal belongings. She lived a Spartan existence at the park, most of her time spent outdoors and in the field. When she closed the door behind her, she knew she would not be returning to Skukuza.
Her mission was to protect the animals, to preserve all that remained. Tamele’s memories had made it clear that this was not a mission that could be done within the park, so far removed from the real culprits.
She realized that it was time for her to return to the world, to walk among mankind once more. Her war could not be fought from within the reservation, not if it were to be won.
She had a name. Karl Jubber. That name had given her a location. That location would be the new front in her war.
Akagi found her little-used car in the lot outside the base and drove. Kruger National Park was soon lost in the distance, and she disconnected herself from their data feeds for now.
A new kill count had begun.
* * *
Akagi spent much of the following week hidden in the woods separating a secluded Cape Town mansion from civilization. A chameleonwear suit kept her blended with the surroundings, while the smart rifle was disguised in a similar wrapping.
She had used her time collecting as much information on Karl Jubber as possible. When she caught sight of him for the first time, her dislike for the man was instantaneous.
Tall, broad-shouldered, close-cropped black hair. Always wearing board shorts and a designer t-shirt one size too small. The short sleeves pulled taut around his biceps, showing off the South African Special Forces tattoo of a Commando knife within a laurel wreath. He carried himself with an ostentatious sense of self-importance, surrounded by a bevy of personal guardians. Every night he made his way into the heart of Cape Town, secreted away in one of four rugged and heavily modified SUVs to take part in the city’s night life. He often returned home with a score of women to continue the after-hours party. His social media accounts were littered with his idiot mems and drunken selfies as he sat among his naked, drugged-out conquests, always with the same wry smirk.
The photos and mnemonic recordings were utterly distasteful, but they had given her insight about the Clifton mansion’s layout. The home was at least as large as Jubber’s ego, but far more sedate. The interior was Spartan and white, with plenty of windows. The view across Clifton 3rd Beach and the Atlantic Ocean beyond was to die for. Jubber’s heavily-guarded palace was a stone’s throw from the water, but given the heavy foot traffic along the shores and the wide-open expanse of beachfront, she had quickly ruled that out as a point of ingress. She felt much more comfortable in the thick profusion of trees and foliage that hid the villa from Victoria Road and its neighbors.
There were a handful of guards watching the gated access road, and another handful that acted as Jubber’s personal protection detail. Roving security toured the house, and she had followed their route from the thick greenery on either side of the home, watching as they stood guard on the oceanfront deck. Some of the men had dogs, which she refused to kill.
Much like the rangers, Jubber’s security relied on visible deterrence and a strong showing of force. Jubber never seemed uneasy or put out by the measure, and never appeared threatened. He had a strong show of force, and often spent much of his days on the deck overlooking the beach or sitting in the infinity pool, watching the tourists mill about below. More often than not, he looked like little more than a smug king soaking in his own opulence, his minor kingdom built on blood and murder.
Akagi was going to take all of that way from him, forever.
She was not worried by the score of security, and watching their movements and learning their routines only bolstered her confidence. The chameleonwear helped, as did the smart ammunition in her rifle. She followed them on foot, observed from the trees, and monitored their movements through a sourced hacker satellite rented through a dummy account she had set up ages ago during her time in Syria to buy information. She tracked the weather reports and bided her time, popping hydrating nutritional candies, waiting.
Mid-afternoon on the sixth day of surveillance, the rain came, and she smiled. She would have to move fast, and her cybernetic legs were a blessing in this regard.
Hidden in the branches of milkwood trees, she programmed the targeting schematics and took aim at the cluster of men guarding the access road. Her finger rested on the trigger as she waited for them to finish their twenty-minute check-in. The man she had designated as the supervisor, due to his bearing and weariness, looked slightly distracted as his gaze retreated slightly inward for the commNet report. His men became slightly more aware of their surroundings, taking up the slack of his neuronal distraction. Thirty seconds later, she softly pulled the trigger three times, the built-in sonic dampeners reducing the gunfire to a mere whisper, hidden by the noise of lashing rain, the muzzle fire a minor puff of smoke lost in the shaking leaves surrounding her. One bullet, one target. Three men dropped dead within microseconds of one another.
She moved quickly, deeper into the foliage, flanking the short side of the house, invisible. She knew that these men would have to look twice as hard to find her.
Her mechanized limbs carried her swiftly and quietly through the terrain, propelling her into the higher reaches of an oak tree. She crouched into a V-shaped crook of limbs, her back pressed into the trunk, her heart racing and mouth suddenly dry. She observed the guards through the scope of her rifle, the device interfacing with her own optical upgrades to present a wider field of view and sharper, closer focus on her targets while she uploaded the live targeting solutions to her ammunition.
A two-man team slid the door open and stepped onto the raised deck, grimacing as the warm rain pelted them. Their hands were empty, but each carried automatic pistols in quick-draw holsters. Neither would be fast enough, or aware enough, to draw on her.
Two more two-man details emerged on the upper level and ground floor platforms. Six men total, across three different levels of the villa, their movements nearly synchronized. It would not take them very long to cover the outdoor sections of their patrol, even as they moved in different directions.
The top floor details would be moving to the right side of the house and out of her view the soonest. She took them out first and sent an updated nav plan to the rifle, moving to the mid-tier targets moving toward the left, closest to her. Again, she fired, and the bullets flew true. One guard tumbled backward, splashing into the infinity pool while his partner crumpled to the deck.
At ground level, the two guards surveyed the open expanse of sand and water beyond the stone wall encircling the villa. They were clumsy, stupid. Worse, complacent. They thought this was a cigarette break, the flick of a lighter destroying their night vision. They died easy, their smokes left smoldering on the beach.
Akagi dropped to the earth, then darted to the wall, her bladed toes digging into the masonry as she scaled up and over, clinging to the shadows where the minute distortions of chameleonic activity in motion would be less obvious. She moved slowly, the timer on her retinal display counting down toward the next check-in. Only four minutes had elapsed.
Even though she was, for all intents and purposes, invisible, she still moved cautiously, covering the distance from lawn to patio pavers in a crouched walk, rifle forward and constantly scanning for threats. Taking cover against the flat stretch of wall beside the patio door, she looked toward the dead guards at the wall. The rain was thick enough that she could hardly see their still lumps at the far end of the property. All it would take was one of the roving guards to take notice of the dead men on either of the upper floors or on the driveway to end her covert intrusion.
She passed through the sliding door, taking a moment to close it behind her and give the guards one less reason to be cautious. Doors were never open, and she left it as she had found it.
The dining area was sterling and bright white, the long wooden table shiny and spotless. She was hyper-aware of her own noises and clamped down on her own sense of urgency, forcing herself to move slowly and cautiously, her eyes constantly scanning, always alert, always listening.
A toilet flushed nearby, and she heard a rush of water tumble through the wall she was pressed against. She followed the noise of pipes to a closed door and drew her blade, waiting for the door to open. When it did, she moved quickly, darting up, blade out, jamming the knife into the underside of the man’s jaw, the point of the blade gouging through his throat and severing the brain-spine connection. She grabbed his shirt front, pushing him back into the water closet and closed the door to hide him.
A snuffling noise came from around the corner, toward the kitchen, followed by the noisy crunch of a German Shepherd inhaling food. The chameleonwear not only hid her physical form, but helped to hide her scent as well, a feature she was eternally grateful for. Two more guards stood nearby, chatting aimlessly about rugby. Slowly, she withdrew a doggy treat from a pocket of her tactical vest and slid it across the floor to the dog. His ears perked and tail wagged as he sniffed at the treat, but the men took no notice, too engaged in their small talk. She willed the dog to eat and breathed a sigh of relief when his teeth crunched through the biscuit, devouring it, practically inhaling the crumbs off the floor before returning to his bowl. The sedative was quick-acting and soon enough the dog was out.
The men laughed at some joke they shared, then cursed the dog’s snoring. One kicked at the animal’s ribs, and killing them sent a particular satisfaction through her. The dog was still out, though, despite the man’s attempt to abuse him awake. She pulled both corpses behind the kitchen counter, leaving a streak of blood on the white floors.
Jubber’s selfies and mem recordings, satellite imagery, and her own reconnaissance had allowed her to build a map of the villa’s interior. She knew Jubber’s bedroom was on the topmost floor, a massive half-circle construct with floor-to-ceiling windows providing a one hundred and eighty degree view of 3rd Beach and the Atlantic, encircled with decking and inset pools and a long expanse of furniture. His night life was active enough that he spent much of the day asleep, so she wasn’t worried about him noticing the dead guards outside his room.
Still, she wasn’t one to dally, and she headed directly for the upper floor. She caught snatches of conversation on the second floor. Her timer clicked closer to the halfway mark, though it felt like she’d been inside much longer, as if time itself was dilating and expanding.
She paused at the landing to observe. The men were drawing near the stretch of glass separating the massive living room from the outdoors. She couldn’t risk them catching sight of their fallen companions. A dog padded along beside them, and she swore at herself for this. She hated to compromise, but there was no way she could get one of the tranquilized treats to the dog without putting herself in danger. Regardless, killing the dog would be a last resort.
The men were executed first. The Shepherd looked confused at first, his brow furrowing and ears rotoscoping for the noises of a threat. She thought, and hoped, that maybe she wouldn’t have to kill this one. A low growl burned through his throat as he padded toward her, and she slowly withdrew a treat and sent it across the floor toward him.
No luck.
The dog bolted toward her, but she was able to move aside quickly enough. He sniffed the air for her, still growling, growing angrier. He knew she was there, but couldn’t figure out where. She had to make a decision, and quickly. She chose to push aside all of her basic training on engaging animal hostiles, knowing it was not the practical way to deal with the dog, but knowing full well it was the only moral choice she could live with. She moved fast, wrapping her arm around its throat and covering his body with hers, forcing him to the ground. He was panicked and tried to buck her, but she outweighed him. His head fought to get free, but she had him trapped, pinned down between her legs, one hand clamped across his muzzle while the crook of her arm squeezed either side of his neck to cut off the blood flow to his brain. It took a while, but she was able to choke out the dog and leave him unconscious. Alive, but out of commission. Akagi couldn’t risk him coming to, though, and he could wake up and be on her tail again in less than a minute. From another vest pocket, she withdrew a syringe and a small medicine vial, injecting the dog with a low dose of tranquilizer.
She proceeded up the stairs once again, stopping outside the closed door that she knew led to Jubber’s bedroom. Switching her optics to thermal, she surveyed the room and the cluster of still bodies, committing positions to memory before shifting her vision back to standard with a series of rapid blink commands.
She eased the door open, still crouched low, and softly stepped inside.
Three women slept on the floor, human detritus left in the wake of last night’s conquest. Two more spooned in the king-sized bed beside Jubber. The white stylings of the room gave the murky gray of the stormy afternoon enough ambient light to see by, and she could make out the still forms cleanly enough, along with the scores of empty liquor bottles and the packets of designer drugs.
Jubber slept on the far side, facing the windows. Rain drummed a steady beat against the glass, white caps from the Atlantic storming the beachhead and dissolving into spray.
She took her time approaching him, keeping herself low, her breathing soft and steady. The smart rifle was strapped across her back, her invisible blade in hand.
Jubber’s eyes snapped open, grabbing her wrist and pushing her backward as he flung himself out of bed. His eyes were dulled with sleep, but wide with shock. She realized in an instant that he was moving purely on reflex. Whatever edge of warrior training he’d once had had not been dulled with the pathetic, self-absorbed opulence of his life as the head of a poaching syndicate.
His movements were precise and trim, economical. As he pushed up from the bed, his hand darted beneath his pillow, finding a pistol and bringing it to bear.
Akagi brought her arm up between them before he could press the large bore muzzle into her face, blocking him with a forearm just as he pulled the trigger. The explosion deafened her and she felt the warm trickle of blood from her ear canal pooling against the inside of the chameleonic fabric. Dazed by the concussive blast, Jubber had enough time to slam a knee into her belly, knocking the wind from her lungs.
She fell back, and he was on her, landing a flurry of blows to her face, hammering her with the butt of his pistol. A large, meaty hand pawed at her face, tearing at the chameleon mask. He laughed at her, grabbing a fistful of her hair in one hand while punching with the other. Through the force of the blows and the piston-like repetition of his attack, her numb mind mentally cataloged the fact that he’d gotten synth muscle upgrades at some point. Not a part of the public record, nothing she’d been able to find in all her research on him.
Blood and snot welled in her throat from a broken nose, and she felt a cheekbone fracture before the physical status app notified her of the incurred damage.
She fought through the pain to not panic, enough to realize she still held the knife in her hand. The world was slowly coming back to her, even as the assault continued.
Jubber was intent on beating her to death.
The women were screaming, but she could still hear his laughter. She noticed a buzz of activity as the girls scrambled to gather whatever clothes they could collect off the floor and hustle out of the room.
Her status app warned her that the moisture-collecting inserts in her nasal cavity were busted and that her jaw was fractured. Two teeth missing. Blood thick on her tongue. She waited, waited for just the right moment.
Waited for the blow to land, waited for his arm to retract in perfect motion, for his elbow to touch the sky just so… and then—
She jammed the knife blade up, into his armpit, into the cluster of nerves. He howled in pain, his arm sagging and paralyzed. She twisted the blade, drawing it loose, cutting open his bicep. Then she slashed hard, opening his neck. A bib of blood splashed down on her, and his free hand went to his neck, trying, too late, to staunch the blood loss. Crimson leaked between his fingers, the color draining from his face.
She kicked her way out from under him, pushing him aside. He scrambled on the floor, trying to put distance between them, trying to retreat. Like a wounded animal who had just realized there were other, stronger, better predators in the wild.
He had dropped the gun. She held it, watching him bleed as she swiped blood away from her face. She raised it and fired, finishing him.
* * *
Kari Akagi sat in the crook of a baobab tree, a rifle in her lap, roughly twenty meters above the low-lying plains of the Kruger National Park.
She was clad in chameleonwear, her presence in the park largely unnoticed by the animals and the rangers that had once been her colleagues. If either knew she was out there, it troubled them little. They knew she was there to help, a member of their pack or tribe, even if no longer in any official capacity.
She had returned to the park to heal, both physically and spiritually. She felt at peace, comforted by the gentle giants that grazed below.
There hadn’t been a rhino killing in more than twenty-four hours. A small victory, but nothing to get cocky about. They were still far, far away from any sort of recovery. The animals were drawing closer to extinction every single day. Akagi only hoped to help make those days last, to draw them out as long as possible.
A passing squadron of three rangers earlier in the day had been talking animatedly. Apparently there were reports of more dead poachers turning up. Three in the last two days. Nearly twenty in the last three weeks. She had smiled to herself, hidden away in her tree perch.
She zoomed in on the Olifants, watching two rhinos fording the river. A male and a female, both teenagers. Perhaps they were on a date. Some distance away, she found another female grazing, and a much smaller rhino running around and beneath her. The animal was young, little more than a baby, and full of energy. If his mother could survive, the baby could have a long life ahead of it. If Akagi could do her job well enough, and make her mission succeed.
She lost herself in the tranquility of the moment, riding high on a small measure of bliss. She knew that her days, too, were numbered. There were still plenty of poachers out there, and eventually they would lead her to another link in the long line of syndicates that she would contend with.
First, she had to heal. A bone-deep ache wrapped her skull, the skin still puffy and bruised. The swelling around her eyes had lessened considerably, but her cheeks had a painful, cottony feel, her nose tender and mushy beneath the surface. The nasal implants were an irreparable loss unless she opted to leave the country. But having them fixed or replaced would raise too many questions that she wasn’t prepared to lie in response to; not yet, anyway. Not while there was still work to be done.
She popped a hydrating candy, allowing herself to linger and enjoy the fruity tang. Her eyes returned to the mother and her baby, rolling in the dirt and sending up a cloud of dust. For the first time in a long while, she allowed herself a glimmer of a smile. And then, she prepared herself for the hunt.



A Word from Michael Patrick Hicks
The impetus behind “Preservation” came from several different sources, primarily my own fascination and affection for gentle giants like the rhinoceros. Over the last year or so, I’ve been loosely following the online accounts VETPAW, Veterans Empowered to Protect African Wildlife, which employs military veterans to help train and support Africa’s anti-poaching rangers. Poaching, unfortunately, is big business, with the black market price of rhino horns exceeding the value of gold and even cocaine. As a result of these killing sprees by poaching syndicates, a research paper published in the March 2013 volume of the journal Science estimates that Africa’s remaining rhino population will be extinct within 20 years.
I can’t help but think that this is a real shame for the world, and that it’s a story that needs to be told. Ideas began percolating sometime back, but I wasn’t quite sure how to tell this story initially. When Samuel Peralta invited me to contribute to this collection of cyborg-themed stories, I felt that this story of rangers versus poachers was an element ripe for exploration within this technological realm.
We’re inching ever closer to making cyborgs a reality. The cybernetic augmentations that helped inform Kari Akagi are based on sound scientific principles that become more and more true in an applied sense every day. DARPA has long been at work developing mind-controlled prosthetics for wounded veterans. Even Akagi’s hydration implants and hydrating candies are rooted in conceptual reality, and are based off a hydrolemic system proposed by the Japanese design studio Takram. The DRMR technology that allows her to relive the memories of a captured poacher also takes its cue from DARPA research focused on the brain and the REMIND project.             
The big question of any cyborg story is how much of the body we can replace with mechanical parts and still be human. Akagi is very much a cyborg, but she’s also very, very human. She’s flawed and emotional and combative, but she also has a great deal of care for the animals she has charged herself with protecting. She sees a problem and does her best to try and resolve it. Under all the technological artifice, there beats a very human heart, guided by a very human conscious and a particular skill set.
Although this short story, “Preservation”, is strictly a stand-alone tale, I write more about the DRMR technology in my novels Convergence and Emergence.              If you’re interested in learning more about these works, as well as forthcoming titles, you can subscribe to my newsletter (http://eepurl.com/5M4z1) and visit my website at http://michaelpatrickhicks.com. There, you’ll find links to my social media platforms where you can connect and drop me a line. I’d love to hear from you, and thank you very much for reading.



Charm Bracelet
by A.K. Meek
TRUST ME WHEN I SAY THIS, the first time you die is horrible.
It’s everything you expect it to be, and worse, no matter whether it’s quick or slow. But the pain isn’t the worst part. You’d think it is, but it isn’t.
What’s the worst is the knowledge as you’re giving up your last breath. That the world will continue on. I know it sounds weird, but that’s the way it is.
At least for me.
The memories you think are forever you leave behind. And after your first death, when you realize what’s happened, you know what you once were you’ll never be again.
* * *
I’m greeted with pain. And brightness. My whole body feels as if it’s on fire.
I scream, and the pain ends instantaneously, fading into dulled drum-throbs at my temple as a comforting numbness trickles through my veins.
Now my eyes can focus.
My naked body has been strapped to a medical table in something like a surgical room. A disgusting type of gel covers my hairless body.
A metal corset has been wrapped tightly around my torso. Almost like it’s a part of me. Clear tubes run from the corset to at least four medical machines surrounding the table, red and blue flowing from my body to the machines and back into me. More intravenous tubes run from my arms, legs, and other less mentionable places in my body.
I sense the presence of someone.
A tall black man steps into view, nods his head, and smiles. The smile seems too big to be real. He’s wearing blood-red scrubs.
What a horrible color for a hospital.
“Do you know where you are?” he says in a voice that sounds like it’s more used to yelling, like he’s struggling to make himself sound pleasant.
It doesn’t work.
I can’t answer, so I shake my head.
He nods like that’s what he’d expected me to do. “Do you know your name? How you got here?”
I still don’t answer, just stare dumbly. My mouth might even be gaping.
He continues nodding and the corners of his lips curl, like the Grinch’s.
Shoes click against linoleum as someone else enters the room.
I smell her before I see her.
A woman moves into view. She pivots one of the monitor displays next to the table and studies it, biting her lower lip. Her brown hair rests on her shoulders, and she’s pretty, but not as pretty as—well, I don’t know who.
“How does this one look?” she says, enthralled with the monitor’s display of scrolling lines.
“Good. Very good,” the fake-smiling man says. “I think Rey outdid himself this time. A fine acquisition.”
“Memory?” she says as she finally looks to me. And maybe it’s me, but I think I detect a slight smile, a genuine smile.
“Neuro tests show complete mental functionality,” the man says, “except for memory. And fear. All as expected.” There’s a pause. “He wants to see him.”
“Rey? Why?” Her voice rises. “His $20,000 bonus isn’t enough?”
“It won’t hurt. Just for a minute. He’s brought us more than anyone else, by far.”
The woman doesn’t say anything else, just nods. She obviously doesn’t want Rey in here, whoever Rey is.
The man waves, motioning to someone I can’t see. A door from behind creaks open and I sense another someone approach to stand over my head.
It’s all disturbingly familiar.
“You’ve only got a minute,” she says to the mysterious Rey. “We’re not running a carnival sideshow.” She turns and steps away from him.
“This is him, huh?” an accented voice says. I know it, but don’t know why.
“Yes, Reynaldo,” the man says. “Our best one yet. A few more of these and we’ll be set for a while.”
Reynaldo moves into my field of vision. He’s a tall and wide Mexican, wearing a red and blue Dynamo EMT uniform. He stands with hands on his hips, looking over my body. “If I get a few more bonuses like this, I’ll be set for a long time.”
He rubs my bald head with beefy fingers and laughs, giving me a sly wink.
Something in my mind jogs free, but just as quickly, it’s gone.
Another week of medical checks, vitamin supplements, and pain killers. The tubes are removed and I come off the table.
No one explains what they do or what they’ve done or why they’re doing it. They just do it like it’s the most natural thing and they don’t need to explain anything to me.
The whole time my mind strains to remember who I was.
The one thing I do know is I’ve become Dynamo’s property, and they’ve turned me into a cyborg.
On one particularly cold afternoon, during one of my psych evals, I decide to find out about myself and my new reality. Up until this time I’ve been completely compliant, doing what I’m told, like a good little cyborg.
Dr. Mills sits in a dingy white chair next to my bed in the hospital room. My legs dangle over the edge and one slipper has fallen off onto the floor. The other dangles precariously from my toes.
“What did they do to me?” I ask out of the blue.
She stops typing on her virtua-tablet and studies me for what seems forever. Finally, her face lightens like she’s thought of something spectacular to say in response. “Well, we rescued you, brought you back to life. We gave you another chance.” She smiles at her answer.
I tap the metal surrounding my torso, the metal that has become a part of me. “What about this?”
“Well,” she says, shifting in her chair and clearing her throat, “your midsection was damaged quite extensively. Crushed, from what I heard. We repaired what we could, replaced what we couldn’t. You should feel proud. You’re one of only a few that can claim to be a Dynamo Cyborg.”
“I don’t feel proud.”
She stands and sets aside her tablet. “Elijah, let’s go for a walk. I’ve got exciting news for you.”
I hop off the bed and slide my foot into the slipper, then follow her out into the hall.
Like a typical hospital, ambient noise and rushing nurses and beeping machinery greet me.
“You’ve heard of Dynamo’s cyborg program, right?” she says. “You’ve seen the commercials?”
“Of course.”
“And you know why we exist?”
“For war, according to your commercials.”
“More or less,” she says as she turns a corner.
Most of the techs, the ones that haven’t already seen me, stop and stare, whispering to each other, pointing. One raises her camera and it flashes. Mills slows enough to give a stare that could kill. The girl fades into the group of onlookers.
We continue on.
“We have battles to fight. The government has given Dynamo Robotics an incredible responsibility. It’s people like you that help us continue the fight.”
“You mean cyborgs.”
“Yes. Battles are costly. There isn’t an endless supply of bodies to support our program. We need volunteers.”
“Good luck getting people to willingly turn into cyborgs for the meat-grinder.”
She gives a slight huff. “We think our marketing program is good, but it can always be better.” She stops walking and looks deep in my eyes. “Elijah, you’d be a perfect spokesman for our program. Your injuries aren’t too expansive. For the most part, you look human. But you’re not anymore. You’re a cyborg. But you have a look people can relate to. You can bridge a gap others can’t.”
I shake my head. It all still seems so rapid, so rushed. I’m still trying to remember my life before this unfortunate event, still trying to figure out this whole cyborg thing. I don’t even know if I’ll rust if caught in the rain. “I’m not sure,” I say.
“Think about it,” she says, smiling and walking. “I think you’ll come around.”
If they want me to do this, then they need to give me something. I decide to test her sincerity. “Doc, did I have any family?” I ask, not sure if I did or not. I just want to see her reaction.
She thinks again for a few moments. “No. Sadly, you were alone.”
She’s a terrible liar.
“Never married,” she continues. “Both parents died in a house fire. All really sad.”
We walk to the end of the hall, which terminates at a set of elevators. One set of doors are partly opened, tape blocking it off and a sign stating it as ‘Out of Order.’ Beyond the doors, an empty elevator shaft looms.
“Would you like to go outside? Get some fresh air,” Mills asks. “Maybe we can talk more about you as a spokesman.”
I simply nod.
She presses the elevator button and the metal hum of machinery comes from the one good set of doors.
And as I watch the lights flash from one to five, as the elevator makes its way up to our floor, I understand I’ve become another unwilling body, unfortunate enough to be scraped off the street like a dead armadillo.
By the way, after the first time you die, when you’ve already experienced it, the next time is easier.
The elevator dings and the door slides open. Mills steps into the elevator and turns around, waiting.
I step up to the out of order elevator and throw myself down the shaft.
* * *
I first stumbled across Mercedes, literally, as I tripped over a loose shoestring one overcast evening while leaving the Miller liberal arts building. Fortunately for me, but unfortunately for her, she broke my fall. We tumbled to the soft, damp grass as unceremoniously as possible.
“I’m sorry, I’m an idiot,” were the first words I ever said to her as I floundered around trying to lift her off the grass with one arm while trying to pick up her scattered books with my other.
“I’ve got four brothers. I’m used to idiots,” were the first words she ever said to me.
A new wave of embarrassment washed over me at her harsh words, but when I helped her to her feet and she swept her dark hair away from her face, I saw in her brown, bright eyes the slightest hint of a smile, not annoyance, like I’d expected.
With a sudden resolve even I didn’t expect of myself, I asked her if she would take me up for a coffee as an apology. After making me wait for a minute as she mulled it over, she said yes.
We went to the campus Starbucks. She ordered a chai tea and I chose a caramel Frappuccino. It seemed the closest to a milkshake. I hated every sip, but drank two because I didn’t want the moment to end.
Dad wouldn’t have approved of Mercedes Garcia, but I didn’t care. Dad wasn’t there.
She told me about her major—music—and her instrument, the violin. She said her favorite was Vivaldi. I mentioned the closest I ever came to classical was Bohemian Rhapsody. Giggling in a way I found completely mesmerizing, she informed me Vivaldi was baroque, and then asked if Bohemian was a concerto.
I spent the next thirty minutes telling her about Queen, even singing a couple of their more well-known tunes, ones she might’ve heard.
She told me about growing up poor, about growing up in Southern Texas. She lovingly told me about how her father, a dirt-poor yard maintenance man, worked sixteen hours a day to provide for her and her brothers. At his chiding, she’d applied for a scholarship from a minority inner-city program, a one in a million chance. Tenser University accepted her. Her face beamed as she relived the moment, absently brushing bangs from her eyes, her voice soft and filled with exaggerated R’s.
The barista ran us out a little before ten and we decided to take a stroll in the park across from the campus library.
I hadn’t loved anyone this much since my first crush, Emily St. Joseph, in the seventh grade. And her I’d lost to Booger-Eater Barry Parsons, an eighth grader.
I’d had other girlfriends, but none like the first girl you think you could spend your life with.
And then, as we strolled on the campus, and as I intentionally brushed my elbow against her arm as we walked close, looking at the stars recently formed just for us, I fell in love for the second time.
* * *
“Good morning, Elijah. Glad to see you’re awake.”
It’s a woman’s voice.
Opening my eyes, I find Mills, my old psychologist friend, hunched over me, her face close to mine. She holds a small pen light and flashes it in my left eye. I wince.
“That’s quite a spill you took.” She clicks off the light and stands upright. “You received some damage, but nothing that couldn’t be repaired by good old American know-how.”
Again I’m strapped to a table, and my body is in pain, but the chemicals they’re pumping in me won’t let me feel it. I’m as high as a crackhead an hour after being paroled.
But my body is different.
Struggling against the straps, I can lift my head enough to scan myself.
The metal corset is still there.
My left leg is now metallic, like molten lead has been poured over it. Intravenous lines run from my leg to the corset to medical equipment around the table.
My left arm is also gone, right at the elbow. But there’s no replacement.
Instead it ends in a peculiar metal disc, like someone capped my arm with a futuristic hockey puck.
“As you can see,” Mills says as she sees me inspecting my body, “you fell quite far and got tangled in the elevator service pulleys. You’re lucky we were able to bring you back to life.”
Am I? Am I lucky to be alive for the third time? It would’ve been better for me to slam into the bottom, to make myself so unrecoverable they’d leave me alone, let me go to wherever you go when you die for the second time.
Maybe I’m just meant to be a cyborg, like Dynamo wants. “If I take more spills like that, there’ll be nothing left to be a cyborg.”
“As long as you’re two-fifths, you’re okay,” she says.
I give her a quizzical stare.
She takes the hint.
“The International Consortium of Ethical Machines states for a cyborg to be ‘legitimate,’ two-fifths of total body composition has to remain organic.”
I smirk at her emotionless description. “So what’s two-fifths, an arm, a leg?”
She smiles. “Usually we consider your torso as two-fifths, since most can’t live without a head or internal organs.”
My stomach turns at her calm explanation. I want to change the subject. “So when do we get started on the spokesman stuff?”
“Unfortunately,” she says, “you’ve done quite a bit of damage.” She waves the pen light over me, like I need to be shown I busted myself up really good. “After meeting with Dynamo Marketing, they determined using you for their program might not be your best fit.” Her smile was weak, apologetic.
“So you mean I’m fired before I even got started?”
She giggles, like she didn’t expect to laugh at anything I could say. Immediately she covers her mouth and acts like she’s coughing. Turning her back to me, she clears her throat. “I’m so sorry,” she says, a slight rasp in her voice, “but you’ve been selected for an even better opportunity.”
A better opportunity? Is she kidding me? I’m a wreck, glued back together with wires and metal. What can be better than this?
“You’ve been selected as a test for Dynamo’s Hot Swap Program.”
I’m almost afraid to ask. “What’s that?”
“I can’t say. You’ll find out soon enough. But I think a young man like you will really enjoy it.”
Somehow, I have the feeling I’m not going to.
A young man, skinny and pasty white, is waiting in the room as I’m wheeled in. He reminds me of a kid wearing his father’s lab coat, and I can hear each breath he takes in through his nose. Probably asthma or something. He looks like the kind of person that’d be perpetually sick.
“Welcome, Mr. Elijah,” he says in a high-pitched nasal tone I imagine often gets him mistaken for a woman. “I’m pleased to meet you again.”
“Again?” I say. “I’ve never met you before. I’m sure I’d remember.”
Mills steps from behind the wheelchair, where she’d been pushing me. “Elijah, this is Dr. Brown. One of Dynamo’s premier engineers. He has worked on you.”
“You mean my cybernetics?”
Dr. Brown laughs and it irritates me for some reason. “Cybernetics, yes, but not like anything anyone has seen.”
He sees the blank look I give him, and I can tell he has the burning urge to elaborate.
“Yes,” he continues. “You’re one of a handful selected for Dynamo’s Hot Swap Program. You see how your arm terminates just below your elbow?”
I wave my stub into the air. I couldn’t really not notice it.
“Yes,” he says. “I’m sure you wondered why we didn’t attach a cybernetic arm, like we did your leg. Well, how about this.” From behind him, off a table, he picks up an arm, holding it like a proud father holds his new baby. “Try this on.” He hands it to me.
Strangely, I’m attracted to the arm, as if it’s meant to complete me. I spin it in my good hand, examining it. I can tell at the end, the depression is the size of the disc where my arm ends. I’m not the smartest guy, but I can guess it’s made to fit onto my arm. I start to position it, fitting it to my stub.
“Yes!” Dr. Brown yells, clapping in childish enthusiasm. “You’re right. It’s natural for you to want to complete yourself. I knew you’d be a good candidate.”
Once I position the arm next to the disc, the cybernetic arm just clamps down on me, and I feel a tingly sensation of completeness. And with the simplest thought, it moves, like it has always been a part of me. It’s creepy, yet exciting, on a different level.
Dr. Brown glances at Mills, his evident success puffing him up. “Like I always said. The hot swaps are going to be the future of Dynamo. But wait,” he turns to the table behind him and grabs something else. “Try this one.”
He hands me another attachment, but it’s not a hand.
It’s a weapon, like a laser gun, except the end has been modified, just like the arm.
I grab my cybernetic arm, and with a mere thought, it clicks and separates from my stub.
Taking the weapon, I move it to my stub and it locks in place.
A rush floods through me at that moment. I can’t describe it, and I think only a cyborg could relate to the sensation. But it was a feeling of power, of control.
“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Dr. Brown says, licking his lips. “It’s our prototype ML-16 Tac laser. Infantry standard issue. Wait till you see what it can do.”
I rest the weapon on my lap and wiggle it on my leg, getting a feel for it. “I can control this? Odd, but I think I understand how it works. And I think I understand how to fire—”
* * *
“Guns, guns. I’m tired of hearing of guns,” Mercedes was saying. I could tell when she was upset because her Spanish accent would come through, making her almost incomprehensible.
While Mexican envoy Emmanuel Pena condemns the United States for the new trade embargoes, Secretary of State Samantha Reinhold makes more allegations of the Mexican government sanctioning guerrilla attacks against American tourists along the Texas border…
“Turn the TV off. I don’t want to hear any more,” Mercedes said, covering her ears.
…tensions rise as the President calls for urgent meetings with the Joint Staff…
I stood up from the table and clicked off the television.
We were on a patio outside of Las Hermanas Mexican restaurant. Despite Mercedes taking over the matriarchal role for her father and brothers once her mother died, the one thing she never mastered was cooking good Mexican food.
Mercedes sniffed as she wiped her nose. She pushed her plate away. “I don’t want to hear about fighting, about war.”
“There’s not going to be a war,” I said, handing her the blood-red rose I’d picked up for her earlier. “Even if there was, we wouldn’t have to worry about it. Remember the Okinawa Accords.”
She sniffed and nodded. “Of course.”
Four men sat at a patio table next to us. Through dinner they spoke louder as they drank. Eventually, I picked up more of their conversation than I did my own.
“…can’t stand these gringos,” said one, a large Mexican with an even larger belly. “They think they can take our women from us.”
For a second, I thought he was talking about me. But I figured I was just being paranoid.
“The only war will be fought on BattleSat,” I reassured Mercedes in my best calming voice, turning away from the loud man. “Far away from us.”
“I know, but it’s still killing.” She held the rose to her delicate nose.
BattleSat, or Battle Satellite, was the only place wars could be waged. The old timers still preferred to call it the Moon, though.
After Japan capitulated in the last earthly war, the Okinawa Accords, signed by all remaining countries, stated any future wars would be fought on the Moon, which would be renamed as the Battle Satellite. This preserved the Earth and spared innocent lives, as only machines can fight on BattleSat.
Including cyborgs.
They weren’t technically considered “human,” since they’ve typically died once, and then been brought back to life.
She shivered, and I leaned forward to take her delicate hand, clutching it tight in mine. “There’s nothing to worry about.”
She smiled. “I know. I’m just afraid I’ll never see my brothers again.”
Shortly after her father died of a heart attack last year, and with the rising tensions between the U.S. and Mexico, her brothers decided to return to their homeland.
They had wanted Mercedes to go, but she was in her junior year in college. By that time we had been going steady for eight months, and I like to think that drove her decision to stay more than anything else.
I told her I couldn’t relate to her family’s closeness. My only sister, Tracy, was five years older, and loathed my presence growing up. A day before my tenth birthday, she’d married some black Vice Store tender and fled town, never to be heard from again.
Dad said good riddance to bad rubbish, but Mom never recovered, I don’t think.
Mercedes said stories of my family always made her want to cry. I tend to agree, that’s why I never thought of them for too long.
One of the men at the next table, a man with long hair pulled into a ponytail and a greasy handlebar mustache, leaned back in his chair and tipped it backward so it almost pushed into Mercedes. 
“Excuse me,” I said. I hoped I sounded tough, but doubted it. I might’ve even lowered my voice a notch or two to sound tough.
He peered over his shoulder and smirked at me. “Problem?”
“You’re pushing into my date.”
“Your date?” he hissed. “Is that what you call her? You know what I call her?”
I slid my chair back, feeling a sensation of something bad coming. The last time I felt it was when I got in that fight with Booger-Eater Barry in seventh grade.
My hand reached for the butter knife on the table.
The greasy man said something in Spanish and his three greasy friends laughed. I didn’t need to know what he said to know what he meant.
He stood.
“Why don’t you stick to your own kind, white boy,” he said. “Leave our women to us.”
Feeling no way out of this thing, this event spiraling out of control, I stood.
I didn’t look at Mercedes directly, but through my periphery, I knew her eyes pleaded with me to sit. I ignored her. “She’s not one of your women. You’re having dinner with your women.”
The big Mexican gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on his beer bottle right as a distinct ambulance siren cut through the air.
The rest of the diners stopped eating and all laughing and talk came to an abrupt end. Everyone watched the Dynamo ambulance pass.
Mercedes pulled her shawl of red and green over her shoulders and seemed to hunch down, like she wanted to melt into the chair.
House Bill 776, The Deceased Fair Use Act, pushed by the President and his political cronies, established an eminent domain of sorts. Except it applied to humans.
In a nutshell, if officially designated Dynamo representatives came across a fatality, a dead person, they can “claim” the body. Once claimed, it becomes property of Dynamo Robotics, most likely to be used in their Dynamo Cyborg Program.
A few groups protested, the ones you’d expect, such as churches and civil rights protection groups. But they were politically bankrupt, so no one listened to them much anymore.
At the time, when I first heard of the DFUA getting passed, I remember telling Mercedes that knowing my dumb luck, I’d end up breaking my neck and getting scooped up by Dynamo to become their next cyborg dog. I laughed, but she didn’t think it was funny at all.
The sirens faded as the ambulance turned a corner.
Big Mexican yelled, “Woo hoo!” as only a drunk can and lifted his Corona into the air.
Then he gave a salute toward where the ambulance turned. “Looks like some vato just got a one-way ticket to BattleSat.” He continued laughing as his friends looked at him, then turned away. They weren’t laughing. “Here’s to your good fortune, dead person,” he said to no one.
He upended his bottle, then tossed it onto the street. The shattering glass sounded like a gunshot and Mercedes jumped in her seat.
Pulling his chair back to the table, he sat, like he’d completely forgotten about me.
The rest of the diners resumed talking, but in hushed tones, almost whispering. The ambulance had left a pall in the air.
“Eat,” I said to her, sitting myself, trying my best to ignore the loud idiot, to make it sound like life would go on without another thought of them. “Your enchiladas are getting cold.”
“I’m not hungry anymore.”
In an instant, pain seared my hand. Glancing down, I saw I had unknowingly clenched the butter knife from the table tight enough so it bit into my soft flesh. Stealthily, I wrapped my hand in the cloth napkin, which quickly spotted in blood-red, like the rose. 
I took a bite of my enchiladas, but they’d lost their flavor.
Like the others on the patio, I couldn’t get the thought of the Dynamo EMTs out of my head. I pushed the plate away and watched Mercedes shiver, even though her shawl was wrapped around her tight.
Big Mexican turned the TV back on.
…Pena says any more embargoes will be considered an act of war, and he will personally petition Ambassador Gagnon to submit a Battle Writ…
* * *
When I wake, I’m in a familiar place, the surgical room. My old friends, the heart monitors and other equipment, stand guard.
Every time I wake it’s like I’m opening my eyes to a continuing nightmare.
Then, remembering, I scan over my body.
The gun has been removed; only my stub and disk remains. And now a sheet is draped across my waist. I can’t see my legs.
“Well, hello stranger.”
Mills’ voice is oddly comforting, even though I’m sure I’ve just been revived again. “What happened? Where’s Dr. Brown?”
She steps from the shadowy corner of the dimly lit room. She’s wearing a bright red dress, completely inappropriate for a hospital, and her hair is pulled in a tight bun. She obviously notices my eyes and seems overwhelmed with a momentary shyness. “It’s Valentine’s Day,” she says, like she’s apologizing for looking the way she does. “I’m meeting my boyfriend—er, Mark, for dinner. Easier to wear this than worry about changing at the last moment.”
I nod, glad she decided to wear it.
“Dr. Brown has been… reassigned to another division.” She sounds hesitant.
I don’t like the thought of making her uneasy, especially since she’s dressed up and ready to have dinner with this Mark. But I need to know and it’s all so confusing. “I died,” I say, “but what happened?”
She peers over her shoulder toward the door. When she turns back she has a look like she’s about to reveal her best friend’s secrets. “He shouldn’t have given you the gun so soon. He was too excited. You accidentally shot your leg off. He was fired from the program. Last I heard, he’s overseeing an arm production factory in Ohio.”
I don’t know what to say, exactly, so I don’t say anything.
She shrugs. “I didn’t care for him. He reminded me of one of my old boyfriend’s little brothers. Smart but obnoxious. Followed us everywhere.”
I laugh, the first time I can ever remember laughing, even though I know I did in my past life.
A knock at the door, then a man in a lab coat enters. Immediately Mills’ smile ends and she backs away from the table. “Elijah, this is Dr. Grantham.” Her voice has lost all sense of humanness, of emotion. She’s returned back to normal, like when I first met her. “He’ll be handling your acclimation.”
* * *
The rocket fields span over miles of prime Florida coastline.
The Dynamo transport bus, much like the yellow Bluebirds that would take me to school in rural Central Texas, pulls up to one of many hangars, painted in drab military browns and grays.
Inside the bus are a mix of guys and gals with cybernetic arms and legs. Some even look like they’ve been chopped in half, their middles replaced with electronics.
The bus driver swings open the door and the cyborgs start to file out.
He presses another button and the rear of the bus opens and a wide ramp extends. That’s for me.
Dr. Grantham decided I should be fitted with a hot-swappable wheel base instead of legs. He thought I would be the perfect candidate to try them out.
They remind me of the wheeled tracks on early twentieth-century interplanetary explorers. The little robots would land on a planet, work for about a week, then mysteriously lose power and die.
Yeah, that’s me, a little explorer, about to go to BattleSat.
The fields are abuzz with activity, vehicles coming and going, various rockets firing in the distance, heading to the sky.
White-coated engineers scramble here and there, maintenance workers drive military tugs with trains of loaded carts behind, cyborgs clomp here and there. To me, it all looks chaotic and disjointed.
According to some of the intel briefings we received, two-thousand cyborgs are processed a week. Not including the heavy mechs and intelligent tanks.
Maybe I’m a half-empty glass guy, but to me that means cyborgs are getting chewed up on BattleSat at a terrifying rate.
All because Mexico declared war because of trade embargoes.
They always want something for nothing.
Once we’re corralled into Hangar Five, we’re processed, and we emerge out onto the fields.
I didn’t notice it initially, but clear of the hangar I see the transport ship that will take the lot of us to BattleSat.
Even from this distance, the lunar transport is massive. It looks like the dirigibles of old, but this blimp is standing on end, ringed on the backside with solid boosters. Multiple gangplanks lead up to various levels of the ship, and an endless stream of cyborgs are making their way into the transport. Forklifts and hover carts are loading cargo into other levels.
Many of the cyborgs trudging to the ship already look tired. It’s farther away than I first thought. But I guess one advantage of being mounted on rollers is the battery pack. With little effort, I roll past them, my duffel bag with my Tac laser and bottles of chaffing cream slung over my shoulder.
This is going to be a long trip.
* * *
Days later, through a tiny, round porthole, I can see our ship nearing BattleSat.
Balls of fire can be seen playing across the pockmarked surface. Darkened masses, clusters of armies, undulate across BattleSat’s surface.
The transport ship’s engines whine as power is cut, the gentle hum morphing to a dull roar. Then we pass in the shadow of one of BattleSat’s atmosphere engines.
A provision of the Accords was for Japan to fund and build the six largest machines ever known to man. Producing the engines bankrupted Japan.
The atmosphere engines are spaced at equidistant intervals around BattleSat, satellites to a satellite, and generate a weak atmosphere, one only strong enough to sustain cyborgs with augmented respiratory systems. This is meant to discourage wayward humans from joining any wars.
We enter the pseudo-atmosphere, and the ship’s comm squawks to life.
Travelers, prepare for landing.
But there isn’t much to do, since we’ve been strapped down since leaving Earth.
I sense the ship’s adjustment of trajectory as we head for Outpost Tycho, the American rally point.
A jolt rocks the ship.
Crates break from tie-down straps and bang against the hull. I didn’t think the atmosphere could cause turbulence in a ship this big. No one said anything about—
An explosion shatters the quiet.
I can’t see where it came from, but the ship responds with a dizzying roll. Glancing through my window, I see the lunar terrain whizzing by. We seem to still be in a glide path, but we’re wobbling.
Below, on the surface, large mechs scroll by, but too fast for me to tell whether they’re ours or theirs.
We’ve received enemy fire. Prepare for crash landing.
She says it so pleasantly, I almost feel at ease as I’m probably hurling to my death. Again. This one’s probably going to hurt.
A massive laser burns through the fuselage. Cyborgs caught in its path scream.
Panic ensues as many unbuckle themselves and climb over others to get away from the sizzling beam slicing through metal and tissue.
Two more lasers burst through at crisscross angles and the ship starts to tumble.
The chains used to secure my tire tracks hold, keeping me in place on my pallet. Unfortunately, most of the others aren’t so lucky. Machinery and cyborgs tumble like it’s all happening in a clothes dryer.
Please prepare for crash landing. Your seat bottom can be used as a flotation device…
That’d be nice if we were crashing into the ocean. What do you use for BattleSat?
As if in answer, the transport ship slams into BattleSat. Half the ship folds in upon itself with a scream of metal. Interior lights shudder, then die.
I think I could die a hundred times, but I don’t think I’ll ever get over the initial butterflies when I see it coming.
* * *
After four months and numerous excuses, I finally decided to introduce Mercedes to my parents.
After all, the excuses had become pretty ridiculous by then, and she’d begun to think I was stalling. I figured once I proposed five days ago and she said yes, there was no turning back.
Truth is, I didn’t want her to meet them, because I knew what Dad would say.
But isn’t that what love is about? Sacrifice?
I pulled into the circular drive of my boyhood home.
The lawn held its eternal green plushness, just like I remembered, and the designer topiaries flanking the entrance had been cut in wild geometric shapes. Just as Mom liked.
Mercedes couldn’t take her eyes off the mansion.
“This,” she said, eyes wide as she turned to me, “is where you grew up? I thought you said it was run-down.”
“Well, when you see it every day, it appears run-down. But yeah, I see what you mean. Kind of a big house, huh?”
Slowly, much slower than normal, I put my Infiniti in park.
I ran the windshield wipers to scrape away the couple of unlucky splattered bugs, then I set the AC to 78 degrees.
“Are we getting out?”
“Uhm, yeah. Gimme just a second,” I said, searching for something else to do to delay the inevitable. Finding nothing, I took a deep swallow, hoping it would calm me. “Okay, let’s go.”
Arm in arm, we walked to the door I’d burst through a hundred times. But this time was different.
I unhinged my arm from hers and scooted a tiny step away before knocking.
After thirty seconds, it opened, Mom on the other side.
In an instant, too quick for most to notice, but not for me, I caught Mom’s eyes scanning Mercedes. And a flash of panic streaked across her face. But just as quick it was replaced with the plastic smile she could pull from her hip pocket at a moment’s notice.
She moved to me and gave me a light peck on the cheek. “Hello, son.” Uncharacteristic for her to remain so calm, especially after not seeing me—her baby—for almost a year.
Mom turned to my fiancée and stretched her plastic smile even wider. She gave a curt nod. “You’re Mercedes.”
Not even a handshake.
So much for Mom being the reasonable one.
She stepped to the side of the doorway. “Please come in.”
We went into the foyer. The black and white marble always made me think of checkerboards. The vaulted ceiling drew all eyes to the crystal chandelier shedding soft light, casting it away in shards of brilliance. Suddenly, I felt small, five years old, insignificant in this room.
Like a stranger in a strange land.
Like Mercedes probably felt at the moment.
She’d withdrawn. I’d seen her do it a hundred times when in crowds. Shoulders hunched, her thin arms wrapped around herself in a feeble act of protection. A poor girl in a world ready to swallow her up.
Did that draw me to her? Her innocence? Her, the lost Mexican lamb cast in the world, and I, a superior white, swooping in to save her.
No.
I’m not my parents.
I’d seen a different Mercedes, not the poor Mexican girl. Like it was yesterday, I could picture us spilling to the ground when we first met. I could remember when we talked most of the night away, how in a few short hours I’d told her every secret I ever held, every dream I’d ever dreamed.
Except my parents. Them I kept from her. For good reason.
But I needed to finish this.
One down, one to go.
“Is Dad home?” I said, glancing at Mercedes from the corner of my eye. She remained silent.
Mom began busying herself with reading mail she’d picked up from the entryway table. “He’s been busy.” She idly shuffled the mail on the table, lining the edges straight. “Very busy. You know him.”
Yes, I did know him. And that was precisely why I didn’t want him to meet Mercedes. But we were here, now.
“We drove all this way,” I said. “We’re not going to stay long, just a few minutes. We’ve got other places to go. An appointment.”
“Oh,” Mom said, suddenly rejuvenated by my promise to leave.
I knew then it was time to go.
“Let me go get him.”
She hurried to the side library, leaving us—me standing in the entryway, like some unwelcome vacuum salesman.
We stood for a silent moment. I didn’t, couldn’t, say anything to Mercedes. I was too embarrassed to say anything.
The squeaky library door echoed under the vaulted ceiling, and in moments the unmistakable casual stroll of Dad echoed.
I took a breath, hoping Mom had already told him about Mercedes, so there was no surprise.
As Dad slowly, purposefully walked toward us I noticed his hair was whiter, his forehead more exposed, there was a little more stoop in his walk. I hadn’t seen him in a year, but it appeared he’d aged ten.
Mom stayed by the library door.
“Elijah,” Dad said as he came to a stop, staring at me.
I wanted to hug him, but knew not to. “Hey, Dad, I want you to—”
“Did you hear?” he said.
“Hear? Hear what?”
“The war. Those Mexicans declared war on us.”
“Dad!”
He didn’t care, just like I knew he wouldn’t.
“You know how much I’m going to lose cause of those Mexicans?”
“I wanted you to meet—”
He held up his hand, a signal I’d learned at a young age was his way of saying shut up. I hated myself because I so easily fell into the role of a child, obeying his simple hand wave.
“Millions, Elijah. Millions.” He turned to Mercedes. “Do you support your country’s attempts to undermine our sovereignty, empowering guerrilla warfare on our homeland?”
His foot tapped.
“I, uhm…” Mercedes began.
“No,” I said, reaching for her hand. “You don’t have to.”
She placed her hand on my arm and looked Dad in his eyes. “I don’t support any war. No war is worth all this.” She turned and left the house.
Dad stood there, his lips puckered, watching her leave. “That’s what I expected. Of course she won’t say Mexico is wrong. Mexicans stick together.”
I couldn’t stand there silent; I had to tell my father something, anything. “What did you expect, Dad? For her to grovel at your feet like everyone else who thinks you’ll give them a buck? She’s proud. I came here to introduce you to the woman I’m going to marry.”
He laughed. Not a funny laugh, but a laugh like what I imagined a demon would laugh as it devoured another soul. “You want to throw your life away, that’s fine. Good riddance to bad rubbish.”
The same words. I knew then how my sister felt as he turned his back on her, but at least she got away before having to deal with him. I couldn’t stand being in the house anymore with people like them. I shouldn’t have even come.
I turned and walked from my father.
“Elijah.”
I stopped at the doorway.
“You’re choosing a Mexican over your family. You’ve made your decision, now you have to live with it. I don’t care if a Dynamo EMT scrapes you off the sidewalk. I’ll never mourn for you. You’re no son of mine.”
I got in my car, where Mercedes was already waiting.
“You’re crying,” she said. “What happened?”
I started the car. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” was all I could say.
I cried because of how my parents were, how they thought of Mercedes as some insignificant nothing.
With my car in gear, we rolled down the driveway, never to return to my childhood home.
* * *
Rolling, spinning.
I open my eyes and notice my track wheels are spinning, but I’m not moving.
As my vision comes into focus, I realize I’m upside down, tangled in metal, half of me still strapped to my transport pallet.
Revitalization complete. Welcome back, Elijah.
After my last accidental death, Dr. Grantham installed a prototype resurrection unit in me. He told me not to rely on it, as it only has a 25% success rate.
It appears for once I’m in the good percentage.
Among the transport ship’s wreckage, I can hear moans.
The ship rocks with muffled explosions, and the smell of burning metal and flesh saturates the air.
I reach for the buckles keeping me suspended and release them, causing me to slam into a bulkhead. After righting myself, I start to search around me for the blaster I lost during the crash.
The explosions become louder. Through the ripped open fuselage, I see flashes of light on the horizon and laser fire cutting through the air.
Time to get out of the wreckage.
Fortunately, I’d had several days of using my wheels on Earth to acquaint myself. And now, in the lighter, thinner atmosphere, I find I can maneuver even better than on Earth. I roll over cyborg bodies and distressed metal, fighting through piles of destruction to escape. The sight and smell of charred flesh makes me gag.
After what seems like hours, I finally clear the remnants of the ship. As I attempt to swallow, I get the sensation I can’t catch my breath. The moment of panic ends as my respiratory augmenters kick in.
Yards away, a group of survivors are gathering. I roll over to the group.
“What company is this? Anyone got a hot swap gun?”
They look haggard, beat up, damaged, ready to die. One of them holds something like a chain with a cross dangling from the end.
“Don’t you know? There’s no company,” one cyborg says.
He appears middle-aged, and both of his arms have been converted to Abrams lasers. His left one has been ripped off just above the elbow. “It’s everyone for himself on BattleSat. We land, we kill, then we die.”
One of the other cyborgs, a young boy, whose left side is made of glistening metal, motions behind him. “I think I saw a container of hot swaps a ways back.”
An explosion thirty feet to my left shakes the ground. Dust and dirt plume up.
“They’re coming!” the grim, hopeless cyborg yells. “The Mexicans are coming!”
The air erupts in lasers and rockets. The gathered cyborgs scatter.
Missiles sweep in from behind a jagged hill and strike the felled transport, their smoke trails hanging in the air like gnarled ghostly fingers. Large blue flames of fire bloom from the impact.
Without a weapon, I’m a sitting duck. But I have a good set of wheels.
I turn and race away from the battle, knowing I can outrun pretty much anything on two feet, and head in roughly the direction the boy pointed.
About a half mile from the battle, explosions fading with distance, I hit an area with rocks poking from the dusty surface. But the one I don’t see is the one I slam into. I topple over and hear a metallic snap.
I check over my body and just as I suspected, I see I’ve thrown a track.
I’m here on BattleSat, a cyborg without a gun and legs. I can’t even kill before I die.
Then I spy it; half buried in a mound of stirred, fine sand is a shipping container. Without a second thought I jettison myself from the wheel base and crawl with my one good arm to the container.
It had splintered open on impact and guns litter the area around the box. What’s better is they’re hot swaps. I find a trusty ML-16 Tac laser, shake the dust off, and pop it on my arm.
Now I have a weapon.
Explosive blasts light the horizon.
But I see something else, and using my gun as a makeshift shovel, I scrape a hole, pulling handfuls of lunar dust away. There. Long, metallic. A pair of hot swap legs just about my size.
Without a delay, I drag them to my torso and with a firm snap, attach each one.
After two months of riding around on those wheeled tracks, I stand on legs. I feel whole again, complete. Now I need to figure out what to do. I decide to keep heading in my original direction, to see what lies on the other side of the rocks and boulders in front of me. 
As I lift myself onto a rock shelf, I’m startled by a large machine cresting over a rocky crag to block my way.
The behemoth is like a giant metallic spider, except with ten legs. They rapidly tap along the uneven lunar ground like they’re intently searching for each step, stirring the dusty surface, which scatters in puffy clouds, clicking like a woodpecker hammering stone.
The spindly legs keep the huge body level and move it forward at a surprising speed.
The body itself is massive, at least twenty feet high, and at least that much across, if not wider. Its armored plates are crudely brush-stroked in red and green and yellow. A metal track bisects the top of the spider-like mass, arcing from somewhere on its backside, replacing where its head should be. And as it finishes clearing the crag I can see how the Mexicans got around the Two-Fifths Law with this massive tank-thing on legs.
Fused in the body of the mech is flesh and bone of not one, but several people. It’s a tangled mash of metal and people, neither distinct enough to be separate, but co-mingled enough to drive you insane.
The worst is, buried behind an array of wiring, I can make out the face of one of the bodies. It’s a girl, a young girl, her eyes wide with innocence, fear, and fury.
The conglomeration of people together in one monstrous entity sickens me, even though I’ve seen hundreds of cyborgs.
The tapping legs freeze, and for a second the machine stops in place, like its weighing its options or waiting to see what I’m going to do.
A grinding noise emanates from the spider as an enormous rotary cannon, much like the ones I’ve seen on outdated A-10s, appears from behind the beast, riding the track until it faces forward. With a grizzled snap and click, the cannon locks in place.
The cannon whines as the barrels start to spin.
I dart to one side as the ground explodes.
A metallic brrrr fills my head with the hum of a thousand robotic bees. The cannon pivots, following me, and I can sense the uranium-tipped bullets chewing the footing away beneath me.
Circling around the behemoth, I lower my Tac laser and unloose a barrage of energy, aiming for the girl’s face, hoping on some level she won’t have to hurt for too long, that it’ll be over for her soon.
Small plasma bursts crackle as the energy disperses, temporarily outlining an invis-shield for the span of a heartbeat, before harmlessly disappearing.
The stupid mech has an energy-absorbing shield.
With some kind of triumphant screech, the spider continues turning in place, its legs keeping up with me, keeping the cannon trained in my general direction. Before I can move, it blows away the mound I’m standing on and I fly up and backward fifteen feet.
Pain sears my legs as I land on lunar rocks and roll to get my ineffective gun from under me. While still on the ground, I fire again, but the energy is again absorbed.
Glancing around as I think of what to do, I see the area is covered with Americans and Mexicans, dying or already dead. Occasionally a body shifts, like the cyborg is giving its last breath. Cybernetic arms and legs flash LEDs, indicating their power supplies are still running. Navigation equipment squawks environmental information in a calm woman’s voice. It’s so out of place it terrifies me.
I crawl on arms and legs to a slight rise and tumble over the edge into a shallow impact crater, a good place to hide.
Inside are more dead, stacked up like others sought to escape death here, but weren’t successful.
Scanning the pile, I see most of the cyborgs are hard-wired to their cybernetics. But underneath two Mexican foot soldiers there’s an interesting one. I shove the bodies that have been ripped asunder aside.
Above me, another brrrr and an explosion, then a rain of crumbled rock and body parts fall on me. The spider is advancing on my position, and it’s looking to plow through the hole with me inside.
I force my attention back to the body. Once I clear the debris, I see it is, in fact, one of Dynamo’s hot swap cyborgs.
The girl’s face is black and puffy, eyes fixed open, eternally seeing the machine that ended her miserable existence. Her legs, first generation hot swap Dynamo Speeds, are lightweight, meant for moving fast. But now they’re twisted beyond use. Given her thin body and the lightweight legs, she was probably meant to be a scout. I don’t need her legs; mine are fine, for now.
She had both arms replaced with biomechanics, but one had been ripped from her. Attached to her remaining arm is a Romero nail gun, and it still appears to be in working order.
It easily slides off her shoulder mount, and is heavier than I imagined. Her other arm must have been some kind of brace or mount bracket. I drop my useless Tac and fit the nail gun to my arm mount.
A throwback to prior wars, the nail gun is a simplistic device by today’s weapon standards. But the beauty—and effectiveness—may be in its simplicity. It’s not an energy-based weapon; it’s purely mechanical. The gas-powered mass driver fires carbon-tipped barbed slivers, which is perfect for eviscerating.
Supporting the nail gun with my human arm, I take a deep, shuddering breath and look up.
The non-atmosphere of BattleSat doesn’t hinder the sky, and for the first time since landing I see the stars. They’re bright, clean, like they have just come to life. I’ve watched these same stars before with someone special. I just can’t remember who. One last breath and I leap from the hole, my mechanical legs propelling me.
I aim the two-foot-long barrels in the direction of the spider and fire. The nail gun’s recoil is like a jackhammer rattling my bones, and I stagger, almost tripping from the unanticipated slam against my torso. The hammer blow sound of the dual pistons drowns out the spider’s shriek.
Fighting to keep the gun under control, I rake it across its body. Sparks fly as nails glance off its anodized shell plates, but many penetrate, sinking into the black of its body, into the humans powering the spider.
It screams in anger as its weapon tracks me.
Regaining my footing, I cut loose another barrage as I close the distance between us, at least thirty yards.
Another shriek comes over my ambient amplifier as two legs appear to falter and fold in upon themselves.
The beast staggers to its left as black oil squirts from severed hydraulic lines.
Close enough now, I leap forward, but not quick enough to escape the cannon. It fires, catching my right leg and blowing it away.
But I’m already on top and grab the edge of an armor plate to keep myself from getting knocked off.
The cannon turret spins, and I need to make my move or it’ll knock me off.
I jam the nail gun downward, wedging it into the spider’s framework, and I unload.
The recoil wants to push the gun out, but I drop all my weight, keeping it in place, pushing it deeper into the hole it’s digging in the spider. Digging in, like a knife cutting into soft flesh.
The cry is horrible, washing out the jackhammer sound. The cry isn’t of a machine, though, but of people, many people, dying, giving their last breath at this very moment.
By the time the nail gun runs out of nails, the spider has collapsed onto its legs, still.
I detach from the spent gun then fall to my knees, shaking.
I catch a glimmer of starlight deep inside the spider’s chest. It’s not like the other metal, the polished titanium with rough paint. I reach into the body with my hand, probing for the twinkling thing. And I pull it from the spider’s carcass.
There, woven between my cut and bleeding fingers, is a dirtied charm bracelet of a violin, rose, and car.
Why would a Mexican wear a trinket like this into battle?
* * *
The sale of my Infiniti paid for our no-frills wedding and the first six months of rent for our one-bedroom loft on the west side of town, close to the industrial park.
I’d managed to carve time out of my hectic days of freelancing and took the opportunity to shop for a Christmas present for Mercedes.
A strip mall of dollar stores, froyo shops, and other small businesses were only a couple of blocks away. Since we had no car and I didn’t feel like hopping a metro because the sleet storm the night before probably turned downtown into an icy mess, I decided to hit the local shops. I was sure to find something she’d like.
At one store called “Memories are Forever,” among the plastic flowers and teddy bears, I found the most beautiful charm bracelet.
I picked out a detailed violin, a red rose, and a tiny car charm.
I always joked with her that I sold my Infiniti for a Mercedes, but I don’t think she ever got the joke.
The saleswoman attached the charms to the bracelet, and I was elated I’d pieced this together for my wife. It cost more than I planned to spend, but I didn’t care. Who can put a price on love, or life?
So I bought it.
And I thought it would be fun to wrap her bracelet in a large box, so I bought the biggest one they had and headed home.
As I walked the couple of blocks to the stores, I noticed the day hadn’t warmed and patches of black ice remained. Who thinks they’re going to slip and fall? Especially at twenty-two years old. Only old people think of falling and breaking hips. Still, you never know.
With the box gripped in my cold arms, I stumbled for home, trying to avoid anything I thought looked slippery.
Not many cars were out. Occasionally one passed by, stirring the chill air, making me shiver in the wake.
A Dynamo ambulance passed by, on its way to the Dynamo factory blocks away.
In a moment of morbid fascination, I leaned into the street to see if they had anyone inside, and then I slipped and stumbled in front of a blue GoGo electric car.
I heard the Mickey Mouse horn, felt a jackhammer slam into me, and the roadway blurred.
When I opened my eyes I was on the cold street, charms scattered in front of me. Someone screamed. I couldn’t feel my body.
The brake lights on the passing Dynamo ambulance lit.
A crowd had gathered, like they’d all stopped by to watch me die. I could hear the metro pull up to the bus stop across the street. I heard Mercedes scream, but she shouldn’t have been home yet. School must’ve let out early because of the weather or something.
She pushed through the crowd just as two men in red and blue Dynamo EMT uniforms made their way to me.
At the back of my mind I thought of the Monty Python skit. I wanted to scream, “I’m not dead yet!” but couldn’t move, couldn’t say anything. All I could do was stare and wait.
One of the techs stepped in Mercedes’ path, grabbing hold of her arms.
The other tech crouched down over me.
I remembered him from the restaurant. The Mexican who didn’t want me dating “his women.”
His name tag said Reynaldo.
From someplace in his uniform he pulled a tiny auto-injector and held it before my eyes.
I couldn’t move, couldn’t scream.
“Maybe you should’ve listened to me,” he hissed. “I might’ve let you live.”
He gave me a wink and a smile as he injected a burning solution into my chest. My heartbeat skipped as he gently ran his beefy fingers over my eyelids, closing them.
My life, my love, Mercedes, our first apartment, the life we’d just begun, all of it flooded me at that moment.
Then I forgot.
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	I got the idea for Eli’s hot-swappable arm cannon from the Mega Man Mega Buster. If you don’t know, Mega Man is a video game series. It’s probably my son’s favorite, and I’ve spent countless hours watching him fight digital baddies.

	The term “rocket fields” is a nod to Ray Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles. He refers to the rocket fields in several of his stories, and to me, that simple term is so elegant in meaning. Classic Bradbury.
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	Dr. Mills liked Eli, but was torn with feelings for a cyborg.

	Some of the other titles I considered for the story and why I rejected each: Five Times a Charm (lame), A Winter’s Discontent (good until I changed story direction), Memories are Forever (sounds like a Hallmark channel movie), Life and Death of a Cyborg (very lame).




Ghosts in the Mist
by Annie Bellet
I’D TAKEN THE JOB as a ranger on the planet Varuna because the Interplanetary Exploration Corps gave me no other choice if I wanted to remain employed.  They’d dumped me at the station in the Chalice and somehow even with my hot temper and dislike for authority, I’d managed to stay on for half a decade.
Part of it was the Chalice itself. The valley was unique to anything anyone had found anywhere. Surrounded by an almost perfect bowl of craggy mountains, the deep crater had its own ecosystem fueled by the chemical mists that shrouded it.  The Mist was produced by the fern trees but a whole world of strange creatures lived within, some, like Gaval’s lemurs, were harmless.  Others, like the almost mythological ghost lions, were not.
When I close my eyes, I can still see Ajax, the man who saved my life and helped make Ranger Station Northwest a home for me.  His grinning face, the laugh lines deep in skin only a shade lighter brown than my own.  He’d shown me how to use my Tracker Lenses, how to trust my instincts in the Mist, how to respect it without being too afraid to go into the pearlescent, alien world inside the boundaries of the Chalice.
Ajax had spent nearly fifty years as a ranger guiding scientists and researchers inside the Chalice and keeping poachers out of it. He was the only one I knew who’d seen a ghost lion and lived to talk about it.  Not that he did talk about. When I’d asked him what it was like, he’d just shaken his head.
“Like flying,” he’d murmured with a secretive smile. “Like facing God.”
When IPEC had given him notice of mandatory retirement, he refused to leave.
When they insisted, Ajax had walked into the Mist, without tracker lenses, without a filter mask.  I’d searched for days, until the new station leader, a hard-ass named Leon, had grounded me pending psychiatric evaluation.
I’d found no trace of Ajax at all.
* * *
I was sulking in my bunk when Oscar, our monitor tech, pinged me on the intercom.  I’d given him an order not to disturb me unless he was on fire, but we were the only two people left in Northwest, so I tried not to bite his head off and instead made my way down the narrow corridors from quarters to com.
Oscar sat in his wheelchair in front of the mess of wires, screens, and other technological stuff that just looks like a disaster to me but which Oscar controls and monitors like a six-armed god.  He’s only got the two arms, and no legs anymore, but the perimeter of the Chalice in our wedge is his bitch.
“Two perimeter relays just went offline,” Oscar said.
“What? Where? I thought Leon’s team was taking care of that.” Taking care of it and leaving me behind.  A pang of grief threatened to break through the simmering anger and I clenched my jaw, focusing on the array of monitors like they held a secret map to sanity.
“It’s the other side, not where Leon and the others are.” Oscar’s face was guarded when I finally turned my head and looked at him.
“That’s weird.  Two relay malfunctions in a day? Did you notify Leon?” I spit out that last part. He was the station leader.
“Yeah. He says since you’re here alone that we should hold tight and they’ll deal with it when they return.”
“The fuck they will.” I took a deep breath as Oscar flinched away from me. “They’re on the opposite side of our wedge. It’ll be hours before they get back. I can get to the down relays in a couple hours by hoverbike. I’ll go take care of it.”
“Leon said…”
“Fuck Leon. Besides, he only forbade me from going into the Chalice. The relays are on the edge.” I threw Oscar a tight grin and turned away.
“Jana,” Oscar said softly.  I turned back. “Be careful. This feels like poachers to me.”
I shrugged and left to get my gear, but I agreed with him.  Yet, the relays were well hidden.  A poacher finding and disabling one was possible, but two? Almost simultaneously? Or, if Oscar’s suspicions were correct, multiple relays on opposite sides of the Northwest wedge? They’d have to know our procedures, where the boundaries were, all sorts of inside information.  I shook my head. This had to be coincidence.
I ignored the whisper of Ajax’s voice in my mind telling me there are no coincidences.
It felt good to be out in the fresh air again.  The station perches on a rocky outcropping overlooking the Chalice, the swirling Mist below like an opaque mercurial sea.  The high sides of the bowl are covered in a petrified fern forest.  I wove my hoverbike through the silent stone trees, blinking tears away as my eyes adjusted to the tracker lenses.  I left my mask off, the air here was clean and the oxygen content gave me a little buzz I enjoyed.
I didn’t intend to go into the Mist. I would fix the relay boxes if I could and then return. It had been nearly three weeks since Ajax disappeared. No one could breathe Mist for weeks and survive.  I shoved away thoughts of Ajax and focused on the drive. It was early yet in the long day, the sun just coming over the jagged rim of the mountains.
I had almost reached the point Oscar had designated as a good place to climb down to the first relay when a glint caught my eye.  That was all the warning I had.  I slammed on the brakes as a bolt from a laze rifle ripped through the front of my hoverbike, slagging the engine and sending me spinning off into the rocks.
I hit the ground hard and rolled, scrabbling for cover, then lay very still.  In my earpiece, Oscar was calmly repeating his plea for information, though I could sense his desire to scream at me to respond.
“Jana, come in. Jana. Report.”
Peeking out of my hiding place behind the bole of a petrified tree, I scanned for movement.  Nothing.  Whoever had shot at me seemed satisfied I wasn’t a problem anymore.
Idiots.
I pulled my filter mask over my nose and mouth. With a hard swallow, triggered subvocal mic implanted in my throat, activating the mask’s sensors as the systems inside synced up.  Rolling my sore shoulder, I took stock. I’d live with a few bruises.
“I’m okay, Oscar,” I murmured, my lips barely moving behind the stretchy, skin-like mask. “It’s poachers, at least one.”  And they’d been waiting for a ranger to come investigate, known the route I’d take to get to the relay.
“I notified Leon. You’ll have to sit tight until someone can come get you. Don’t engage, Jana.” Oscar added, probably repeating what Leon had told him.
Don’t engage. Just sit here while the poachers went into the Mist.  They were after Gaval’s lemurs, of course. The lemur fur was worth a fortune with its high density, velvet softness, and unique glittery, translucent color.  I wondered how many lemurs the poachers could get in the hours it would take anyone to reach me and didn’t like the calculations.  They’d be long gone before anyone got here.
“I’m going after them,” I said and then shut off my com link.
I crept back to the wreckage of my bike and found my tranq gun. The thick darts had enough knock-out power to take down a grown man in seconds.  I also still had my boot knife, another one of Ajax’s teachings.  I checked the fastenings on my suit, sealing the neck to keep the water vapor from soaking me.  Then I activated my tracker lenses, blinking as the world went from the muted browns, golds, and greys of the petrified forest into the black and white world the lenses showed.  It would be different once inside the Mist.
I picked my way down toward the wall of shifting iridescence where the Chalice Mist started.  Disturbed stones showed where the poachers had entered but looking around I couldn’t see their vehicle and didn’t want to take time to search more thoroughly.
I took a deep breath as I stared up at the towering wall of Mist. It was only about fifty feet high here at the edge, but that was enough to feel small and alone against it, enough to give me the impression of moving beyond a known world and into a place where I wasn’t in control.  Beyond this wall, I was at the mercy of my training and the software and hardware in my lenses and filter. Beyond this point, I wasn’t the dominate species.
Of course, neither were the poachers, and they didn’t have the advantage of the research and science that went into my lenses.
I stepped into the Mist, letting the warm, thickly damp air close over my head.  Immediately, my lenses started processing information.  Without them, visibility would be about five feet, maybe less in places. With the lenses, it’s thirty or so as they filter and process the reflected light from the shifting mist.  As I moved further into the Mist, ducking under fern fronds from the thick trees, the tracker lenses picked up the pheromone trails of various animals, lighting up my vision with colors.
The Mist doesn’t blow away or change much at all. The creatures that live within it, so the scientists theorize anyway, navigate less by sight or even sound and more by smell and pheromone sensing.  Over six hundred species of insects, birds, amphibians, and mammals have been catalogued so far by pheromone trail or unique vocal signature.  My lenses have all this information and can pick up the traces of anything that has crossed my path in the Mist within the last couple days.
Tracking humans in the Mist is more difficult, but even we leave traces that hang in the Mist.  My lenses highlighted those in dark blue, but I found only a tiny hint as I moved deeper into the Chalice. The poachers had covered up their bodies well. I tracked the old-fashioned way, hunting for broken fronds, footprints in the composting loam of the forest floor.
I found traces of two humans. They didn’t have much of a head start on me, but I was slowed by my desire for stealth.  Their laze rifles wouldn’t work well in the Mist but the poison dart guns they used on the lemurs would kill me just as dead.  If I were going to drop them, I’d have to do it carefully.
Traces of yellow lit my vision, signaling recent lemur activity. The house-cat-sized creatures were the most common mammal in the Chalice, living on the large millipedes and other crawly insect life.  Two varieties of python and a fox-like creature were their dominant predators, along with, of course, the possibly extinct ghost lion.
Dripping water and the occasional bird call were all that disturbed the thick silence of the Mist.  Then, as I looked up from a footprint, I caught movement at the very edge of my vision. A man, crouching by the bole of a mist fern, his shape a dark blue relief against the swirling grey.
I brought my tranq gun up, ignoring the pained twinge in my shoulder.  Fern leaves and the dark shapes of trunks obscured some of my vision, but I had a clear line to the crouching blue shape. I took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger.
The man, and it was definitely a male, cried out as the thick dart hit him.  He stumbled forward and then fell over.
My sensors picked up movement and rustling to my left a scant second before my natural hearing caught the noise.  I twisted, cocking the gun to cycle in another dart.  A dark blue shape came at me, his own gun raised.  There was no time to aim. I squeezed off another shot, missing as he dodged behind the trees.  I loaded another round and moved toward him.
He came at me quickly, leaping from behind a wide trunk and swinging his gun like a stave.  I blocked with my own rifle and threw him back, kicking out, my boot connecting with his knee.  The force jarred my leg but he went down with a yell, dropping his gun.
This close I could see his face, light eyes behind goggles and a filter mask that was probably a cheaper version of my own.  No one outside the rangers had access to the tracker lenses and the software to go with them, thank heavens, but there were goggles and lenses that could help cut the odd glare of the Mist and programs that could track the lemurs’ strong pheromone signature. It was always a war with those who had enough money and desire.  With what a single lemur pelt would fetch on the black market, it was worth the risks, apparently.
“Stop,” I yelled. “You are under arrest for poaching and trespassing.”
The man snarled and drew a knife, staggering to his feet though I saw he favored the leg I’d kicked.  He came at me faster than I expected and I hadn’t time to take a shot and put him down.  I caught the knife swipe on my rifle, metal scraping hard plastic, and tried to kick him down again, aiming for the same leg.
He recovered from my block and slashed downward, his blade slicing into my suit before I could snap my leg back. I felt the sharp bite of the knife pricking my skin but the pain was just fuel.  I threw my rifle into his face and grabbed his knife arm as he shifted to block.  My weight came down on him, pulling us both to the ground, and we wrestled for control of the blade.
Then, with a scream that echoed the cry my heart had made when I read Ajax’s email that he was going into the Mist forever, the man stopped fighting.  The hot scent of blood crowded through my mask and my lenses first aid program was trying to tell me my leg was bleeding and required attention.
I crawled off the man, leaving him gasping and clutching the knife in his chest.  My first aid program helpfully told me his lung was punctured and he had less than a half hour to live.  Light froth, probably pink but showing white in my modified vision, spilled over his lips as he gasped.
I pulled a skin patch from one of the sealed pockets on my suit and slapped it onto the cut on my leg.  The cut was superficial, my first aid program didn’t even think it would need stitches, but now that I wasn’t fighting for my life the stupid thing burned like hell.
“How did you know where the relays were?” I said when I could breathe again.
“The… what?” the man gasped.
“The perimeter alarm things,” I said.  Inside the Mist, only very short range communication technology would work. We had perimeter relays set up like a fence just on the edge of the Mist to warn us when someone crossed into the Chalice.  Knocking out two relays left a hole in the fence.  But the boxes were tiny and well camouflaged. Without the location in my lenses, I’m not sure I could have even found one.
“I need help,” the man whispered.
“I’ll get you help. I’ll carry you out of here. I have first aid tech. You’ll be fine. Just tell me.” The lies spilled from my mouth in a rush. The man was going to die. I almost asked him his name, but my heart felt all numb and twisted and I didn’t want to think about this man I’d killed.  He would have killed me, I told myself. That eased the weird tightness a little.
I watched as cunning, uncertainty, and pain warred in his face.  Pain won out.
“We paid a ranger.”  His words jolted me.  I’d suspected but not wanted to think about it, to look at the evidence in front of me. “Leon Devonsen.  He promised no one would come for hours. Told us where the alarm boxes were.”
“Wait,” I said. I sub-vocally gave my lenses a command to record audio and visual and leaned in close to the man, focusing on his face instead of the oozing knife wound in his chest. “Repeat that.”
He did, choking out the words in a spray of froth.  He told me what email they’d used and how to find the account numbers for the money, his eyes growing more desperate and his breathing more ragged.  Anger and betrayal clouded over any guilt in me for interrogating a dying man.
Leon. That bastard. I didn’t like him, but he’d been a ranger almost as long as Ajax.  He’d seemed solid, if too cautious and pandering to IPEC politics.  I wanted to kill him, to take his scrawny white neck into my hands and shake him until his eyes bugged out.
In my rage, I almost missed the change in the dying poacher’s expression.  His eyes behind the goggles shifted focus, looking past me and he seemed almost to nod.  I shifted my weight and turned my head.  It saved my life.
The poison dart from the third poacher I’d stupidly never sensed skimmed past the side of my throat, almost catching the edge of my mask, and chunked into the fern tree beside the dying man.
I threw myself sideways and rolled behind another tree. Coming up into a crouch, I dodged deeper into the Mist, running with only a thought of getting away.  This recording had to get to Director Takamura. Leon had to pay for this betrayal. The Rangers were here to protect the Chalice, not plunder it.  I’d joined IPEC to help save the new worlds we discovered from the degradations of human greed.
To betray all this now, especially after becoming station leader in the wake of losing Ajax, was disgusting.  It was Leon shitting all over Ajax’s memory. My friend would have killed Leon himself if he’d been here.
But he wasn’t here. Ajax had left me to carry on, choosing the Mist over a life outside the Chalice.  This place was his legacy and to protect it, I had to live.
I heard cursing somewhere behind me as I paused in my flight and crouched again, fighting to control my breathing.  A skittering noise caught my attention and I held very still as a giant millipede twined up the trunk near my face.  My lenses painted the crawly light green, its trail a faint green light that curved around the fern trunk like an ephemeral vine.
I pulled up the location program on my lenses. I’d fucked up in my mad run to put distance between the poachers and myself.  Now they were between me and edge of the Mist.  I didn’t know what kind of tracking programming they had, but I had left an easy to follow trail of footprints and broken fronds.  I had to keep moving, had to find a way to get around them.  Once outside the Mist, I could contact Oscar and send him the recording. It would be in the Director’s hands before Leon could get to me.
If I could get out. I was alone, injured, and had a small knife versus an unknown number of armed and dangerous, and now very angry, poachers.  I’d definitely ruined their poaching expedition no matter what happened now, and that gave me grim satisfaction.
The first rush of adrenaline was fading and the pain in my leg became a constant ache as I tried to move silently through the fern forest.  I heard occasional rustlings but if the poachers were still on my trail, I didn’t see them yet.  I hoped it was just the one.  The one I’d shot would be out for a while yet and the other would be dead about now.  I wished I’d asked him how many were with him, but there was no point in dwelling on wishes now.
Shit. Rustling closer now, just a hint of it. Yellow flecks dotted the Mist just ahead of me. Fresh lemur trails.  Chittering cries rang out in alarm and I froze, dropping into a painful crouch.
On the very edge of my sensor range, I picked up a hint of deep red, like old blood hanging in the Mist.  My programs seemed to stutter for a moment in surprise before identifying the pheromone trail as ghost lion and pinging a warning not to cross the Mist.  Ghost lions hunted by tracking things that crossed their heavy pheromone trails.  I’d seen pictures of a dead one, a wide, cat-like head, covered in fine scales and tufts of short fur, with no eyes and a thick nose pad.  Teeth the length of my fingers.  A pony-sized body built to spring and stalk.  The lighter gravity on this planet and the high oxygen content of the air allowed things to grow light and large.  The ghost lion was a rare and perfect example of specialized evolution.  They were never seen alive and only a couple had ever been found dead.
Aggressive. Deadly. The lemurs were reacting to the presence of the ghost lion, not of me or the poacher.
The poacher. I stood carefully and moved forward, careful to avoid touching any traces of blood red Mist.  In the thick canopy over my head, the lemur fell silent.  To my right, something rustled, my sensors telling me this movement could come from a human-sized creature.
The blood red Mist trail of the ghost lion, bright and intense in its freshness, lay between me and the oncoming poacher.  I took a deep breath, hating the idea forming in my head.  And yet, perhaps hating myself for not feeling that terrible about what I was hoping to do.
Ajax would have called it poetic justice.
That thought decided me.  I mapped out a retreat and a hiding place behind a particularly large fern tree, and then I cried out, as though I’d fallen or hurt myself.  As smoothly and silently as I could, I bolted for my hiding spot, flattening myself down between two large exposed roots.
Sliding my knife from my boot just in case, I peeked out, watching the forest in the direction of the poacher.  The ghost lion had to be near, the trail hanging in the mist between the trees was bright and fresh and above me the lemurs were deathly still and quiet, a chill hush dropping over the warm forest.
The poacher came into view, a dark blue shape flickering in the Mist.  He was moving cautiously, his poison gun in one hand and a small device I guessed he was using to track in the other.  I held my breath and prayed the Leon hadn’t sold them our tracking programs as well.  If the poacher had the ghost lion’s signature, my trap wouldn’t work.
He didn’t.  The man went from tree to tree, staying in cover, clearly suspecting my cry was some sort of trap.  He crossed the red Mist without hesitation and paused by another tree, his attention focused on the device in his hand.  In my lens vision, the red Mist clung to him, painting him like a target.
The ghost lion sprang down from the canopy in a shivering wave of motion that swirled the Mist like a stone thrown into a still pool.  It landed on the poacher with a sickening crunch, its huge jaws catching the man’s head and tearing it free.  I couldn’t look away.  My body was screaming at me to run, to flee, but sick fascination held me there, my whole being warring between fight and flight.
The ghost lion turned its wedge-shaped head and seemed to look right at me, its huge pointed ears perked in my direction.  Scales gleamed along its long body, its spine ridge of fur standing on end.  The poacher’s blood dripped black from its jaws as it roared.  In that long moment as the eerie sound reverberated through my bones, I accepted I was next. I watched my future death in that lion’s roar.
Then the ghost lion picked up the poacher’s body as though it were a toy and sprang away, disappearing into the Mist leaving only swirling red pheromones in its wake.
I knew then what Ajax had meant, knew that I, too, would never be able to see the world the same.
I don’t know how long it took my limbs to turn back to flesh from the rubber they seemed to have become, but when I could move again, I stumbled through the Mist, following the map in my tracker lenses, avoiding the red swirls that faded even as I left them behind.
* * *
Leon didn’t try to argue the charges once he saw my recording. Oscar had sent it to the Director before Leon made it back to the station.  I guess they were waiting for him, though I missed it since in the ensuing chaos it took hours before anyone could come bring me in. He was arrested and taken off planet for trial.
They offered me his job. I told them I’d think about it.
“What was the ghost lion like?” Oscar asked me.  We were sitting in the com room late the night after I’d returned.  Clearly Oscar, in his omnipotent control of the station’s communications, had read my report even though it was supposed to be confidential.  I didn’t really mind.
I sipped my tea to buy time before I tried to answer, cupping the warm mug.  My leg still hurt, but the first aid program had been right; I didn’t need stitches.
“Huge,” I said, knowing that was a crap response. I thought of Ajax’s words. “Like looking at death, at natural power all distilled into one creature.  For a moment when it looked at me, I knew I was going to die, like I’d fallen off a cliff and was watching the ground approach.”
“But you didn’t die.”
I shook my head. “No. I flew instead of fell.”
And I finally understood why Ajax had refused to leave the Chalice, why he’d gone back into the Mist instead of off-planet to fade away.  I knew he was still there, somehow, flying deep inside that iridescent world.  A ghost in the Mist, a part of the Chalice forever.
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A Note to Readers
Thank you so much for reading The Cyborg Chronicles.
Through the work of a number of talented authors, editors, artists and other contributors—and the amazing support of readers like you—the Future Chronicles series has become one of the most acclaimed short story anthology series of the digital era, hitting the top ranks of not just the science fiction, fantasy and horror anthology lists, but the overall Amazon Top 10 Bestsellers list itself.
The Future Chronicles has also inspired several other quality anthology series in speculative fiction and in other genres, and inspired scores of spin-off stories, novels, and series. It’s been amazing.
If you enjoyed the stories in this book, please keep an eye out for other titles in the Future Chronicles collection. A full listing of titles, which can be read in any order, can be found at
www.futurechronicles.net
Finally, before you go, we’d like to ask you a very small favor, if you please: Would you write a short review at the site where you downloaded this book?
Reviews are make-or-break for authors. A book with no reviews is, simply put, a book with no future sales. This is because a review is more than just a message to other potential buyers: it’s also a key factor driving the book’s visibility in the first place.
More reviews (and more positive reviews) make a book more likely to be featured in bookseller lists and more likely to be featured in bookseller promotions. Reviews don’t need to be long or eloquent; a single sentence is all it takes. In today’s publishing world, the success (or failure) of a book is truly in the reader’s hands.
So please, write a review.
Then tell a friend. Share a link to us on Facebook, or maybe even a Tweet—link to our books at www.futurechronicles.net. You’d be doing us a great service.
Thank you.
Samuel Peralta
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