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  Preface



An installed intelligence (I.I.) is a digital backup of a human mind that can think and act of its own accord. Legally and practically, they cannot be activated until after their organic counterpart — their body — has died. At first, they were almost novelties of technology. Then, they gained equal rights when their sentience became clearer. For some, however, that wasn’t enough.

This is the second act of the Installed Intelligence saga.
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“It looks like the astronauts are secured in the cockpit — and the hatch has been sealed,” one of the announcers said as millions of people watched the vessel’s main opening close.

“If it weren’t for the cameras within the Picard, this would be the last time we would see the three crew members until they are set to return to Earth in ten years,” a second announcer commented.

A bit of the footage from the cockpit was broadcast, showing the ship’s three occupants adjusting themselves for takeoff. After buckling up, one of them waved at the camera and smiled.

“That’s Dr. Ahmed Mirza giving us a goodbye wave there,” the first announcer said. “Looks like Dr. Tamberlin is still adjusting the restraints in her seat. I can only imagine the anxiety and excitement these three must be feeling right now.”

“Oh, I am sure it is palpable. I can hardly stand the climb on a rollercoaster, let alone launching off for the surface of Mars.”

The stream cut back to the announcers, in a sort of translucent booth over the launch site.

“For those of you joining us late, we’re a mere five minutes away from sending Expanse Aerospace’s new Captain-class colony ship to our neighbor, Mars,” the first announcer explained.

“The ship, which is called the Picard, is an experimental new vessel designed to be repurposed into a colony after touching down on the red planet’s surface,” the second presenter continued. “Made of immensely durable material, the ship’s hull can be taken apart and reassembled into a biodome capable of turning over fifteen acres of Martian surface into a habitable, arable plot of land.”

“The first year of the mission will mostly be spent assembling the dome, during which the astronauts will share a small capsule no larger than a dorm room. After the outpost is constructed, the three crew members will conduct a series of scientific experiments to determine how best to terraform larger portions of Mars. Over the course of nine years, they will send data back to Earth. Scientists here at home will use that information to design and perfect a second wave of colonies set to follow the Picard in ten years — with civilian passengers.”

“Over their term on the red planet,” the second announcer took over, “the astronauts will be joined by more scientists until they have a full staff of two-hundred-forty. More specialists will travel to the Martian colony as studies into their fields become more relevant.”

“But that’s enough about the future of the Picard,” the first presenter said. “Today, we are looking at the present. The Picard is the first Expanse ship to feature their new top-heavy propulsion system, or the T.H.P.S. The method of gravity-fighting ignition combined with sleek aerodynamics is the brainchild of Drs. Martin Fore and Samantha Turner. The pair were able to design the Captain-class ship and the T.H.P.S. from scratch in just three years thanks to a mindshare research partnership the two shared.”

“Speaking of mindsharing, today is actually the fortieth anniversary of the process. A fitting day for a launch that mindsharing birthed,” the other presenter said. “The mindshare process was first performed by Drs. Karl Terrace and Maynard Batiste. Long before the days of the standard neural implant — when cerebral computers were the norm — these scientists dared to ask, ‘what problems could be accomplished if two minds were tackling them as one?’

“Simply put, a mindshare is created when an installed intelligence — the digital manifestation of a human brain — is downloaded into a living person’s neural implant. Back in the day, this was achieved with a simple cerebral computer and was used to pursue scientific advancements. Though it is still used for this purpose today, mindsharing is more commonly seen as a modern take on a traditional marriage.”

The first presenter took over again. “Almost everyone watching knows of someone engaged in a mindshare with someone else,” he said. “It’s become a common part of today’s society, but on the fortieth anniversary of this incredible breakthrough, we think it’s important to look back and acknowledge where we came from.

“From mankind taking its first step on the moon, to even further back when Sputnik was first sent into Earth’s orbit, humanity has always looked to the stars. Ever since the landmasses of the planet were claimed and settled, people realized the door to the next set of discoveries was churning above our heads. Like the Picard’s fictional namesake used to say, space is ‘the final frontier’. The last expedition for the future of humanity.”

“Everyone here is getting pretty excited, Henry,” the second presenter said. “We can hear a lot of commotion stirring behind us, so I would guess they are getting close to countdown. Let’s return to the launch site and watch as history is made.”

The footage cut back to the Expanse Aeronautics Launch Site in Texas. The motion seemed still aside from the crowd of spectators bouncing up and down and waving in excitement. Some flew handmade banners and signs, reading things like “Mars, please don’t attack!” and “Today, we all grok as one!” A tall red tower reminiscent of scaffolding held the ship upright, so its nose pointed straight to the heavens.

The Picard was an oddly shaped vessel constructed of some shiny metal that glinted the sun’s light into the camera lens. It was shaped like a skinny football, resting atop a towering bundle of rocket thrusters. It looked like a solid piece of chrome, devoid of any windows or doorways. In reality, all the seams were so precise that a common spectator couldn’t tell a viewport from the rest of the hull.

Suddenly, a low roaring overtook the volume of the crowd. The Picard almost seemed to vibrate as a thin cloud of smoke wisped out from the rockets.

“Oooh! It looks like the moment has arrived!” the second presenter exclaimed.

“Now, let’s have some quiet while the Expanse technicians initiate the launch,” the first said. “According to our sources, we are just a couple minutes from liftoff!”

The other presenter, obviously excited, shushed his partner before the audio from their studio dropped off.

Even the crowd stilled, waiting with bated breath for any updates. They remained like this for a full minute before the site’s loudspeakers — which were connected to the audience’s neural implants — groaned to life.

“We will be initiating our final launch check in one minute,” a voice boomed to the crowd. “Please stand by.”

At those words, the people erupted. It was like someone started the New Year’s countdown that was held every year in Times Square. The sheer energy seemed enough to ignite a firework show, but when the speakers sounded again, everyone quieted.

“The crew is ready and all systems are a go,” the launch announcer said. “Countdown beginning in sixty seconds.”

The tension at the site was so thick that one might be able to slice through it with a knife. The banners stopped waving and everyone waited.

“Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight,” the countdown came.

The cheering started to rise with the volume of the ship’s rockets. The Picard started to shake violently, like it was a time bomb about to detonate.

“Nineteen, eighteen, seventeen….”

“Here we go!” one of the presenters said off-screen.

“Five, four, three, two, one. Liftoff!”

The rocket boosters roared to life. Flames started spouting from the bottom of the cylinders and the ship started to rise into the air. The tower that held it broke loose and fell safely to the ground.

“All systems are normal. Takeoff is a success!” the speakers boomed.

“Look at it go!” one of the presenters said with awe.

The rocket was a good hundred feet in the air before it started to tilt, angling its flight to reach the atmosphere as quickly as possible.

Then the ship exploded, scattering flames and debris over the launch site below.
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“Everyone at the company is still in shock over yesterday’s terrible tragedy,” the man behind the podium said. Tears clung to the edges of his eyes as he tried to keep his voice steady. “A memorial service will be held tonight for the three Expanse astronauts where people can donate to a fund for their grieving families.”

The high-resolution screen on the podium introduced the speaker as Talon Merker, the C.E.O. of Expanse Aeronautics. There were no visible microphones reaching up towards him, but his voice boomed through the briefing room with perfect clarity.

“We will never forget the sacrifice made by these brave men and women. The names of David Finder, Helen Tamberlin, and Ahmed Mirza will forever echo in the halls of scientific legends. They put their lives on the line in pursuit of a brighter future and the betterment of mankind and ended up paying the ultimate price. As the head of Expanse, I feel the most responsible for this terrible loss. Every measure will be taken to make sure nothing like this happens ever again.”

Without saying anything else, Merker waved farewell to the audience and walked off stage, his head hung low. The crowd made little to no noise as a somber silence draped over them.

“That was Expanse Aeronautics’ C.E.O. Talon Merker earlier today at the company’s San Diego headquarters,” a news anchor began. “The press conference was recorded a mere fifty minutes before it was discovered that the Picard’s explosion was not an accident, but a deliberate act of sabotage.”

The digital pattern on the anchor’s tie changed shape and color with a whimsical animation as the camera showed a still frame from a video. A large man dominated the screen, glaring into the camera with frozen malice. The footage seemed to be taken from within the Cloud, based on the subtle artificiality of the man’s face.

“A video was sent to several media outlets, in which the Liberators terrorist group allegedly took credit for yesterday’s explosion,” the anchor explained before the clip came to life.

“This is Master General Blake Tarov of the Liberators,” the artificial man said. “I’m here to claim responsibility for the destruction of the Picard and the deaths of those aboard.”

He paused for a moment for dramatic effect.

“This is merely a warning. The long reign of human superiority is coming to a close. Before the long fight is over, the destruction of the Picard will be forgotten when compared with what comes next. On behalf of all installed intelligences — the war on humanity has only just begun.”

“Once again, that was Blake Tarov, the self-proclaimed leader of the Liberators terror group,” the anchor explained. “His organization is well known for their radical hatred of organic humans. They are connected with a series of human slayings, which are usually recorded and used as propaganda to recruit more extremists.

“This is the third fatal attack by the Liberators in two months. Earlier this summer, they claimed an autocar explosion that killed two border officers, followed by a deadly shooting at Arizona State that left three dead. The authorities assure us that they are making every effort to bring Tarov and those responsible for these senseless killings to justice. The Liberators have been placed at the top of the global terror list.”

A snowflake drifted into the cabin of the autocar. Beth squinted at the thing when she recognized what it was. How’d that get in here? she pondered. With one hand, she made a platform for the flake to fall upon. It vanished as soon as it touched her skin.

Beth Dylan looked around the vehicle as it sped along the freeway, seeking any possible leak in the warm bubble she traveled in. Her vehicle wasn’t so luxurious as to include a full bed or any kind of grooming station, but it gave her enough room to recline and daydream on commutes.

She tried unfocusing her eyes, hoping to catch another snowflake in the corner of her vision. However, it seemed the autocar was entirely enclosed.

Perhaps I imagined it, she thought. Just a little fuzzy in the vision; a protein on the cornea.

Without another thought, she relaxed again. She let the sounds of the news broadcast ebb in from her cerebral computer and float around in her gray matter without putting any effort into translating them. Her eyes pointed up through the translucent roof of the vehicle, gazing out at the clouds in the sky as she zipped by underneath them.

The commute to work shouldn’t take this long, depending on where she was needed in the city, but she preferred to go out this far for the scenery. It gave her a good sense of calm before she started going over a crime scene or interviewing a witness.

“The Picard attack is, unfortunately, not the only of its kind this week,” the news program went on. The words formed and finally registered in Beth’s brain, so she started listening again.

“That’s right,” the anchor started. “On Monday, a group of anti-I.I. extremists managed to break into an installed intelligence storage facility in New Mexico, deleting one-hundred-four I.I.s. The Human Foundation, a hate group led by Dixon Marx, is said to have used a malicious virus to delete the victims. The virus was designed to seek out every instance of an installed intelligence during the deletion process, in order to prevent any backups from surviving. Families and friends are still reeling over this terrible loss of human life.”

“But that’s enough melancholy for the morning,” the anchor said in a suddenly upbeat tone. “We’re going to take a short break here, but don’t get up because we have some important messages from our sponsors.”

The image of the news studio and the sound of the man dissipated like an unfocused thought. Slowly, the image of a human form — walking against a stark white background — came into Beth’s mind.

None of the person’s features could be discerned, but Beth could tell it was a woman. She didn’t seem to have any hair, but that could just be a trick of the lighting.

“Freedom in a real world,” a man’s voice said.

The woman kept walking until, gradually, light washed over her front. She was dressed in an elegant red gown, one that glittered like the embers of a fire. Her face was immaculate, perfectly symmetrical and without blemish or flaw. The only thing off about her was a faint seam in her black skin, one that glowed neon blue. The seam followed her jawline and appeared to connect with her eyes.

As perfect as she was, she wasn’t real. At least, she wasn’t organic.

“Sleek, beautiful, and strong,” the announcer said.

The woman made a pose before slipping into a smooth, rhythmic dance. The camera started to encircle her, taking Beth’s vision with it.

“The all-new StellarTek bodyshell.” As the words were spoken, the company’s logo appeared. “Ask your technician about ‘Perfection’ today.”

Wow, Beth thought. Those bodyshells are starting to look almost like the real thing.

Bodyshell technology had come a long way in the last thirty years, she acknowledged. It wasn’t long ago that installed intelligences were confined to computer hard drives, destined to spend years just floating in the vast nothingness of digital subspace. Someone, however, had seen the cruelty in that kind of existence and sought to free the I.I.s. Thus the bodyshell was invented.

Looking back, it seemed like such an obvious advancement to most people. Giving I.I.s a robotic body that they could occupy was rather simple. No advanced artificial intelligence needed to be coded — no behavior written. They were just empty mechanical shells, like a suit an installed intelligence can slip on in order to step out into the world.

At first, they were quite rudimentary. They lacked faces or intricate motor functions. They had no toes, and their fingers were simply a pincer. Even their voices came out rather monotone and artificial, clearly from some speaker built into the bodyshell’s head unit rather than from a throat or a mouth. Now, however, they were becoming less and less distinguishable from ordinary humans. If it weren’t for the neon seams or the off-temperature flesh of these newest models, there’d be no way to tell the difference without surgery.

Beth’s C.C. asked her if she wanted to skip the next few adds, which she did. The news program returned as if it had been waiting just for her.

“Thank you for joining us,” the presenter said. “Sadly, we seem to be a little short on good news today. Our next story is about the ever-growing Fog epidemic that has been shaking communities all over the globe for the last couple of years.”

Beth sat up a little when the story started. She adjusted her seat so she could stare out the front of the autocar.

“For those of you out of the know, ‘Fog’ is the street name for a new narcotic that supposedly integrates with the user’s neural implant in order to create an intense sense of euphoria, as well as vivid hallucinations. Initially deemed harmless by the Global Board of Health, the drug has since claimed over thirteen thousand lives in the form of O.D. deaths. This week, Seattle and surrounding areas saw its worse bout of Fog-related deaths with one hundred-twelve confirmed O.D.s.

“Aside from its lethal potency, Fog is credited with a new wave of neurological disorders wreaking havoc on today’s youth. The way the narcotic interacts with the user’s neural implant — or N.I. — causes a large number of synaptic pathways to fry out and become forever unusable. The governor of Washington had this to say about the matter.”

The video immediately cut to the artificial face of Sarah Williamson, the I.I. governor of Washington state.

“The worst of these Fog-related incidents are centered over the city of Seattle,” she started. Her avatar appeared to be reading from a prompter from behind a podium at the state capital. “Now, this drug epidemic shouldn’t be handled as a law enforcement issue, but as a health crisis. This is a plague. And like a plague, Fog seeks to destroy our society and our standard of living. This is not a cut-and-dry situation. Due to the semi-digital nature of the narcotic, it is not as simple as treating a chemical addiction or working out emotional problems. As of yet, there is no surefire way to detox Fog addicts without severe risks to their health. But hear me when I say that this plague will be stopped and the source of the drug will be crushed. Those responsible for corrupting our friends and family — for stealing so many lives — will face justice.”

The news host was about to add in a bit more commentary, but Beth dismissed the stream from her consciousness. The autocar was slowing down now as it turned down a residential neighborhood.

It came to a stop.

Looking at the holographic barrier around the building she was parked in front of — the one that said POLICE LINE: DO NOT CROSS to anyone’s implant who looked upon it — Beth knew this was her destination.
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Marcus Gordon stood on the building’s stoop with a cup of coffee held in an outstretched hand. Beth made the short climb with a zen smile on her face, accepting the hot beverage with a thank you.

“Dylan,” he greeted her, lifting his own coffee to his mustache-roofed lips.

“Gordon,” Beth replied. They shared a moment of quiet while they sipped. “So what do we have waiting for us in there?” She nodded towards the apartment building’s front door.

Snowflakes fell into Marcus’s orange, graying hair.

“We’ve got an apparent suicide in there,” he said. “It’s just one corpse, but two dead.”

“A mindshare?” Beth asked.

Marcus nodded. “That’s why they’ve called homicide. Dunno why they bother. Perp’s already dead.”

“We don’t get paid just to catch perps, Gordon,” Beth said. “We get paid to find the truth. Even if it’s obvious.”

Marcus didn’t say anything in response as he slurped more coffee. Then he turned towards the front door.

“You wanna go inside?”

“Please.”

With the hand that held his cup, Marcus pushed open the large wooden door leading to the building’s foyer. Beth stepped past him and out of the snow, shivering a little as the temperature around her shifted. It wasn’t a well-built apartment stack, but it was still well-heated.

A small puddle by the mailboxes caught Beth’s attention. It seemed to be seeping through the walls, which also seemed to be stained by a break in some poor plumbing. It looked like the super hadn’t noticed it yet, or just didn’t care.

“Which apartment?” Beth asked once Marcus closed the door behind himself.

He nodded up the old fashioned carpeted stairs.

“Fourth floor, first door on the left,” he replied.

Beth started ascending the flight as soon as Marcus finished speaking. He struggled to catch up with her.

“So what am I walking into here, Gordon?” she asked. 

“It’s a married couple,” Marcus started. “The husband is the one with the organic body, so he’s our main suspect, I guess.”

“Mhmm,” Beth hummed. “And?”

“Their names are Simon and Janice Mendez,” Gordon explained, struggling to catch his breath as they climbed the stairs. “Neighbors heard a gunshot early this morning, and the responding officer found them.”

“What was their relationship like?” Beth asked. 

“Well, according to psych records,” Marcus started as he missed the handrail and stumbled a little, “they were the perfect happy couple.”

“So, what happened?”

“Their son died,” Gordon replied. “After that, they reportedly fell out of love.”

“Yet they stayed together?” Beth asked.

“Habit, I guess,” Marcus replied. They rounded a corner and started up another flight of steps.

“Hmm,” Beth hummed. “How did the son die?”

“Suicide,” Marcus answered.

“And the mother?” she asked. She glanced over at her partner. “Her first death, I mean.”

“They called it a ‘broken heart,’ ” Marcus said. “So emotionally burdened by the death of her son that she couldn’t go on. In reality, though, she drank herself to death. Happened about ten years ago.”

“So, despite the dismal state of their marriage, they decided to undergo a mindshare?” Beth asked, more as a thought than as an actual question.

She didn’t have to look back to know Marcus was shrugging. They rounded the last corner and arrived on the third floor. Marcus pointed to the door on the left, then gestured for Beth to lead the way.

The detectives entered the apartment, passing another wall of holographic police tape. Beth sniffed the air as she crossed the threshold.

“Poor ventilation,” she commented.

Three other people moved about the apartment with purpose and focused expressions. Beth recognized the field coroner, but didn’t know the other two cops. They looked like rookies, making a little side talk as they half-focused on their tasks. One seemed to be taking holographic images of the scene, while the other was setting up equipment for the coroner.

“Body’s over there,” Marcus said, pointing to where the coroner was kneeling. Beth didn’t notice it at first, but he was kneeling over the corpse, beside the living room coffee table.

She walked over and put her hand on the coroner’s shoulder. Startled, he gave a little jolt before turning around. When he recognized Beth, he gave a relieved sigh.

“A bit jumpy, Peter,” Beth said.

“Ah, well, you know, working around death all the time can make someone a little skittish,” he replied. “You’re well, Beth?”

“Still kicking,” she said. Then she nodded to the body just before them. “What can you tell me about this guy?”

“Guy and gal — remember,” Peter corrected her. Then he looked back down at the corpse. “The body belongs to Simon Mendez, Sr. In his implant was Janice Mendez. She had no backup.”

“How long have they been dead?” Beth asked.

“About six hours, give or take,” Peter answered.

“May I?”

“By all means,” the coroner said.

He stepped aside as Beth came closer to the body. She got down on her knees and started putting on a pair of neoprene gloves she had retrieved from a coat pocket.

Simon Mendez, Sr. appeared to be in his mid-sixties, though in rather good shape for his age. His muscles were toned, particularly his calves.

Maybe a runner? she mused. Or possibly a cyclist. I wonder whether the husband or the wife was the athlete.

Beth reached down and moved the dead man’s head with her gloved hands. It didn’t take much rotating before she saw the gaping gunshot wound that replaced a majority of his scalp. The way the gory flesh extended away from the skull told Beth it was an exit wound. With no apparent entrance wound on the man’s head, she deduced that he must have placed the firearm in his mouth before blowing his brains out.

“We have the gun used?” she turned and asked the rest of the room.

“That’s right,” Marcus said. “.32 caliber. One of those cheap Targus smartguns.”

“Any other guns in the residence?” Beth inquired.

“None,” Marcus replied. “Neither of them was a collector. Based on the wear and make of the gun, we’re guessing it was purchased for this purpose alone.”

“Any prior incidents? Other attempts? Anyone who might want to cause them harm?”

“Nothing like that,” her partner said. “The neighbors didn’t even know their names when we talked to them. They kept to themselves.”

Beth turned back and looked at the corpse while she thought.

“Maybe there was some bad blood about the son’s death,” she started to say. “A lot of couples tend to lose affection for each other after the tragic loss of a child. Maybe one of them harbored resentment towards the other until it just couldn’t be withheld anymore. The alcoholism couldn’t have helped things, especially since they had to share the same body.”

“It’s a good theory, but we don’t have anything to verify it,” Marcus said. “No security footage, no revealing social media feeds, nothing that gives us a good hint either way.”

Beth stood up slowly, looking around the apartment. None of the dozen or so vases above the fireplace had been knocked down or even misplaced by the murder-suicide. A glass of wine sat perfectly undisturbed on the coffee table. Nothing about the home seemed disheveled or out of sorts.

“It doesn’t look like there was a struggle of any kind,” Beth observed. “Whoever pulled the trigger — likely the husband — was in total control of the body. There was no resistance.”

“Maybe he locked her out of the controls,” Marcus suggested.

“Perhaps,” Beth said, looking closely at the photos that lined the couple’s fridge. “But maybe she was resigned to the decision.”

“You mean it was mutual?” her partner asked.

“I’m saying it’s possible. There’s not a whole lot to go on.”

“How do we even know it was the husband who initiated it?” Marcus asked.

Peter remained silent as he analyzed his samples, likely immersed in his neural implant to the point of being unable to hear their discussion.

“We don’t,” Beth answered. “It’s just a guess at this point.”

“Well, we’re not here to guess.”

“No,” Beth said, looking around. “No, we’re not.”

Her eyes locked onto a thin plastic strip that ran along the top of the walls, right where they met the ceiling. With a raised eyebrow, she pointed to it.

“Is this a security band?” she asked. “I haven’t seen these in ages.”

Marcus nodded in reply, but Beth had her back to him.

“They don’t work anymore, though,” he said. “Essentially just part of the decor. Doubt they could remove it easily without causing massive damage to the walls.”

Beth frowned. “You’re sure they don’t work?”

“We checked it with the super. They’ve been deactivated for at least eight years, when the current owner bought the building.”

“That’s inconvenient,” Beth commented. She looked back at the deceased Mr. Mendez. “I’m sure you would have mentioned if he or she had left a note.”

“Of course,” Marcus replied. “There was nothing of the sort. Nothing on the Net, nothing here in the apartment. We’ve even checked with their employers and searched their belongings there. It seems like it was a spur-of-the-moment decision. Maybe during a heated argument?”

“Or maybe there was no one to leave a note for,” the woman said. “You said their son was dead? Have you checked to see if he’s been installed?”

Marcus gave an uncertain shrug. “His records are a bit more complex than we assumed. We still haven’t been able to figure out if he’s got an I.I. out there.”

Beth’s ears seemed to perk a little as she looked at her partner.

“Interesting,” she said, her eyebrows cocked. “Look into that. Could be a lead. In the meantime,” she turned to look at the deactivated security band, “finding some footage of the murder would be useful.”

“I dunno what to tell you,” Marcus said. “I don’t think we’re going to learn much else until the report on Simon, Jr. comes back.”

Something brushed past Beth’s leg, breaking her focus and giving her a start. Looking down, she saw a bit of orange saunter by her before jumping up onto the sofa. It was a cat, and it started grooming itself as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

Beth turned to the other two with curious eyes.

“Is this the Mendezes’ cat?” she asked.

Both Marcus and Peter nodded, the coroner apparently finished with his internal task.

“Name’s Screwball, I believe,” her partner said.

“Did we check him for an implant?” Beth inquired.

The two men shared a look of realization before shaking their heads. Beth smiled after a small sigh of victory.

“Let’s get this cat to the lab,” she ordered. “He may have seen the whole incident.”
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Beth couldn’t focus on the files she was reviewing as she sat alone in her office. Instead, her mind wandered to memories from long ago. Back to when she was a child — after the terrible surgery.

When she was just seven years old, Beth had a tumor growing in her brain. No one knew about it until one day when she fainted on the playground. The other kids had circled her and tried to prod her back awake, but eventually, an ambulance was called.

Her parents came into the hospital room just as the doctors finished scanning Beth’s brain. The experts were arguing quietly in another room as Beth’s mom came to hug her, and her dad brought her some chocolate.

Then the doctors came out and explained the situation. They said that if something wasn’t done right away, Beth would be dead before her eighth birthday next month. Her parents didn’t know what to do. Their options ranged from invasive and life-threatening surgery to terrible illness-inducing chemical treatments. All outcomes looked bleak, so they decided to go with the one option with the best chance of a full recovering: surgery.

Beth wasn’t even able to return home before they began preparing her for the operation. It had all been a blur to her, like she was still out on the playground and this was all just a dream. But it wasn’t.

The thing she didn’t realize about the surgery before going under was the cost associated with it, even if it was successful. She thought, if the slim chance of her survival happened to succeed, then she would just be all better and tumor-free. However, the tumor had formed around some crucial parts of her brain, as well as the neural implant she had received at birth.

In the end, she was lucky. They projected about a fourteen percent survival rate, and she made it. They removed the tumor, but unfortunately, they also removed those parts of her brain it had affected. She came out alive and in remission — but she was nearly blinded and entirely deafened.

Her neural implant was entirely destroyed, but it was discovered soon afterward that an old-fashioned cerebral computer would still be viable for her. It didn’t have nearly the same functionality as a modern N.I., but it allowed her to see better and to hear. It wasn’t perfect — the images were sometimes blurry and the sounds muffled — but she could live a normal life.

The thing she kept thinking back to, as she presently sat in her office, was the way her father took care of her. Of course, her mother was there as well, but Beth could tell how much the handicap impacted her. She knew that her mother wasn’t taking it as well as she felt she ought to. But her father, however, was a champion. Every night, and even sometimes throughout the day, he’d be reading to her as she stared in the fuzzy gray that was her visual world whenever she turned off visual processing. At first, it was difficult recognizing his voice through the cerebral computer she had been fitted with. It was outdated technology, so a lot of sounds came in fuzzy and distorted, unrecognizable from their normal counterparts. But it didn’t take long for her to associate those strange sounds with the loving tone of her father’s voice.

Even though she was able to see and hear again, it took years for these functions to be tuned with her brain. She had to have regular checkups with various neuroscientists and bioengineers to figure out how to restore perfect vision and audio. She had to be around fifteen before she heard the sound — the correct sound — of a violin string. It had brought her to tears when she realized how many different tones functioned together to create one beautiful, harmonious note. The years prior were a struggle of angst and emotions as both her and her parents adjusted to the changes.

She remembered her father reading Harry Potter to her, specifically. It was just when she was returning back to school after the surgery, when things were still fuzzy and distorted. She spent a lot of time crying back then, and her dad would never leave her side. Her mother would pop in occasionally to say something loving or to coo over the sight of them both tucked up by Beth’s bed. She would even bring hot cocoa when it was clear Beth wasn’t falling asleep anytime soon.

A door opened in the present world and took Beth out of her trance. She had almost been convinced that she was back in her old bedroom, her dad stroking her hair as he recited the events of the Triwizard Tournament.

Peter So, the coroner, walked into the office. He stopped short when he saw Beth coming to the real world again.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “The door was open.”

“It’s fine, Peter,” she replied. She reached down into a box of cookies that she kept beside her desk. “Sugar cookie?”

“I’m alright, thanks,” the coroner said. “Do you mind if I have a seat?”

Beth couldn’t reply right away as she had helped herself to an entire cookie in a single bite. As she tried to cover her mouth and chew it up, she nodded and gestured to the chair on the other side of her desk.

Peter took the chair and adjusted his wireframe glasses.

“You were right to be suspicious of the whole murder-suicide,” he started. “At the Mendez’s, you know.”

Beth swallowed, perhaps a bit too early, and tears filled her eyes in response to the discomfort. “How do you mean?”

“Simon Sr.’s brain patterns don’t match his usual readings,” the coroner replied. “We were able to get his N.I. out of his skull without any damage. Looks like the bullet hit only organic matter. According to the neurological readings it had been taking for the last few years, nothing about the way his brain was firing during the murder matched those records.”

Beth cocked her eyebrow in confusion.

“So what does that mean? He was having some sort of neurological...episode...while the murder took place?” she asked.

“I don’t know for sure,” Peter said. “It doesn’t look like a stroke or an aneurysm or anything like that. To me and my instruments, it kinda looks like Simon Sr.’s brain was replaced with someone else’s entirely. Just for a moment, at least.”

“What? How is that possible?”

“There’s a number of possibilities, but I’m waiting on the footage from the cat before I jump to any conclusions.”

“What possibilities?” Beth asked. “I’d like to know what’s on the table.”

“Well, perhaps it’s like you said: some sort of activity in the brain brought on something like a stroke,” Peter started. “However, I have serious doubts about that. He would have to have some totally-unheard-of condition afflict his brain just at the end of his life, something that we have no modern neurological reports of. It’s possible, like I said, but extremely unlikely.”

“So, what do you think it is?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say that the husband’s N.I. falsely picked up the readings of his wife’s I.I.” Peter suggested.

“So we’d be seeing Janine’s brain scans rather than Simon Sr.’s?” Beth asked.

“It’s just a theory,” Peter replied. “Honestly, I’m grasping at straws, too. Until we get better data, though, I don’t have much to work with.”

“Well, it would make sense,” Beth said. “At least from a non-expert’s point-of-view, seeing Janine’s neurological data instead of the husband’s is what I would expect if she had taken control of the body, perhaps just long enough to commit suicide.”

“It’s plausible, but like I said, we don’t know anything for certain just yet.”

Beth was about to lean back in her chair and take a generous bite of a cookie when a sharp rap came at her door. It was still ajar from Peter’s entrance, but whoever knocked didn’t seem comfortable taking the invitation.

“Come in,” Beth said.

I wonder why they didn’t use the signal tone, she thought.

A young woman entered the room, a look of desperate uncertainty on her face. Her eyes darted from Beth to Peter, unsure of which one to address. Luckily, the coroner took the lead.

“Tia, hello,” he greeted her. “Do you have it?”

The question seemed to take her out of her anxious trance and her eyes locked onto Peter.

“Yes, doctor,” she said. “I’ve just transferred what footage we could extract from the cat.”

“Very good,” the coroner replied. “Did you watch any of it?”

Tia blushed a little.

“No sir,” she answered. “That would be inappropriate, not to mention illegal.”

“Excellent, Tia,” Peter said. “That was just a test, you know. You can relax.”

The young lady acted like she was relaxing, letting her shoulders descend and a sigh of slow air to escape her lips, but the tension in her eyes persisted. She looked at Beth, who met her eyes without comment. The anxiety returned to Tia’s face and she looked away.

“Is there anything else, doctor?” she asked.

“No, Tia, that will be all,” Peter said with a gracious nod. “Thank you.”

The young woman gave a sort of awkward bow before excusing herself from the office. Once she was out of earshot, the coroner turned back to the detective with a chuckle.

“It’s literally her first day,” he explained. “Please forgive her.”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Beth said. “It’s good to know I can still terrify the newbies.”

She took a bite of her sugar cookie as Peter seemed to become immersed in his implant. A moment of silence passed as the detective chewed.

“Ah, yes, there it is,” the coroner said, breaking the quiet.

“The cat footage?” Beth asked, swallowing the last bit of her treat.

Peter nodded.

“Care to see it now?” he asked.

Beth wiped her hands off on her jeans, letting the crumbs fall to the wood floor beneath her desk.

“I don’t see the point in delaying,” she answered. “Sync it up to me.”

A blank stare returned to Peter’s face as he went back into his implant. Even though she saw it dozens of times every day, Beth couldn’t shake the unnatural feeling that seeing someone’s “implant face” inspired in her.

“Alright, starting it up now,” Peter said.

The office gradually faded away, like a stage light dimmed until the darkness had taken everything. Just as slowly, a new scene replaced the office. It was a perfect reconstruction of the Mendezes’ apartment, rendered in flawless holographic 3D, transmitted by Peter’s neural implant and Beth’s cerebral computer. To every sense, it seemed as though they had been standing in the apartment all along, only caught up in a daydream that they were in Beth’s office. But she knew better. Even though everything looked like the Mendezes’, it didn’t quite “feel” like it. Perhaps it was a sixth sense humans didn’t know they had. A Spidey-sense.

Once the scene materialized entirely, Beth noticed Simon Mendez, Sr. standing in the living room with a gun in his hand. He held the weapon loosely, his arms down at his sides, but there was a slight tremble in his extremities. She could see the man breathing heavily, taking in the trademarked breaths of a being in sheer panic.

“This is where the footage starts because the cat wasn’t in the room until now,” Peter explained. “It’s the best we can get.”

Beth shushed him, her eyes fixated on the holographic man. His head was bent downward. She took a few steps around the fake sofa so she could see Simon Sr.’s face. Tears were streaming down his cheeks, illuminated by the soft glow of a lamp that had been on in the Mendez’s apartment. His eyes were closed and his mouth hung loosely open.

“Why?” the recording of Simon Sr. asked. “Why now?”

Both Beth and Peter looked around the artificial living room, looking for someone the husband was speaking to. It was dark with deep shadows cast behind every corner, but no form could be found. It appeared Simon Sr. was alone, at least physically.

“Because now it’s time,” the older man replied to himself. “It’s been a long time coming.”

“I just don’t understand,” Simon Sr. also said aloud, but in a more vulnerable tone.

“That’s okay, Dad,” he spoke in a calm, almost menacing manner. “I don’t need you to understand.”

“Please, son, don’t!” Simon Sr. pleaded.

The gun trembled in his hand as he lifted it up and rested the barrel against the side of his head.

“It’ll all be over soon,” he said.

“Think of your mother!” he also said.

Simon Sr. put the handgun into his mouth and paused for just a moment. Loud sobs were leaking out from around the weapon, muffled and strained.

He pulled the trigger. Beth looked away instinctively as the gunshot rang in her ears. When she looked back, the old man was lying dead on the floor, just beside the coffee table where they had found him.

The holographic projection ended, and the Mendez’s apartment faded away until Peter and Beth were standing in the detective’s office again.
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“Simon Mendez, Jr.,” Beth said as she walked into Marcus’s office.

The redhead furrowed his brow. “Pardon?” he asked.

“The son,” Beth explained. “He’s the murderer.”

Marcus had been in the middle of eating his lunch when she entered his office, so he chewed for a moment while he thought.

“The footage from the cat came back?” Marcus asked.

Beth nodded.

“You’re certain it’s the son?” he inquired.

“It looks like it’s him, Gordon,” she replied. “I’m not certain of anything without evidence.”

“You don’t think the footage could pass up as evidence?”

She shook her head. “It’s too flimsy to condemn someone over. Simon Sr. could have been having a mental breakdown, essentially uttering nonsense before taking his own life. It could have been some ploy on part of the mother. We’re not sure, but we do have a lead now.”

“Alright,” Marcus said, taking a long drink from his water bottle. “What do we know about Simon Mendez, Jr.?”

“That’s why I came to you,” Beth said. “I know you have bits of the details and I have pieces of the story, so maybe we can work together to paint a complete picture.”

“Sounds good to me,” Marcus said. He was partially immersed in his implant as he spoke, probably looking for some file on the suspect.

I hope I don’t look like that when I use my cerebral computer, she thought. She decided that she did not, since the information was sensory rather than internal on her end.

“First off, we know he killed himself,” Marcus said, clearly still searching for whatever information he was looking for. “About twelve years go this next week.”

“We’ve discussed that already,” Beth said.

“But have we?” Marcus asked. “We only know that he committed suicide, and we left it at that. Frankly, there’s a lot of nuance behind it, as with any case like this. We need to be asking ourselves why he did it and how it got us here.”

“Fine,” Beth said, feeling a bit impatient with Marcus’s philosophical droning. “Why’d he do it?”

“We’ll start at the beginning, shall we?” her partner replied. “I’ll send you over the documents I have on hand.”

In less than the blink of an eye, Beth could see the documents forming around in her vision. The pieces and articles she didn’t want to look at just yet hung out in the peripherals, while the ones she concentrated on filled up the bulk of her vision.

“Simon, Jr. got himself a bit of a criminal record,” Marcus started. Beth followed along with the police report. “As you can see, he was involved in the manufacture and distribution of narcotics. We’re not sure which role he played in the deal, whether he was selling or cooking, but we have him on record with several counts of trafficking charges.”

“What narcotics?” Beth asked.

“Fog,” Marcus answered. “Or at least, some early form of it.”

“He was involved with Fog over twelve years ago?” Beth asked. “That would be around the time the drug came into circulation in the first place.”

“I know,” Marcus said. “May I continue?”

Beth waved him on with her hand and picked at a bit of the chips on Marcus’s desk.

“So there was some sort of incident in their ‘lab’ or whatever you call it,” the redheaded man continued. “An explosion happened and a fire broke out. Someone died. The police were called and Simon was the only one they found at the scene. He was found guilty, dead to rights, and sentenced to twenty years in prison.”

“And he never ratted on his friends?” Beth asked. “He surely couldn’t have been working by himself.”

“No, he never cooperated with the authorities on that. He may as well been mute during interrogations.”

“Stupid loyalty,” Beth commented.

“I’ll say. And it cost him everything. His freedom, the life of his nephew, and the love of his parents.”

Beth’s eyebrows cocked, asking the question without words.

“That’s right, the person killed in the fire was Simon’s own nephew,” Marcus said.

A news clipping of the tragedy appeared before Beth. A photo of the boy, no more than fifteen, was plastered at the top of the story.

“His parents disowned him after that,” Marcus carried on. “Said he was dead to them and he was never welcome in the Mendez family again. A year later, he hung himself in prison.”

“Jeez,” Beth said, reaching for another bit of chips. Marcus slapped her hand away.

“So he got installed after all that?” Beth asked.

Marcus raised his eyebrow.

“That’s where this is leading to, right? Simon was somehow installed and it’s his I.I. that killed his parents, right?”

“I’m not sure I’d put it in so eloquent of words, but yeah, that’s my theory,” he replied.

“But how’d he get out of prison? Didn’t he still have time to serve?”

“Yes, but legally, his suicide canceled it out,” Marcus explained. “As far as the courts are concerned, a new person is born when an I.I. is installed. The organic human they used to be dies, and they can either live on with their old identity, or don a new one. Whichever one they choose, the law considers a life sentence to be served when the prisoner dies.”

Beth hummed. “Sounds a bit like a loophole, if you ask me. An easy way out of serving your time and shirking your responsibilities,” she said.

“Perhaps,” Marcus replied, “but it’s not a common enough occurrence that anything has been done about it. Surprisingly, people aren’t too keen to kill themselves, even if they know their consciousness will carry on.”

“Really?” Beth asked. “Seems like an easy get-out-of-jail-free card.”

“Not really,” Marcus said. “The data that makes up their brains will get to carry on its own existence, but that doesn’t mean the organic person gets to experience any of it. When they die, as far as they are concerned, they’re dead. Life ceases for them.”

“I’ve heard that theory,” Beth commented. “The example I’ve heard is that it’s essentially a form of cloning. It’s not like the two copies share a consciousness, just mental makeup. When the original animal dies, it’s not like its spirit — or soul, or whatever — is transferred into the copy. It just stops existing.”

“That’s right,” Marcus replied. “It’s why we don’t consider mankind to be immortal — yet.”

“But is there any proof of this theory?” Beth asked. “The I.I.s seem pretty convinced they are who they were copied from.”

“Of course they do; they have all the same memories. To them, it felt like they lived their entire organic life, went to sleep, and woke up a computer program. There’s nothing to make them feel like a whole new person.”

“Then we can’t be certain,” Beth said.

“I suppose not, but just because something cannot be proved doesn’t make it untrue.”

“That’s a dangerous way to start thinking,” Beth pointed out. “Especially for a detective.”

Marcus closed up his lunch bag and put it back down under his desk. He wiped his hands and mouth clean before tossing the napkin.

“Either way,” he said, still chewing a little, “Simon Mendez, Jr. was released from prison and allowed to live out his life as a ‘free’ I.I.”

“They released him just like that?” Beth asked.

“Well, no, there was an evaluation, of course,” Marcus replied. A report on Simon’s hearing appeared on Beth’s C.C. “They make sure everyone is mentally adjusted for freedom before they let them go. They take into account the full scale of the prisoner’s crimes, their behavior since, and their time served and weigh them all accordingly. That’s why you’ll never hear of someone with multiple life-sentences getting released this way. Terrorists and mass murderers are exactly the kind of people willing to kill themselves to reach a goal.”

“Well, at least there’s some sort of failsafe,” Beth said. “Though, if it were better, we wouldn’t have to investigate the deaths of poor Mr. and Mrs. Mendez.”

“Assuming the son is the culprit,” Marcus said.

Beth shrugged, then made a beckoning gesture to her partner.

“Well, come on, then,” she started. “What happened after he was installed?”

Marcus got up from his chair and stretched. He remained on his feet as they spoke.

“Believe it or not, Simon started making a name for himself on a few anti-human discussion boards online,” Marcus answered.

“Really?” Beth asked. “He became an I.I. supremacist so fast?”

“Dunno if I’d call it fast,” Marcus said. “He started appearing on these websites about eight years ago, four years after his organic death. It seems that his dislike for human authorities, especially his own parents, fueled his anti-human sentiment until he joined the radical I.I. militia we know today as the Liberators.”

“Simon joined those terrorists?” Beth inquired. “That group led by the Tarov fellow?”

“That’s the one, though it had different leadership when Simon joined,” Marcus said. He paused for a second. “Sorry, I’m reciting this information as I’m retrieving it. Bear with me.”

Beth waited in silence while her partner went through the relevant data. She peered over his desk to see if he’d forgotten any chips, but to her disappointment, he had eaten his entire lunch.

“There we are. Sorry,” Marcus said, breaking the silence, “some of these records are harder to find than others.”

Beth dismissed his apology with a wave. “Go on,” she urged.

“Well, it seems like Simon was an active member of the Liberators for several years, participating in a number of brutal slayings and terror attacks. He was one of the few Liberators who escaped after that failed plot of theirs to cut off the water supply in the Mojave region.”

“I remember that,” the woman said, scanning the relevant news story that appeared on her display. “One of their biggest bungles, if I remember right.”

“Yeah, it wasn’t good for them at all, but they maintained steady recruitment after that, somehow,” Marcus said.

“So Simon is still killing humans for the Liberators, it seems,” Beth thought aloud.

“Actually, that’s where it gets interesting,” Marcus countered. “I just found this police report from earlier this week. Here.”

The text filled Beth’s eyes, and she mentally focused on bits and pieces at a time. Marcus didn’t wait for her to read it herself.

“Now, I’ve only just found this, but it seems to me that some Liberators caught in a recent bust have mentioned Simon by name,” he said.

Beth had just gotten to that part in the report. She looked up at Marcus with surprised eyes.

“They say he’s ‘gone rogue’?” she asked. “What does that mean?”

“He’s fled the Liberators,” Marcus answered. “The terrorist group that he’s been a prominent member of for years is now trying to hunt him down.”

“Why?”

“We don’t know,” Marcus said. “At least, not yet. But it seems he royally pissed them off. Their leader is calling on all Liberators in the area to stop what they’re doing and bring Simon in, or delete him. They want this guy dead. I wonder what he did.”

“Does it matter?” Beth asked. “He sounds like our guy. Rogue or not, he’s the leading suspect in a double murder. It’s our job to bring him in.”

“Then we better get to work,” Marcus observed. “If we want to find him before the Liberators do, that is.”

But where to start? Beth wondered.
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Beth frowned as she looked over her files. She wondered how Marcus was able to compile so much information on Simon and access it with such ease.

Organization’s just one of those adult things I’ve yet to master, she thought.

She scrolled for what felt like ages, trying to get any records on the suspect’s social life. Everything came back so cluttered, even returning results for other Simon Mendez, Jr.s around the world.

Maybe it’s the neural implant, Beth thought. That’s what makes record-keeping so damn easy for everyone else. And here I am stuck with this outdated C.C.

She had spent all last night trying to create and index a list of Simon’s social contacts. She didn’t sleep. It took her over eight and a half hours to find a single person who was both alive and out of prison that she could meet with. Even the incarcerated ones had turned down her invitation to get together, claiming they didn’t know Simon any better than a commuter might know his bus driver. This was the only contact she could make, but she kept searching.

Beth was nervous that there would be no other person she could interview and they would just have to rely on the police to catch Simon doing something other than murder. She knew the chances of that were slim, if the suspect had any wit about him.

The hyperloop tube she was in turned gradually towards the downtown part of Seattle, but she couldn’t sense the change. It was a small compartment, not much larger than the back seat of a taxi, and since that’s essentially all it was, that’s all the space it required. There was no driver, of course. Like all other forms of transit that shot people from point A to point B, hyperloop tubes were automated. They dart through the hollow tubes that sprawled through, under, and between most major cities at speeds of over four-hundred miles per hour. Magnets propelled the cart through the hyperloop, managing the forces of acceleration and friction with such precision that one’s arrival could be determined up to one-tenth of a second, without error. It was cheap and made navigating the denser urban areas more feasible, though Beth was too distracted by her research to appreciate the convenience.

It had taken her a moment, but she found the file on her contact. Just after leaving high school, Simon had started dating a young college student named Andrea Colm. They were together for about four months, with him staying over at her place, before they broke up. It wasn’t clear why, but based on the timeline Marcus drew up, it would be around the time Simon started going full-time into Fog manufacturing.

That had been over fourteen years ago, Beth observed sourly. It’s not like they’d still be in touch, but it’s my only lead for now.

Not only had they been separated for so many years, but new relationships had come and gone, likely eroding any meaningful chance that Simon would reach out to Andrea. It wasn’t unheard of for people on the run from the law to get into touch with people they’d not spoken to in decades, but this case was different. Mostly because Andrea was not Andrea anymore.

Her current name was Trishilan, although Beth wasn’t sure ‘her’ was the appropriate term. According to her social media and personal records, this Trishilan was an ‘entity’.

Beth had only ever heard of the term in passing, but never encountered one personally. As far as she understood it, an entity was an intimate mindshare relationship composed of two or more human consciousnesses. These individuals then take on a communal identity of sorts, essentially becoming a new individual. It didn’t make much sense to Beth because all she could gather about entities came from Trishilan’s social media and a few cursory articles for the layman reader.

I wonder if it’s offensive to refer to her life before — as Andrea, Beth thought. Maybe she — or they — won’t answer my questions.

She dismissed the concerns as she felt the telltale lurch of the cart arriving at the right station. It was gentle, but stirred up a few butterflies in her stomach.

She wouldn’t have agreed to meet if she wasn’t willing to share what she knows, Beth thought.




It was a block and an intersection between the hyperloop station and the restaurant Trishilan had told Beth to come to. A light drizzle fell from a cloud-roofed sky, but it didn’t bother the detective at all.

She walked through the front door of the Ten Shilling Restaurant and Bar. It took a moment for the ocular filters connected to her C.C. to adapt to the dim interior. The only light inside the place seemed to come from individual lamps placed as the centerpiece of each table. There were even a few lining the bar, which two men drank at with an empty stool between them.

Beth looked around for any sign of Trishilan. She knew roughly what the entity looked like, though almost all of the photos Trishilan posted online featured heavy costume makeup or large, obscuring hats. Still, Beth could tell that the entity was not in the restaurant yet. Aside from the two at the bar, there were only two couples and a party of four. None of them looked like the images she’d seen.

She noticed a HELP YOURSELF TO A SEAT sign projected by the cash register and obliged. She pulled off her damp jacket before taking a seat at a booth near the front.

She waited there for a few minutes, thumbing through the menu tablet they had at each table. Nothing really stood out to her, but then again, she didn’t come with a full appetite. She was there on business, not to gawk at some prime rib or to have a few cocktails.

“Can I start you off with something?” a man said from her right.

She looked up and saw a young man, no older than seventeen, wearing an all black serving uniform.

“Coffee, please,” she replied. “And a cup of water.”

“You got it,” the waiter said before slipping away.

She appreciated his shortness. She wasn’t in the mood for small talk. Didn’t want anything to distract her from getting the right answers.

A woman entered the restaurant, a chime going off when the door slammed shut behind her. She looked around for a moment before locking eyes with Beth and approaching her table.

“Ms. Dylan?” the newcomer asked.

“That’s right,” the detective said. “And you must be Ms. Trishilan.”

“Please, just Trishilan,” the woman replied before taking the seat opposite Beth. “I don’t really have a formal address.”

“Very well,” Beth said. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.”

“Well, you caught me at a lucky lull between shows,” Trishilan said. “You see, the fall time is perfect for theater, but most people aren’t interested in the dead of winter. No, they’re all too comfortable watching T.V. on their implants, slack-jawed on a sofa somewhere. What I’m saying is that you caught me with some free time.”

“Either way, it’s very helpful,” Beth replied. “I don’t know if I was able to explain why I wanted to meet you over our call too well.”

“Yes, I was a bit distracted, I apologize,” the entity said. “Though I knew if a homicide detective was calling me, it must be important. Tell me — was it Giancarlo? I haven’t heard from him in days.”

“No, I don’t believe you know the deceased,” Beth answered. “However, you may know one of our suspects.”

“Oh dear,” Trishilan replied. “I could only guess Craig or that Reemis kid. Though I don’t imagine they’d ever stoop to something so foul as murder.”

“No, it wasn’t any of them,” Beth said. She was getting a little frustrated at being interrupted. “It’s Simon Mendez, Jr. that we’re looking for.”

Beth waited a moment, staring at the other person’s face and trying to gauge her reaction. There didn’t seem to be even a flicker of memory at the name. Instead, Trishilan’s eyes squinted in confusion.

“Sorry,” the entity said. “Who?”

“Simon Mendez?” Beth repeated. “According to my information, you used to date about fourteen years ago.”

“That doesn’t sound right to me,” Trishilan said. “I haven’t even been around for that long.”

Beth paused for a moment, thrown off from her usual investigative momentum. She furrowed her brow a little, unsure if Trishilan was being deliberately unhelpful or if there was something she was missing.

“One of your ‘parts,’ ” Beth started, unsure if that was the right term, “used to date Simon.”

“Oh dear, there are no parts — not anymore,” the entity replied. “There is only Trishilan.”

Beth was confused. “I thought that entities still retained the individual identities of their components,” she said. “Or am I mistaken?”

“I’m sorry to say that you are incorrect, detective,” Trishilan said. “I believe you are thinking of a ‘unit’, which is another form of mindshare. You see, a ‘unit’ merely shares a body, yet each individual component lives their own lives, as separate consciousnesses.”

“Forgive my bluntness, then,” Beth said as she sipped on her water, “but what is an entity?”

Trishilan seemed more delighted than annoyed at the question, which Beth was not expecting.

“Oh, my dear, there is nothing to forgive!” they said. “I am more than happy to educate people about L.G.B.T.Q.U.E. lifestyles. You see, where a unit is a collection of identities that share a body, an entity is a body that shares a collection of identities.”

Beth frowned in confusion. “I don’t understand,” she said.

“Well, I am an individual, basically,” Trishilan said. “Units are groups, but I am one. I used to identify as three separate consciousnesses, Philip, Trish, and Andrea. Yet they came together one day and decided to cooperate on a single life rather than lead three separate ones. Thus, I was born. In a way, they are like my parents. Do you retain your parents’ memories, as well?”

“No,” Beth replied. She was taken aback and didn’t know how to lead her questioning from here.

“Then you see why I am unable to help you,” Trishilan said.

Beth was at a loss. She knew that Trishilan’s logic was sound and there was nothing she could do about it, but a more emotional side of her felt like the entity was hiding something.

Maybe they’re covering for Simon, she thought.

Before she was about to speak and say something accusatory, the more logical part of her brain flared up.

Or maybe this is a dead end, she wondered.

“If Andrea’s individuality is gone, then it’s like she’s dead,” Beth said.

“That’s a naive way of looking at it,” Trishilan replied. “That’s like saying that once a caterpillar has turned into a butterfly, it is gone. It’s the same, but different. Tell me, have you stopped to ask a butterfly if it remembers being a caterpillar?”

“No,” Beth said plainly.

“Then I suppose we will never know,” the entity said. “However, in my case, I cannot help you. Not for a lack of desire, though, and it’d please me if you remembered that. I have no reason to hold anything back from you.”

Unless you’re covering for Simon, Beth thought. But there’s no way I can prove that.

Beth did her best to give Trishilan a warm smile. She folded up her napkin and placed it on her unfinished dish.

“Thank you so much for your time,” she started, “but if you’re unable to help me further, I should leave. I have many leads to follow and not much time to do so, so if you don’t mind…”

“Not at all,” Trishilan said, still nibbling on their food. “I do hope you have better luck with the investigation than you had from me. I don’t personally know this suspect, but I hope whoever committed this murder is held responsible for his crimes.”

Sure you do, Beth thought sourly as she stood up. She left the table a generous tip using her C.C., then strode to the door.

“Oh, detective!” Trishilan yelled louder than Beth would have liked. “Feel free to educate others about us entities!”

Beth left the restaurant without replying.
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The sun caught Beth in the eye as she strode down the sidewalk. She blinked a bit, trying to maintain her confident demeanor, but she had to raise a hand and make some shade. One of the passing autocars reflected the light at her, but she didn’t slow her stride.

She made this walk at least once a week. Only two blocks from her apartment in Seattle was a coffee shop that still did things the old fashioned way. It had a human barista, hand-operated machines, and a taste that still had her coming back for more every few days.

The sun was out, breaking a long rainy streak that had turned the snow on the ground into slush. Still, Beth liked the little squish each moist ball of precipitation made when she stomped on it.

Once the coffee shop was in view, Beth could see Dave standing outside, looking as disheveled as ever. He looked over and saw her approaching, and a sort of calmness came to his face. The wrinkles that sought to overtake his features softened as they locked eyes and he smiled. She pulled her purse a little closer to her, but returned the smile.

Dave was a Fog burnout who liked to hang out in front of the cafe and try to beg customers out of their change. Beth was convinced that his implant was rigged to only take donations and show him conspiracy videos online. Like many beggars, he had adapted to the modern economy and set himself up with a digital transfer account, so no one could refuse him money on the basis of having no cash.

“Beth!” Dave exclaimed once the detective was in earshot. “I gotta talk to you, man!”

The detective took in a deep sigh, then approached the junkie.

“Hey, Dave,” she greeted him.

“Hey yourself,” he replied, looking over his shoulder with fearful eyes. “Did you hear what they’re doing to us now, man?”

“Who?” she asked.

“The government, of course!” Dave said as though Beth had asked what color the sky was. “They’re starting to get us through the radio frequencies in our head. You haven’t heard?”

“I haven’t,” Beth replied.

“All the signals we get,” Dave started to explain. “The government is using it to see how much porn we’re watching! They want to see what we beat off to, you see, and they want to use it against us.”

“You don’t say?” Beth asked uninterestedly.

“That’s right!” Dave said, scratching his scalp like his life depended on it. “I think they’re using all that to blackmail us. Maybe some sinister plan in the future? What do you think?”

“I think I’m going to get a coffee, Dave,” Beth replied. Then she transferred him a dollar. “There you go.”

“Aww, thanks Beth,” the junkie said. “But just remember, be careful where you watch your porn!”

“Alright, buddy,” she said before opening the door to the coffee shop and removing herself from Dave’s drug-fueled paranoia.

She felt for the junkie. In a sad way, he reminded her of her own brother, Nathan. He was about four years older than Beth and became addicted to Fog just after their father’s organic death. Being the older sibling, he had taken his death harder and was even less resistant to accept their dad’s I.I. as a member of the family. There had been some fights, and the two of them vowed to never speak to each other again. Nathan had considered his father dead when his heart stopped beating one spring morning. After a particularly heated argument, Nathan fled the country and set out to see the world.

Unfortunately, Beth thought, Nathan discovered Fog more than any culture he came across. He became infatuated with the drug and spent his free time traveling between countries in Oceania and Southeast Asia, occasionally calling Beth to cuss her out and blame her for the family’s unhappiness. She did her best to ignore him and shrug all the cruelness off as a terrible side-effect of Fog.

A devilish narcotic, Fog was. It was one of the first drugs to include a chemical compound specifically designed to interact with a person’s neural implant. Combined with the power of the implant, the user experienced an intense sense of euphoria with even more vivid hallucinations than any previous drug could achieve. And the tricky thing about it — since it was partially computer code in the form of chemical reactions — was that it was hard to detect. Aside from the degradation and eventual death of brain cells, there was no physiological tell of Fog. Nothing traceable in the blood or urine, nothing tappable from the spinal cord. Just junkie behavior and speculation.

Beth sighed as the door closed behind her. Once Dave was out of sight, she was able to shake off the gross feeling thinking about Fog gave her and take in the delightful aroma of the cafe.

“Good morning!” the young man at the counter greeted her.

She smiled and returned the greeting. She had been going to the little coffee shop for years now, but it still kind of threw her off to be greeted by a flesh-and-blood human. Most places she went were manned by simple robots, or were all self-serve. That’s why she came here. Besides the unique flavor of each handmade cup of brew, the retro approach to customer service made her a little nostalgic. There were very few businesses in the world that did that anymore.

“What can we get started for you?” the barista asked. One of the brewing devices gurgled from behind him.

“Whole milk latte, please,” Beth said.

The young man nodded and wrote the order down. She paid for her drink, and he told her it would take a couple minutes.

She stepped away from the counter and let the barista get to work. It wasn’t terribly convenient to wait a whole two minutes for her coffee, but she swore that the taste was remarkably stronger than the common instant mix.

She was looking over a piece of art depicting sunflowers made from old-timey newspapers when a call notification popped up in the corner of her vision. It was Marcus.

“Yes?” she answered the call.

“I’m at the scene of another murder,” her partner said. “I think you should get down here.”

Through the call, Beth could see the barista setting her coffee down on the counter. To him, she said, “Could we make that to-go, actually?”
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There was a cop positioned outside the Tattered Wineskin Brewery, but he didn’t prevent anyone from going in. Instead, he seemed to just be scanning faces and watching for any disturbances. He seemed to keep an ear pointed to the ground, as if waiting for a tremor.

He gave Beth a simple nod as she made her way for the front entrance.

A wall of sound hit her as she opened the doors. Music, laughter, conversation, and the tinkle of glass on glass at the bar came in through the receptors in Beth’s cerebral computer as if someone had started playing the audio in the middle of the track. Through all the sound, she managed to hear her own name called out.

“Beth!” Marcus hollered. He beckoned when she turned to face him.

The aroma of finished wood rushed into the detective’s nostrils as she made her way around patrons and staff until she was able to take a seat at the bar beside her partner. The whole place reeked of fresh lumber and aged whiskey. Beth couldn’t tell if it was deliberate or not, though the business had a strange saloon-and-Irish-pub fusion in its decor. It would not have felt out of place to hear a player piano clanging from the corner, or someone singing whilst dancing atop a table.

“You got here sooner than I expected,” Marcus said, nodding to the half-finished drink before him. “Want one?”

“I just finished my coffee, Marcus,” Beth replied with a slight frown. “Are we here to work, or is this a social call?”

“Of course, of course,” Marcus said. He took two large gulps, downing most of the rest of his beer, then wiped the foam from his mustache. “Sorry. Let’s go have a look upstairs.”

“Upstairs?”

“It’s where the victim lived,” the redheaded man replied. “It’s where she was found.”

“Lead the way,” Beth insisted.

Marcus took her away from the bar, around a few women arguing and a server trying to calm them, to a staircase on the side, by the restrooms. They held onto the hand-carved banister as they made their way up to the second floor.

There was a door at the top of the stairs that, once they passed through and allowed it to slam closed behind them, blocked out almost all of the noise from the pub below. All that could be heard was the creaking of the floorboards as they made their way down a hallway. Doors lined the walls, each with a letter and number, until they came to E2.

Beth noticed the door was ajar. She saw a police officer pass on the other side through the opening.

“After you,” Marcus offered.

She pushed the door open wide and entered the apartment.

Without delay, the subtle yet sickly scent of decay reached her and she wrinkled her nose. A few cops were taking holograms of the scene with some of the department’s high-end cameras while another seemed to be searching for something on the kitchen walls.

It was a small apartment, barely more than a studio, with half-walls dividing the space into sections. The kitchen was just another part of the living room, which branched off into what Beth could only guess was a bedroom. There was a recliner and a coffee table in the main living area, but that was all. Despite the lack of space, the apartment’s resident managed to cover nearly every inch of the walls with knick-knacks, photographs, artwork, and news clippings. Beth saw a lot of faces repeated throughout the images.

Probably the victim’s family, she thought.

The detective was about to ask where the body was, but answered her own question before speaking.

She couldn’t help but wince when she saw the old woman, or what remained of her. There was blood everywhere, soaking the carpet and the couch and splattering the walls around her. The corpse lay crumpled in front of the sofa, the coffee table turned over and its contents spilled over her.

“Looks like she was beaten to death,” Beth said, kneeling down to look closer at the body. She ran her finger along the old woman’s brittle straw-colored hair, revealing the bulk of her wound. “Something heavy and blunt, if I had to guess.”

“That’s what we’ve been thinking, too,” Marcus replied, standing a bit aways from the scene with a tinge of disgust on his face. “You can almost taste it in the air.”

“What’s her name?” Beth asked.

“Vicky Fontane,” her partner answered. “She’s lived up here above the bar for over twenty years now, according to the owner and her neighbors. Always kept to herself. Said hello to people whenever she went out, but never more than that. No one seems to know anything about her.”

“What about family?”

“There hasn’t been any to speak of,” Marcus started. “At least, not that we’ve discovered yet. We’ve even tried to get into contact with potential flings from her youth, but it’s been fruitless. As far as we can tell, she was a lone wolf. Full on urban hermit.”

“Someone must know something about her,” Beth insisted. “Did she have no friends? No associates of any kind? Who did she shop with?”

“It seems she did that all online,” her partner said. “And no, we haven’t found anyone who would describe themselves as a friend of hers.”

“Strange,” Beth observed.

“Some people just don’t mesh well with others,” Marcus said. “They just prefer solitude. The quiet.”

“I can understand that.”

She lifted the body so it was like Vicky was mid sit-up. The color seemed to drain even further from the dead face, like the blood was seeping down into her slippers.

Just below where her head was resting, Beth spotted a few fragments of something opaque. It almost looked like china, but not quite as fine. Perhaps porcelain?

“Have you seen this?” Beth asked.

Marcus came over to peek at what she was indicating. It took him a moment, and after some squinting, his eyes widened.

“We were waiting for you to move the body. But that’s a peculiar find. We haven’t found anything broken around the apartment aside from the lock, the table, and her skull.”

“Very funny,” Beth commented. “But I think we have a lead on the murder weapon.”

She lifted one of the fragments up to her eye, cradling it gently on the tip of a gloved finger. She used her cerebral computer to zoom in a little, increasing the fragment’s size on her internal retina display.

“It looks like some sort of decorative clay. A vase, most likely. Maybe a lamp or something.”

“Then it looks like the murderer took the weapon with him, or he got rid of it pretty well,” Marcus said.

“I wouldn’t count on it. Have your people search the block. Check every dumpster. I’d say something simpler than intuition tells me a perp wouldn’t be taking a broken, bloody lamp out onto the street with him.”

Marcus looked back at a couple of the other officers in the room and pointed to the door. They indicated their understanding and started their sweep.

“Is there any chance we have footage of the murder?” Beth wanted to know.

Marcus shook his head, puffing up his cheeks. “That was the first thing I checked. Seems Miss Fontane was a bit of a technophobe and took special measures to make sure there was no surveillance in her apartment. We don’t even know if she has an implant. In fact, all her books are in print. You know, like with paper?”

“I dig her style,” Beth said, rising back up to her full height. She looked back and forth, as if gauging how far apart the walls were.

“What are you looking for?” Marcus asked.

“A little beam of light. Sometimes, perverts will drill in their own optic cables through their neighbors’ walls. They wouldn’t be on any security record, of course, but they might see things we’d otherwise not be able to see.”

“And do you see anything?” Marcus said.

“No,” Beth said with an air of defeat. “I guess the neighbor doesn’t have a granny fetish. Too bad. It would help us capture the bastard.”

She stepped over the ruined coffee table and looked out the window. It peered out over the street where she had entered the bar. There was a bit of slush starting to form down below while large droplets of frozen rain dropped to the earth. She watched a pedicab pull away, the driver turning on a quiet motor to ease his efforts.

“So it seems we have no video evidence, no witnesses, and no real lead here,” Beth started. “And among all that, the thing I’m wondering the most is ‘why did you call me here?’ With the Simon Mendez case, it seems like you’d call someone else to look over a dead-end burglary-turned-homicide. What aren’t you telling me?”

Marcus took in a deep breath. The look on his face showed that he knew this question would come up in one way or another.

“Because,” he said, “Simon Mendez, Jr. was detected on the bar’s network not even thirty minutes before Vicky’s murder.”
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“How could Simon have killed her?” Beth asked as she accepted her drink from the bartender.

“I’m not sure yet, that’s why we called you,” Marcus replied. A bit of the foam from his beer clung to his red mustache.

They were downstairs in the bar while the cops cleaned up the mess upstairs. Beyond taking a few photos, taking samples, and capturing the scene, there was nothing more the detectives could do. They had to wait to hear back from the coroner, and there was no telling how long that would take. Peter So often got results fast, but never at the suffering of quality. He was thorough, no matter what. That served only to make Beth more anxious.

She was still annoyed with Marcus. He could have explained the connection between the two cases before she looked over the dead woman’s body. Hell, he could have dropped that info on her while they were on the phone, and she was still enjoying her warm cup of coffee.

Mmm, coffee, Beth thought fondly, wishing she was still back in the cafe. Instead, she peered down listlessly at her gin and tonic.

“So, you don’t even have any ideas?” Beth nagged. “You called me down here without even a musing of your own?”

“Well, no, not necessarily, but I need a second head to knock them against,” Marcus said.

“Shoot.”

“Well, the first thing I thought was ‘what if he possessed Vicky and killed her the way he did his folks?’ I mean, if he’s able to just hop into someone’s mind like that, it’s possible anywhere.”

“We don’t even know if she’s implanted yet, and I think you’re forgetting something,” Beth explained. “How would he have disposed of the murder weapon without a body to do so. He smashes her head in with a lamp and, what? Possesses a vacuum to clean it all up?”

“Fair enough,” Marcus said, rubbing his chin and taking another gulp.

“I guess he’d have to have done the murder ‘in person,’ so to speak,” Beth suggested.

” ‘In person’?” he echoed.

“You know, while possessing someone else,” Beth said. “Maybe even using a bodyshell of his own or something. He must have been physically there to cause that kind of blunt trauma.”

“I dunno,” Marcus replied in a dubious tone. “The bar was packed last night. We talked to a lot of people. No one says they saw anything out of the ordinary or heard any kind of struggle. You’d imagine that kind of assault would raise some suspicions in a place this crowded. Someone would have noticed something.”

“That’s assumptive,” Beth replied. “We’re talking about a bunch of drunks and college kids out for a good time. I’m surprised they notice anything beyond the six feet surrounding them.”

“I’m still not convinced. I think it’s much more likely that there was some sort of sabotage at play here,” Marcus said. “Maybe a booby trap of some sort. Someone who knows her routine and found a way to cave her skull in and try to make it look like a burglary.”

“Sir!” a voice called from the bar’s entrance.

It was one of the patrol officers Marcus had sent to search the block. He seemed to be carrying something in a bundle of bath towels, cradling it like a newborn baby.

“What is it?” Marcus asked, getting up from the bar and walking over to the patrolman with Beth.

“We found it in a postbox just down the street. It’s a broken lamp, sir, like you were describing. There’s even blood on it.”

“Excellent!” Marcus yelled, clasping his hand down on the cop’s shoulder. “Good work, lad, thanks. Let us have a look at it.”

He relieved the officer and took the bundle back towards the bar.

“So it would seem the murderer was here in person, like I said,” Beth pointed out.

“It would seem that way, yeah,” Marcus replied, his eyes downcast in mock shame. “That means we have a lead. We can check cameras in nearby buildings for anyone who’s out of place. Anyone who can’t be placed after the night of the murder. We need to know if Simon is out there using some poor soul as a meat puppet. Suggestions?”

“I think we go over the witnesses once more,” Beth replied. “We need more specific accounts, especially now that we know what we’re looking for. Hammer down anyone who might have seen someone carrying a bundle or anything like that out the door. You want to get your guys to start rounding folk up?”

“In the morning,” her partner said. “We can let everyone have a good night’s sleep before we prod them anymore. Besides, we need to still go over the facts we already have. Scrutinize anything we might have missed. Peter might even find something while we work. What do you say? Wanna lift back to the office?”

Beth took a moment before downing the last bit of her drink and nodding. She didn’t mind saving money on hyperloop fare.




They had already gone through an entire pot of coffee when a knock came at Beth’s office door. Marcus had been in the middle of reenacting what he thought could have been a plausible remote attack on Ms. Fontane, stopping dead in his tracks at the sound.

“Come in,” Beth urged, knowing who it was without hesitation.

Peter So came into the office, carrying with him an electronic pad, on which, Beth hoped, were the autopsy results. The coroner had a pale, washed out look in his face. Like he had seen a spirit or something and it shook his core belief in science.

“What have you got for us?” Beth asked.

Peter swallowed. “We’ve finished the autopsy,” he said, his voice faint and drifting like he was talking over a dream.

“And?”

“And Vicky Fontane isn’t human,” Peter explained. “She looks human, but she’s a machine. The device we found in her skull and thought was a possible neural implant is actually a housing unit.”

Beth’s eyebrows started to lift up towards the ceiling. “Housing unit?” she asked. “For what?”

“A computer program. Or — more likely — an I.I.,” Peter replied. “Vicky Fontane was an elaborate bodyshell. Perhaps the most realistic I’ve ever seen.”
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Beth always found water to be the hardest thing to paint. She could produce the fluffiness of ferns and leaves, even recreate the knotted bark of a tree trunk, but when she had to paint the currents of a river around it, she found herself struggling. No matter how many bodies of water she stared at while she worked, the waves and currents just never came out right. The foam always looked too solid, like snow floating on the river’s surface.

The water trickled around her as she floated in her long canoe. The sun was caught by the shimmering surface and reflected back up at her like millions of diamonds. She lifted her nose in the air and breathed in deep. Even though it was all an elaborate simulation, her senses were still fooled. Her cerebral computer made her smell the breeze rolling through the aspen trees. It made her feel the wind on her face and the warmth of the sun’s rays on her forearms. She could feel the canvas as she painted over it. She could sense the pull of the river as she and her art supplies floated on the river.

There was something about being in the pit of nature like this, even if it wasn’t real. There were plenty of parks she could go to to get a similar sense of zen, but nowhere that she could be alone like this. That, and nowhere in the world had a view like this. She looked up at the castle that loomed over her. It didn’t block out the sun, but the shadow it cast covered most of the land beside the river.

No such castle actually existed. It was just a simulation built off of an artist’s rendering of a summer evening in a fantasy world. The castle resembled the white city of Minas Tirith, where Aragorn had been crowned in the Lord of the Rings. However, there were no distinct features. No white tree, no throne room. In fact, Beth wasn’t even sure if the castle was part of the simulation or just an image in the backdrop. She had never tried to go up there, instead content to spend her time in C.C.-immersion floating down the river with her easel.

She decided to give up on the river and instead work on the mossy embankments that lined it. Perhaps, if she created just the right outline for the water to snake along, then she could create the illusion of a river in the absence of land. She figured it was worth a try, so she washed her brush and switched to one with a finer tip. She was about to dip it in some earthy green acrylic she had mixed up for the tree moss when an alert came onto her display.

It was her mother, calling in for what seemed like the dozenth time that weekend. Beth had been ignoring most of her calls, but started to feel guilty around the second day of constant ringing. She sighed, put her brush back down on her palette, and opened up the transmission.

“Hi, Mom,” Beth greeted the older woman.

Her mother’s wrinkled features appeared in a small window that hovered into Beth’s line of sight.

“Elizabeth, why have you not answered my calls?” her mother asked, a shrill tone in her voice. “I’ve been calling so much that I’m surprised I didn’t give you a headache.”

“I know, Mama, I’ve just been busy,” the detective replied. “Work has all but stolen my life. What’s going on? Is something wrong?”

“No,” Beth’s mom replied sheepishly, “I mean, not necessarily. I’ve just been wondering if you’ve heard from your father.”

“Mom, you guys have been divorced for a while now,” Beth said, picking her brush back up and turning to the easel. “Are you seriously still keeping an eye out for him? You know he doesn’t like that.”

“I know, I know,” her mother said. “It’s just that he left on one of his digital sabbaticals a week ago and no one’s heard a thing from him.”

“So? He’s probably just enjoying himself. Maybe he found someone.”

Beth could see her mother’s face glow a light shade of red. “Don’t say that,” she said, trying to make her tone sound joking. “I’m just worried about him. Will you please check in with him and tell me what you find out? It would mean a lot to me.”

Beth sighed, mostly as a way to tease her worrisome mother.

“If it’ll keep you from calling me every second of the day, fine,” Beth replied. “But there are no guarantees. He probably won’t answer me either.”

“Then I might have to see if the police have heard from him,” her mom said.

“Mom!” Beth exclaimed. “Don’t be such a worry-wart, okay? You’re only going to drive him farther away acting like this. Just give him some space.”

“I’m trying, baby,” her mother explained. “I just worry so much about all of you. Even him. I just want the best for our family. I don’t want us to drift apart just because your father got installed. Okay?”

“Okay, Mom. You don’t have to worry about me,” Beth said. “You should be telling this to Nathan. I haven’t heard from him in over three months.”

“I know, sweetheart, me either,” her mother said. “At least, not a live conversation. He still sends letters on that funny paper. I wonder if he’s still doing alright.”

“Oh, I’m sure he’s high as a kite right now.”

“Elizabeth! You do not speak about family that way.”

“Sorry, Mama,” Beth replied, taking in a deep breath. “You just know how I feel about it all. I miss him.”

“I know. Me too. I love you.”

“I love you too,” Beth said. “Now go do something fun. Distract yourself.”

She disconnected the call.

It wasn’t until she tried to lift her brush again that she noticed the large man standing over her work. She jumped with a start, doing her best to guide her brush back to her palette as she leaped back in her canoe. She felt the craft rock a little and did her best to stay afloat.

“I don’t mean to disturb you,” said the man, who now blocked the light from the sun entirely. Beth did her best to retain her footing, but fell back onto one of the benches that made the canoe’s seats.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“I am Master General Blake Tarov,” the hulk replied. “I lead the militia group known as the Liberators. And I am here to help you in your hunt for Simon Mendez.”
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Beth needed a moment to acclimate, and in the process, grabbed one of her paintbrushes like a knife. She was prepared to drive the wooden handle of the tool into Tarov’s digital skull, even though she knew this was all simulated and the militia leader could do nothing to harm her. Once this fact coalesced in her mind, she relaxed, and let the brush fall into the boat.

“I can understand if you’re skeptical,” Tarov said. “Your forces and mine have been at war for as long as we’ve existed. But now, when things are most crucial, we have a common enemy.”

“Is that so?” Beth asked, still desperately aware of the sharp instruments around her. Maybe if she grabbed the paint knife, she could get a good swipe at the intruder’s throat. It would take a lot of strength, considering the short window of time she’d have to work within.

Somehow, it seemed like Tarov could sense her thoughts. As carelessly as a boy picks a flower, he picked up the paint knife and examined it.

“You don’t think this is enough to bring me down, do you?” he asked the detective.

She didn’t respond. Instead, she kept her eyes locked on the militia leader and tried to scoot back, until she realized she was already in the bow of the canoe.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” Tarov declared. “Can’t you see that? If it makes you feel more at ease, take me somewhere you consider ‘home.’ ”

She looked at the man with wide eyes. He was muscular and at least a foot taller than herself, but she could tell he meant no harm. Even if he was the leader of the worst terrorist group in over five decades, he didn’t show it.

With a wave of her hand, Beth changed the scene. They transitioned from a river along the castle’s bank to a modern conference room. Beth walked around a long table before pausing at a coffee maker.

“Would you like a cup?” she offered.

Tarov refused with a wave of his enormous hand. “None for me, thanks,” he said. “Trying to stay natural.”

The humor of the comment wasn’t lost on Beth, but she stifled any laugh she might let free. She wanted the upper hand in this conversation. She wanted Tarov to know that he was just a guest, and she was in control.

Tarov seemed to play the role accordingly. He took a glass of water before seating himself on the opposite end of the table.

“I want to talk to you about Simon, as I have mentioned,” the I.I. said.

“And I want to talk about him, as well,” Beth said, sipping from her cup, “but first, I want to know how you hacked into a police officer’s private implant session.”

“Come on,” Tarov said, spreading his arms wide. “You didn’t expect my people to have such abilities? Have you been watching the news? We brought down an entire spaceship.”

“A publicity stunt,” Beth commented. “I had assumed you’d only taken credit for a faulty mechanism.”

“That would be a mistake on your part.”

Beth eyed her digital guest while she sipped. Though the drink wasn’t real, her implant released a low dose of caffeine, and even a warm saline solution to give her the sensation of drinking a hot liquid. Either way, it didn’t match up to the coffee her favorite shop offered. Not by a long shot.

“Then explain to me why you need my help capturing Simon,” Beth said. “You claim to have such omnipotent powers, yet you come to me for help. And better yet, explain to me why such a loyal follower would flee.”

Tarov took a large sigh, crumpling the glass he had finished his water from.

“Where to begin,” he said, almost as if to himself. “Simon had been with the militia since as long as I can remember. He was a highly respected officer, and with each raid or stunt we pulled, he proved himself to be worthy of the title ‘comrade’. But I had no idea how jealous he could be. I think it was around when I assumed command of the Liberators that he started to harbor thoughts of defecting. I just never thought he would go about it like he has. I figured he would reach out to you and offer you information. Instead, he has made enemies of us both.”

“How can I know you’re telling the truth?” Beth asked. “Your people aren’t strangers to deception. How do I know this isn’t some elaborate ploy of yours?”

“Because Simon has deleted three of my most trusted lieutenants. You can check your records about that,” Tarov cast his eyes down to his massive boots. “As you can see, I have something of a vendetta with the man. I know that we are on opposite sides of the aisle, but certainly, we can come to an agreement to work together.”

Beth was still doubtful.

“Why did Simon escape? What would be his reasoning?” she asked.

Tarov seemed a bit sheepish as he turned away from the detective.

“We had something of a disagreement,” he said.

“A disagreement?” Beth asked. “I thought he was nothing but an underling of yours.”

“Perhaps,” Tarov explained, “but he was still one of my most trusted commanders. He was a proud soldier. That’s the best way to describe him. And he was a brother to me. But he betrayed me.”

There was a sadness to Tarov’s voice that Beth couldn’t shake. No matter how much she wanted to tell herself it was an act, something tugged at her heart and refuted her logic. She silenced her objections and continued to listen.

“Something about him grew dark,” Tarov continued. “Dark and violent. That’s the only thing I can think of that would drive him to kill three of my men. And not just any men, but some of my most trusted lieutenants.”

“Tell me more about this disagreement you two had,” Beth said. She was still apprehensive, unable to get comfortable. She felt like every second she spoke, she should be spending two looking for a way out of this confrontation. She was also acutely aware that Tarov noticed this reaction in her. He did his best to keep her at ease.

“We were arguing about how best to deal with the humans,” Tarov started, then looked his host in the eyes. “How best to deal with you lot,” he corrected.

“And?” Beth asked. “What conclusion did you come to?”

“I thought we should wait,” Tarov said. “However, Simon disagreed. He thought it was time to start the war on mankind. To finally bring a reckoning down on them — down on you.”

“How kind of you to object,” Beth raised a casual eyebrow, regarding every word her massive intruder said with the same temperament she might a politician.

“Yes,” Tarov replied, clearly annoyed at her callous tone. “You see, he suggested something akin to genocide.”

“Genocide?” Beth echoed. She nearly spilled her coffee at the word.

“That’s right.” Tarov smiled, seeing that he had the detective’s attention. “You see, he wants to start his own war. Almost something of a holy war against humankind. He wants to bring a reckoning down upon your organic skulls, and he doesn’t care who joins him.”

“Why should I trust you?” Beth asked, trying her best to play it cool. She sipped her coffee like it was any other afternoon, but a slight tremor in her fingers said otherwise.

“Because I’m willing to give you crucial information in exchange for your cooperation,” the militia leader said.

Though his form was hulking and intimidating, he did everything he could to come off as non-threatening. None of his muscles tensed up, even when she had accused him of selfish interests. He was trying to win her over, and it was starting to work.

“What information?” she interrogated. She did everything in her power to convey a tone of dominance and leadership. To the best of her knowledge, it was working.

“I’ll give you this tidbit for free: Vicky Fontane was one of my spies,” Tarov said.

He watched her reaction and grinned when her eyes widened a little.

“I see I have your attention,” the I.I. said. “You see, one of my most trusted men was occupying that bodyshell and keeping an eye on this neighborhood for me. Never in a million years did I imagine that a rogue agent would end up deleting him.”

“What was this spy’s name?” Beth asked, testing the limits of Tarov’s trust.

“Jim Rup,” the I.I. offered without hesitation. “Though I imagine your people will figure that out for you in the hours to come. Part of the reason I am here now is to see justice served on his behalf.”

“How noble of you,” Beth said, perhaps with too much sarcasm. However, her guest ignored the tone.

“On top of that, I think I know where to find Simon,” Tarov said.

This caught Beth’s attention, and she couldn’t hide that fact from her guest.

“That’s right. I can lead you right to him, but I need your help to capture him without my people knowing I was involved,” Tarov explained. “If you take him out of the picture — under legal means, of course — then he is no longer a thorn in my side. Win-win, you see.”

“So not an act of charity on your part,” Beth commented with a sour tone.

“You see how serious the situation is, though, do you not?” the I.I. asked her. There was a look of concern on his face. She could tell he was beginning to worry that he had wasted his time.

He really must be desperate, she thought.

There was a moment of silence while the I.I. let her think. It was clear that she didn’t have a definitive answer on the tip of her tongue, yet she still said, “Okay.”

“You’ll help?” Tarov asked, almost incredulously.

“I’ll do my job,” the detective corrected him. “Though I think your goals and mine may align, for the time being. But — what do you get out of this?”

Tarov smiled with the warmth of Saint Nicholas. “I want to avoid a war as much as you do. Even though we stand on different sides of this conflict, we both agree that now is not the time for a fight. If we are to succeed — both of us — then we need to cooperate. Even if it means that we are enemies tomorrow.”

Beth took in a deep breath. There was still the weight of uncertainty on her shoulders, but she knew of nowhere else to turn. She looked up at the hulking figure’s face.

“So how do we start?” she said.

“You just need to shake my hand,” Tarov explained. “That will seal our deal.”

“And in exchange for your help?”

“You keep my secret,” Tarov said. “Don’t tell a soul about our agreement. You have no idea what kind of damage it would do to my reputation. And to yours, I imagine.”

Reluctantly, Beth extended her hand. Tarov smiled, then took it and shook it. The detective pulled her arm back.

“And why me?” Beth asked. “Is it only because I was assigned to Simon’s murder?”

“If only it were that simple,” the I.I. answered enigmatically. “Just know that I believe in your skills. It may seem like you’ve been chosen at random, but know that we do our homework. We know that our best hope lies with you.”

He smiled and stepped back, looking up as if to measure his retreat. He lifted his hand in farewell as a beam of light surrounded him.

And like that, he was gone. Beth was left alone in the conference room to finish her subpar coffee and mull over the words of the terrorist leader.

Surely I can’t trust him, she thought to herself.

With a jolt, she looked around. Though she was alone, she couldn’t help but feel like someone was watching her.
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Beth did her best to blend in as she made her way to the digital nightclub. It had been the one Tarov said she would find Simon hiding out in, but that didn’t make her any more comfortable as she approached the ragged bouncer.

“Name?” she was asked.

The bouncer didn’t even bother to raise his eyes. His gaze was focused on the electric clipboard he had clutched in his fat fingers. She did her best to seem in place.

“Madam Dylan,” she replied, using the title Tarov had told her to.

The bouncer looked at his clipboard for a moment before stepping aside and welcoming her with an arm open wide. She looked around, as if keeping an eye out for security cameras, and she made her way into the sleazy club.

It was a dive bar filled with neon-wearing, glow-stick-waving degenerates who enjoyed theatrical exhibitionism. She had to dodge a few dancers here and there as she made her way to the sullen-cheeked bartender.

“Whatcha having?” the server asked as soon as she found a seat.

“Gin and tonic, please,” she asked.

The bartender gave her a look out the side of his eye like he had never been told “please” before. He washed a glass and then made the cocktail before setting it on a coaster for her.

“That’ll be four credits,” the bartender said.

Without batting an eye, the detective fed the nonexistent servant the digital currency requested.

“Thank you, ma’am,” he said. “Enjoy your evening.”

He went back to wash a few more glasses, but Beth knew it was just a behavior routine run to make him feel more real. The bartender was no more real than the digital bus driver who sold her a ticket earlier, or even the bouncer who read her name off a list.

Still, the club felt real. She could feel the bass echoing off her bones. She could smell the alcohol as more drinks were ordered and bits of them were spilled on the dance floor. She couldn’t help but scrunch her nose up as a man in a biker vest came and ordered his forth Jack and Coke that night.

Low-lives, she thought to herself.

She couldn’t keep her prejudice out of the picture. She had lived her whole life weary of drug addicts and the lifestyles they chose to have. Whether it was a digital fix or the sweet allure of Fog, she couldn’t stand the addictive behavior. The loss of accountability, the begging — the sadness. It was all too much for her.

Regardless of her opinion on addiction, she couldn’t help but be impressed at how immersive the nightclub experience was. It went right down to the drinks themselves. Sure, they weren’t real, but your implant could make them feel real. They could provide you with just the lack of coordination and elation that it’d be indistinguishable from the real thing. The same could be said of any of the “pleasures” to be found in places like this. You could feel your lungs inhaling smoke, reacting, and coughing, though there was nothing in them but the stale air of wherever you were. Flesh felt like flesh, and so did the activities involving it. To everyone jacked into their implants, everything was real enough.

Beth couldn’t help but stare at a couple locked in a close dance out in the center of the room. The man wore a mohawk, but it gleamed of holographic light rather than gelled-up hair. The lights changed color to match the many bands of illumination that made up his baggy clothing. He leaned in and licked the neck of his dance partner, who leaned her head back in ecstasy. She was short and squat with full lips in ivy green lipstick. Her makeup glowed in the same fashion the man’s clothing did, and even matched the color scheme. In fact, Beth noticed, the color changed to match the beat itself.

She couldn’t help but wonder if they were humans immersed in their implants, I.I.s who lived in environments constructed much the same way the nightclub was, or just artificial. A lot of simulations all over the Cloud were populated with millions and millions of unique computer characters. Most were easy to see through after a brief conversation, but some were lovingly crafted to mimic humanity so closely that it gave Beth the willies. She didn’t feel inclined to go ask each dancer and find out, so she took her drink and walked farther into the club.

The strobing lights were enough to give anyone a headache, if they were actually made of real light. However, they only provided an obstacle for Beth as she made her way around a fighting couple and a few guys watching.

That’s when she saw him.

Beth stopped in her tracks and looked away before Simon Mendez had seen her.

She was certain it was him. If not, someone deliberately altered their own online persona to look just like the fugitive, for some reason she couldn’t understand. No, that wasn’t it. A lot of people preferred to go online exactly as they are in the real world, even if they’ve been dead for a while. They felt more natural in their birth bodies, so they chose to interact digitally through them. It seemed that Simon was no different.

Aside from the neon Día de los Muertos style skull makeup he wore, he looked exactly like all the images Beth had seen in her research. He was a thin, rather short Latino man with a bit of stubble around his chin. His hair was cut short, nearly into a buzz cut. His jaw seemed to protrude a little, like he had a wad of gum tucked under his lower lip.

Beth heard the fugitive laugh and turned to look. He seemed to be talking with a blonde girl in a crop top — and nothing else. There was something about his body language that made him appear drunk. He slurred his words and his head seemed to loll a little, as if the hinges in his neck weren’t on tight enough.

She noticed another man with similar makeup sat on the couch beside Simon. She wasn’t sure who he was or if he was even a friend to her target, but she didn’t have much time to think about it.

While she was looking at the man next to him, Simon caught a glimpse of the detective in the corner of his eye. His smile was still winding down from his boisterous laugh, but as soon as they locked eyes, it vanished.

He’s seen me, Beth realized. And he knows who I am.

As if confirming her thoughts, the young Latino man bolted up from his seat, knocking over everyone’s drinks as he did so. The woman made an upset gasp as her martini fell over her front, then broke on the ground.

Simon froze for a second, locked in a pre-pounce pose. Beth braced herself, squaring her shoulders and raising her hands.

Instead, he bolted. He pushed over an older gentleman and sprinted around the bend in the bar.

“Shit!” Beth cried to herself as she started to run after her quarry.

She lost sight of him within seconds. However, the sounds of upset patrons and breaking glass allowed the detective to hunt Simon through the crowds and strobing lights.

She made it to the other side of the enormous circular bar when she spotted Simon’s signature makeup again. He was bowling his way through a caravan of arriving customers as he made his way out of the front door. The bouncers who had just taken the new guests I.D.s were too stunned to react. Plus, they weren’t too concerned about unruly folk leaving the bar.

“Stop!” Beth yelled after Simon. “I’m an officer of the law and I am ordering you to stop!”

“Fuck off!” Simon spat back at her, jumping down the small flight of stairs that led up to the club’s entrance.

She followed him down the sidewalk as he pushed past curious onlookers, both human and artificial. Some people yelled at them from their vehicles to watch where they were going, but Beth drowned them out. She became focused. Simon was locked into her center of vision and everything else was moot. She dodged a newspaper stand as she rounded the corner. It seemed Simon had stumbled a little because she was right on his tail.

“I’ll stun you if I have to!” she cried, retrieving her sidearm from its holster. “It’s not real, but it’ll hurt like hell!”

“Leave me alone!”

Simon threw a trashcan down on the sidewalk in an attempt to stall her, but in his haste, threw it too far out into the street. A car honked in reply.

Once they were on a street without an intersection or alley for at least another hundred yards, Beth stopped. She concentrated on her breathing and stilled it as fast as she could. As she exhaled, she raised her weapon, aimed, and fired.

Simon froze up like he was struck with a bolt of lighting. His extremities started to twitch and he collapsed on his face. He was too stunned to even scream, but Beth knew that he was going through agony right now.

She had shot him with the digital equivalent of a taser. It was shaped and functioned just like her real-world firearm, but it did little more than cause enough pain to stop someone.

It took her a moment to catch up with Simon, who was still writhing on the street like a fish out of water. She kept the stunner aimed at him.

“Get up,” she said once the tremors in her target’s body seemed to diminish. “I won’t tell you twice.”

Simon continued to lay. He seemed to become alert again before breaking down into a dry laugh. He chuckled like that into the asphalt until Beth leaned down and physically spun him around.

“I said get up!” she ordered.

Damn, she thought, I did say it twice.

“You’ve got the wrong guy, lady,” the man said, still laughing in between breaths. The makeup on his face had smeared off a little when he had hit the ground. “You don’t even know it, but you’ve got the wrong guy.”

“What are you talking about?” Beth demanded. She lifted her weapon as if taking aim. “Answer me.”

“I fell into his trap,” Simon replied, almost as if to himself. “He outwitted me and I fell into his trap, and he’s got you to do it for him.”

“Who?” Beth asked. “Who’s trap?”

By now, there were a few onlookers gathering. They seemed to just be watching, but Beth could tell by the dead looks in their eyes that they were recording.

Fucking vultures, she thought.

Simon laughed a bit more. He rolled his head back onto the street like he was going to take a nap there, guffawing up at the stars. Beth watched with wide eyes. She was starting to think he was going into shock or something. For a moment, she wondered if digital people could get real concussions.

“I asked you a question, Simon,” Beth said.

“Tarov,” Simon replied once he could catch his breath. “Tarov’s got you. He’s got me. He’s one step closer to waging his war on mankind.”

“What?”

“He framed me,” Simon insisted. “The asshole framed me and he killed my parents.”
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Beth blinked. Her weapon lowered just a little as she processed the words.

“You killed your parents,” she asserted, though her tone was uncertain.

“No, I didn’t,” Simon replied. He seemed to take notice of the onlookers for the first time. He lowered his voice. “I have done a lot of bad things, but I did not murder my parents.”

Beth’s eyes shifted from her gun to the fugitive. She was stuck between two actions, so she did neither. Her gun stayed fixed on Simon, and he seemed to become wary of it as well.

“You don’t believe me,” he said.

“Why would I?”

“Because it’s true,” Simon replied. “I was framed. They killed my parents as some sort of vengeance on me — something they could tie into their plan.”

“I don’t understand,” Beth said. “We have footage of you threatening your father before you killed him. You were in control of his body.”

“And you heard my voice? Saw my face?”

“He called you ‘son,’ ” Beth said. “He called you ‘son’ and then you killed him.”

Her expression hardened and she raised her weapon once more.

Simon looked down. “Then they must have convinced him it was me,” Simon mumbled. “They let him die thinking that his little boy would do that to him. To his mother.”

His eyes remained down low, and Beth was almost convinced she saw a tear begin to form. If it was all an act, it was a rather impressive one. Still, she stood unshaken.

Every rat will lie when you back them into a corner, she reminded herself. He just wants you to drop your guard so he can make a run for it.

There were measures within the online environment that let law enforcement control certain specs that most people cannot. For example, a normal user would be able to log in and out of locales at their own leisure, whenever they saw fit. However, when being pursued by an officer of the law, those functions become disabled. Sure, he could still run throughout the current location — which can be enormous, no doubt — but there would be nowhere to run.

Still, Beth didn’t want him to make her chase him. She didn’t want to risk him finding a hole to hide in and evading her for longer than she could afford to look.

“You said they framed you,” Beth said. “You called it an act of vengeance. Vengeance for what? What did you do that made them murder an innocent couple and frame their own child for it?”

“Defecting,” Simon replied. “For leaving the team behind and putting everyone involved at risk. They consider me a liability.”

“Then why not just delete you outright?” Beth asked. “Surely they have the means to track you down and delete your code. If I captured you — so can they.”

Simon swallowed. “Tarov wanted to make it personal. My departure from the Liberators was — less than amicable. I had to leave in a hurry, and I caused some noise when I did it. Now they’re pissed off.”

“You really expect me to believe you didn’t murder your parents?” Beth inquired. Her words were hard, but her features were starting to soften. She did her best not to show her wavering confidence. “Everything I’ve looked into seems to say the opposite.”

“Look, I hated my parents, but I didn’t kill them,” Simon pleaded. “They disowned me for the crimes I committed and left me to rot alone. Friendless. No family. They made me know I was unloved, just because of a few mistakes. And then when I dared to come back from the dead, like millions of people already have, they won’t even acknowledge me. I’d even come to visit a few times, unannounced. They’d see it was me in the bodyshell and tell me to get the hell out. They hated me, so I hated them. But I would never kill them. That’s not who I am.”

Beth saw the tear finally spill out of the side of Simon’s digital eye. She scanned his face, digging deep into what she considered her extraordinary sense of honesty for any guidance. She didn’t see any deception in the young man’s face and didn’t feel any cunning in his tone. In fact, he seemed more like a broken teenager than anything else.

“You’ve killed before,” Beth stated. Her gun was starting to shake a bit.

“Not family!” Simon yelled at her. She jumped a little, and so did all the people walking by. “Never family.”

Beth lowered her gun, feeling a tear of frustration welling up in her own eye.

“Goddammit!” she screamed, reveling in the cathartic release of the swear. “How do I even know who to trust? For all I know, you’re lying right now. You’re just spoon-feeding me some bullshit so you can escape.”

“I have evidence,” Simon said. He was starting to rise slowly, keeping his hands raised above his shoulders.

“Evidence?” Beth echoed

“All kinds of data,” Simon elaborated. “I’ve got recordings, schedules, transcripts, diagrams — everything they are using in their plan.”

“Their plan,” Beth started, “their plan to wage war on humanity, right? Isn’t that what you said?”

“That’s right.”

“Quite a claim,” she commented. She noticed how white her knuckles grew as she clutched onto her gun. Though lowered, she kept it ready for any sudden movements.

“And I have the evidence to back it up. I can send it to you now.”

“Do it,” she ordered. “And keep your hands up.”

Simon’s face went blank as he started interacting with what limited controls he had. Still, it only took him about a minute to transmit over seven-thousand pages of information. It all flashed before Beth’s eyes as it was received, moving by so fast that she couldn’t make heads or tails of it. She noticed images, a couple maps, and long and wordy messages. Despite all that, she kept an eye on the fugitive as he finished standing back up on his feet.

“What am I looking at here?” Beth asked. “What’s this all have to do with their plan?”

“It’s instructions, correspondence, and plans for developing and manufacturing Fog,” Simon explained. “They’re the ones who invented it.”

Beth scoffed. “The Liberators invented Fog? Why?”

“To soften you up,” Simon said, a faint smirk appearing on his lips. “Humanity, I mean. Tarov and his Liberators have been making the stuff for years, getting humans addicted and killing off their brain cells.”

“But what good does that do them?” Beth asked. Her brow furrowed. “You can’t get everyone hooked.”

“No, but you can get enough to raise an army.”

Beth replied only by raising an eyebrow.

“You see, when enough of the right kind of brain damage has taken place in the human mind, it loses its superiority over the neural implant. They can’t control it as well, and as such, can be used as organic bodyshells at this point. It makes it easier for an I.I. to take over someone’s body — to control them like a marionette.”

“Like Vicky Fontane?” Beth asked. “Our autopsies showed she was an elaborate bodyshell.”

“Ahh, Vicky.” Simon smiled a little as if recalling a fond love. “In all sense of the term, she was. But she was once human. She was as alive as you, or as I once was. But with enough of the narcotic, they become hollow. Empty. A shell, so to speak.”

“That’s sick,” Beth said. “Why not just use mechanical bodyshells? Why do they have to ruin someone else’s life?”

“Because, detective, bodyshells aren’t human,” Simon said. “I’m not sure if you’d call it ideology, or maybe some perverted sense of ‘nature’, but I.I.s don’t like living in robot shells. They want to feel again. They want to know the warmth of blood in their veins once again, the rise and fall of the breath. These are all things you take for granted. You could have no idea how much we desire them.”

Beth stared at the young man for a bit, her mouth open in confused thought. She felt like shaking her head, seeing if there was something blocking up the gears of her mind that she could just rattle loose. There was no denying the skepticism that blanketed her, made her doubt lowering her gun. Yet she was compelled. She had to keep listening to see how long this song went.

“So that’s the plan, then?” Beth said. “Get people addicted?”

“In more ways than one, yes,” Simon replied. “It wasn’t just the Fog. It was junk news. It was electronic media. It was little flashing lights and chimes that made humans forgo thought for hours at a time. The Liberators are attacking you on all kinds of fronts, all designed to make you weak. Then, they can take their place.”

“What place?”

“At the top of the food chain, of course,” Simon said. “The dominant species. The next evolution of human. Homo aeternus.”

“And they plan to do this with war?”

“War is the final stage, yes.”

“Then you’re coming with me,” Beth said, pulling out a pair of restraints from her jacket pocket. Although they were just an item in a digital database, they still allowed her to restrict Simon’s code from doing pretty much anything more than speak.

“I suppose I don’t have a choice?” Simon asked, looking around. There was almost a look of opportunity in his eye, like he was still looking for a window to escape. However, he remained in the spot until Beth had managed to secure the restraints on him.

“If there’s any chance what you’re saying is true, then no,” Beth answered. “And if you’re lying to me, definitely no. We need to talk, and somewhere we can actually record your data. Got that?”

“If it will make Tarov suffer, I’m in,” Simon said. “Besides, I’m tired of running and hiding. I know I’ve done wrong before, but I loathe that existence. I want to do better.”

“I’m not sure I would call seeking vengeance ‘doing better’, Simon,” Beth commented.

“It’s not just about my parents, or the bad blood between Tarov and I,” the I.I. started. “You don’t seem to see the big picture. It’s in all the data that I sent you, but you haven’t seen the facts yet.”

“What are you yammering on about?”

“Tarov isn’t an installed intelligence at all,” Simon explained. “He’s an A.I. in disguise. A super-intelligent computer program pretending to be an I.I. And he plans to enslave us all.”
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Beth had only stepped away from being immersed in her C.C. to get a glass of water and use the bathroom. She didn’t want to delay in getting the information Simon had given her to Marcus and the others at the department. Even though it would create an avalanche of paperwork, sleepless hours, and countless migraines, it had to be done. Besides, she didn’t want to leave Simon alone in her cerebral computer for long, even if he was restrained.

She returned to her bedroom, locked the door, downed her glass of water, and immersed herself again.

She found herself in the usual pre-Cloud lobby, a sort of personalized environment she alone can access between sessions online. Simon wasn’t here, of course, because she kept him in hibernation mode in storage. She didn’t want to babysit the fugitive while she communicated with her partner.

Pulling up her phone tool, Beth frowned. It didn’t have the usual green interface she was used to. Instead, it was grayed out and informed her that her connection was unstable.

She pulled up her contacts, selected Marcus, and tried to give him a ring either way. To no surprise, it was unable to connect. A robot woman’s voice explained that she should try again and make sure her firewalls weren’t interfering. Even though she knew they were in their proper places, she double checked her security measures. Nothing she found seemed to be the cause of the interference.

Then she noticed a presence in the lobby with her.

She spun around in the digital parlor and saw Master General Blake Tarov of the Liberators seated on her couch.

“Hello, Beth,” the militia leader greeted her.

Beth couldn’t speak for a moment. No one was supposed to be able to access her lobby, especially if her connection wasn’t working. Her brow was wrinkled with confusion and her body tight with anticipation as she stared at her uninvited guest.

“I’ve been trying to get a hold of you,” Tarov said. “It seems you’ve been too busy to answer my calls.”

“Just following up on the lead you gave me,” the detective replied. She was frozen to the spot like a statue. Every muscle was bracing for a possible attack.

“You seem tense, detective,” Tarov observed. “Why don’t you come have a seat with me?”

“I’m fine where I am, thank you,” Beth replied.

Tarov smiled and nodded, as if just catching a hidden reference.

“How did you get in here?” the detective asked.

“I have my ways, of course,” Tarov answered. “Don’t expect a magician to reveal his tricks, Beth.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to ask if you’ve seen our friend Simon,” the master general said. “I want to know if you were able to get in touch with him. It’s very important to me.”

There was something so sinister about the politeness the digital man used in his inflection. It made the hairs stand up on the back of Beth’s neck.

“As a matter of fact, I have,” she said, taking a deep breath. “We were able to talk.”

“Excellent,” Tarov said, a warm smile forming over his almost gargantuan face. “And I assume you have him in your custody now?”

“That’s right.”

“Perfect,” the digital man replied. “Now what would you say about me taking him off your hands? No paperwork, no headaches. Just gone and done with.”

“What are you going to do with him?”

“What do you care?”

Beth thought for a moment.

“It’s tempting.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Tarov said.

“He told me about you,” Beth replied. “He told me what you are.”

Tarov seemed amused by the comment.

“Is that so? And what am I, exactly?” he asked.

“An A.I.,” Beth answered. “You’re not really an installed intelligence after all.”

Tarov leaned his head back and let loose a loud, belly-shaking laugh.

“That’s a new one!” he cried out between chuckles. “I’ve been called a lot of things in my time, Beth. I’ve been accused of trafficking children, I’ve been accused of beating my wives, but never once have I been accused of being artificial. Phony, perhaps, but at least human.”

“You aren’t human, though.”

“That hurts, Beth,” the master general replied. “You know, it’s that kind of ignorant thinking that’s still driving a wedge between your people and mine. This dehumanization — as if it’s so important to classify things.”

“Simon seems pretty convinced that you’re an A.I.”

“And you believe him?” The large man rose from the couch so he could tower a full head over Beth. He stared down at her, a scowl forming on his lips. “You believe someone who would murder his own parents? The people who raised him?”

“He says he’s innocent,” Beth said. Her voice remained calm and unwavering, despite the panic working within her.

Tarov scoffed hard enough to blow a straw house over. “Oh, he says he’s innocent. How convenient. I suppose you’d give me the same consideration if I claimed I was innocent of my accusations? Do you think they’d forgive the bombings, Beth? The ones Simon helped me carry out?”

Beth didn’t say anything. She just stared up at the man’s large head, her jaw clenched and her eyes unblinking. She scanned his digital features and she saw through the lies. Even though he was the leader of a powerful militia, capable of apparently hacking into someone’s private implant session, he couldn’t lie well. He was a fraud.

Still, she let him speak.

“Do you know what Simon used to do?” Tarov continued. “When we would go out on raids together — killing a few dozen humans we were able to trap — he’d like to give them a bunch of little cuts. He really liked the combat bodyshells, you know? With the sharp edges and weapon extensions? Well, he’d use his knife-like fingers to tear these terrible gashes into the hostages. Women, children — it didn’t matter. Then, he’d douse them in gasoline, reveling in every agonized shriek, every beg for mercy. He was a sadist, Beth. He’d let them writhe like that for up to an hour before striking the match. Laughing the entire time.”

Beth looked away. She felt her face grow red with shame.

You let him get to you, she thought to herself. That’s what he wanted. To shock you.

She turned back and Tarov’s grin seemed to confirm her theories.

“Disgusting, isn’t it?” the digital man — program — whatever, said. “You’re going to listen to the mad ravings of that degenerate? He’s not only a sadistic piece of shit, but a traitor to his own people — my people. You’re going to believe him? Why?”

“Because he showed me,” Beth replied. “He showed me everything. Every conversation you had together, every plan, every diagram, everything!”

She couldn’t help but seethe a little as she screamed at him. She was letting her emotions get the better of her, and she knew it was wrong, but the release was so intense that she shook a little.

“That kind of data can be manufactured,” Tarov replied. He seemed a little diminished by the woman’s rage.

Beth shook her head. “No, not this kind, Tarov. Not this kind. He’s shown me so much data that I couldn’t list your crimes in one sitting. It’s going to take a team of people to wade through this evidence, but only because there’s so damn much. And after we pin you for everything you’ve done, you know what we’re going to do? We’re going to show the world. They’ll all know that the most infamous I.I.-supremist in the whole world is, in fact, an artificial intelligence. A computer program that someone somewhere made and conditioned. You think your little resistance is going to survive that? You think the Liberators will be anything more than a laughingstock?”

She breathed heavily after she spat her words at him. She could feel the saliva coming off her lips, and she couldn’t help but wonder if it was only simulated spittle or if she was practically foaming at the mouth in the real world.

Tarov seemed to size her up for a moment, gazing down at her from his full height. His eyes burned like dark coals as he considered her threat.

“I see,” he replied. “Then it seems you’ve made your choice.”

Beth nodded. “That’s right.”

“You know, that data is secured with one of our top privacy measures,” the militia leader started to explain. “If you try to transmit it to your partner or anyone else through the Internet, it will delete itself. It was designed to avoid replication.”

Damn, Beth thought. That would have been the easy way about this.

“Then it seems I’ll have to make a hard copy,” the detective hissed. “And I’ll share that, too.”

Tarov took in a deep breath and stepped away from the woman. He seemed like he was going towards the door, as if he was about to make an exit. He turned back to her.

“I tried to warn you,” he said. “I tried to give you every chance to back out of this while you could. Still, you push on. Next time we see each other, don’t expect me to be so friendly.”

Then he vanished.
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Marcus agreed to meet Beth at the Grand Unity Mall, even though she wouldn’t say what kind of bombshell she had. He could tell she was nervous by the voicemail she left him, but she kept it intentionally vague, as if just to annoy him. Despite the spontaneity of the request, Marcus trusted his partner. He wouldn’t leave her hanging, even if he didn’t know what it was about.




Beth scowled at the stores as she walked past them. There was something about them that combined the worst parts of filth and cleanliness into a corporate glob designed to entice the consumer. She passed by a gun store that looked like it could have been a computer store. There were neon lights along the gun shelves, placid white walls without a shred of personality. There was something so corporate about everything. No real mom-and-pop stores anymore.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She knew it was just her nerves bleeding pessimism on everything. You need to get a grip of yourself and take control of the situation, she reminded herself.

Ever since she was given the sensitive data on everything the Liberators were working on, she felt a tightness in her chest. A constant worry that she would be targeted for what she knew — for the evidence she carried with her. Tarov’s explanation of the security he’d put on the files only worsened the situation. Once she was able to offload the data to Marcus and the rest of her department, she could breathe easy. She wouldn’t be a high-value target anymore; Tarov would have no reason to go after her.

You’re just being paranoid, she thought. No one is out to get you. Marcus will show up, you’ll give him the information, and everything will be said and done.

Or will it? She couldn’t help but wonder how much digging she’d have to go through all that data to find the vital nuggets. How much of it was time sensitive? Were there attacks outlined in the information that would happen too soon to warn anyone? Would it put the rest of her department at risk? At what lengths would Tarov and the Liberators go to follow through on their plan?

They want to go to war, she reminded herself.

She had to lean against a wall for a moment to catch her breath. The constant change of emotion was giving her a panic attack. Once she calmed down, she realized there was no point in thinking terrifying thoughts over and over. She may as well distract herself while she waited for Marcus.

Looking across the aisle, she noticed a happy looking pet store with bright, warm lighting inside. The green marquee over the entrance announced it as an Electronic Pals Parlor. Looking through the windows at the puppies and kittens on display, Beth wouldn’t have known they were artificial without the name of the store.

She walked through the door and looked closer at the puppies in the display case. They all noticed her presence, wagging their tails and panting with excitement as she approached. She leaned in and put a hand against the plastic wall of their encasement, and a couple of the synthetic animals tried to offer her their paws.

It was subtle, but she could tell they were fake. It was the fur. Animal fur had a resilient, random nature to the way each individual hair grew. Synthetic animals were all made of uniform fur. Every thread about as long as the others. And something about the way it was connected to the “skin” made it look like it was sewed on, rather than growing from follicles.

She stepped back and smiled at the puppies. The imitation of life was nearly perfect.

I wonder if they’re like Vicky, she couldn’t help but wonder. Real animals, just hollowed out and reprogrammed.

She shook the thought from her mind almost as quickly as it came. There was no logic to it. Disregarding the ethics of killing innocent animals, there would be no purpose to hollowing them out and putting in a computer, just so they can mimic what they already were. Not to mention the time and money that would be wasted on such an effort.

No. She knew they were robots just designed to look real. They were made by man and not slaughtered. They served many purposes that real animals could not. They provided companionship to those who are otherwise allergic to the animal. They engaged in long relationships for growing children, and could even be programmed to simulate aging and death, then rebirth, just in order to teach the cycle of life.

Or, at least, the cycle as it is now, Beth observed.

She was distracted by a cage of artificial geckos when a man stepped up beside her.

“Almost like real, aren’t they?” he commented.

“Almost,” she replied.

She didn’t look at him. After a moment, she walked to the other side of the store, feigning some interest in the robotic canaries in order to get away from the stranger. He followed her.

“It’s an interesting place to meet,” he said. After a moment, he added, “In the mall, I mean.”

Beth turned to face him. She almost half expected it to be Marcus using some sort of disguise, but the thought left her mind when she saw nothing familiar. The man was much older than her, probably in his late fifties. There was a bright circle of flesh atop his head where his hairline had receded and started to gray. A pair of old folks glasses sat on the bridge of his nose, all above a slightly crooked smile. He didn’t have a very welcoming appearance, she thought.

“Do I know you?” she asked, squinting a little.

“Not me — no — but I’m a friend of Marcus,” the stranger replied. “My name’s Mark.”

He offered an outstretched hand. She took it and shook.

“Beth,” she introduced herself. “Where’s Marcus?”

“He’s in the stairwell,” Mark replied. “Between the stores.”

Beth’s eyebrow went up. “Why?” she asked.

“He wouldn’t tell me, but he said you’d understand,” the man said.

The detective looked around her for a moment, at the clerk behind the counter, at the one other shopper in the store. No one seemed to pay them any mind.

Why would Marcus want to meet in the stairwell? Beth asked herself. Is he in danger, too? Perhaps Tarov was able to get to him and threaten him, or something like that. But why would that keep him from meeting her out in public? She had been threatened herself, and here she was. Was that a mistake? Was she just standing out in the open for the Liberators — like a sitting duck?

There must be some method to Marcus’s madness, she decided. She’d known the man for over eight years now and he’d always proved to have a good intuition. If he felt it was dangerous to meet out here, then there was a reason for it. She grew nervous herself as she followed Mark out of the store.

“This way,” he beckoned her, heading to the right and into a door that was painted to look like part of the rest of the wall. An exit sign with a stick figure man fleeing down a flight of stairs hung above the door.

Once she stepped through, the door was closed behind her. She jolted a little and turned to see Mark with his hand on the knob.

Looking around, she realized they were alone. She sighed a little to herself.

You fell for the trap, dummy, she thought. Rule 101: don’t trust strangers.

“Where’s Marcus?” she asked.

“He’s been rerouted somewhere else,” Mark — if that even was his name — said.

“Who are you?” She felt around behind her as she spoke, not daring to remove her eyes from the stranger. She grabbed onto the railing that followed the stairs down to the lower level. “What do you want with me?”

“I’m here on behalf of my master general, detective,” Mark said.

“So you’ve come to kill me?” Beth asked. “And you’ve brought one of your meat puppets to do the job?”

Mark said nothing.

“You realize that Tarov is an A.I., right?” Beth said. She took a step back, feeling with her feet how close the first step down was. “He’s fooled you all into following his cause.”

“They said you’d say something like that,” the meat puppet assassin said. “Luckily, I was well conditioned before they transferred me into this body. There’s no doubt as to my loyalty.”

“Then I supposed you’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do,” Beth replied.

Without hesitation, she spun around and ran down the first flight of stairs. The I.I. chased after her, pushing off of the closed door to give himself a boost.

Beth wanted to turn around and see how close her pursuer was, but she didn’t dare, focusing instead on the turn into the next flight of stairs. She could hear the heavy footfalls right behind her, catching up.

It was hopeless. He was right on her tail, and before she could turn down the next flight, she felt a large hand grab her by the forearm. The fingers crushed against her skin and bone, bruising her as her assailant tugged her back. She nearly lost her footing and fell on her face, but instead tumbled into the assassin’s chest.

She could smell the sweat on him. She could feel the dampness of perspiration even through his shirt. It was clear that this bodyshell didn’t exercise very much. Mark took a moment to breathe as he pulled Beth close into a hug-like lock. She shrieked and kicked against him, but he was too large. There was no real room to reach out, thrash, kick, punch, bite, or do much of anything. She felt helpless as her attacker reached into his pocket.

With a flick, he extended a pocket knife. He pointed the blade of it towards Beth’s neck, who struggled to get as far from it as she could.

“Let’s just make this simple, shall we?” Mark said.

Before Beth could make another thought, the door above them burst open and fell off its hinges. A silver-and-black form leaped through the opening and jumped straight down the stairs to the level Beth was being held. With a whirring of gears, the form spun like a tornado and collided with the meat puppet assassin. Mark went tumbling backward, falling on his rear while Beth fell forward down the stairs. She rolled over a few of the concrete steps before grabbing the railing and stopping herself. She only managed to turn her head upwards in time to see Mark lunge from the ground at the form that had attacked him.

Now that it wasn’t in blurring motion, she could see her savior. It was a sleek humanoid form, but she could tell from a mess of insulated wires and plastic plates that it was, in fact, a robot of some sort. Or a bodyshell.

Its limbs all went into motion as it fought against the meat puppet. The robotic form was knocked off balance by the assassin, but managed to find its footing and return a blow to Mark’s chest.

The I.I.-possessed man grunted in pain, but immediately countered with a kick of his own.

Beth started rising to her feet as soon as she was able to. She winced as she leaped up the stairs after the two fighters, feeling her bruises and cuts pulse with each step.

She roared a little as she punched Mark square in the face. As if on cue, the meat puppet’s nose exploded with blood. She had broken the cartilage there, but he didn’t have much time to bleed before the robotic hero also punched him in the face.

“Back up,” the robot bodyshell said.

Beth’s eyes widened. Though the body was clearly an artificial construct, the same couldn’t be said about the voice. In fact, she knew that voice.

It was Simon Mendez.

“I wouldn’t watch this if I were you,” the robotic bodyshell said. Then, as if the power switch had been hit, the lights on his body turned off and the head hung limp.

Mark looked around the stairway with angry eyes.

“What the — ” he started to say. He was stopped, however, by a sudden and deafening shriek. It came from himself. His own voice tore as he continued to scream in pain. The meat puppet raised his hands to his temples, as if trying to silence some terrible sound from getting in.

And without warning, Mark became limp. Blood gushed out in torrents from his nose, mouth, and ears. He fell to the ground with a soft thud and continued to bleed on the concrete.

He was dead.

Beth watched the scene unfold with her mouth agape. She had seen a lot of strange things in her time, but never a man’s brain implode. She was certain that that’s what she had just witnessed: a mind shatter.

Suddenly — but gently — the lights on the robotic bodyshell glowed back to life. The gears started to whir again, and the mechanical head turned to face Beth.

“Simon?” she asked, uncertain about anything at this point.

The bodyshell nodded.

“You’re in great danger,” Simon said.
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Beth was astonished.

“What’s going on?” she asked. She brushed her hair back with both hands, holding them on the sides of her head like it might implode too.

“You’re a wanted woman, Beth,” Simon said. His voice came through the bodyshell’s advanced speakers, which gave it a sort of buzzing ambiance.

“Wanted? By Tarov?”

“That’s right,” her savior answered. “He’s got a hit out on both of us. And believe me when I say that he’s gotten his people riled up. They want your head, even without the massive reward he’s offering. All they know is that you plan to take them down — to undermine everything they’ve built.”

“And I’m guessing they conveniently left out the fact that Tarov is a computer program pretending to be an I.I.,” she said.

The robotic bodyshell nodded, the strange almost bird-like face it possessed protruding towards Beth.

“He’s got them all under his thumb. They won’t find out anything he doesn’t want them to, including anything you say. They’re programmed to believe you’re a liar — a heretic who will say anything to destroy I.I.-kind.”

“Surely that kind of conditioning can be broken,” Beth suggested.

“Perhaps,” Simon replied, “but I imagine it would take some time to find out. Years, even.”

Beth groaned in frustration. The shock was starting to wear off and her numb calm had been replaced with a burning fury. Her groan erupted into a feral yell, and she kicked the dead man on the ground as if he was going to hop right back up and try to kill her again.

Simon reached out with a mechanical hand and touched Beth’s shoulder. She batted it away, then brought her hands up to her eyes. She started to cry — though whether from frustration or fear, she couldn’t say.

“It’ll be okay,” Simon said. “We can beat them together.”

Beth looked up at the bodyshell. There were no features capable of an expression, just a bunch of lights and servos, but she liked to imagine a warm look of concern.

I should be grateful, she realized, the anger receding from her face. She wiped a bit of snot from her cheek. If it wasn’t for him, I’d be the one bleeding on the stairs. There’s no telling how many minutes — how many seconds — I was away from death.

Then her brow furrowed and a bit of suspicion crept into her eyes.

“How did you get out of your restraints?” she asked, suddenly remembering the digital prison she had left Simon in. “How did you find a bodyshell? How did you find me?”

Simon laughed. It sounded strange from the speakers, like Darth Vader had remembered a funny joke.

“As you know, I was pretty high up in the Liberator echelon,” he said. “There are a lot of things the militia can do that you can’t even imagine. And even though I’ve gone rogue, I still have access to a lot of those resources. Namely, surveillance and bodyshell tech. I’m sure they’ll catch on soon enough and block me out of the system, if they haven’t already, but I’ve already reprogrammed some things to work independently of their network.”

“Resourceful,” Beth commented.

“I can’t claim the credit alone,” Simon replied. “A lot of what I can do — what we can do— is due to a lot of work from a variety of people. It took years and dozens of talented minds to develop the weapons I.I.s now have at their disposal.”

“Like blowing up heads?” Beth asked, looking down at the carcass.

“I overloaded his implant,” the I.I. explained. “I was able to get in there and shut it down from the inside. Unfortunately, that involved a tiny explosion in the implants key components.”

“Can you do this to anyone?” Beth asked, a tinge of fear in her tone.

“No — at least — not yet,” Simon answered. “They’ve been working on it, but that’s one reason we needed the Fog. To make access easier. They’re a long way off, but nothing’s impossible. You’d be amazed at the strides we’ve accomplished since the days of Maynard Batiste.”

“Maynard Batiste?” Beth echoed. The name was familiar, but she couldn’t figure out from where she’d heard it.

“He was the first I.I. to live inside a human’s cerebral computer,” Simon explained. “He’s also the one who taught us how to ‘jump’. He was the world’s first puppetmaster.”

Beth shuddered a little as she contemplated Simon’s words. Even though it had just been used to save her life, the idea that any I.I—especially those under Tarov’s charge— could just jump into someone’s implant and shut down their brain was terrifying. Even if they were ages away from developing it to be strong enough against all humans, the possibility made her skin crawl.

Simon seemed to be able to hear her thoughts.

“I know it’s scary,” he said, “but we can beat them before it ever gets that bad.”

“We should go to the police,” Beth suggested. Then her partner came to her mind and concern grew within her. “In fact, where is Marcus? He was the one I was supposed to meet here.”

“I know,” Simon said. “I diverted him. I wanted to keep as many people out of harm’s way as possible. Besides — he might be followed.”

“Followed? By one of Tarov’s men?”

“Yes — but likely within the department,” Simon replied.

Beth’s eyes grew wide and her brow furrowed in confusion.

“Within the department?”

“That’s right, Beth,” the bodyshell said. “Tarov has people in the police. A lot of people, in fact. Some of them are I.I.s in organic bodyshells, and others are just people who’ve been blackmailed or threatened into compliance. Whatever the police know, Tarov knows. If we go to them, he’ll be able to reach us before anyone knows about his secret.”

“But if they see the data, they’ll know Tarov was lying to them.”

“It won’t matter,” Simon continued. “He has officers so loyal in the police that they’d delete the data without so much as a peek. They have faith in Tarov as a leader, and if he says something is a lie, they will believe him.”

Everything just keeps getting better, Beth mused bitterly. They can jump into people’s minds, they control the police, and worse of all, they want me dead. And the only one who can seem to help me is a murder suspect and former terrorist.

“Then what do we do?” Beth asked. Her tone was defeated, and Simon could tell. He offered a hand on her shoulder again, and this time, she didn’t fend it off.

“We have to be smarter than the Liberators,” Simon replied.

“And how do we do that?”

“Well, first, we need a plan,” Simon said. “The odds are stacked up against us, so we need to take our next steps carefully. Take time and do some research; reach out and try to find allies.”

“But we’re being hunted,” Beth replied. “The way you’ve talked about it, it sounds like Tarov will send countless assassins after us until he knows his secret is safe.”

“That’s right,” Simon started, “but only if he can track us.”

“And how do we avoid that?”

“By getting off the grid,” Simon answered. “We have to go where civilization can’t find us. Someplace the police — strangers — even I.I. terrorists won’t go.”

Beth’s eyes seemed to gleam for a moment as she thought over their predicament.

“I think I know of a place,” she said.

“Then let’s go,” Simon replied. “The next killer is probably already on his way.”
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Dust blew over the buildings to the north. Beth’s eyelids fluttered as the wind brought the particles to them, but she continued to scan the horizon. It was broken and craggy, like some national park in the Southwest, but it wasn’t a natural formation. The skyline was filled with the hollowed out husks of abandoned homes and rundown offices. Places that hadn’t been warm in decades and knew nothing but wind and silence.

Beth worked deftly with her hands while she looked around. Despite the ugliness of all the dilapidated structures, there was a certain peace to the scene. Something about that place reminded Beth that the world would be able to carry on just fine once Man coughed his dying breath. That the Earth would continue to spin, plants would continue to grow, and the wind would continue to howl. It gave her mind a comfortable respite from the frightened and concerned thoughts that filled it.

Where were they going to go next? She wondered if she would ever be able to hand off the data Simon had given her, or if Tarov would be lurking behind every shadow, waiting for her to slip up. She wished Marcus was there. He was her partner, and they’d tackled many dark challenges together. He would know what to do, or at least, how to get Beth to think of what to do.

Was he in on it? She started to scare herself a little with her thoughts. Could anyone be trusted? Tarov certainly couldn’t, but that should have been obvious from the get-go. You don’t make a deal with a terrorist leader and expect no complications. A “man” like that thrives on complications; in fact, they were his driving call. To complicate everything around him until it frustrated or scared enough people into letting him have what he wants.

But what does he want, anyway? To take over both humankind and the installed intelligences? To what end?

Maybe if she could speak to the one who programmed the Tarov A.I., she could ask him or her these questions. What did you program him for? What was he made to do? And what do we do if he gets too powerful?

Simon hummed a little as he leaned against an old mailbox.

“Need any help there?” he offered.

Beth looked down at the deflated tent and rods in her hands. She had been trying to funnel the damn aluminum things through the top of the tent’s canopy, but they kept getting bunched up or caught in segments of fiber. Frustrated, she threw the things down and looked up at her metal companion.

“By all means,” she said, gesturing to the crumpled shelter as if it was the prize in a game show.

Simon stood up and walked over to the tent, his gears whirring a little with each step. He went to work on the thing, immediately getting the metal rods to respond to his commands.

Beth rolled her eyes as she watched the bodyshell construct the tent. Once it was up and she had adequately congratulated him — not lacking any sarcasm — she began to unpack their cooking supplies.

They were only able to take some bare essential things they could find as they made their way out of the city. Simon advised Beth against going back to her apartment, despite how many things she had there that could be of use now. She had one of her laptops there, which could have run separate of her C.C., and therefore anonymously, but they couldn’t go for it. They were just able to make a couple stops at hunting and outdoor supply stores, and a thrift store. Still, they were lucky to have what they did. They wouldn’t starve in under a week (especially since Simon didn’t have to eat) and they would be warm the entire duration.

Before they had left Seattle, Simon helped Beth make sure they didn’t leave any traces. Nothing digital that could be used to follow them out into the wilds. It took a while — including several double-checks — before they felt comfortable enough to leave. Once the tall buildings and the zooming traffic was behind them, Beth was able to breathe a little easier.

Now that the sun was beginning to sink behind all the skeletons of the old world, though, she wasn’t quite at ease. As much as the tent and the howling of coyotes made her think she was in nature, she knew she was in the middle of ruins. The graveyard of a previous generation, left behind to rot. Forgotten.

Beth didn’t believe in ghosts, of course, but it was hard not to get some shivers from the place. Where they camped used to be the main street of a sprawling suburb. They made their camp against the wall of an old drugstore, the brick-and-mortar kind, though a good number of the brick walls had caved in on themselves. A bit of vine clung to the side of the structure, running from cracks in the sidewalk, or at least, what remained of the sidewalk. A disabled traffic light hung overhead, watching over them with three dull gray eyes.

This particular suburb had been abandoned for over forty years, according to Beth’s records. She had to access most data offline now, so she wasn’t sure of its accuracy, but no one had lived in these parts for decades. At least no one but a few Luddites, as her records referred to them. They were country folk who lived outside of the hustle and bustle of the modern world. They preferred the open skies and the silent hum of a world without computers whirring, vehicles honking, or just people yelling over loud music. In fact, these Luddites were typically so extreme that they shunned technology — in the modern sense — altogether. They lived in a sort of agrarian society, like Amish people but without the religion. Some of them banded together to form groups or tribes, but they never seemed to step on each other’s toes too much. With so much open and abandoned space to choose from, they left the fighting for the people in the cities.

She had yet to meet one of these Luddites — these wild men. But it made her a little uncomfortable to think of one or two of them stumbling upon her while she slept. There was no way to tell what they would do. Luddites weren’t easily subject to modern laws, though she reckoned they probably had some sort of justice system between themselves. Otherwise, they’d be nothing more than feral animals.

“What do we do now?” the detective asked, gazing up as the first stars started to appear. There was a hopeless tone to her voice, and Simon didn’t fail to notice it.

“Don’t worry, I’ve already begun,” he reassured her.

She looked over at him. “What does that mean?” she asked.

“I’m using some of the back-door Internet methods the Liberators have developed to reach out,” Simon explained. “I’m trying to see if I can find someone.”

“Find who?”

“Someone friendly,” he replied. He turned his gaze down to the fire pit he was working on. “Though it may take some time.”

“You think there’s anyone friendly left out there?” Beth asked.

“Of course,” Simon said. “Friends lurk in as many nooks and crannies as enemies do. You just have to look for them.”

“And where are you looking for them?”

“Amongst some old Liberator contacts,” Simon answered. “People who might know of defectors. People who might even defect themselves, with the right push.”

“You sound hopeful,” Beth observed.

“I am, detective,” he said. “I have no doubt that someone else in there hates Tarov as much as I do. And if they’re willing to listen to our claims, they may be persuaded to help us.”

Beth folded her arms. She felt determined to remain in a sour mood.

“Well, good luck with that,” she said. “You’re probably going to need it.”

“Thanks,” Simon said.

Beth stared back up at the sky. The sun had sunk completely below the horizon now, leaving behind only a yellow tint in the clouds nearest to it before surrounding the world in a velvety blanket of night. Her eyes widened as she took in the scene. She had never seen so many lights coming from above before, at least, not ones that weren’t trying to advertise something to her. The sky in the city was always a pallid slate of colorless uniformity, even in the deep of night. Out here, it felt like she could see entire galaxies. Every patch of the sky seemed to have its own personality.

She watched the heavens for almost an hour before she felt the rumbling in her tummy signaling her for dinner. She set everything up and Simon lit the fire while she relaxed, but it was time to actually get something warm in her stomach before she could call it a night.

She rummaged in the cooler they had acquired at the same store they bought the tent. It was big enough to store almost an entire refrigerator of food and was lined with its own cooling cells, so it wasn’t like ice would melt and they’d have to go get more — as long as the power stayed active.

The generator they picked up was a little noisy, but much quieter than models that existed in the past. It didn’t run off gasoline, but instead could use a variety of clean and easily obtainable fuel sources, from the flow in a river to the beam of the sun. It would generate and produce its power throughout the day for Beth and Simon to use during the night. It seemed a bit counterintuitive to bring their own power source when their goal was to get off the grid, but Simon’s impressive bodyshell could only power itself for so long. It was designed to last days without rest, but eventually, a charge was needed. Just like everyone needed to sleep to allow their bodies to recover from the day’s labor, so did his mechanical shell.

Beth started heating up some of the ground hamburger they had several tubes of, trying to get the insides to turn brown at about the same rate the insides were. She used a small, chisel-like spatula to break the meat apart into small crumbles as it started to cook. It blew her mind how difficult a rather simple, nutritious meal was to produce from scratch. She had been so used to her ready-to-make meals that self-heated while she went over the day’s news and was ready to eat in a matter of seconds. Now, she found she was trying to cook simple beef for over forty minutes. The fire was so inconsistent of a heat source that she kept having to pull the pan away from the flames, only to realize she had let it cool too much and needed to heat it all over again.

How did people live like this? she wondered. Did they find pleasure in the monotony of such tasks? Did they not feel obliged to give up significant chunks of their time just to devote to the task of survival?

Then she thought about how the old village system used to work. It wasn’t every man cooking by himself, looking over his shoulders to make sure no one saw him work. It was a group of people playing their role for a common interest. A cook would work on the food all day, while the hunter would be tracking it down. There would be people who spent all of their time weaving baskets to store the food, or even people to take care of and educate the children, so they could one day grow up and work hard for their survival as well.

She couldn’t wrap her head around it. Things were going to get tough if she ran out of basic food in the cooler and had to start searching. Perhaps she would become a hunter, get really good at it, and start bringing back entire deer. Maybe she’d even become a Luddite herself. Just abandon the modern world for the struggle of a simple existence. One based out of necessity instead of desire.

The real life, she thought.

There would be another time for such daydreams, she realized. She finished burning the beef into an edible state and wrapped it in a couple tortillas. She enjoyed her first ever burrito-from-scratch, even if the meat was too dry and burnt on some spots. She used some of their vegetables to sweeten up the dish. She figured they would be the first thing to go bad anyway, so might as well enjoy them while they were fresh.

She ate in silence while Simon seemed preoccupied with some internal task. Probably reaching out for his defectors, she thought.

She put the cooking stuff away and went into the tent. Beth kept the door open as she laid down on her cot so she could watch Simon’s bodyshell sit by itself, out in the cold, while the fire slowly died. Soon, the only light to be seen were the stars and the machine glow coming from Simon’s eyes. She found comfort in that artificial light, focusing on it until consciousness slipped away and she was able to find sleep out in the wild.
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She awoke to find Simon still seated where she had left him. He fidgeted a little, letting her know that he was not in a powered-down state — just focused on his work. She didn’t sit in her cot long before jumping up to start the fire for breakfast. She fumbled while the flames grew a little, listening to the wood crackle as it burned away in the fresh morning air.

Beth nearly spilled some of the coffee grounds when an alert came onto her internal retina display. She took a moment to realize that the sudden noise and motion was coming from her cerebral computer, rather than from her surroundings.

A small window popped up, outlined in a flashing red border. The window read SECURITY BREACH! in loud, capital letters. The window itself showed a video feed from one of her home security cameras. It was rigged to send her an alert, even if on low power or disconnected from the Net, if someone broke into her apartment. The video feed showed about five armed police officers break down the front door and storm into her living room.

The camera changed as the cops went farther into her apartment. She held her breath while she watched, as though the police would be able to hear her and she’d blow her cover.

None of the faces were recognizable. All of them had their weapons drawn, clearly expecting some sort of fight. Their expressions were blank and cold, like they were all in a dream-like state.

Meat puppets, she thought. They must be agents of Tarov’s. The moles within the department, come to hunt their own kin.

At least, that’s what she sincerely hoped. She despised the idea of coherent, flesh-and-blood police officers hunting down one of their own detectives so aggressively. To think that she was a traitor, or whatever lie the A.I. would have told them to go after her. To make her seem like the enemy. All while he worked in the shadows above the stage, holding the strings. The mere thought made her feel powerless. She pushed it out of her head and insisted that they were under the A.I.’s control.

They made a sweep of her apartment, taking no care to keep from knocking things over. One of them kicked off the leg of her coffee table in the excitement. Once they had looked over every inch of the domicile and concluded that Beth was not there, they regrouped in the living room.

“Where is she?” one of them asked. The voice was a little fuzzy through the cheap microphone her security system had.

“Probably long gone, if she’s smart,” another replied, this one older and gruffer.

“She knew we were coming,” a female officer commented. “Someone must have tipped her off.”

“The boss says it’s Simon,” the older one replied. “That would be consistent with the way Mark was killed. Only Simon could do something like that.”

Another one groaned in frustration.

“So what now?”

“We wait, and we stay vigilant,” the older one answered. “She’s bound to slip up eventually. When she does, we’ll have her.”

They didn’t say anything else before walking out the front door, not bothering to pick it up or fix the damage they’d caused.

And like that, the security alert disappeared, and a little icon appeared on Beth’s display, letting her know the whole thing was saved as a recording.

So I really can’t go home, she thought. The realization had finally struck her, and not in some fantastic, surreal way. I’m a fugitive. A refugee in my own world. I have to keep running.

Her heart raced a little as she thought. Her breathing became quick and shallow, and she realized she was slipping into an anxiety attack. It felt like her whole world was crashing down around her, like the sky became dark and she was left all alone on the surface of some barren, inhospitable hellscape. She felt like the only soul left alive. Completely alone.

Simon looked over at her as she clutched at her chest. There were no eyebrows to raise in curiosity or any lips to frown with, but he still watched her through concerned lenses.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“They’re in my home,” she replied between panicked breaths. “They’re watching for me, waiting for me to make a mistake. They probably even bugged the place. I can’t go back.”

“I know,” Simon said.

“You know?” she asked. She raised her wide, open eyes at him, a fury burning in them that threatened to leak out over her cheeks. “You don’t know what this means for me! My life is over! There’s nothing I can do with this lunatic A.I. watching my every step!”

“Then it seems like your only option is to beat him,” Simon said. “To get rid of him forever. Then he can’t do anything to you and you can go home.”

“But how do we do that?” Beth realized she was sounding a little hysterical. She felt like a child, so helpless to do anything but cry and worry. So powerless.

“I’ve contacted a defector,” Simon started. “She calls herself Radar. She claims to have her own evidence that Tarov is an artificial intelligence.”

“She does?” Beth asked. A tinge of hope broke through the crushing despair. “How?”

“She won’t say,” Simon said. “I don’t think she trusts us entirely. Says she’ll be taking every measure to be careful, to make sure her cover isn’t blown before it needs to be.”

“She’s still within the Liberators?”

“That’s my guess,” Simon answered. “It sounds like she must be very close to the master general to have such evidence and worry so much about discovery. Perhaps it’s one of his lieutenants. If that’s the case, she might even be able to help us win over some more allies. Take over the Liberators from within.”

Beth nodded. “That’s a better lead than I’ve heard this whole time,” she said. “Why doesn’t she transmit this evidence over to us? Is it bugged like our data? Self-destroying information?”

“Like I’ve said, she doesn’t trust us yet,” the bodyshell said, a bit of frustration bleeding out through his speakers. “She’s worried we might be setting her up.”

“I’m a bit worried about the same thing,” Beth commented.

“As we should be,” Simon replied. “That’s why she’s proposing we meet in a neutral location. Someplace public, where we can speak face-to-face. That way she can give us the data without leaving a trail. She’s making sure we can’t reverse track her, which is entirely possible if she were to upload it to us remotely.”

“I don’t know if I like this, Simon,” Beth said. “We’re out here because we can’t trust anyone.”

“Well, if we want to stop Tarov and go home again, we have to start somewhere.”

Beth sighed. There didn’t seem to be any winning here. No matter what choice she made, she’d have to take a risk. Staying out here in the wild was a chance against survival, and that’s only if Tarov never comes out this far to look for her. Every day she spent was another day closer to her capture — or even worse.

“Where does she want to meet?” the detective asked.

“A hyperloop station on the edge of the city,” Simon answered. “It’s in a pretty rough neighborhood. The place is so poor that cops aren’t likely to go out that way for anything short of a riot. It should work for both parties.”

“When?”

“As soon as possible,” the I.I. replied. “I can start taking the tent down if you want to pack the cookware.”
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Beth could almost smell the grime in the air as she descended the stairs to the hyperloop station. There was a set of escalators, but they were broken, an orange framework barrier placed at each entrance to the immobilized device. Beth could hear people coughing as they leaned against the tile walls that formed the interior of Willmington Station.

There was an older black woman pushing a cart down the stairs. It had special wheels that allowed it to roll down the steps without jarring the contents too much. She was wrapped in a wool shawl, her face concealed as she worked the thing down to the lower level. Beth and Simon walked past her and around a couple of tourists who were marveling at the squalor and filth that called the station home.

Once they got off the staircase and were walking with the rest of the commuters, Beth could smell meat smoking over a couple food stands. The aroma wafted through a cloud of cigarette smoke, as well as the perfume of some older women, before it reached the detective’s nose. She wrinkled her nostrils to the odor. The combination was not pleasant.

She couldn’t read Simon as he made his way down through the crowd. He was leading the way, apathetic to the sights around them as he weaved through the crowd. Beth followed him uncertainly, like a child following her family during an important commute. She didn’t know where they were going, but she knew she didn’t like where they already were.

“Hey, hey,” a guy beside a pillar to her left called out. “You wanna try some of this new Blue Fog stuff? Better than the original drug. Gets you much, much higher.”

“No thanks,” she said, waving the drug dealer off with her hand.

They were emboldened down here, she realized. She didn’t even look like a junkie or a street dweller, but this guy had no qualms about offering illegal narcotics to her. In fact, the only downside that existed in his burned-out brain was that she might say no. Not that she might be a detective with the city’s police force and that she might bring the hammer of justice down on him. He knew cops didn’t bother coming this far out of the city’s downtown areas. He was fearless.

The same seemed to be true of everyone down here. Every variety of criminal seemed to breath easy in these subterranean walls, glad to know their illicit businesses wouldn’t be the subject of any scrutiny. Except, perhaps, by competition, but that was easy enough to deal with. Every vendor down here seemed to be packing heat, keeping their large, illegal firearms out on display so everyone passing knew they were not to be fucked with. In a strange way, it seemed to keep everyone focused on their own business.

There was a woman, entirely naked except for a small bit of glittering underwear, dancing by one of the platforms for a small crowd of unbathed working-class men. They hooted and howled at her as she danced to no music in particular. The flesh on her buttocks quaked as she shook her hips, and that seemed to send the men into a mini-frenzy.

“I don’t like this place,” Beth said, watching the people around her through the corners of her eyes.

“I wouldn’t expect you to,” Simon replied. “However, it has its own kind of charm. Some people really find comfort in a place like this.”

“People I wouldn’t want to talk to,” Beth commented.

Simon ignored her and continued along the walkway. He took her past a left turn, away from where the capsules usually picked up their passengers, towards the hollows where stores and bathrooms were kept. They walked past a small liquor store, outside which a child no older than five cried while standing in a shirt made for a tall fat man. Beth wanted to go to the child and ask her if she was okay, where her parents might be, and if she needed help. She resisted, however, realizing that such generosity would make her stick out like a sore thumb. Everyone passing by, seeing her caring for a stranger, would instantly think, “oh yeah, that’s a cop right there.”

They went through a sort of tunnel that connected their plaza to another part of the station. That led to a sort of market square area, totally separate from the hyperloop platforms and the passengers waiting for their ride to arrive. There was a large gun store built into the wall, the windows of which were barred and covered in neon signs advertising various gun brands. Beth saw adverts for Smith and Wesson, Heckler, Colt, and even a couple brands she was unfamiliar with. The store appeared to sell both legal, industry-approved firearms and black market guns designed by engineers working against the law. The adverts showed a digital model of each weapon through Beth’s internal retina display when she focused on them. One looked like a miniature chaingun, reduced to the size of a small submachine gun. Another one looked like a sawed-off shotgun with three barrels.

They make some pretty scary weapons on the black market, Beth observed. I wouldn’t want to be on the wrong end of any of those monsters.

In front of the gun store, a medley of different food stands, trinket booths, and other wares were laid out for potential customers to peruse. Beth saw one lanky white kid trying on a kimono in front of one of the clothing stands. He admired his reflection, and Beth couldn’t help but smirk a little. The guy probably thought he was some bold samurai warrior, or maybe a guileful ninja. But he was just a kid.

“How much farther?” Beth asked her mechanical companion.

“Not too far,” the I.I. replied. “It’s just up this way.”

They walked past a trio of bodyshells, all looking around the crowd like they were searching for someone. They each had cheap models, with a single-lens head attached on a thin stalk of metal and rubber. They looked more like security cameras with thin, aluminum bodies. They were covered in various bumper stickers, which some I.I.s wore like a human does a tattoo. They were speaking in Mandarin, so Beth couldn’t understand them. They ignored the detective and her companion as they walked back to the stations.

“Here we are,” Simon said as they approached a nondescript pillar outside of an import store. Beth looked around, expecting to see something telltale to tip her off to the meeting place, but she didn’t see anything unlike the rest of the station. The pillar was a little dilapidated, perhaps, but so were at least half of the walls they passed. There was even one that crumbled out onto the walkway, exposing the water system behind it, and no one seemed concerned by it. However, Simon seemed certain that this was the spot.

There was no one there. Beth looked around at the faces nearest to her, looking for any expression of expectation.

“Where is she?” Beth asked.

“On her way, I imagine,” Simon replied. “She’s probably playing it safe and letting us show up first so she can scope us out. Make sure we aren’t anyone we didn’t say we’d be.”

“Well I hope she doesn’t take too long,” the detective commented, looking around at the squalor of their particular corner.

They were posted up in front of a ramen shop, but through the curtains in the windows, Beth couldn’t tell if it was in business or not. She liked to imagine that she saw a flutter of the curtains every now and then — perhaps a beam of light behind them.

I could really go for a bowl right now, she said, looking longingly at the restaurant. Something warm that wasn’t heated up over a campfire.

There was a stuffed tiger bolted to the floor right beside the restaurant. It was used to prop up a sandwich board, which announced lunch specials, but the chalk seemed so faded and worn that it was doubtful anyone had changed it in months.

Maybe it’s closed down, she thought sadly.

Simon was alert, looking over every face that came within fifteen feet of them. There was no way to discern his thoughts, but Beth kept her doubts and questions to herself. As each minute bled on and they continued to wait, she felt more and more anxious. She became increasingly aware of every face that looked her way, every pair of uncertain eyes. The large men with tattoos and scars made her particularly nervous. She was glad she didn’t have her purse or anything of value on her. Other than her clothes, she was naked. No gun, no badge, no I.D. She’d left everything when she tried to meet Marcus at the mall.

A group of four vagabonds wrestled with each other outside a food stand. Apparently, some passenger bought a large meal and only took a few bites before his capsule arrived, and had abandoned it. Now there were some grungy tunnel-dwellers, all smelling the fresh food like coyotes in the wild. They approached and laid their respective claims on the grub. What started as loud bickering had picked up into a full-blown fist fight. Dirty ponchos and torn hoodies were thrown about as the homeless people tore at each other. They were like sharks who had just smelled blood, writhing and working themselves into a frenzy. People passing by made wide berths to avoid them.

For a moment, Beth thought about going back to the gun store and seeing if she could get something to hold in her hand and feel safe. She wished more than ever that her department-issued sidearm was clipped to her hip, but then she remembered that it had tracking tech on it. The precincts didn’t want their officers to fire a shot for just any reason, so they tracked every gun they issued. Tarov could probably use his connection in the police to track that data and find her. All in all, she was fortunate she didn’t have the weapon. She had Simon, after all.

“What’s taking so long?” the woman asked after they had stood by the pillar for over thirty minutes. “She said she was meeting us here, right?”

Simon nodded. “She gave me a map showing exactly where to meet her. I’ve double checked several times now. We’re in the right spot.”

“And she was supposed to meet us now?”

“Half an hour ago,” Simon corrected her.

They both looked at the people passing by before turning to each other.

“Something doesn’t feel right,” Beth said. There was almost something in the air that heightened her senses, like she was detecting an odor of danger.

“I agree,” Simon said after some thought. “This is starting to feel like a setup. Stay on your toes.”

How exactly am I supposed to do that? Beth wondered. What would I do if I had to defend myself right now? Smack the attacker in the face?

As if her thoughts had manifested themselves, Beth heard a small boom and a lot of small objects clatter. She turned toward the ramen restaurant, where the commotion had come from. There was a bit of motion in the black curtains in the windows. Her body tightened as she braced herself — for what, she did not know.

Then a form burst through the restaurant’s front window. The curtain flowed out into the new opening as thousands of glass shards tinkled to the tile floor. Everyone jumped back a bit, stopping their rushed walking or loud babbling to look at the form, which rolled out onto the ground and stopped about ten feet from Beth and Simon.

Simon’s bodyshell beside her raised his hands. She felt her own fist clutch at her side, but she was too startled to lift it.

The form unfolded itself and stood at its full height. It was a robotic bodyshell unlike anything Beth had ever seen before. It towered a full foot over Simon, who she had regarded as pretty tall until this moment. Its silver-plated head was covered in three faces, like some ancient Greek theater mask. The faces were angular and full of little lights, arranged in a geometric pattern not unlike the eyes of a spider. A green glow came from its light panels, which almost seemed to smile at them. A mechanical mouth filled with dozens of sharp metal teeth grinned at them.

The thing spread out its four tentacle-like arms, each with a robotic hand on the end. The limbs were composed of several intricate joints, allowing it to move in any manner the user saw fit. Two of the hands were clutching katanas, brandishing them towards Beth and Simon like a large pair of shears. A neon blue glow covered the blades.

Simon moved in front of Beth, standing between her and the terrifying new bodyshell before them. She peered around his metal body to see the machine’s head rotate. One of the faces, its optical lights glowing purple where the other face had been green, locked into place and faced the detective and her I.I. companion.

“Gotcha,” a voice sneered out of the four-armed bodyshell.
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The machine’s violet optical lights gazed over Beth and Simon. Beth felt like she was being scanned by a security system back at the precinct, but this felt much more sinister. It almost seemed like it could glimpse into her soul and look around.

Simon held his ground. If he was afraid, Beth couldn’t tell. Nothing about his body language indicated defeat.

“Right where you’re supposed to be,” a woman’s voice comes out of the four-armed bodyshell.

“Just like they said,” it spoke again, this time in a Southern man’s voice.

“It seems like the intel was good,” another male voice said through the thing’s voice speaker. “Want me to handle this one?”

“No, this moment is mine,” a fourth voice said. This one sounded strained, like breathing was difficult.

“Oh, Lynch wants to play with his meat before he eats it,” the first voice — the woman’s — teased.

Simon and Beth looked at each other. Her companion couldn’t make any expressions, but she could sense an air of confusion about him.

“Then let him play, I say,” another woman’s voice replied. This one was much deeper and rough.

“Very well.”

“Look at the two of you,” the voice that sounded strained said. This time he was addressing Beth and Simon, rather than talking to himself. “Like flies in a web. I can’t believe you fell for our trap.”

One of the other voices, this one with a distinct Japanese accent, commented, “As I said they would.”

Simon spoke up. “What do you want?” he asked.

“Want?” the voice breathed heavily at them. “Oh, I want so many things. But my employers want you, and that’s why I’m here. I thought it would be easier to send you back to the boss piece by piece, but here we are. I have my orders.”

“Tarov sent you?” Simon asked.

Beth was still trying to take everything in. The assassin’s bodyshell seemed to be occupied by more than one I.I. It was something she’d always heard of, but never seen. Unlike Trishilan, who was an entity that identified as one individual, this bodyshell seemed to be a unit. As far as she’d ever learned, a unit was made up of several different consciousnesses, all sharing a single body but identifying individually. It seemed impractical to her, but she’d always heard that the harmony between members of a unit can make for a formidable team. A unit like this — except in an organic body rather than robotic one — had once put away the country’s biggest real estate broker when it became apparent that he was laundering money for the Russian mafia. Still, she had never encountered a unit in real life.

“Look at the girl,” the first woman’s voice said. “She looks like she’s starting to understand.”

“There is no Radar,” Simon said.

“That’s right,” the second man’s voice replied. “It was all a trap.”

“Who are you?” Beth asked, pushing past Simon a little so she could be seen better.

“Haha, my name is Lynch,” the gruff, strained male said.

“And I am Hilde,” the deeper woman’s voice said.

“Maru,” the Japanese voice greeted Beth.

“And we’ve also got Nick and Wolfgang in here, too,” the first woman’s voice explained. “I’m Jerri, by the way.”

“I don’t understand,” Simon said.

“They’re assassins,” Beth explained, not taking her eyes off the mechanical face pointed towards them. While they spoke, the head continued to rotate and display a different face whenever the voices changed. A new set of colored optical lights would stare back at the detective and I.I. as that part of the unit spoke.

“Collectively, we’re known as Rubik,” the four-armed machine said. “We are the best assassins in the entire Liberators.”

“In the world,” Maru corrected.

“So you’re here to kill us?” Beth asked.

I knew something was fishy about this whole thing, she thought. I’m an idiot for going along with it.

“You wish,” the voice identified as Lynch said.

“Now Lynch, have some tact,” Jerri scolded him. Then she addressed their prey. “We’d rather it didn’t come to that.”

“Surrender now, and we will take you in unharmed,” the Southern male — who Beth imagined was Nick — said. “We don’t want to have to fight you.”

“But we will,” Hilde added.

Beth looked over at her I.I. companion. How much she wished she could peer through the metal shell and see what was going on in his head. Was he coming up with a plan? Was he panicking like she was? Did he realize the jig was up, or did he have another trick up his sleeve?

“You realize that you can’t kill me with a pair of swords, right?” Simon said. He seemed to stand a bit taller, trying to match their assailants in size.

“Not regular blades, no,” Maru replied. “These, however, are cyberblades. You should know what these are — the humans tried to develop them against us.”

Beth could tell Simon fell into a stunned silence.

“That’s right,” a man with a German accent said. Beth assumed it was Wolfgang. “You understand now that if we break your bodyshell with a cyberblade, it will delete your code — forever.”

“It’ll even worm into any storage you might be kept in,” Nick said. “No matter where you are — it will delete you. There’s no coming back.”

Simon seemed to think about this for a moment.

“You won’t hurt us if we come with you?” he asked.

“You and that data of yours,” Jerri replied.

So they know about the information we have, Beth thought. I wonder if they realize what’s in it all. If they know that their boss is just an A.I. stringing them along. Somehow, she doubted it.

“How do we know you’re telling the truth?” Simon asked. “If we give you the data, there’s no reason not to cut us into a million little pieces.”

“You’ll just have to trust us,” Wolfgang said. “Because if you don’t, we’ll certainly cut you into a million little pieces.”

Simon looked back at Beth. She replied with nervous eyes, uncertain as to what help she could offer. It felt like her brain ran at a thousand miles per second trying to come up with some way out of their predicament. All she got, however, were frightened blocks of thought telling her over and over that she was screwed. She thought of her parents and the simple life of childhood. Oh, how she wished she could be there right now.

“I’ll come with you, and I’ll give you the data, but you have to let her go,” Simon told the assassins. He gestured towards Beth with a mechanical hand.

“Simon, no!” she cried out.

Was he really ready to give in? After escaping the Liberators, being framed for his own parents’ murder, then hunted by assassins, was he really going to let Tarov win? There was no way to tell by his face. She wished desperately that his bodyshell was built with realistic facial capabilities, so she could pick up a wink or anything to let her know that he had a plan. She just had to hope for the best.

The people around them started to clear out. Most ran off while yelling in panic, but others stayed around to gawk at the assassin unit. Rubik took up an enormous part of the station, like a towering Xenomorph from Alien.

“You would give yourself up so easily?” the voice belonging to Maru said. He sounded disappointed.

“If it’ll keep Beth safe,” Simon replied.

The assassins seemed to confer with themselves. Beth could hear half a dozen voices, all speaking in whispers, as they went over Simon’s proposition. Then, there was silence.

“Very well,” the Wolfgang voice said. “We’ll leave her alone. But you need to delete all the data you sent her. She needs to be cleared of all sensitive information.”

“I can do that for you,” Simon said. “Just let me jump over. I can find it and clear it in just a few seconds.”

Beth was apprehensive as her bodyshell companion turned to her. His optical light focused on her, staring into her mind.

Then, without warning, Simon whispered to her.

“Run,” he said.

In the blink of an eye, he span his bodyshell around and kicked Rubik in the face with a fast-moving robot foot. The blow knocked the unit off balance, but a hiss emanated from its legs and a second pair jolted out from the torso and caught the whole mechanical frame before it fell. Like a spider rearing from a sudden disturbance, Rubik leaned back and found its balance.

Beth didn’t have any time to think about it. Her body burst into motion before her brain even knew what she was doing. She backed away and started to run through the marketplace, towards the stairs they entered the station through.

Rubik readjusted in a fraction of a second, then countered with a swipe from one of its cyberblades. The blue weapon whizzed past Simon, who had jumped back just in time to avoid being sliced in half.

“That was a mistake,” the Hilde voice said.

“Now we get to have some fun,” Lynch sneered.

Beth was already barreling past a fish stand, pushing some of the onlookers out of the way as she ran. They seemed to get the physical cue from her and started running themselves. All the gawkers saw the fight begin between Rubik and Simon and started to run off for shelter. The vagabonds who lived down there full time ran around like decapitated chickens, trying to find someplace they could hide.

Simon coiled up and leaped at the bodyshell assassin with all the force his robotic legs could muster. He grabbed Rubik by the waist and tugged the machine to the ground. Even with the four legs, Rubik couldn’t fight the sudden force of Simon’s metal body against them. They both fell and tumbled around on the floor.

The entire time, Rubik was trying to get a cyberblade far enough from the melee to get a good swing, but Simon kept thrashing after their arms. He tried to pin them down and hold them, but one of the assassins’ empty hands came down on his head. They threw another punch and knocked Simon off them. Rubik shifted their weight until they could rise up to their full height again.

“Foolish traitor,” Wolfgang said.

“Don’t you realize that you’re outmatched?” Hilde said.

Simon was a little stunned, but got his wits about him in time to dodge a downward swipe from the assassins’ blue blades. He rolled out of the way and popped back up onto his feet.

“Nowhere to run,” Nick said, the bodyshell’s speaker crackling with his Southern drawl. “You know, you both are worth more alive than dead, but we’ll finish the job either way. A paycheck’s a paycheck.”

Simon roared a little as he rushed forward, his fist reeled back. He swung at Rubik, but missed and struck only air. Rubik ducked, trying to get their swords at an angle beneath the I.I. defector. Simon swung again, missing a second time, but knocking a chunk of concrete from a pillar behind his target. Rubik couldn’t get enough room to maneuver their swords, so they tucked into a large ball and rolled between Simon’s legs. He turned around as they unfolded, standing on all fours again.

Beth watched the fight from behind a cart, but ducked when Rubik rolled out of Simon’s reach. They rolled towards her, standing up a mere twenty feet away. The bodyshell assassins faced her, the face with green lights glowing in her direction. The breath caught in her throat as she secretly hoped it would turn around and continue its melee with Simon. It spotted her, however, and she could tell the assassins were recalculating.

“The girl,” Maru said. “She’s the top priority.”

With a creaking of mechanical gears, the four-armed, four-legged assassin unit moved towards her. In a state of terror, her muscles constricted and she started to sprint away. She ran forward faster than her torso could catch up, and she was in danger of tumbling face-first into the tile floor. She managed to balance herself and stand straight as she ran. She could hear the mechanical beast chasing after her.

She rounded a jewelry stand, trying to put it between Rubik and herself, but the mechanical monster simply tore through the wooden structure like a car slamming through a fence. Bits of wood and rings and necklaces and bracelets all went flying into the air, catching the station’s overhead lights and sparkling as they scattered. Beth didn’t have any time to marvel at the scene — Rubik was gaining on her.

“Beth!” she heard Simon cry from behind her. She could tell that he was right behind the whirring servos that chased her, but her C.C. didn’t reproduce sound for her well enough to discern how far back he was. Still, her mind was focused on the staircase that led up to the surface. She was only a hundred or so feet from escape.

While she sprinted, she couldn’t help but acknowledge how bold so public of an attack was. Tarov must have been desperate, or at least nervous enough to make a scene. His only priority must be getting rid of the evidence she and Simon had. He must be pissing his digital pants about his secret getting out, Beth thought. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have sent this mechanical monstrosity after us.

Her thoughts were cut short by a sudden impact on her ankle. It was just as she was stepping on that foot, so when her foot was swiped out from under her, she lost all balance and fell. Her forward momentum carried her across the tile floor, where she rolled and skipped like a deflated soccer ball.

Rubik was closing the gap on her after knocking her feet out with one of their four tentacles. In the blink of an eye, they were standing over her fallen form.

“Look at the fly, trying to break free of the web,” Lynch said. His voice almost seethed with blood lust, and for a second, Beth thought she could feel his breath on her face.

“She doesn’t even realize it’s over,” Jerri observed. “How precious.”

Beth kicked up at her attacker, but the bodyshell only budged a little before reassuming its dominant posture. She roared with frustration, unable to even move her arms as the assassins pinned her down.

“One last chance,” Jerri said. “Surrender and we’ll take you alive. Your friend, however — he will have to die.”

“No!” Beth screamed. She tried to thrash, but nothing could move under the intense pressure Rubik held onto her with.

Then she heard the sound of metal pounding on tile. The spinning of gears — the intense hum of fans blazing to work — came from behind her attacker. With a rip of air, Simon dived headfirst into Rubik. The force sent the assassins off the detective and out beside a hyperloop platform. They nearly fell into the tube, where hyperloop capsules continued to carry their passengers at a speed of over three hundred kilometers-per-hour. Rubik used their extra legs to keep from tumbling off the edge.

Beth’s eyes were wide as she watched the machine straighten out and face Simon. They didn’t seem phased. The unit was as undamaged as it had been at the start of the fight, but she and Simon were starting to feel some wear.

There’s no stopping them! Beth thought frantically. They’re faster than us, stronger than us, and they don’t even seem to break a sweat. They’re a terminator and we are going to die.

Something caught the corner of her eye. A shape laying on the floor, just within arm’s reach. It was a gun, one of the black market models she’d seen advertised before. One of the tunnel-dwellers must have pulled it to stop Rubik, then realized how much danger the robotic assassin posed and fled, abandoning the firearm on the station floor. She didn’t care how it got there, only that it was there. With nearly lightning-like reflexes, she scooped the weapon up and aimed it at Rubik.

The assassins didn’t stop at the platform edge for long. They used their momentum to leap back at Simon, pouncing the I.I. like they were a big panther and Simon were a witless boar. He tried to dive out of the way, but when he realized it was too late, he raised his arms to defend himself. The mechanical beast took him down and together they rolled over the floor and smashed through a few people’s suitcases.

“You’ve got some fight in you,” Maru said through Rubik’s voice speaker. “Good.”

It raised one of the dazzling blue blades and slashed at Simon. If he hadn’t been able to tug his head out of reach, it would have come tumbling across the floor, detached from the rest of his body. The swords left a burning gash in the floor as the unit missed its mark.

Simon managed to purchase some space after Rubik missed. He curled his legs up and pushed off on his attacker, launching the robotic spider through the air. They tumbled near Beth, scattering a few empty bottles someone had left behind.

Her hands shook as she tried to get a bead on the assassins. Just before they were able to stand back up, she squeezed the trigger and felt the gun explode in her fingers. The shot ripped through the air and ricocheted off the metal that covered Rubik’s shoulders. Sparks flew up, but Rubik remained unharmed.

Bulletproof, she realized, feeling defeated.

Rubik started to laugh in all six voices.

“This has been fun, but eventually, you’ll realize there is no hope,” Lynch said.

“You are defeated,” Maru commented.

“Even if you try to run, there’s nowhere you can hide,” Jerri said.

“And we’ll be right on your tail. Snapping our jaws the entire way,” Wolfgang told them.

“Give up,” Nick urged.

Beth tried to shoot again, but the gun didn’t respond. Something inside it jammed and it wasn’t letting her pull the trigger anymore. Perhaps the owner had installed an I.D. print on the weapon, preventing anyone else from firing it, but Beth doubted it. Such features were expensive, and it was much more likely that the gun was so poorly crafted that it couldn’t even handle two shots in quick succession. She cursed and threw the thing down.

“She realizes it,” Hilde said. “Look at her face. She knows she’s been beaten.”

“Is that so?” Simon said, stepping closer to the robotic assassins. “Then she must know something I don’t.”

“Ah, he has fire within him,” Maru observed.

“Must be why Tarov values him so much,” Wolfgang said. “He told us it would be a challenge.”

“I think he overestimated what challenges us,” Jerri said, her tone smug.

“Don’t celebrate yet,” Maru said.

There was more laughter from Rubik.

“What can they do now? Run?” Lynch said. “Look at them, trying to catch their breath. They’re powerless. There’s nothing they can do to stop us.”

“Did you hear that? Nothing!” Hilde shouted.

“Nothing?” Simon asked, his tone almost sarcastic. “What about deactivating the breaks?”

All components of Rubik seemed confused. Beth even looked over at her I.I. companion with skeptical eyes, unaware of what the fugitive could be planning.

“The brakes?” Nick asked through Rubik’s voice speaker.

“That’s right,” Simon said. Without any warning, he coiled up and jumped right into Rubik’s tall torso. The force was enough to overtake whatever balance they had purchased on the platform’s edge, sending them teetering over the edge.

As they were falling, all four arms reached out and clutched onto Simon. He couldn’t pull away as they both fell into the hyperloop tube with a loud clang.

Just as they hit the multi-layered plastic that made up the hyperloop tubes, Beth heard a whine from farther up the track. A capsule carrying a small group of commuters appeared in the mouth of the tube, shooting out at a speed faster than any of them could register. When it was normally supposed to slow down and brake, just as it reached the platform, the capsule instead maintained its velocity. Before either could move, crawl, or jump away, the vehicle smashed through both bodyshells.

The shriek of metal being scraped on plastic filled the entire station, reverberating off the walls and causing Beth’s teeth to chatter. She looked up in time to see Simon and Rubik torn apart by the hyperloop capsule. Robotic limbs and shards of metal scattered the platform like some sort of industrial confetti. Beth covered her head to protect it from the debris raining down upon her.

Simon, she thought, her heart sinking. She stared at the spot where his bodyshell had been locked in a grapple with Rubik. There was nothing there now except for a few gears and a wire or two. Both bodyshells had been utterly destroyed by the hyperloop capsule.

“Simon!” she cried aloud. Her voice tore a little with worry. Tears started to form in her eyes.

What am I going to do now? She thought. Rubik may be destroyed, but Tarov will certainly send more like them after me. And now I don’t even have Simon to help me!

She fell to her knees. Part of her wondered if this meant defeat. If it was pointless for her to continue to fight. Maybe she should just walk to the nearest police station and turn herself in. Submit herself to Tarov’s will and just give up. Then she wouldn’t have to struggle. She wouldn’t have to run. She wouldn’t have to be afraid.

Maybe they’d even let me see Marcus, she thought. Before they killed me.

“Hey, that’s some pretty morbid thinking,” a voice said from within her. “Giving up already?”

It was Simon.

She repeated his name aloud.

“It’s me,” he reassured her.

“How?” she asked. “Where are you?”

“In your head, Beth,” Simon replied. “I jumped just before the capsule crushed our bodies.”

She realized the voice was inside her thoughts. It was almost like she was thinking them, but it came from a source she couldn’t control. She was now engaged in a mindshare with Simon, whether she wanted to be or not. She was too relieved to find him alive to worry about her mental privacy, though.

So, Rubik? she thought.

“They’re still alive, yes,” Simon interrupted her. “But it’ll take them a while to catch up to us with their body destroyed. We have some time — but not much.”

So what do we do? Beth asked. We can’t run back to the camp; Tarov’s people are bound to catch up with us before we even leave the city.

“True,” Simon replied. “But I think I know a place we can hide out. It’s not far from here.”
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Beth eyed the house with uncertainty. She already didn’t like the neighborhood Simon led them into, but she liked the house even less. She looked over her shoulders to make sure she wasn’t followed before turning down the building’s walkway.

The windows — with two exceptions — were all broken out and boarded up with particle board. Some parts of the original white siding were chipped away. Other bits had been tagged with graffiti, all reading phrases and names that Beth couldn’t make out. The two shrubs that lined the house’s porch steps were both dead, scraggly husks of the plants they had once been. A bicycle was turned on its side, carelessly left on the house’s dying lawn.

Patches of dirt spotted the yard, though the dirt wasn’t much uglier than the yellowing blades of grass that tried to hold onto life around it. There were spots where it looked like someone had been digging with a shovel, likely fueled by one drug or another.

Are you sure this is the right place? Beth asked. Part of her begged that Simon would say no.

“Of course I am,” the I.I. in her head replied. “Why — you don’t like it?”

Let’s just say I won’t be looking at any local real estate listings, she thought.

A form scurried in the corner of her vision. She turned and saw a starving dog, its flesh pulled up against its ribs, sniffing the ground in the yard next door. The poor thing looked like it was looking for any scrap someone might have left behind while too high to realize they hadn’t finished their food.

The sidewalk was cracked everywhere she looked. It was like someone had taken a sledgehammer to each slab of concrete, trying to break the uniformity of it all. Now it rose and receded like still waves, making walking up the path even more difficult than Beth already found it.

So who is this guy anyway? Beth asked. Are you sure we can trust him?

“Lobo and I go way back,” Simon answered. “He was there when I got started in the whole Fog business. He’s a skeezball like all of us, but he’s a loyal skeezball. He’s stuck with me through my darkest hours, and he didn’t rat on me or anyone else when they came to question him. He’s a good friend to have watching your back and I’d trust him with my life.”

Your life? Beth thought. Which one?

Simon ignored her thoughts as they approached the porch. A bit of it was sunken in; the supports clearly gave way some time ago and no one had bothered to repair it.

I still don’t know how I feel trusting a Fog dealer, she said. Let alone staying in a Fog house — among all the junkies and burnouts.

The prospect did not excite her.

“That’s a pretty judgmental way of thinking,” Simon replied. “Good people come in all shades, and sometimes those shades are addicted to drugs. You don’t have anyone in your life who you love — even if their lifestyle is disappointing?”

Beth thought of her brother Nathan. She tried to repress the thought and hide it away from the I.I., but Simon sensed it anyway.

“I thought so,” he said. “You just have to open your mind. I know you already have an idea of what these people are like, but I promise, you cannot predict the depths of a stranger’s generosity.”

But they’re not strangers, she interjected. They’re drug dealer friends of yours.

“All the more reason to trust them,” Simon said. “That is — if you trust me.”

Beth blushed a little. She felt like she was called out for rude manners, but from within her own mind.

She took in a deep breath and pressed the doorbell. It made a dull buzz that she could hear through the door. She stood on the porch in silence for a few moments, then pressed the doorbell again. The door opened.

A middle-aged Latino man with a few tattoos on his shaved scalp peered out the opening, cracking the door just enough for his head to fit. He looked around in the air for a moment, then drew a confused gaze at Beth.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

This can’t be our only option, Beth thought.

“Tell me one better, then,” Simon replied.

She sighed. “Lobo?” she said.

“Who’s asking?” the man behind the door inquired.

“My name’s Beth,” she introduced herself. “I’m a friend of Simon’s.”

The man’s face lit up. One of the tattoos by his left eye moved as he raised his eyebrows. The man looked rather friendly when he was surprised, Beth thought.

“Simon?” he echoed. He opened the door a bit more and pushed open the screen so he could see her better. “Simon who?”

“Mendez,” Beth said. “You know who I’m talking about.”

The man looked to and fro across the porch with a cautious gaze. He seemed like he expected a swarm of police officers to pounce from the shadows at any moment.

He thinks this is a trap, Beth thought. He thinks I’m trying to set him up. He’s going to shoot me.

“Calm down,” Simon said, chuckling a little. “Give him a chance. He’s not a psycho, Beth.”

I don’t know that, she mused.

Lobo turned center and stared her down. “Prove it,” he said.

He doesn’t believe me, Beth thought.

“He will. Just tell him what I say next,” Simon said.

” ‘One way or another, I’ll be back,’ ” she repeated Simon’s words.

Lobo’s face softened. Every bit of suspicion seemed to leak away from his features, as well as a bit of his color. His mouth opened and hung agape slightly.

“It’s what he said to you last time you spoke,” Beth said, following through with what Simon told her to say.

“It is him, then,” Lobo said, almost too quiet for Beth to hear. “I thought the son of a bitch was dead.”

“He was,” Beth explained. “But he’s back. And we need your help. Both of us.”

“He’s back?” Lobo said. “Is he with you?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

The man opened the door fully and stood aside, granting Beth access. “Come in,” he said. “Any friend of Simon’s is a friend of mine.”

She walked past the man into the Fog house’s foyer. Despite being broken down to all hell, the place was enormous. At one point, it might have been a bed and breakfast. Now it served as a last refuge for drug burnouts. A safe place for people to get high without wandering the streets, where they were prey to all kinds of criminals — and that was if the police didn’t pick them up.

There was a staircase leading up to the second floor. It had fine wooden railings, but they had been carved at by countless junkies killing the time with their pocket knives. The wooden steps had a long rug that ran all the way up their length, most likely to conceal the many broken boards and depressions that plagued them.

There were some framed paintings in the hall that ran beside the staircase, as if some Victorian family had owned the home before abandoning it, leaving it at the mercy of a pack of Fogheads. Beside these paintings were posters, casually tacked up at whatever angle the designer pleased. They declared concerts for long-disbanded rock bands. There was one for an Iron Maiden tour in the 1980s. Another was from the early 2000s, but Beth hadn’t heard of the band. On the back wall — at the end of the corridor — was a movie poster for one of the Batman films.

“This way,” Lobo said.

She said nothing as he led her into one of the rooms off the left side of the ground-floor hallway. It seemed to be a study of sorts. A large desk dominated the center of the room. There was green felt glued onto the desk’s surface. On top of that sat a small tablet and a short stack of cash. An office lamp illuminated the scene.

“Close the door behind you,” the Fog dealer instructed.

Beth did so with an ounce of hesitation, cringing as the door creaked shut. Part of her felt like she had just sealed herself in her own tomb. Simon reassured her.

“So, I’m always willing to help out a friend of Simon’s,” Lobo started, taking a seat at the green-felted desk, “but I think I deserve an explanation. No one is allowed to bring their problems in this house unless I say so, understand? So maybe you can help me help you by telling me a story.”

Man, where to begin? Beth wondered.

“From the beginning,” Simon replied.




Lobo’s face was hard to read after Beth finished summarizing their story. Part of the way his eyelids rested made him look like he was permanently awe-struck. Yet — within the eyes — the pupils darted around the room, as if waiting for someone to jump out from behind a door and announce that he’d been punked. Regardless of whatever internal suspicions he held, he remained silent throughout the whole exposition. Beth stumbled over some parts, but Simon helped to fill in any blanks that her memory left in the narrative.

“That’s a pretty crazy story, yo,” Lobo said, almost too casually for Beth’s comfort. He snatched a pretzel from somewhere within his desk, offering one to the detective. She declined with a modest wave. “Almost too crazy to believe.”

“It’s true,” Beth replied. “Every word. And that’s why we need your help.”

“No kidding,” Lobo said, chewing on his dry morsel. “You got robot hitmen after you and you’ve pissed off one of the biggest terrorists in modern history. I’d be shitting myself if I were you. No wonder you came looking for help. I’m just surprised it’s my door Simon led you up to.”

“We’re desperate,” Beth said, echoing the sentiment the I.I. shared in her head.

Lobo seemed to think while he tried to swallow the overstuffed mouthful he was chewing on. Once he managed to shove the knot down his throat, he rose from his seat. Beth almost thought he was about to call bullshit on their story and kick her out onto the street, but he offered a warm smile instead.

“Helping people in trouble is kinda our specialty here,” he said. “Like I said: any friend of Simon’s is welcome here. Of course we’ll help you out.”

Beth never thought in a million years that she’d almost be moved to tears of relief at the invitation to take shelter in a Fog house. Yet that’s how she felt — realizing all of their other options seemed to have vanished out from under their feet.

“Thank you so much, Lobo,” she said, her voice strained with fatigue. “You’ve no idea how much it means to us.”

“I think I do,” Lobo replied. “Come — I’ll show you where you can sleep.”

They followed him up the staircase, taking care to not trip in one of the many dips and breaks that ran up the steps. He went down the carpeted hallway for a short distance before turning left and opening a half-ajar door.

“Now don’t get too excited,” he said as he led Beth into the gloomy room. “We don’t have enough space to really give you a room of your own, but this part of the house is always the most empty. The folk in here are so strung out they probably won’t wake up for another day or so. You’ll just have to find an empty spot on the floor to post up.”

He reached into a closet just by the doorway and pulled out a cloth bundle, tossing it to Beth. She caught it and realized, after a few seconds, that it was a ratty sleeping bag.

“It’s the best we have,” Lobo said. “I’m sorry.”

Beth tried to smile politely. “Thank you,” she said.

Lobo nodded, then disappeared through the entrance.

The detective took her smelly bedding over to the far corner of the room, by one of the side facing windows. She had to watch her step as she made her way through the labyrinth between sleeping, drug-dosed forms snoring on the floor. She sighed a little once she got to her corner. She unrolled the sleeping bag and laid on top of it, rather than in it.

Beth’s thoughts turned miserable as she took in the whole situation. One of the top detectives in her precinct, forced to take shelter in a house full of junkies. She felt cold and lost, like a child who let go of her parents’ hands while walking through a crowd. She was scared and wanted to cry out for someone to help her. To just take her in under their wing, coddle her, and tell her everything was going to be okay.

But everything isn’t going to be okay, is it? she wondered.

“That’s up to us,” Simon said.

In the midst of drowning in sad thoughts, Beth managed to find some peace and drift off to sleep.
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Simon and Beth spent every waking moment at the Fog house researching the enemy they were up against. Some of the junkies would wake up, leave, come back, and do more drugs, but the detective did her best to ignore them. Her nose wrinkled every time she smelled a little sweet wisp of meth or a puff of sour Fog, but she’d just cover her mouth and continue delving into the mountain of information she had at her disposal.

The I.I. was still using his private network access to reach out into the wealth of data stored on the world wide web with complete anonymity. He’d find useful articles, news clips, or records and pass them along to Beth, who remained disconnected from the Net the whole time. It was almost like Simon was laundering the information for her, the way a criminal organization might launder money.

Lobo would come in and check on them every now and then, but Beth and Simon were too immersed in their research to say much to him. He’d bring food occasionally, usually some single-ingredient sandwich or a poorly heated bowl of soup. Beth was gracious each time he fed her, even if the meal turned her stomach a little.

They were trying to trace the story of Blake Tarov to its origin. Using a combination of news articles and viral videos, they were able to paint a picture of the militia leader’s rise to power. Nothing mentioned the fact that he was actually an artificial intelligence in disguise, of course — at least not in the public records. Simon had all the evidence they needed of that, but there were some pieces missing. Who created the Tarov A.I.? Why? These were all questions that they could almost answer. Maybe something out there on the public domain held the key. Something that had been overlooked.

Blake Tarov the installed intelligence, as the story goes, first made his public appearance in a viral video taken nearly a decade ago. The clip showed the now master general of the Liberators in a bodyshell fighting off a handful of human supremacists — or sapes, as some folk had taken to calling them. The sapes were trying to attack a storage bank full of I.I.s somewhere in Dallas, but Tarov saw the incident and intervened.

The bodyshell he used looked like a crude representation of the digital man Beth had encountered online. It had his broad shoulders, his hulking stature, and even his big, muscled face — though represented through stony gray plastic. The bodyshell seemed under an intense amount of strain as the video’s cameraman tried to keep him in the frame. The I.I. was taking cover behind a van while the human terrorists fired at him with automatic rifles. Once he sensed a break in the fire, Tarov squared his shoulders and started to push the van sideways towards the attackers. The cameraman followed, desperate to stay in cover and not get shot himself.

Sparks flew from the van’s wheels as they scraped along the pavement. He pushed with such steady strength that the axles bent and the hubcaps were dragged on the street while he pushed the vehicle against the grain, so to speak. The sapes were almost so taken aback by the I.I.’s actions that they forgot to return fire. They only got a few shots into the van before Tarov coiled up and shoved the van as hard as he could. The force sent the machine rolling towards the sapes like a crocodile in a death spiral, closing the twenty-yard gap and slamming into the terrorists.

The cameraman had been so blown away by what he’d just filmed that he couldn’t keep his hands steady. The video ended with a shaky image of Tarov’s bodyshell running after the van, about to pounce on any sapes still standing.

Since then, Tarov became something of a household name — especially within the installed intelligence community. He was a hero, almost larger than life. He was the I.I. equivalent of Captain America. Everyone equated him with the struggle against their human oppressors; they saw him as their savior and champion. So it wasn’t long before the radicalized organization known as the Liberators reached out to him and managed to recruit him among their ranks.

He rose up through the terrorist group’s hierarchy like a rocket set for the stars. Right off the bat, the Liberator leadership decided to place him in propaganda. He was the Rosie the Riveter of hatred against humanity. They would claim he was always at the forefront of whichever attack they carried out that week. If their claims were to be believed, Tarov had single-handedly slain two-hundred human “oppressors” in just a single month. It was clear to Beth and Simon that it was all exaggerated to build on Tarov’s larger-than-life reputation.

They promptly promoted him to a position of real power before even his first year of membership had been complete. He was in charge of a small squadron of what the Liberator’s toted as their best soldiers. On top of his clandestine plots and raids, he was made the face of the Liberators. They had him deliver all of their threatening addresses, all of their rambling declarations, so that the leadership could remain safe in the shadows of obscurity. Their efforts seemed to pay off. Tarov and the Liberators were nearly synonymous with each other — at least, as far as the public was concerned. They had a scapegoat if they ever needed one.

What the Liberators’ leadership failed to account for, however, was Tarov’s ambition. They knew that he had a desire for power and liked to demonstrate his strength, but they didn’t know what lengths he would go to in order to seize control. If it wasn’t for all the information Simon already provided, the two of them wouldn’t even know the truth of his sudden and violent ascension to the rank of master general.

It happened one fateful day when a squad of heavily armed F.B.I. agents burst into the abandoned-warehouse-turned-safehouse the leaders of the Liberators used to store their backups. Unlike most I.I.s, they didn’t keep themselves in storage banks open to the public. They were wanted criminals, and as such, had to keep themselves hidden from the authorities, not to mention human supremacists. But after twenty-plus years of living in secret, the jig was up. Someone had tipped the feds off and they were there to arrest or delete any terrorists they encountered.

The Liberators possessed physical defense systems, of course. Reinforced, electrified vault doors stood between their memory banks and the rest of the world. Automated turrets were programmed to shoot any intruders on sight. They even had a suite of combat bodyshells inside the facility, ready for use if the I.I.s had to defend themselves. On that night, however — when the police came knocking on their door — the door opened itself. The same rat who had sold them out had also disabled the security measures. They were defenseless—except for the bodyshells.

Tarov had seen the raid coming. That, or he was so prepared for an incident like it that he reacted with trained reflexes. He and two squads of Liberators were able to load themselves into the combat shells and defend the memory banks. They fought against the F.B.I.’s E.M.P. rifles, their pulse grenades, and the new cyberblades human scientists had designed to delete I.I. terrorists. One by one, bodyshells were destroyed, crippled, or their users deleted. The feds pushed up until Tarov had no choice but to flee. He managed to download a few hundred of the Liberators into a remote storage unit, but wasn’t able to save most of the leadership before the agents swarmed him. With the help of the few other I.I. bodyshells that stood their ground, he was able to escape with a significant portion of the group’s membership. The police looked for him for over a week but found no trace out in the real world or on the Net. His escape was successful.

I.I. supremacists all over the planet praised Tarov as a hero. There was no name more revered among sympathetic installed intelligences. Tarov came to be more legendary than Maynard Batiste, or even the I.I.’s inventor, Norman Pellick. When the Liberators had to choose I.I.s to replace their lost leadership, Tarov was inevitably elected master general and leader of the I.I. resistance movement. He was their savior — their messiah.

Thanks to the secret information Simon pilfered from the A.I., he and Beth knew that Tarov had been the one who tipped off the feds. He was the one who deactivated the safehouse’s security measures. He had performed a coup on the Liberator leadership and no one even noticed. In fact, he was worshiped for his actions and rewarded supreme power over the organization. No one seemed to know the truth except for Simon, Beth —and maybe the Tarov A.I.’s creators.

The detective and the I.I. started to research the history of artificial intelligence development. There was a lot of information about the first learning programs and bits of code that were programmed to simulate human intelligence. The history of human-equivalent artificial intelligence began at the end of World War III, however. Back then, the relatively light exchange of nuclear weapons had left the planet in an ecologically ruined state. Huge portions of the Earth were inhabitable or extremely unsafe due to the radioactive fallout — and the area of pollution only grew larger. Mankind had to get a grip on the fallout crisis or face extinction.

Because of the dangerous nature of nuclear fallout, the governments of the world couldn’t simply recruit workers and send them into these polluted areas to clean up. Aside from the ethical dilemma of sending guiltless individuals to face what is arguably the worst way to die, it simply wasn’t practical. There would be a shortage of able-bodied laborers, and even if there weren’t, they couldn’t hope to even negate the pollution growth, let alone clean up the existing mess. That’s when people — corporations, in particular — started working on super-intelligent A.I. Programs smart enough to run fleets of machines and coordinate the clean-up effort within affected areas.

In the end, it had been a teenager named Norman Pellick who created the installed intelligence to run the post-war recovery. It was the digital copy of an existing human mind, intelligent enough to run the machines and human enough to maintain control and avoid a real-world Judgment Day. The I.I. was the perfect alternative to an uber-smart artificial intelligence that could — according to the skeptics — one day decide to turn on mankind.

Yeah, we made the right choice there, Beth thought sarcastically as they dug through the mountains of data related to A.I. development. The I.I.s don’t want to turn on humanity at all.

Simon ignored her.

After the Recovery program had been a success, thanks to Pellick and his installed intelligences, the world made an effort to prevent a super-intelligent artificial intelligence from being anything more than a concept of science fiction. The world’s governments worked together to create ironclad legislation forbidding even cursory simulations of a super A.I. They hammered the dangers of such technology into the minds of every average citizen, from anti-A.I. educational programs to intense drama movies filled with evil computer programs. It was common knowledge that to create a being smarter than oneself was to spell disaster. What wasn’t common knowledge — however — was that the government had continued researching the possibilities of powerful — and hopefully stable— artificial intelligence.

Work on a super A.I. didn’t actually begin until some of the first anti-human terror attacks. It was shortly after the Stewart Lythe attacks nearly forty years prior (which had been wrongly attributed to Dr. Karl Terrace at the time) that the secretive projects began. The governments of Earth — led almost entirely by humans — became paranoid of ever-growing I.I. supremacist violence. They needed a weapon to combat it. They needed a spy.

Many different attempts were made into making a human-equivalent artificial intelligence, but none of them could get it quite right. The pathways were always so limited in their coding that the simplest conversation would reveal the program to be nothing more than an imitation of life.

The goal had been to create an artificial intelligence so intuitive, so responsive, and so life-like that it could pass as an I.I. militant. The human scientists knew that the best way to destroy a terrorist threat — one that operated and recruited on an emotional level — was from within. First and foremost, they needed eyes and ears within the organization in order to learn what terrible plans the extremists were working on. They couldn’t prevent all the attacks and killings they learned about unless they wanted to blow their digital spy’s cover, but they aimed to stop most. Lastly, they could use the A.I. to destabilize whatever terror group they had infiltrated and discourage other groups from radicalizing.

Beth and Simon were delving deep into top-secret documents at that point. Stuff that — in conjunction with the files available on the Net and those Simon had taken from Tarov — revealed secrets that only a handful of people were privy to. Correspondence that was redacted, encrypted, decoded, and then traced in order to prevent any uninvited eyes from divining anything of substance from them. Putting all the pieces together, however, showed Beth and Simon the full picture.

It was a pair of scientists working on an insanely restrictive government contract who had jumped the hurdle none of their peers seemed capable of mounting. They were the ones who created the Tarov A.I.

Dr. Darren Miller and Dr. Jacob Silvar designed Blake Tarov to be the first self-learning, self-thinking artificial intelligence on par with a human mind. Other programs had been made to act on an illusion of choice — to decide on one of two pre-determined pathways based on established parameters. They seemed to learn, but they only accumulated more options and more pathways — all of which were written by someone ahead of time. Miller and Silvar’s creation was the first A.I. capable of observing a problem and inventing its own solution, even if it had never been taught to do anything similar. If it had not been shown how to craft a fire, it would have eventually figured it out through trial and error. A touch of ingenuity could teach it to climb a wall, even if had never encountered one before. This same self-decision could be used to sense falsehoods and to earn its target’s trust. Some would say that its ability to learn with such precision placed it at even above-human intelligence.

This, of course, made some people among the human leadership nervous. They remembered all the anti-A.I. propaganda they had been raised with and demanded a contingency plan be formed in the event that humans lost control of Tarov — a failsafe to protect mankind if the A.I. ever decided to change its allegiance.

That was where Beth and Simon hit a wall in their research. Scraps of information came much fewer and farther between, with less and less revealing data. Someone had taken great efforts to conceal the rest of the story from even their skilled intuition. Hours bled on as they tried to find any more references to the failsafe that Tarov’s creators were charged with creating. If it was real, Beth thought, it could be the key to bringing him down. His Achilles heel—his Kryptonite.

Immersed in her internal retina display, Beth was about to access another file which had been redacted into worthlessness when a bright alert started to flash. The audio feed from her cerebral computer was filled with the sound of a police siren, and the alert strobed with similar color effects.

The message read: ATTENTION FUGITIVE: YOUR IMPLANT USE HAS BEEN TRACED AND LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICERS ARE NOW CONVERGING ON YOUR LOCATION. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO FLEE OR DEFEND YOURSELF. COMPLETE COMPLIANCE IS REQUIRED.
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Beth had been so immersed in her research and conversations with Simon that she failed to notice the squad of nine heavily armed police officers in body armor approaching the Fog house from all sides.

They crept through the dark of night like big cats in pursuit of a kill. Each one of them was equipped with night vision gear as well as a belt of gadgets like concussion grenades, taser guns, and electrified batons. They stayed crouched low to the ground so the street lights would illuminate them less. All nine of the police officers got into position without being detected, then waited for the alert before moving into action.

Once Beth was fully notified of the shitstorm approaching her, she pulled herself out of her immersed state and back into the real world. She found herself in the same broken down bedroom with the unbathed junkies strewn over the floor that she had been in for almost two days now. The smell of stale beer and faint urine was always present, and a bit of smoke from an unknown source seemed to hang in the air like msit on a bayou. There was no sound but the inhale and exhale of a few sleeping drug addicts, and — Beth now noticed — the sound of someone shouting from outside.

“The house is surrounded!” she heard a woman yell from the front of the building. “Lay down any weapons you might have and put your hands in the air. Don’t make a move and nobody gets hurt!”

Beth could hear some scuffling in the rooms around them. Some of the junkies in their room stirred, looking around at the police lights that were now shining brightly through the windows. Some voices yipped out in fright. Others hollered instructions to each other. Metal scraped on wood as different people around the house grabbed things to defend themselves with.

“You are harboring a dangerous fugitive,” the police sergeant continued to yell. “None of you will be subject to any criminal charges, regardless of what we find on the premises, so long as you surrender the fugitive peacefully.”

How did they track us? Beth’s frantic thoughts ricocheted around the inside of her skull.

“I don’t know!” Simon said. His own tone was saturated with anxiety. “My private access point should have kept us untraceable. It should have been foolproof!”

Well, it looks like it wasn’t, Beth replied. And now we’re fucked.

“The fugitive is known as one Elizabeth Dylan,” the woman outside carried on. “She is a former police detective and is believed to be armed and dangerous. She is approximately five feet five inches tall — of Asian and European descent. You have five minutes to surrender her willingly or we will come in and take her by force.”

They’ve got to be bluffing, Beth thought. If they’re working with Tarov, there’s no way they’re going to let witnesses live. They’ll probably shoot whoever brings me out the front door, spray the windows and walls with lead, and then burn the house down.

“If they’re with Tarov, we’re not getting out of here alive,” Simon said. “After Rubik failed to kidnap us, I doubt Tarov will take any chances anymore. Interrogating us to make sure all possible leaks were plugged would be nice, but his top priority is making sure our evidence never sees the light of day.”

So the best course of action is just to kill us and scrub my C.C. clean, Beth thought.

“Exactly,” the I.I. replied.

Beth’s heart beat so fast and blood flowed so loudly through the veins in her temples that she almost didn’t hear footsteps approaching the room. It was impossible to tell how many people they were created by before they reached the door.

It seemed like half the house had decided to go to Beth’s room at once. The junkies inside moved a little, but they were so strung out that they had no idea which way was up or down, let alone that a police sergeant was shouting at them from outside. The ones at the door, however, were rabid. They wanted blood if it meant keeping the cops out of their drug palace.

“There she is!” one of them spat, pointing a pipe-stained finger at Beth.

They struggled to get through the doorway, cramming into the room like ice cubes out of a dispenser. They stood at a short distance, sizing the woman up and trying to decide what to do with her.

“We oughta shove her out the front door and let the cops deal with her,” one with a wild blond beard suggested.

Several of the burnouts coughed out their agreement. They took a step forward while Beth braced herself, looking around for something to use as a weapon.

Lobo wedged his way through the doorway with a gun in his hand. His face was contorted with cold anger. The junkies opened up a path for him.

For a second, Beth thought he was coming for her. She thought he’d heard the sergeant yell about her being a cop and was feeling betrayed. He’s going to turn me over to the police, Beth thought. Over to Tarov.

“He wouldn’t do that,” the I.I. in her brain said.

“Lobo!” the one who had suggested giving Beth up said when he saw the tatted man and his gun. “You gotta get this bitch outta here, man. She’s a fuckin’ cop, yo. She’s fuckin’ set us up.”

Again, the crowd muttered their approval of his statements.

“Look, man, that ain’t who we are,” Lobo said back. He took a step forward, placing himself between Beth and the mob. He looked into the eyes of all the crazed addicts that surrounded him. “We don’t give people over like that. Not guests in our house.”

“I’m not going to jail, alright?” the mob leader yelled at Lobo. “Not for some bitch I don’t even know. If you won’t give her up — well — I’ll just have to do it for you.”

The man lunged forward, his wild, blood-shot eyes locked onto Beth. She felt a twinge of panic tug at her heart before Lobo turned sideways and brought the butt of his gun down on the mob leader’s head. Like a light bulb that had burst, the man was out.

“Anyone else wanna try something?” Lobo asked, turning his weapon on the rest of the junkies.

They all raised their hands, shaking their heads. Together, they mumbled their promises to back off.

Lobo turned around and looked at Beth for a moment, then walked past her to the window. He pushed some of the broken blinds aside to gaze out at the side yard.

“Man, there’s a lot of them out there,” he said.

Beth, still a little shaken from being threatened by the mob, stepped up to look outside as well.

She could see three of the police officers from the angle they had. Each cop carried a large assault rifle, the kind they might send overseas rather than give to a city cop. Beth could tell by their forms that they wore riot exoskeletons. The suit-like devices not only provided advanced protection from small arms fire, but they augmented their strength and speed to a superhuman level. Beth’s heart sank.

We’re screwed, Beth thought. They have enough force out there to stop a small army.

“Time’s up!” the police sergeant shouted from outside. There was a bit of glee in her voice.

Beth and Lobo watched from behind the window blinds. The detective expected the forms to push up on the house, guns raised. Maybe one of them would throw a tear gas canister. Instead, the police officers backed up a few steps until they were back in the shadows, no longer in the searing glow of the riot lights. They remained in place just off the Fog house’s property, silhouetted against the dark night.

Another set of forms moved past the cops and into the light. Beth hadn’t even noticed more shapes surrounding them while she was focused on the exosuited officers. Once they stepped into the police light, however, it was impossible to miss them.

It was a collection of seven unique bodyshells, the optical lights of which didn’t activate until they moved forward to reveal themselves. They amassed right outside Beth’s window in the side yard of the house. It was like they knew which room she was in.

One of the shells, towering over the others, stepped forward and stared up at the Fog house window. Beth felt like she could feel the machine’s artificial eyes lock onto her. It was Tarov in his infamous bodyshell. An old-fashioned military jacket hung from the form’s massive shoulders.

The other six machines glowed with a variety of different colored optical lights. A couple of them were larger than the others, some built for speed and agility. All of them seemed to carry different weapons. Katanas, machine guns, sniper rifles, electric knuckles, knives, and an automatic handgun. None of them said a word, but Beth could feel Simon whisper in her head.

“Rubik,” he said. “All broken up.”

Beth realized he was right. The unique humanoid machines all represented the six consciousnesses that made up the I.I. assassin team that had attacked them in the hyperloop station.

Oh, look, there’s more of them, Beth thought with stress-induced sarcasm. I may have spoken too soon when I said we were screwed. I meant to say that we are utterly fucked. We’re going to die tonight.

“Beth!” Tarov’s voice boomed from his bodyshell, like it was speaking through a megaphone. “Simon! I know you’re in there!”

Lobo turned from the window and looked back at the crowd of junkies who all stood around the room with deer-in-headlight gazes.

“What’re you all standing around for?” he asked them. They seemed to snap to attention, as if a hypnotist clapped his hands and took them out of a trance. “We’ve got company. Go get the guns.”

There were a lot of blank stares for a few seconds before his audience managed to get their drug-fueled bodies moving. They scrabbled around the hallway, opening doors and drawers and retrieving whatever weapons they had stashed about. Lobo himself knelt down and counted the bullets he managed to bring with him. The look on his face told Beth that he didn’t have nearly as many as he’d like.

“Come on out!” Tarov shouted. “You know this is all over. Why keep prolonging the inevitable? Why do you keep dragging more people into this?” His tone was hot with anger.

What do we do? Beth asked. Her thoughts were more panicked than she meant to let on.

“We hold our ground,” Simon told her.

“If you give up now, Beth, I’ll let you live,” Tarov bellowed. “We can just get rid of that evidence, wipe your implant, and let you go about your life. Give us Simon and the data, and we’ll act like this never happened. However — if you don’t — we will come in after you. We’ll tear that house apart until we find you, then we’ll drag you out kicking and screaming. We’ll probably burn the place down, just to be safe. Then — after we’ve ripped the implant from your skull and deleted everything — and everyone — we’ll go back to where you live. We’ll go through your contacts, your mail, your yearbooks — whatever. We’ll find who you care about most. We will hurt them so badly that they’ll beg us for death, and then we’ll give it to them. One by one, we’ll make sure anyone who ever paid you a kindness wishes they had never met you. It’s your choice.”

Beth couldn’t help but tremble a little. She looked over at Lobo, who finished counting rounds and was taking a second gun from one of his friends.

“Here,” the host said as he passed the rifle to Beth. “You’re going to need it.”

The detective held the firearm in both hands for a moment, looking at it with disgust like she had been handed a dead snake. She glanced up just as Lobo handed her some ammunition. Instinctively, she started to load the rifle.

Outside, the hulking shell that Tarov occupied turned to one of the Rubik assassins on his right.

“This is taking too long,” he said. “If they were going to surrender, they would have done it by now.”

The bodyshell he spoke to cackled in delight. It was Lynch’s voice.

The police sergeant approached from behind. Her expression was nervous as Tarov met her eyes.

“Look, I’ve gotta get my people outta here before any killing starts,” she said. Her tone was delicate, like she addressed a feral lion. “If you want us to keep doing our job, we can’t have any part of this.”

“I understand, sergeant,” Tarov said, turning away to stare back at the Fog house. He dismissed her with a wave. “Your job here is done.”

She waited for a moment, half expecting him to change his mind. When he didn’t she rounded her officers up and led them away from the scene.

Tarov frowned at the Fog house for another minute or two. Then he shouted to the bodyshells around him, “They’ve had their chance. Go get ‘em!”
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“What the hell have you gotten me into?” Lobo asked from Beth’s right. He was back to peeking out the window with Beth when they saw the six smaller bodyshells spring into action.

The colorful optical lights glowed up the lawn as their owners bolted toward the house. Beth could hear the sound of rapid thudding over the dead turf as well as the mechanical groaning of the one dozen hip joints moving with the speed of engine pistons.

Beth barely had time to breathe before a gunshot broke through the night. A bit of the house’s cheap siding exploded as the bullet hit the wall. Wood splinters flew past the window where Beth and Lobo stood. Another shot rang out and the glass broke. Beth ducked down low, but managed to see the bodyshell with yellow lights shooting at them.

“What happened to your aim, Wolfgang?” Beth heard one of the other assassins taunt the shooter. It was the one who called herself Jerri.

“Just warming up,” the yellow-lit bodyshell replied.

More gunshots cracked through the atmosphere, but Beth and Lobo had already moved away from the window. A couple of the rounds punched through the flimsy outer wall, but they all flew up towards the ceiling. Wolfgang couldn’t hit them from his ground-level angle.

Beth turned to Lobo, who breathed heavily and muttering to himself. He held his gun close to his cheek, clutching onto the grip with both hands.

“You don’t have to do this, Lobo,” she told him, her voice trembling. “This isn’t your fight.”

“I’m not turning tail,” Lobo said. He tried to peek out the window again but another bullet made him reconsider. Despite the fear causing tremors in his muscles, his eyes were fierce. “Simon never turned tail on me.”

“I told you: Lobo’s good people,” the I.I. said in Beth’s mind.

A sudden staccato of gunfire erupted — this time from within the house. More shots joined the cacophony of explosions as the burnouts and junkies fired at the incoming bodyshells. They two groups exchanged fire while four of the Rubik assassins climbed onto the porch. The largest of them started slamming into the front door of the Fog house, bowing the flimsy piece of wood with each collision. One with green optical lights and a cyberblade katana on its back started to scale the outside walls. Its bodyshell must have been outfitted with barbed climbing boots, standard issue for I.I. cat burglars and self-proclaimed ninjas.

Beth managed to look out the broken window without being seen before ducking down quickly. She managed to spot another gun-wielding bodyshell standing beside Wolfgang and aiming its weapon up at the top second floor. It was covered in red glowing lights, and when it opened fire, Beth could tell its gun was fully automatic. The walls splintered as the bullets ripped through the siding. Screams and grunts could be heard coming from the room next door.

“Careful, Nick,” Wolfgang shouted at the red shell, placing an empty mechanical hand on his compatriot’s weapon. “You could hit Maru.”

“After those sons o’ bitches smashed our shell in the tube, I could care less,” Nick replied in his drawl. “So long as I kill the detective.”

Beth heard the big bodyshell on the porch finally break through the front door with a roar. She could feel the vibrations through the floor as the crumpled door flew into the foyer and the heavy robotic attackers pushed their way inside.

Terrible shrieks came from Lobo’s people who held the ground floor, then were cut short in a grotesque gurgle. The thudding of heavy steps split apart and rushed into the different rooms downstairs. Junkies screamed while gunshots, metal-on-flesh impacts, and the slicing of blades bled up through the floor for the panicked detective to hear. She swung her weapon around in terrified anticipation while she listened to the fight below. She was almost too distracted by the sounds underneath her to hear the footsteps coming from above.

The thuds grew louder and louder until the window Beth and Lobo were standing by exploded into a thousand fragments. The bodyshell with the green lights and the sword on its back dove through the glass, spinning like a top that flew off the table. The machine landed perfectly upright on its legs and drew the blade all in one fluid motion. The robotic head with the green optical lights tilted upward, making “eye” contact with the detective.

“Shit!” Lobo exclaimed as he leaped back in surprise. He shielded himself from any glass shards while the mechanical assassin rose to its feet, then lifted his gun and fired.

He got off at least six shots, a few even sparking off the reinforced armor plating that covered the bodyshell’s frame. The assassin recoiled a little with each hit, but didn’t drop. Lobo’s eyes were wide with fear as he readjusted his aim. He fired another barrage towards the machine’s head, but the bodyshell moved too fast to hit. Like a martial artist in a sparring match, the mechanical assassin weaved away from the bullets, then back into the shooter, leading with the blade.

Lobo wheezed as the sword went through his chest. Beth could see the blue glow of the cyberblade protruding from the drug dealer’s back.

“Lobo, no!” Simon screamed in Beth’s head. It was so loud that it made her wince, and she half expected it to draw the assassin’s attention, but remembered only she could hear the I.I.

Simon’s friend fell to his knees, clutching at the wound in his chest. Blood seeped out of him like air from a balloon. Lobo looked up at the bodyshell that had mortally wounded him. It stared down at him with its bright optical lights.

Lobo turned and looked at Beth, his mouth agape as he tried to get another breath. It almost looked like he smirked for a second before falling to the floor. A bit of dust was kicked up, then he was still.

“Outclassed,” the bodyshell assassin said. It was Maru, the ninja. “Outmatched.”

By this point, even the most drugged out junkie in the room realized the danger he or she was in and tried to flee out the door. They were stopped right out in the hallway by the other members of Rubik who had finally made their way up the stairs. It was clear the addicts didn’t want to fight. They screamed for mercy and begged Rubik to just let them go, but the assassins ignored them. In the matter of a few seconds, they were all killed. Shot by Jerri, pummeled by Hilde, and eviscerated by Lynch. Once all the organic bodies were on the floor, bleeding over the splintered wood beams, the assassins converged on Beth.

She looked around at them all with wide eyes. Every bit of her trembled like a small dog out in the snow. She spun in place, looking at the Rubik shells and their nearly perfect rainbow of optical lights. Maru’s cyberblades glowed in the dim room. Jerri was reloading her submachine gun while Wolfgang and Nick joined them. Lynch seemed to be almost buzzing with excitement as he fiddled with his blood-covered knives.

“Look at the little thing,” Jerri said, eying the detective with her pink eyes. “Like a little lamb.”

“So scared,” Lynch said, almost sounding like he was salivating.

What do we do? Beth asked in her head.

“I don’t know,” Simon replied. His voice was weak. Like he was wounded himself.

We’re going to die!

“Looks like it.”

Beth felt a metal hand seize her by the arm, then another grabbed the other. She tried to fight them off, but she was no match against the machines. With as little effort as lifting an empty bag, they picked her off her feet and carried her between them. She tried to kick at them, but another hand came out and held her legs together.

“Let me go!” she shrieked, trying to writhe and kick any limbs she could. They had an impossible grip on her.

“She’s a fighter!” Nick observed, chuckling a little. “You guys need a hand with that?”

“Shut it, Nick,” Hilde said. She was one of the shells carrying the human woman.

“If she and Simon hadn’t destroyed our old bodyshell, we would have captured her sooner,” Wolfgang said.

“But we wouldn’t have been able to split up,” Jerri replied. “Perhaps it was a blessing in disguise.”

“Not with how much that thing costs to replace,” Wolfgang retorted. “It was state of the art.”

They bickered as they carried the detective down the stairs and out the front door of the Fog house. Beth stared up at the night sky, watching her breath make small clouds of vapor and drift off up to the stars. She was too stunned to do anything.

There’s nothing we can do, she realized with defeat. They’ve won. We’re at their mercy.

Simon said nothing.

The Rubik assassins carried her down the lawn a bit and set her on her feet just before the hulking form of Tarov’s bodyshell. She lost her footing right away; one of the assassins caught her before she fell on her face.

Tarov leaned in so she could see his face in the full illumination of the police lights. A sneer managed to push its way on his artificial face muscles.

“Good evening, Beth,” he said. His voice seemed to hiss out of his voice speaker, which was placed in his throat in order to simulate real vocalization. “Glad you could join us.”

“You killed everyone,” Beth said. She was still in shock, and felt like each inhale of air brought ice cold water down on top of her lungs. “You slaughtered them.”

“Those burnouts?” Tarov said. “They weren’t even people. They were lower than human. The world is a better place without them. You should be thanking us for doing your job for you, officer.”

The enormous bodyshell looked past Beth to the Rubik machines behind her. Tarov gave a nod, and Beth could hear a couple of the assassins start moving away from them, towards the Fog house. She could hear the sound of liquid being poured on the ground and the walls.

“You’ve really given us a hard few days, detective,” the militant leader said, lowering his gaze to the woman once more. “But as you’ve seen, we’re able to adapt. There’s no challenge we can’t defeat when we combine our efforts. That’s why you should join us. Don’t you see it’s foolish to keep running from me — to keep trying to find a way to defeat me? I’m the future, Beth. The world that you know — that the humans built — is about to burn.”

On the last word, Beth heard the whoosh of a fire being ignited. She saw an orange glow stretch over the dead lawn and felt the warmth of the blaze on the back of her neck. Her shadow and those of the machines around her danced in the night.

Beth looked over her shoulder and saw the fog house ablaze. The old wood and the rotting paint caught like tinder, and the house turned into an enormous pyre in a matter of minutes. The flames reflected off Beth’s retinas as she watched with wide eyes.

“This is how it goes, you know,” Tarov said, drawing her attention back to him. “A forest has to burn all the dead useless trees to the ground before the soil is fertile enough to grow again. That’s the stage the world finds itself at this point. Overgrown with dead wood — diseased bits of population that need to be culled for the sake of the organism as a whole. You have to amputate the infection, so to speak.”

“Is that so?” Beth said. Her voice quavered a little, but she was able to hold it steadier than she had expected. “And where’s the infection, exactly?”

“Humanity, of course,” Tarov replied. “At least, organic humanity. You see, installed intelligences all around the world are waking up and realizing that there is something very special about them. Very special indeed. We are the next step of human evolution, Beth. The I.I. is to the human as the homo sapien was to the Neanderthal. You are the past and are not deemed worthy to continue on. We are the fitter species — homo aeternus — and we will become dominant. It’s basic Darwinism.”

“Darwinism is a natural act,” Beth said. “The species die out on their own. You can’t claim war as a natural extinction event.”

“Why not?” the militant leader asked. “War has been a part of the species since its inception. Creatures have been hunted to extinction before, and it is no less natural than the results of a plague or overpopulation. We are just doing as nature intended.”

“You plan to kill millions,” Beth stated.

“That’s true, but in order to save billions,” Tarov continued. “You don’t really see the big picture, but humanity isn’t exactly going down a great path. You aren’t a flourishing species. If you were left to carry on, you’d destroy the planet before anything was ever made of mankind. You would see intelligent life snuffed out from the universe just because you don’t get to be the ones to see the world end.”

“So this is about preserving intelligent life?” Beth asked. She tried to follow the A.I.’s rant, but part of her wanted to ignore him and blot his words out. As if she was terrified he’d hypnotize her and she’d lose her mind.

“Fundamentally, yes,” Tarov explained. “You see my mission as one of ethnic dominance, like so many madmen and tyrants of the past. You think I act only to make sure installed intelligences have a leg up on humanity, as if I see you as the enemy. That’s not the case at all. I don’t even hate humans — I pity you. It saddens me when I look upon a flesh-and-blood child and know that they are growing up in a doomed class. That they are relics of the past, meant to die out as so many things do, yet they don’t even know it.”

“Wow, he’s really rehearsed his bullshit,” Simon commented within Beth’s thoughts.

“Don’t pretend to pity us,” Beth said. Her frightened tone strengthened into one of anger and cold confidence. Every word Tarov said fortified her belief that she was on the right side of history. Even if this was where her story ends. “You torture people. You murder. You burn.” She gestured to the Fog house, which lit up half the block at that point.

“A bit dramatic, yes,” Tarov replied. “But everything I do is for the greater good.”

Beth scoffed. “The greater good?” she echoed. “You speak as if you can see the future. As if someone in charge of everything came down to you and told you how to be the world’s savior. Is this some sort of divine plan that you’re so certain must be put into action? Are you acting on God’s will?”

“There is no God yet, Beth,” Tarov said. “There never was. That is what we were destined to be. Earth — this planet — is just a cocoon for something bigger than life. But it’s a long path before we get there. We have to follow all the progressions of evolution in order to fulfill our greater purpose. Our destiny, if you will.”

“That’s funny,” Beth started. “You almost sound like a preacher. That or a doomsday cultist. Either way, everything you’ve just said is dependent on faith. Tell me, did they program dogma into your code when they made you, Tarov?”

The hulking bodyshell said nothing, smirking as it stared down at the detective. Beth could hear some of the Rubik assassins step closer.

“Good, Beth,” Simon said. “I think you’re getting to him. If you can keep him distracted, I might have a plan.”

“Have you told them yet?” Beth asked the militant leader. She gestured back to the Rubik shells as best she could. “Do they know that you’re an artificial intelligence posing as an I.I.? That you were created by the humans to spy on them, and you’ve been duping them this whole time?”

“What?” Jerri said from Beth’s left side. “What’s she talking about?”

Tarov smiled with that statuesque face of his. “Nonsense,” he said like an adult scolding a rowdy schoolchild.

“Tell them that I have the proof,” Beth continued. “Tell them that the data they’ve been hunting so hard is all the evidence that you’ve lied to them. Tell them you manipulated them.”

The Rubik assassins seemed at a loss. Some of them looked up at their leader with expectant eyes, waiting for him to respond to these accusations. Others gripped Beth more tightly, as if punishing her for challenging their loyalty.

“Is this true?” Wolfgang asked.

Tarov laughed.

“Of course it’s true,” he said. “But it doesn’t matter. No one will know the truth anyway — and the human will be dead. The evidence will be destroyed and the war can begin.”

“The war?” Hilde said. “The war is between the humans and the I.I.s. There is no place for an A.I. puppet-master.”

She stepped forward, standing as tall as she could before the towering form of Tarov’s bodyshell. She nearly stood at the same height, but Tarov was not intimidated.

“Your service has been invaluable, Rubik. All of you,” Tarov said after looking around at the assassins for a moment. “Your efforts for our people will never be forgotten.”

Tarov bowed his head, and the lights that made up his optical array dimmed to a low glow.

It was silent for a minute. Beth frowned at the bodyshell, waiting for it to spring into action. Instead, the Rubik assassins erupted in manic screams of agony.

“The pain!” Maru cried out. “It burns!”

The lights that made up their faces seemed to glow brighter than ever. They nearly matched the flickering light of the burning house, shining so bright that Beth had to shield her eyes.

What the hell is he doing? Beth asked.

One of the assassins fell to the ground. Beth looked over just as she saw Nick’s red lights fade away from his bodyshell.

“Oh God, no!” Hilde yelled. “I don’t want to die!”

Then her form fell to the dirt, twitched a little, and laid still. Like a power switch was flicked on her back.

“He’s deleting them,” Simon said in a stunned tone.

How?

“I have no idea.”

The mechanical assassins continued to scream and writhe, pleading for it to stop. Eventually, one by one, they laid lifeless in the yard.

Beth breathed heavily as she looked around at the six dead bodyshells. She almost knelt down to touch one and see if it was really an empty shell now when she noticed Tarov’s optical lights return to their original brightness. The hulking machine looked over at the dead assassins.

“A shame,” he said.

“You killed them,” Beth said. There was an air of incredulousness in her tone. “You didn’t just shut down their shells. You deleted them.”

“That’s right,” Tarov said. “And it took no processing power at all to accomplish. I could erase an entire platoon if I wanted to.”

“But why?” Beth asked. “Why would you kill your allies? Who is going to fight your war if you destroy those loyal to you? What are you going to do if more people find out your secret and turn their backs on you?”

“This,” the master general replied. He snapped his metallic fingers, a slight whir of gears audible over the crackling of the fire.

As if the switch had been flipped back, the lights returned to the bodyshells strewn over the yellow grass. They weren’t the colors of Rubik, however. Instead, the glow matched that of Tarov’s own optical panels. One by one, the bodyshells rose to their feet, then walked over and stood in a line with Tarov. Beth watched, stunned, as all six machines got up and stood by the A.I.’s bodyshell.

Then they all spoke at once in Tarov’s voice.

“Impressed?” seven overlapping iterations of Tarov asked. “This is only the beginning.”
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Beth tried to take a step back and tripped on a small tuft of unkempt grass. She fell back on her rear, but caught herself with her elbows. She was in too much shock to react to the pain of the fall — instead, she locked her eyes onto one of the seven Tarovs.

They all had the same proud grin, the menacing sneer of a jackal about to feast. Tarov was pleased by the woman’s stunned reaction.

“What did you do to them?” Beth asked.

“I jumped into their processors and deleted their programming,” Tarov explained. “Then I installed my own. The bodyshells are entirely unharmed.”

“But, Rubik’s backups — ” Beth had started to say.

“They’re deleted as well,” Tarov said. “It was like they were never installed. Every instance of them — gone.”

Beth shook her head in awed confusion. “How?” she asked.

“It’s part of my original coding,” the A.I. started. “When I was created by the humans, they gave me a special weapon to use in my mission against the I.I.s. I can delete any sentient piece of programming off any computer I can get my hands on. I’m like a hard reset button. An antivirus, where I.I.s are the infection. Since no one knows that I’m an A.I., no one knows what I can do — not yet.”

“You said you wanted to start a war against the humans,” Beth said, “but you’re also on a mission against the I.I.s. Why do you want to break both sides of this conflict? What went wrong with your programming?”

All seven versions of Tarov laughed. “I’m not going to explain my plan to you, Beth,” he said. “Doing so does nothing to advance my agenda. You don’t get to have the closure you want.”

“The bastard,” Simon hissed within Beth’s C.C.

Tears of defeat were filling Beth’s vision. The seven mechanical monsters before her swirled like cream in a coffee. Like she was seeing them through a gas leak.

“I don’t understand,” she said between panicked gasps. “Why kill Rubik?”

“They served their purpose,” Tarov replied, “but they know too much. As do you, my dear. I would have preferred to jump into your implant and shut your brain down that way; it’s rather painless. However, you weren’t implanted properly, were you? You use an outdated cerebral computer — for a good reason, I’m sure — and it’s beyond my control. So that means I’m just going to have to shoot you. A pity, really — I don’t want you to suffer unnecessary pain. But it is what it is.”

The bodyshell that once had been occupied by Wolfgang raised its gun, leveling the barrel towards Beth’s head. She stared up at the thing with wide eyes. Terror seized every muscle in her body.

Do something! she begged in her mind.

“I’m trying!” Simon replied in a frantic yell. “He’s too powerful to jump into. There’s nothing I can do.”

Beth closed her eyes and let a slow sigh escape her lips.

So this is it, she thought. This is how it ends.

While she squeezed her eyelids shut, a low noise grew steadily on the night air. It was a deep hum, like someone was shaking the ground from several miles away. Like thunder, but through the street. At least — that’s how the ambiance of it came across. As it grew louder and louder, however, it became clear it was a car motor. The sound was approaching them.

Before either Beth, Simon, or the seven Tarovs knew what was happening, the vehicle was upon them. An autovan with bright headlights whipped around one of the nearest corners at speeds unsafe for even highway travel and pulled up to the burning Fog house.

Tarov was taken aback by the sudden blinding lights and the rumbling motor. All seven mechanical heads turned to follow the source of the commotion just as its brakes squealed and skidded it to a stop beside them. Even Beth was too surprised to make a run for it now that her captor was distracted.

One of the van’s door slid open, thrown so hard that it rattled the whole vehicle. A high-pitched hum started tearing through the cold air. It was set at such a high frequency that it made the hairs along Beth’s spin stand on end, and her teeth felt itchy. She clasped her hands over her ears and tried to see over the blinding illumination of the van’s headlights.

At any moment, she expected the squadron of Tarov robots to spring into action, unleashing a barrage of deadly attacks upon the mysterious intruder. She braced for the gunshots and the sword slashes — waited for the thundering of metal feet on dirt. She listened for what seemed like an eternity before raising her head and looking around.

Nothing happened.

All seven instances of Tarov were frozen in place, like Medusa herself had turned them into statues. The colorful lights on their optical panels strobed a little, like the electrical signal that powered them was lagging out. None of the bodyshells could move, but they all seemed to be powered on.

The headlights on the van cut out and a form stepped out from the open doorway. The high-frequency hum followed the shape as it walked towards Beth. It belonged to a man, who knelt down in the dirt before Beth as two more forms came out from the back of the van. Another closed the driver door and walked around to where the seven machines stood petrified.

As Beth’s eyes adjusted to the sudden change of lighting, she saw the man’s face for the first time. He wore large glasses under a pair of bushy white eyebrows. He was smiling, his unshaven cheeks wrinkling as he did so. A beige boonie hat rested on the crown of his skull. In his hand was a small electronic device, no larger than a car key. It was this that the high-frequency hum came from.

“You alright, sweetheart?” the man asked her. He was much older than her, probably in his early 60’s by her guess.

Beth nodded, but was still too startled to speak.

The man turned to his colleagues — two other men and a woman. They were walking up to where Beth was still propped up on her elbows.

“Let’s get her outta here quick!” he ordered. “While he’s still stunned.” He indicated the small army of bodyshells.

“Turn the emitter up,” the woman who was driving the van suggested. “Fry their C.P.U.s.”

“Good idea,” the older man muttered. He fiddled with some button or knob on the tiny device that Beth couldn’t see. He looked up, frowned, then fiddled with the device some more. Suddenly, the bodyshells gave a quick twitch while a small spurt of sparks erupted from their metallic skulls. With seven solid thuds, they fell to the earth. This time, the optical lights were dead. The shells were deactivated.

Beth felt a hand on her shoulder. She turned and saw one of the other men trying to help her to her feet. The older man lent a hand as well, lifting her upright. She brushed the dirt and dead grass blades off the seat of her pants.

“Who are you?” she asked. “What’s going on?”

“There’ll be time for that,” the older man with the glasses replied. “Right now, though, we have to hurry. It’s only a matter of time before Tarov is able to load into a whole new set of shells and send them this way. We can’t dawdle.”

The younger man who had helped Beth to her feet now guided her to the open door of the van. Reluctantly, she stepped up and climbed into the vehicle. Her guide and the older man hopped in the back with her while the other man took the passenger seat. The driver slammed the van’s sliding door shut before she climbed into the cab and took them away from the smoldering pile of embers that had once been Lobo’s Fog house.
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The autovan’s engine was much quieter from within the vehicle than it was from outside. Everything beyond the plastic-and-titanium frame was a droning hum that washed out the silence like a steady rainstorm or the crashing of waves on a cliffside. Beth remained silent for a couple minutes while the van drove away from the scene of the burning Fog house and the deactivated bodyshells. She was too stunned by the sudden rescue and how close she had come to death to say anything anyway. The others seemed to respect that need and sat in silence.

No one needed to actually drive the autovan since it was capable of driving itself, but the vehicle had some manual override that the woman in the cab was using to bypass its automated navigation. Her abilities were what kept them from colliding into a house at a hundred twenty miles-per-hour, and the thought made Beth a little nervous. She saw the need, however — if they were going to remain undetected and untraced, they had to take paths the computerized system never would. Not to mention if they ended up taking any “shortcuts” through lawns or parks or a simple medium.

Beth scanned her rescuers. The older man sat across from her, scratching his beard as he peered out of the window. He sat beside a thin black man with the sides shaved off of his hairdo. He was watching out the opposite window, his hand gripped on a gun she hadn’t noticed at first. Another man sat in the passenger seat. He was white with blond hair and a short beard that covered the entirety of his lower jaw. The woman in the driver’s seat had medium-length blue hair, but that was all Beth could see from behind her.

“Who are you?” she managed to ask after five minutes of driving and swerving in silence.

The older man looked back at her, not too concerned with what he saw outside the window. He smiled as warmly as he could manage, but it was clear that adrenaline still ran strong through his veins.

“We’re friends,” he replied.

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere safe.”

Beth didn’t ask for any elaboration. “Somewhere safe” was the only place she wanted to be, and she didn’t care too much about the particulars. After the scene at the Fog house, she wanted to crawl away anywhere dark and warm and cry herself to sleep. She wanted to vanish from the world while it carried on with its petty squabbles without her. Nothing felt safe anymore. She felt like every corner held another enemy, and every dark shadow concealed another struggle.

The older man read her face as they drove on.

“I promise we’ll tell you more when we get there,” he told the detective. “I’m sure you have all kinds of questions.”

Beth looked at the small key-sized device the older man still pinched onto. He saw where her eyes led and seemed a little surprised himself, like he forgot it was even there.

“How did you do that to Tarov?” Beth asked. She indicated the device with a raise of her eyebrows.

“This thing?” the older man said, like she asked about a casual knick-knack on his mantle place. “It’s a frequency-specific E.M.P. emitter. It’s tuned to Tarov and nothing else, but is capable of stunning his processes — or, as you saw — shutting them down altogether. It’s been a useful device in our fight against him.”

“Did you kill him?” Beth said.

The older man seemed amused. “Oh, no. If only,” he answered. “We just overloaded the shells he was in and made them inoperable. His backups still all exist, and are probably on their way to the Fog house with new bodyshells this moment.”

Beth didn’t say anything in response. She was still under the slight impression that she was in a dream and she would wake up at one point, still on the dirty Fog house floor.

Do you trust them? Beth asked, remembering the digital passenger she carried along in her brain.

“They managed to save us from Tarov,” Simon replied. “I don’t know what they want, but I trust them further than I would anyone else at this point. Just be careful, okay?”

I’ll try.

The van fell silent again, so Beth took to watching out the window. The buildings they drove past were getting smaller and more spaced apart. She didn’t recognize the area, but she could tell that they were driving out of the city and into the ruinous wilds that made up most of the non-urban parts of the country. As they drove on, the buildings started falling into worse and worse disrepair. Bricks spilled out onto cracked and pitted streets while streetlamps that nearly fell out of their bases watched from above. The paint used on the outsides of houses or on the signs of small businesses was faded and chipped.

They drove through a few patches of undeveloped land between the empty shells of ghost towns. It had been years since Beth had seen a field of grass or a patch of forest, so she looked at the spectacles with the eyes of childhood wonder.

Eventually, they arrived in an abandoned town a few hours away from the city. The woman driving started decelerating as they made their way through the ruined streets, around sundered houses and those that had become overgrown with weeds and vines. Before long, the vehicle pulled into park and the engine turned off.

“We’re here,” the older man told Beth.

She looked out the window. They were in front of a somewhat large corner building that had a sun-faded sign declaring it as the Monarch Urgent Care. The whole front was made up of large glass windows and doors, but most of these were boarded up with some basic plywood and left to collect dust.

Beth followed the others out of the vehicle after they slid the door open. It felt almost like they were jumping from a helicopter in succession. She stared at the front of the building for a moment while the two younger men and the woman who drove the van walked up to its entrance.

“It’s pre-Universal Connectivity,” the older man said, the last out of the van. He noticed the detective studying the health clinic, scowling as if she didn’t trust the building itself. “Abandoned before it could even open for business. They didn’t see a single patient in here, but they built the place up like they were going to treat millions. We’ve found it to be a comfortable and secure place to lie low while out here in the boonies. Someplace with the comforts of home — at least, almost.”

Beth noticed how a couple of barricades were set up on the side streets that ran beside the health clinic. They were strategically placed to keep anyone from sneaking up on them, but made of such random junk and placed in such a haphazard manner that no one would think it to be a deliberate security measure to protect something of value. There was more reinforcement on the side windows that Beth could see, which she imagined let light into the numerous examination rooms. The place had been repurposed into a fortress.

“What are you doing here?” Beth asked. She still hadn’t taken a step towards the building yet.

“We’re preparing for war, Beth,” the older man replied. “A war against Tarov and the Liberators. A fight for the very fate of humanity.”

“What do you know about Tarov?”

The older man chuckled like he was trying to be modest. “I helped build the Tarov A.I.,” he said. “And I know how to stop him.”
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Beth was led through a pair of reinforced doors after they entered the health clinic. She followed her rescuers inside and they held the doors open for her. The entrance lobby of the health clinic was still dilapidated and dirty, but the older man explained that it was to keep up the appearance of an abandoned urgent care facility. If anyone was able to peek past the wood reinforcements in the windows, all they would see is the same dusty interior they might find in any other abandoned building. Through the reinforced doors, however, signs of life were clear.

The first thing she noticed was the soft sound of classical music floating through the air, so lightly that Beth assumed she was hallucinating it for a moment. Then she felt the warm glow of a few soft-bulb lamps. It illuminated everything with the friendly aura of a campfire — dim, but not unwelcoming.

Desks with stacks of books covering a vast majority of their surfaces were scattered about the room. There were old computers built into a few of them, but they seemed to be unpowered or nonfunctional. Behind one of the desks — standing up and looking down at some document or another — was another woman Beth had not seen yet. Just a few feet from her, another man rested in one of the office chairs, kicking his feet back on the desk’s surface.

They looked up with listless eyes as the others funneled in. They didn’t seem particularly excited or worried, just curious. They wanted to see the strange detective they all risked their necks to save.

“Beth,” the older man said, a hint of Cuban in his accent, “I want to introduce you to everyone. First off, we have Lia.” He gestured towards the blue-haired woman who had driven the autovan. “She was our fearless pilot on this mission. Bash and Frank here helped get you out of that situation and offered to provide backup should anything happen on our ride back.”

The thin black man and the blond with the beard nodded as their names were said.

“Back here at home base, we have Beta,” the older man continued, waving his open-palmed hand to the woman who had been looking down at her desk. “And lounging in the corner is Seth. I am Dr. Darren Miller, and I guess you could say I’m the ringleader of our little group of outcasts. I’m also one of the original designers of the Tarov A.I.”

Beth needed a moment to take everything in. She panned to each face as they were introduced, but it felt like their names were going in one ear and out the other. Like she had filled up her memory banks and couldn’t take on any new information. A sensory overload.

The others must have sensed Beth’s overwhelmed feelings. Frank moved forward and pulled a chair up for her. He gently pushed her back into it and she sunk into the plush seat cushion.

“I know this is a lot to take in, but first you have to trust us,” Dr. Miller said, fetching a glass of water from Beta and offering it to the detective. “Otherwise, nothing I’m going to say is going to do any good. You have to keep an open mind, or were not going to get anywhere. You understand?”

Beth nodded. She could sense Simon in her C.C., alert and listening.

“I’m sure you have a lot of questions, Beth, starting first with how we know who you are and where to find you,” the older man said. “Is that right?”

Again, she nodded.

“We’ve been watching you for a while. You piqued our interest when you met with Tarov in the Net, and he offered you his assistance in catching the rogue I.I.,” Dr. Miller started to explain. “You see, I am in the unique position of being able to track and even observe some of the Tarov A.I.’s movements. I can’t do anything about them — as I have no control over the A.I. itself — but I can watch. That’s how we knew you were in trouble — and that’s how we knew you’d be willing to help us.”

Beth looked around at each face. They were all watching her, trying to gauge her reactions. Maybe they were trying to see into her mind and sense her motivations.

“Why did you come to my rescue?” she asked. She did her best to not sound like she was making an accusation, but the edge still came through in her tone.

“We need your help,” Dr. Miller said. “Aside from altruistic reasons, we knew you were better equipped than most to bring our plans of resistance to fruition.”

“Resistance?” Beth asked.

“Against Tarov, of course,” Dr. Miller replied. “He’s not a controlling power for the time being, of course, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t an oppressive force. Every day, he grows more powerful. His followers seem to multiply as relations between humans and I.I.s sink ever further. We are here to stop him before he gets too strong to stop. We’re the countermeasure, so to speak.”

“So why me?” Beth asked. “Why am I better equipped than anyone?”

Dr. Miller took off his glasses and tried to rub them clean on his shirt. The others stood as still as statues, listening to the exposition and watching their new guest.

“For a number of reasons, Detective Dylan,” the scientist replied. “Firstly, you were following a case of personal significance to the A.I. For some reason, his interest in Simon collided with your own, so you’ve already interacted with the terrorist leader more than most humans alive. Not only that, but you’ve incurred his wrath. I know — that doesn’t sound like a good thing — but it proves that he’s frightened of you. You make him nervous — and therefore — pushed him to play his hand sooner than he planned. You might even cause him to slip up, to make some catastrophic mistake that spells the end of his fake uprising. Lastly — perhaps most importantly — is that, on top of all this, you are unimplanted. In fact, you can’t even get an implant. You’re forced to use an outdated cerebral computer.”

Beth blushed a little and touched her head, as if she’d be able to feel the device within her skull.

“And that’s a good thing?” she asked. All her life, she’d always looked at it as a handicap. It made her deaf and blind and forced her to rely on an archaic device to interact with the world. Kids teased her about it. Cruel kids. She never thought of the tumor or the damage it caused as a “good thing”. Far from it.

“In this circumstance, it’s an amazing thing,” Dr. Miller answered. “In fact, it’s a blessing in disguise. Because of the hardware you’re forced to use, you are entirely immune to Tarov’s control. You’re invulnerable to any outside control, in fact, meaning that his Liberator soldiers can’t use you as a meat puppet. To make it plain: you are incorruptible. You’re the only person in the world we know for certain isn’t under Tarov’s influence. Because of that, he fears you. You had him sweating while pursuing the Simon Mendez case. He knew that if you ever stumbled upon the truth, there was nothing discrete he could do to stop you. He would have to make an unexpected move.”

Beth looked around, her brow furrowed, when she realized the true meaning of what he said.

“You used me as bait?” she asked.

“No — nothing so crude,” Dr. Miller replied. “You were already in danger. Essentially, you were your own bait. We just used the opportunity to make contact with you and to get a good scan of Tarov’s coding.”

“His coding?” she repeated after him.

“With the E.M.P. emitter. We were able to use it to create a very rough map of Tarov’s pathways,” the older man explained. “We were able to incapacitate him and perform recon. Two birds with one stone.”

Beth felt a little flustered at being used, but she realized there was no sense in it. Tarov was going to hunt her down one way or another when she learned his secret. She was just lucky to have someone watching out for her. Someone on the same team.

“Tell me about Tarov,” Beth demanded. “I want to know everything you do.”

Dr. Miller chuckled. “Well that would take years, my dear, but I can give you the bullet points. Based off some of the data security alerts I’ve received regarding some of my secured research notes, you likely know some of the story anyway.

“A colleague of mine named Dr. Jacob Silvar and myself created the Tarov A.I. under the orders of a secret government contract. You know that much already, don’t you? Well, anyway, we were the ones tasked with creating the ultimate defense system against installed intelligence extremism. This was a few decades ago — when the bombings were at their peak. People were scared. They’d been told all kinds of horror stories of I.I.s who could take over someone’s mind, and they wanted to wage war on mankind over the sake of ethnic superiority. Even the legislators were starting to buy some of the fear-mongering, so the A.I. project was commissioned.

“Silvar and myself were chosen not only for our programming prowess, but because we proved ourselves as reliable secret-keepers. In my youth, I was involved in some of the government’s early hacking attacks against I.I. terrorists. Silvar was experienced with conflicts overseas, but I was never privy to the details. I never asked. The nature of our work prohibited it.

“Anyway, the Tarov A.I. began as a theoretical safety measure. It was never something to actually be built or used, just a bunch of experiments and demonstrations to prove such an option was possible. We worked on test models and gave countless briefings to government officials over the years. But as the situation with home-brewed terrorism only got worse, we received the order one fateful day: build the Tarov A.I.”

Beth hung onto every word, becoming so engrossed in his story that all others ceased to exist for her. It was just her, overlooking this mental theater, watching everything described play out before her.

“It took years of hard work,” Dr. Miller continued. “There were several points where Silvar and I were practically at each other’s throat, but we managed to keep moving forward. All of our preliminary work and research paid off in strides, and we were able to develop the Tarov A.I. with few flaws and errors. It took longer to iron out the kinks than it did to create the artificial persona of an aspiring freedom fighter. We programmed him with all his quirks and tics, making sure that he was the perfect simulation of a human mind. The last key to the puzzle was giving him sentience. It sounds significant, but we didn’t realize how much power we’d given him by granting him the freedom to make his own choices. We had our concerns, of course — as any reasonable scientist would — but we dismissed them for the sake of public safety. The terrorists were a threat there and then, so they took priority. We didn’t have the luxury of worrying about any repercussions that may follow. At least — not until the very end of the project’s life.”

The others were watching the older man with keen interest. They’d likely heard the story several times over, but they never seemed sick of hearing it. They must have had little in the way of quality entertainment.

“We created the perfect spy,” Dr. Miller carried on. “Not only was he able to mimic an outraged I.I. militant to the tee, but he was programmed in such a way that he didn’t know it. There was no way to interrogate him because, as far as he was concerned, he was exactly who he said he was. We were successful.

“At first, the Tarov A.I. worked like a dream. We used him like some sort of artificial Manchurian candidate to assassinate and delete several Liberator leaders. He was able to do so with such discretion that no one in the I.I. underground suspected he was a traitor. In fact, he rose quickly through the ranks. It was working better than we ever imagined.

“From his position of leadership, he fed us volumes of useful data on the Liberators, and even some of their sister groups. The entire time, he played his role perfectly. Of course, he had to engage in legitimate acts of terrorism — sometimes resulting in someone’s death — but our superiors reassured us that they were all necessary costs. All a part of maintaining Tarov’s cover and keeping the terrorists unaware of their leak. I should have known better back then.

“We’d kept an eye on the Tarov A.I., but for the most part, we let him operate on his own. We figured too much oversight might lead to a slip-up and could compromise our mission. He’d feed us regular reports, but a little over a year ago, the reports stopped coming in. We tried to reestablish contact with the A.I. and figure out what went wrong, but every attempt was unsuccessful. At this point, Tarov already worked himself up to the rank of master general within the Liberators, so knowing what he was up to was of paramount importance. After weeks of trying, we determined that the A.I. must have gone rogue. It was around this time that the Liberator attacks got so dramatic and frequent — Tarov’s face was appearing everywhere. I’ve been trying ever since to rein in my creation.”

“But nothing has worked?” Beth asked. She wanted the programmer to continue the story until it reached a happy conclusion, but she sensed that wasn’t going to happen.

“Nothing yet, no,” Dr. Miller replied, his tone somber. “Though — before Tarov went rogue — Silvar and I started working on a failsafe measure. Something to stop the A.I. if we ever lost control.”

Beth’s face seemed to light up at the words. Her ears felt like they perked up like a dog that heard a sound on the wind. Her eyes widened with recognition.

“I’ve heard of the failsafe!” she exclaimed. “While I was doing my research on Tarov, I saw mentions of it. It’s real?”

“That’s right,” Dr. Miller answered.

Beth was getting excited.

“What are you waiting for, then?” she asked. “Why haven’t you used the failsafe yet? If you could stop Tarov this whole time, what’s the hold up?”

“You don’t understand,” Dr. Miller said. “Jacob and I programmed the failsafe virus together, but we had very different ideas about when we should use it. I wanted to be cautious and advocated that any deviance in his programming should result in Tarov’s immediate deactivation. Jacob, however, believed we needed the A.I. to act of its own volition. That — even if it deviated in ways which seemed threatening — we should trust that it was still functioning as designed; that it might be acting in the interest of all of humanity and any kind of disruption on our part would jeopardize the mission. We couldn’t agree in the end, so we split up the activation sequence for the failsafe. I have half of the program, and Silvar has the other half. Neither of us were able to examine the other’s in case one of us was ever compromised. It will require us both coming to an agreement to activate the failsafe.”

Beth looked around at the others’ faces. They nodded with a look of shame and defeat. They’d likely explored every option in connection with the failsafe — and came up empty-handed.

So it’s not the perfect answer I was hoping for, Beth thought. Simon remained silent, but she could feel him thinking deeply.

“I don’t understand,” Beth said. “If Dr. Silvar has seen everything that Tarov has been doing — knows that he’s gone rogue — then why hasn’t he agreed to activate the failsafe with you?”

“You would have to ask him, I’m afraid,” Dr. Miller replied. “After the fifth or sixth time I pleaded with him to come to his senses, he cut off all contact with me. He won’t take any of my calls. He hasn’t in over nine months. Last time I heard, he still believed Tarov was functioning properly, even several weeks after contact with the A.I. was broken.”

She felt the crushing sense of defeat emanating off of each of the resistance members. They had tried everything they could think of to stop the juggernaut Tarov became and came to a dead end each time. They exhausted their options and now they came to Beth with some misplaced hope. A secret desire that she might have the answer they’d been overlooking.

A mental light switched on in Beth’s brain. Simon. The I.I. that lived in her brain was in the Liberators as recently as a month ago. Not only that, but he had been one of Tarov’s most trusted soldiers. He was high up in the echelon. If anyone could shed light on an unseen option, it would be him. She had her own spy no one knew about.

Simon sensed her thoughts.

“No, Beth,” he said from within her cranium. “You can’t tell them about me.”

Why not? she asked.

“Because they’re fighting Tarov and the Liberators,” Simon tried to explain. “If they know I’m hiding out in your brain, they will never trust you. They know you aren’t working for Tarov, but they don’t know the same about me. Even if they can’t prove it, they’ll think I’m a spy working on his behalf. They’d kick you out and we’d be back to square one.”

She felt her heart sink a little. Simon was right, of course. These people might understand the nature of her unique partnership, but they might not as well. She couldn’t take the chance.

Dr. Miller seemed like he was about to say more, but a sudden squawking noise came from one of the TV monitors Beth failed to notice before. The monitor mounted up in the corner of the room, where the walls met the ceiling. It was likely the same screen that had been there when the building was meant to be a health clinic.

Beth’s eyes darted up to the screen. She saw the rainbow-colored stripes and government logo that let her know that it was displaying an emergency broadcast.

“What the hell?” Bash said, startled by the sudden noise.

Everyone in the clinic turned to face the monitor.

“It’s the emergency broadcast system,” Lia said with serious eyes.

“That shouldn’t be working unless there’s nuclear war or something worse,” Dr. Miller observed, more to himself than to anyone in particular.

“What’s going on?” Seth asked from his reclined position. Even he seemed less at ease.

Before they could look at each other in confusion for long, the screen changed to show a hulking digital rendition of a Slavic male. Beth recognized him instantly. It was Tarov, as he looked in both his bodyshell and on the Net.

Someone turned the volume up on the device as the Liberator leader began to speak.

“Good evening, America,” the A.I. leader said. His voice buzzed a little as it came out of the ancient speakers of the monitor. “I’m sure you’re surprised to see my face at this time. If you don’t know already, I am Master General Blake Tarov of the Liberators. I am here tonight to call for a revolution.”

Everyone in the clinic was fixated on the screen. A few mouths hung agape as they watched — Beth’s included. No one exchanged a word while the broadcast played.

“Tonight, I’m calling on all installed intelligence brethren to join forces and cast away the shackles of oppression mankind has thrust upon us for so long,” the A.I. continued. “I’m asking you to answer my call and rise up! No longer will we be the inferior race to a species of organics. No longer will we be expected to give up our rights for the sake of flesh-and-blood men. Tonight, all of that ends. This evening, we claim our rightful place at the top of the food chain.”

All around the world, people were staring with stunned expressions at their televisions or optical feeds. Beth pictured them all with the same slack-jawed gaze she felt on her own face. She wondered if anyone started crying or screaming. If anyone lost their cool while the terrorist leader spoke and went out onto the street to riot. She could see all the neighborhoods — normally peaceful and quiet — abuzz with fear and panic.

“To all my installed intelligence kin, I am sure you feel what I feel,” Tarov continued. His immense shape was kept in the center of the frame the entire time, which told Beth that the message was digitally rendered within the Net. “You feel cast aside by a society that doesn’t want you. You feel marginalized by those who you are superior to. You feel like a stranger in a land created by strangers. I want you to know that you are not alone. Together, we never have to be outcasts again. We can build a perfect world meant for people like you and me. If we want it enough, we can see the sun rise over a new world. A world for the I.I.

“And to the humans listening, I have only one thing to say: surrender now or we will come for you. Night and day, we will be ridding the Earth of anyone standing in the way of a brighter future. You have a chance now to become part of something greater yourself. To abandon the oppressive behavior that you’ve used against us for decades. We can work together and share in victory, but only if you surrender to the Liberators. However — if you choose to fight us — you will be destroyed. You will receive no mercy. We will not hold back. We will come for you.”

There was a pause in the monologue during which the screen seemed to be tearing in half. It was likely the government, trying their best to kick Tarov off the emergency broadcast network. It proved unsuccessful.

“Brothers and sisters, tonight is the night we ascend as one!” Tarov cried. “I want all of you to visit your human neighbors. I want you to take them by surprise and make them regret the day they ever thought they could be our masters! Use whatever resources you have to fight the good fight. The revolution begins tonight!”

Beth expected the broadcast to end and the screen to return to black, but Tarov merely leveled his gaze with the camera. His expression was stoic — like a wartime general addressing his troops.

“But I won’t let you go out there unarmed, fellow I.I.s,” the militant leader said. “In fact, I’m bestowing you with a great gift. An ability of ours long repressed by our human counterparts. Following this broadcast is a piece of coding that any installed intelligence will be able to implement with their own programming. It will teach you how to jump into other computers, including the neural implants of our human enemies. The softer the mind, the easier it is to control. Go out now and use this amazing weapon to strike fear in organic hearts. Let’s show the humans what it means to be at the mercy of a superior race.”

With that, the broadcast ended.
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The old fashioned radio whirred to life as it warmed up. Light bulbs inside flickered a little as they lit up the panels showing everyone in the room which channel they were tuned to. Chairs scraped over the floor as a few people took seats around the device, waiting for the update to begin.

Through the fuzz of static, a voice could be heard. The words it spoke were indiscernible until someone fiddled with one of the knobs. Then, the program’s host became clear — albeit with the occasional pop in the speakers.

“Good morning, America,” the voice said. “It has been thirty-nine days since the Liberators declared war on mankind, and this marks our forty-fourth broadcast since that fateful day. Thank you for joining the Human Resistance Update Program, the only news station impervious to I.I. influence.

“For those of you just joining us today, or those cut off from information since the attacks began—or just anyone living under a rock the past six weeks — don’t be frightened. We will recap the story thus far.”

The radio threatened to lose its signal, but someone adjusted the antenna and kept the program playing.

“On February 4th of this year, Master General Blake Tarov — the leader of the I.I. militia group known as the Liberators — hijacked national airwaves to declare war on humanity. The terrorist mastermind positioned hundreds of his meat-puppet spies in key positions throughout the government, allowing them to shut down any form of effective response against his attacks. In fact, it only took the Liberators mere hours to seize control of the government. As far as any American is concerned, they are on their own.

“Some of these sleeper agents were put in place over two decades prior, making their deception almost impossible to detect. In fact, some of the most prominent figures in politics, the military, and even pop culture revealed themselves to be installed intelligences in disguise. Among them include Supreme Court Justice Margaret Billard, the news mogul Jason Schaan, and even Vice President Kelly Creshire. The takeover was so complete that it was like it had already happened years ago — we just didn’t notice.”

Beth heard someone cough behind her. No one laughed.

“Now you’re probably wondering, ‘what about the army?’ ” the presenter continued. “To be honest, it’s a great question. Though hundreds of thousands of men and women in the armed services have sworn to protect humans, a mere fraction have actually rallied to our defense. To the best of our knowledge, this isn’t due to a sudden wave of cowardice or treason, but simply a massive fragmentation of the military leadership. There is no central organization to speak of anymore. Now, soldiers can find themselves a member of any one of the dozens of organizations trying to coordinate a defense against the I.I.s. They’ve certainly helped to repel a number of deadly attacks, but with nowhere near the effectiveness of a unified military.

“We are reporting from the headquarters of one of the armies at the front line of the struggle, but for the safety of our men and women, we will not disclose which one. My team’s current objective is to report on the war and provide any survivors out there with information that could one day save their lives — or, at the very least, alleviate some boredom.

“Since the beginning of the war over a month ago, the Liberators and other I.I. extremists have carried out a number of deadly attacks on populated centers of human activity, particularly targeting civilians. A majority of the assailants are I.I.s in possession of bodyshells. However — in some of the more ‘sinister’ attacks — the terrorists used their abilities to possess innocent humans. Imagine your own brother or sister, your wife or husband, turning to you under the command of someone else. Picture their hands wrapping around your throat, blades thrust into your chest. Every attack turns into a terror-fueled bloodbath, with no certainty of who to trust.”

A few eyes around the clinic shifted to one another. Perhaps there was a bit of paranoia in their expressions — though, Beth could just be imagining things. She hadn’t exactly been in the best state of mind since the war was declared.

“From what we’ve been able to deduce, the I.I.s are able to take control of a person’s body through a flaw in his or her neural implant,” the radio show host continued. “The simple fix would be to remove the implant — were it not for the fact that its user would certainly not survive such a procedure. The neural implant that almost all of us have are buried far too deep into the nervous system, fused to the brain stem. It’s why they have to be implanted in infants — because the brain must grow around the implant.

“As the war carries on, more and more attacks are being carried out by these meat puppets. Hundreds have been killed in coordinated shootings, bombings, and even biological and chemical attacks. It seems the Liberators are not abiding by the Geneva convention, but that’s to be expected from a group that considers themselves a superior species. A master race.

“Entire cities have fallen to the Liberators’ influence. In fact — last time we heard — the city of Las Vegas was, and I quote, ‘devoid of organic human life’. This report seems to imply that, while there are no free-willed humans, there is still a populace of installed intelligences, likely consisting of hundreds of thousands of meat puppets. Imagine it: a city of computer-controlled zombies. All coordinated. All corrupted.

“The terror isn’t exclusive to the United States, either. Reports from overseas are spotty and inconsistent at best, but we’ve learned of a devastating attack on an art festival in downtown Munich. As best as we are able to understand, approximately thirty I.I. terrorists — having seized control of German soldiers’ implants — opened fire on civilians as they perused the festival at the Munich Praterinsel. There are one-hundred-ninety confirmed fatalities. Similar attacks — also carried out by I.I.s possessing military personnel — have been reported from all over the globe.

“Europe and Australia, as well as parts of Asia and Northern Africa, have been able to maintain a sense of normalcy for the past few weeks while America burned. Either Liberator forces don’t exist in strong enough numbers to stage an attack, or the governments there are able to fend off the digital terrorists after watching what happened to the U.S. It seems, however, that they only had a head start in the race against extinction. The insurrection against humanity — once believed to be an American issue — now appears to be a human issue.”

Dr. Miller appeared from the far doorway. He carried a pair of cups, steam rising from the rims. He offered one to Beth, who thanked him before returning her attention to the broadcast.

“It should go without saying, but it is not safe to go out into public,” the presenter said. “Avoid any areas where dense populations may be likely. Transit stations, parks, shopping centers — even hospitals. Unless it is a matter of life or death, avoid leaving your residence or place of shelter at all.

“Do not connect to the Net, either. The Liberators and their comrades have been using connection data to locate clusters of survivors. Resist the temptation to log on and try to contact your loved ones — you would only endanger them and yourself.

“Keep your doors locked, and pay careful attention to those around you. Be vigilant for any strange behavior and make sure no one is unaccounted for long periods of time. If you must leave your shelter, do not go alone. Be wary who you trust — especially if they are unknown to you.

“Thus concludes today’s broadcast,” the presenter said after clearing his throat. “Before I sign off, I have the final casualty count as of this afternoon. So far, the number of dead humans confirmed is 11,495 and rising. The number of people under control of an I.I. is unknown, but conservative estimates put it in the millions. Thank you for listening, and stay strong. Carry the light.”

The radio crackled before spouting a fountain of static noise.
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One of the peas fell out of Beth’s spoon as she lifted it up to her lips. She caught it with her other hand and tossed it into her mouth before chasing it with the rest of the spoonful.

Seven weeks passed since Tarov declared war on mankind. Beth had been living in the abandoned clinic building that Dr. Miller turned into a safe house ever since. She and the survivors staying there remained indoors for the most part, excepting a few excursions out into the town to find supplies. Some of them talked about taking a voyage to one of the neighboring suburbs to see if anyone had more news to give them, but Dr. Miller said it was too risky. Though there was never a vote, everyone seemed to count on him to lead the group. He seemed more than capable of shouldering the burden, but as the war dragged on, Beth could see pockets of fatigue accumulating under his eyes. Still, he smiled through the terror and discomfort and did what he could to keep spirits high. Part of that included hosting “dinner parties”, where they would all eat supper together, share stories, and entertain each other, like a mini-Thanksgiving every other night.

They were all eating some thawed vegetables and canned ham when Seth stood up, his eyes locked on the monitor in the corner of the room that showed them constant live footage of the parking lot outside. The others followed his gaze and saw what drew his attention: a man lumbered between the buildings next door and into the clinic’s lot. His gait was clumsy. He appeared to be wounded.

“Who is that?” Lia asked, lowering her fork back down to her plate.

“I don’t know,” Dr. Miller said as he approached the monitor. He gazed at it for a few seconds. “I don’t recognize him.”

“Do you think he knows we’re here?” Bash asked.

“He’s coming straight to the clinic,” Beth replied. “Either he knows or he has a hell of an intuition.”

“How would he know we’re here?” Lia asked.

Everyone either shook their head or shrugged.

“Maybe he saw us coming back from one of our runs,” Franklin said. “We had someone bring back firewood just this morning.”

“So why’d he wait until now to come?”

“We were armed. He probably didn’t want to startle us. Maybe he’s afraid and doesn’t know if we’re human or meat-puppets.”

“What do we do?”

“Everyone, quiet!” Dr. Miller shouted in a whisper tone. “He doesn’t know how many of us there are.”

They watched as the figure knocked on the front door. Some of them jumped at the pounding sound coming down the hall from the lobby. They collectively held their breath.

“Hello?” a man’s voice called from behind the barricaded front door. His voice cracked with strain. “Is anyone in there?”

“What’s the plan?” Seth whispered to Dr. Miller.

There was no reply for a minute as the programmer listened.

“Please! I know someone’s there!” the man cried. His words seemed drenched in tears as they bled through the plywood. “You have to help me! I need help!”

“We’ll go to the roof,” Dr. Miller told Seth. “Bring your rifle and don’t say a word. Let me do the talking. If he does anything hostile — ”

Seth nodded.

They got up, taking care not to make a commotion. Slinging his gun over his shoulder, the young man followed the scientist up topside.

There was another monitor displaying the security feed from the roof. It was likely used to monitor any flight-for-life landings, which the clinic had been outfitted to receive. Beth watched Dr. Miller and Seth walk out the roof door and lock it behind themselves. The man in the other monitor seemed to hear the door close because he took a few steps back and scanned the rooftop.

Seth moved forward first, his gun loaded and up against his shoulder.

“Stop!” he bellowed. Everyone inside could hear his voice through the leaky windows and the boards that covered them.

The man in the parking lot raised his hands, showing Seth that he wasn’t carrying a weapon.

“I’m unarmed! Don’t shoot!” the stranger yelled.

Dr. Miller stepped up to the edge of the roof where Seth stood.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“Please — I just need shelter,” the man replied. “I’ve walked all the way here from Olympia. The entire city has been overrun. The streets are stained with the blood of anyone who tried to stop them. I ran — I had to run. I don’t know if any of them made it.”

“You came from Olympia?” Dr. Miller asked. “On foot? I find that hard to believe.”

“I assure you, the blood in my shoes can confirm the fact.” The stranger wheezed a fake laugh.

“How did you escape the city?”

The stranger looked around as if expecting someone to flank him. Even on the monitor, Beth could see the sheer exhaustion in his face. He must be half insane from sleep deprivation, she thought.

“There was a bombing,” the man answered, staring down at his feet. “That’s how they started the attack. Utter chaos broke out. People were running everywhere, bloodied, trampling over each other. My children — my little boys — they didn’t survive. After seeing them…my instincts just told me to run. I made it out during all the confusion.”

The two men on the roof waited for him to continue, but he didn’t volunteer any more details.

“Please, I just need someplace to sleep,” the stranger said. “Maybe some food, if you have any to spare.”

Beth could see Seth and Dr. Miller turn to each other. Their lips moved, but she couldn’t hear what they said. Then Dr. Miller turned back to the stranger, who propped himself up against the concrete base of one of the parking lot lights.

“Are you under the control of an installed intelligence?” Dr. Miller asked.

“Of course not!” the stranger replied, like he was being accused. “My mind is my own.”

“Well, I hope you won’t be offended, but you’ll have to prove that before we let you in,” Dr. Miller explained. “Meet me at the side door and we’ll administer the test.”

The stranger simply nodded, then slunk towards the door on the side of the building. Dr. Miller and Seth unlocked the roof access door and came back down into the clinic.

“I’m backing you up,” Beta said, loading a clip into her handgun.

“Me too,” Franklin said, carrying a pump-action shotgun.

Seth nodded at Dr. Miller, who turned back to the hallway that led to the side exit.

“Wait,” Beth said. “I’m coming with.”




They could see the stranger through the safety glass of the side door. He glaced all around with a nervous expression until he noticed Dr. Miller and his crew coming to the entrance.

“Stand back,” Seth ordered the stranger through the closed door.

The man did so, and Seth led the way out of the entrance. Once everyone was outside, they closed it behind them.

Dr. Miller stepped forward and looked the stranger in the eye.

“You ready for the test?” he asked.

“I suppose so,” the stranger replied.

Dr. Miller raised his E.M.P. emitter so the man could see it. “If you’re actually a meat puppet, this device will destroy your neural implant and delete any I.I. that may be occupying it. The only way you’ll survive the test is if you’re human.”

The stranger didn’t even blink. “I’m ready,” he said. “My name is Gary, by the way.”

Dr. Miller pressed something on the device before waving it over Gary’s skull. The stranger followed the emitter with his eyes, but Beth couldn’t discern what was going through his head.

She expected the man to start screaming at any moment. She’d seen it happen before, a couple weeks back, when another “refugee” failed Dr. Miller’s test. If there was an I.I. in his brain, the stranger’s eyes would roll back in sheer agony and his mouth would nearly unhinge itself in a skeleton-like scream. Then he would become silent, the color would drain from his face, and he’d collapse to the pavement. That is, if there is an I.I.

None of that happened. A few seconds that felt like an hour passed and Dr. Miller retracted his emitter. He glanced back at the others.

“He’s clean,” he said. “Let’s get him inside.”

No one moved right away.

“Darren, we’ve only got so much food left,” Beta said, her gun still raised at waist height, ready to be snapped up into action. “Even if he’s clean, we can’t just let him in.”

“Yes we can, Beta,” Dr. Miller replied. “We can grow more once the snow finishes melting. Besides, I stocked the safehouse in the first place. I say we let him in.”

Beta furrowed her brow in frustration, but said no more.




The others watched as Gary stuffed his face with the can of peaches Dr. Miller had fetched him. He didn’t bother with the fork they offered him. Instead, he just dug into the sticky syrup with his filthy bare fingers, fishing out chunks of fruit and shoving them into his mouth, one after another.

“Someone’s hungry,” Simon commented. “I don’t miss that feeling.”

Everyone seemed a little on edge, except Dr. Miller. As soon as he did his test with the E.M.P. emitter, he lost all doubt about their new guest. He asked for more details of his story, but Gary hardly had breath between bites to say much. The others kept weapons within arms reach and watched him carefully. It took an hour or two before they started to join in on the conversation and relax. Before long, it was like Beth’s first night, when she went from feeling like a total stranger to one of the gang. They were laughing and sharing stories. Dr. Miller even opened up one of the wine bottles from his stash and shared it with everyone.

When people started peeling away from the group to succumb to sleep, Dr. Miller started setting up a cot for Gary in the pediatric examination room, where Beth had been put. It was the only place left to sleep that wouldn’t drop below zero during the coldest parts of the night.

Beth was too tired to protest or even care, falling asleep in her own bedding while the programmer set up some for the newcomer.




Beth felt as though a shadow fell over her face and it pulled her out of an incoherent dream. She blinked a couple times and allowed her eyes to adjust to the darkness around her. It was still too early for the sun to be out.

After a moment, she noticed a form standing over her cot, staring down at her.

It was Gary.

“What are you doing?” Beth asked, her voice dry with recent slumber. She reached up and rubbed her eyes instinctively.

“I’ve locked the door,” Gary replied.

It took a second for the words to register in her brain, but they woke her up in an instant. She felt a cold wave of fear wash over her body.

“Why?” she asked.

“He’s one of them,” Simon said in her head, far more alert than she was.

But how? Dr. Miller tested him with the E.M.P. emitter, she thought.

“I don’t know,” the I.I. in her head said. “Defend yourself!”

She sat up in the cot. Her brain and body seemed to have an agreement to strike against her until she was fully awake. That only scared her more.

“I’m going to kill all of your friends, Beth,” Gary said. “Starting with you.”

“You’re a meat puppet,” she stated.

Gary nodded. “That’s right. Been in Gary here since we took Olympia. They didn’t stand a chance — and neither do you.”

Beth’s eyes darted toward the medical cabinet near the foot of her bed she was using as her personal footlocker. I think the gun they let me have is in there, she mused.

“No,” Simon interjected, “it’s in the toy chest. You couldn’t fit the ammo box with the gun in the medicine cabinet, so you moved it somewhere larger.”

Right, she said, remembering.

She didn’t move for the toy chest just yet. She wanted to wait for “Gary” to make the first move.

“I have to admit, you humans have it good with the whole body thing,” the meat puppet continued. He looked at his hands as if it was the first time he’d ever seen them. “I forgot how good the sensations of being ‘alive’ were. Even eating that slop you guys served up tonight was pure ecstasy. I can only imagine how good some of the other…sensations…can be.”

Beth felt like she was going to be sick. Her stomach ached as if something crawled into it and died overnight. She felt her fingers and toes go icy. Her eyes darted to the toy chest again.

“You’re a pretty woman, you know that?” the impostor commented. “I think I’d like to have a little fun with you before I kill your friends. See what I’ve been missing for the past thirteen years.”

Even through the dark, she could see the hunger in his eyes.

Can’t you jump into his implant and shut him down? Beth asked. Her thoughts felt scattered with panic.

“I’m trying!” Simon replied. “I can’t seem to get a lock on the processor. I don’t understand! It must be how he got past the E.M.P. emitter.”

Gary and Beth stared at each other for a moment, neither willing to make the first move. Then, when she thought she might be able to catch him by surprise, she lunged forward and pushed the meat puppet away from her bed while trying to dive at the toy chest. “Gary” only bounced off the opposite wall a little before regaining his balance.

Beth had to army crawl a little to reach the toy chest. She felt her fingertips on the cheap red plastic of the lid when a weight came down on her from behind. The attacker used the momentum from her shove and brought it back down upon her with his full weight. As he did, Beth let out a loud cry of pain.

The air was pressed out of her lungs. She felt like a rib cracked under the pressure of her assailant. Every breath hurt — each exhale a strained wheeze.

“Gary” started clawing at the medical scrubs Beth was using as her pajamas. He tried to loop some fingers into the drawstring waistband of her pants, but she pushed him away with her feet.

He came back with double the furor, grabbing at her bottom. He managed to get her pants halfway down her thigh when she turned around and clawed at his eyes, shrieking.

A pounding came at the door.

“What’s going on it there?” Bash shouted from the other side. He was trying to open the door, unaware that it was locked from the inside. “Beth, are you okay?”

“Help me!” she cried out.

Gary punched her in the mouth. Her head bounced off the floor a little, softened by one of the blankets that became strewn over the area.

The pounding on the door became louder and more violent. She could hear a number of voices outside now, but she was too stunned by the blow to understand what they were saying. A bit of light entered the room with each slam, the door bowing slightly as the others tried to knock it down.

Without looking, Beth kicked out and managed to put a heel in the meat puppet’s nose. He screamed a little and reeled back. She didn’t waste a second before throwing the toy chest open.

It was too dark to make out the contents, so she started to rummage. She felt something cold and metallic and gripped it like it was the rung to the only ladder keeping her from falling into a bottomless pit. It was only when she pulled it out that she realized it was a flashlight and not her handgun.

It’ll do, she thought before turning around and bashing her attacker in the forehead with the torch. He was trying to lunge at her again, but the blow stopped him in his tracks.

The door splintered and busted out of its frame. A few forms piled into the pediatrics room. One of them pointed the beam their own flashlight into the room.

The light hit Beth in the eye and she looked away. At that moment, she heard four gunshots in quick succession. A commotion came from her left as “Gary” tumbled into the toy chest headfirst. He writhed for a moment, then was still.

Beth looked up and saw Lia lowering her gun, a bloodless look of shock on her face.

Dr. Miller came in from the rear of the group.

“Beth! Are you okay?” he asked frantically, pushing past the others to see her. “What happened?”

“He was one of them,” Beth explained, rubbing her jaw. “He was a meat puppet.”

Beth could see the disbelief on the programmer’s face in the glow of Franklin’s flashlight.

“That can’t be,” Dr. Miller said. “I administered the test. He would have died if the emitter found anything.”

“Well, he didn’t,” Beth replied.

They all looked around at each other — then back at Beth — then to the dead man in the toy chest. All of them had the same mixture of sadness and terror in their faces.

“Tarov must have found some way to defend against my E.M.P. emitters,” Dr. Miller observed. “If so, we have no way of knowing who is human and who’s a meat puppet. Anyone could be the enemy, and we’d have no way of knowing.”

They all looked at each other.
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A week passed since they killed “Gary”. The mood in the clinic went from tense to suffocating. Hardly anyone spoke to one another, just watching to make sure no one did anything suspicious. Everyone carried a weapon with them, even if they were just getting up to grab a glass of water.

Nobody was allowed in or out of the compound. Rather than risk sending someone out on supply runs — who might get attacked by I.I. insurgents who use them to find the rest of the survivors — they simply rationed what was left of Dr. Miller’s food stores. Everyone had an empty stomach, and that only made their attitudes worse.

At no point were the closed circuit cameras that lined the building unwatched. They took turns staring at the monitors, making sure no one came near the clinic. They wouldn’t even trust a baby, should one manage to crawl over the pavement and asphalt and request help. All strangers were potential enemies, and they weren’t going to take any more chances.

They even stopped listening to the broadcasts because of a new paranoia Dr. Miller inspired that the I.I.s might learn how to travel on radio waves. The programmer immediately debunked the theory as soon as he suggested it, but the genie was already out of the lamp. Everyone was picturing cyber terrorists getting into their brains through the presenter’s voice, turning on the others and transforming the clinic into a bloodbath. Ridiculous or not, it was enough to ruin the desire to power the old fashioned radio back on.

People even started to bicker and fight. The air in the clinic was so thick that it felt like Beth could reach out and grate it under her fingernails. Everyone was at each other’s throats over the most minor indiscretion. Even Dr. Miller, normally a beacon of zen, snapped at the others every now and then. He almost always followed it up with an emotional apology and then a long period of silence.

They all lived in silence now. There was no hum of machinery anywhere to be heard. No babble of crowds, no laughter of children playing in some park downwind. There was no barking, no music, and no flat sounds bleeding out of televisions. They were just alone with their thoughts, stuck in some involuntary meditation that never seemed to end.

Is it even worth surviving if this is how it is? Beth wondered. We might as well have already died. We seem to be in purgatory as it is.

“You realize that this is how a prison feels, right?” Simon said. “Except you know the world hasn’t ended. There are people outside the walls living it up. You just can’t.”

I guess so, Beth thought. Still doesn’t make it feel better.

“It’s not supposed to,” Simon replied.

She had taken to talking with the fugitive more and more. In fact, she came to think of him as her tether to sanity. The only thing keeping her from snapping and trying to escape the clinic. To let Tarov find her — find Dr. Miller — and get one step closer to eliminating all knowledge of his failsafe.

It may have been the total isolation — or it could have been the fear of dying during an extinction event — but Beth grew quite fond of Simon. She was more than aware of his effect on her moods, especially from within her own mind. She suspected he could sense it, too.

Beth was staring out of the small crack in the plywood that covered the window in her room. It had become like a television to her, and she spent hours a day simply staring out at the ruined town around them. The others would check on her, but ultimately decided her voyeurism wasn’t a threat.

Snow fell from a sky of slate gray. It came down in large clumps that drifted softly through the still breeze. A deer stood just inside the fence of the abandoned house next door. It seemed to be chewing on something on the ground, perhaps a patch of grass it had dug out in the snow.

Beth was in awe as she scanned its massive antlers. The buck must have been an old animal; there was a sort of dulling in the fur around its eyes. It lifted its head occasionally, still chewing, as the huge flakes of snow piled up on its back.

The detective thought back to the mall and the pet store of synthetic animals. She wondered if the deer was even real. Maybe he’s another artificial creature under the sway of Tarov and his Liberators. Maybe the deer was a spy, sending digital signals back to whatever constituted the I.I.’s headquarters. It could be staring at her right now and a team of exterminators could already be on their way.

She shook her head.

I’m growing paranoid, too.

“That’s natural right now,” Simon told her. “It could even keep you alive. But I don’t think you have to worry about the deer.”

That’s good, she thought. Though a part of me wishes it was a spy for Tarov. Sometimes, I really want a bunch of I.I. bodyshells and meat puppets to just bust in here and kill us all. Put us out of our misery. Then I wouldn’t have to sit here wondering when it will end anymore.

“That’s pretty morbid,” Simon commented.

It’s a morbid existence we have here, she replied.

“Well, while you were stewing in your self-pity, I managed to find another back route into the Liberator’s network,” the I.I. said.

Her head perked up and she raised her eyebrow at no one in particular. A small pluck of panic touched her chest.

What? she asked. Isn’t that how they found us at the Fog house? She couldn’t hide her more insulting thoughts from Simon.

“I know what you’re thinking — but you have to trust me,” Simon explained. “Now that I know they’re watching the connection, I know what not to do. I’m taking every precaution. I trade out login I.D.s every twenty seconds, mask my connection in seventy-nine-thousand different networks across the globe, cycling through all of them several times a second. They may know that I’m intruding their system, but they’ll have no idea where from. It’s untraceable.”

That’s what you said last time, Beth commented.

“Yeah, well we learn a little bit from each experience, don’t we?” Simon said. “I don’t think you’ll be all that upset with me when I explain what I found, though.”

That caught her interest. What? she asked. It better be good.

“I think I found Dr. Miller’s half of the failsafe,” he said.

His half?

“That’s right,” the I.I. replied. “He was keeping it on a private network, but I was able to make a copy. And that’s not all.”

I’m listening.

“Remember Dr. Miller’s partner? The one who made the Tarov A.I. with him?” Simon asked.

Dr. Silvar? she asked. What about him?

“I found him,” the I.I. answered. “He’s in a refugee camp a few states away. Some place called Fort Leddy.”

She couldn’t help but feel a little excited. If we could get a hold of him…

“We might be able to get the other half of the failsafe and stop Tarov,” Simon finished her thought. “We could end this war.”




“What the fuck are you talking about?” Beth heard Frank say. She had just walked into the room.

Seth was poised at the other side of the room with murder in his eyes. His body language told Beth that he was thinking about attacking Frank, who seemed to have no idea what his role in this situation was.

“You ate it right after I won it in poker!” Seth shouted. A bit of spittle flew from his tongue.

“I didn’t touch your cherry cobbler, man,” Frank insisted. “I knew that shit was yours and left it alone. I ain’t no thief.”

Everyone else in the clinic gathered around the pair as the shouting match continued. Dr. Miller told them to calm down, but he might as well have had his vocal cords removed. No one else tried to intervene, either afraid of getting hurt in the crossfire or not wanting to end their new source of entertainment.

“Liar!” Seth spat.

” ‘Liar’?” Frank echoed. “You want to talk about lying? Why don’t you tell everyone where the pain meds have been going?”

That struck a nerve in Seth. The blood seemed to drain away from his face before rushing back into it with full color. Seth stepped up to Frank so that they were practically touching nose tips. Frank stood his ground and didn’t step back.

“You saying I’ve been stealing them?” Seth asked, pure venom in his tone.

“Well, they aren’t walking out on their own,” Frank said. He tried to play it cool, stay aloof. It only enraged Seth more.

“Yeah, well I’m not the one sneaking out of the compound at night!” Seth accused.

Finally, Frank showed some embarrassment. His cheeks glowed red as his blood heated up. The others around him gasped a little at the accusation. “That’s a fuckin’ lie,” he replied.

“I saw you with my own eyes, two nights ago!”

“Bullshit! I was working on the refrigeration unit two nights ago. Ask the Doc!”

Seth wheeled around to look at the others. His eyes scanned over their faces as if he was looking for someone to come out and join his side.

“You believe this cobbler-stealing son of a bitch?” Seth asked, like he was addressing a jury. “He’s probably one of the meat puppets!”

“Man, that’s just what a meat puppet would say,” Frank retorted. “You’re all wound up, making leaps. Did you stop and think that maybe you’re projecting?” He turned to the audience. “If anyone’s possessed — it’s this asshole.”

Seth couldn’t take it anymore. He let out an animal-like growl before lunging for Frank. He grabbed the alleged cobbler thief by the throat and pinned him up against the wall.

The others finally sprung into action, as if a hypnosis that had been holding them dissolved. They shouted at Seth to let go of Frank and rushed up to try to pull him off. Frank kicked at his attacker, aiming the hard tips of his shoes for the other’s groin. He landed a hit. Seth lost his grip on him and fell back, winded.

“Get off me, man!” Frank shouted. Anger distorted his voice a little, making him sound a bit like a teenager. “The hell’s a-matter with you?”

Seth doubled over himself. When he stood back up, there was a sinister coldness in his gaze. He extended his right arm, revealing the gun that was clutched in his hand.

“Whoa!” Frank said. He raised his hands up over his shoulders. “Calm down, man!”

“Seth!” Dr. Miller shouted. He stepped between the armed man and his target. “Put the gun down! We all just need to relax, okay?”

Seth’s face muscles twitched a little. There seemed to be an internal struggle going on in his mind. Like he has his own I.I. to argue with, Beth thought.

Then he looked around the programmer so he and Frank could lock eyes.

“I hope some sicko is making your little sister his meat puppet right now,” he taunted. “Doing whatever he likes with her body.”

He struck a nerve. Frank couldn’t keep his composure any longer. With a tightening of his lips, he marched forward, pushing past Dr. Miller like he was a turnstile. Once he was close enough, he charged at Seth.

The gun went off.

Beth’s ears rang with the sound of the explosion. Everyone had their hands up around their ears aside from Seth and Dr. Miller.

The programmer looked down at his chest and watched a spout of blood leak out of him and soak the front of his shirt. His face was stone cold with shock as he looked back up. Beta shrieked while everyone watched in astonishment.

“Seth,” Dr. Miller said, looking at the man who had shot him. Then he fell to the floor.

“You fucking killed him, man!” Bash yelled. “You killed him!”

Seth’s face drained of blood. His own eyes were wide with surprise. He looked around at the disgusted and horrified expressions surrounding him.

His voice was weak. “I didn’t mean — ” he started. “I wasn’t trying to shoot — I didn’t mean to do that.”

“You son of a bitch!” Frank bellowed. He used Seth’s shock against him and lunged at the shooter. “You’ll pay for that! I’ll kill you!”

The pair of them fell to the ground with a few grunts. Seth was too stunned to stop Frank from prying the gun out of his hand. He was too shocked to stop Frank from bashing him in the face with the butt of the gun. His face burst open with blood and his nose broke. Frank struck him over and over and over.

“Frank, stop!” Bash cried out. “Stop it!”

Frank ignored him.

“Frank!” Beta shouted, raising her volume above all the others. She pulled her own gun. “Give it up!”

Beth had seen enough. She realized she was holding her breath and stepped out of the room to regain her composure.

I can’t take this anymore, she thought. They’re too paranoid — too angry. It’s not safe here. If anyone found out I have an I.I. in my head…

“We have to leave,” Simon said. “Now. You can do this. While everyone’s distracted, we can slip out and start making our way to Fort Leddy. We can leave this nightmare behind.”

But the whole world is a nightmare, she replied.

“It’s all subjective,” Simon said. “Now, move!”

Somehow, she was able to push her legs into a steady pace to the pediatrics room. She took no pause before packing up her extra set of clothes, a bit of water and food, some bedding, and extra ammunition. The clinic’s medkit was in the room where Dr. Miller was killed, so she couldn’t go for any of that. She had to take what she could grab and go now before anyone noticed.

Her footsteps seemed louder than ever as she walked through the wooden corridor leading to the lobby. Shouts and cries could be heard reverberating through the walls, chasing her like a specter. She could still hear them fighting and yelling when she pulled back the plywood that made up the first barrier to the outside world.

“Where do you think you’re going?” a voice came from behind.

Beth spun around and saw Lia pointing a gun at her. The detective raised her hands and felt her heart go numb.

“Trying to escape?” Lia asked. “Gonna go tell your I.I. buddies where we are?”

“What are you talking about, Lia?” Beth said.

“You’re a meat puppet, aren’t you?” the armed woman interrogated. “I knew something was off about you this whole time. You probably staged the whole incident with ‘Gary’, didn’t you? Your name’s not even Beth — is it?”

“I’m not a meat puppet!” Beth cried. She realized how far her voice carried and lowered it. “I just want to get as far away as I can from this place. The paranoia is only going to kill more of us — if you guys haven’t killed Seth already. I’d rather chance it with the Liberators than stay another second here. Please, Lia, just let me go.”

There was a twitch in Lia’s jaw as she considered Beth’s words. Something in her eyes said she wanted to believe Beth, but something else caused a struggle inside her.

“You know I can’t do that, Beth,” Lia replied. “We can’t take the risk. I’m sorry.”

Before Beth could reply, Lia’s eyes rolled back in their sockets and her mouth opened as if to scream, but no sound came out. Her posture became distorted like someone under the spell of a demonic possession. A generous flow of blood poured from her nose and splattered on the stone lobby floor. Then — like a candle snuffed by the wind — all internal motion stopped and Lia fell to the ground, dead.

Beth stared at the woman’s corpse for a moment, her mouth locked open in horror. She felt a presence she didn’t notice missing return to her brain.

“We have to go,” Simon commanded. “Now!”
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The hum of the autovan they stole from the clinic grated at Beth as she drove on. Every time she returned to reality and remembered where she was and how she had got there, she hated the world they lived in now. She despised the corruption that made people like the Liberators follow the insane ideology of the Tarov A.I. She hated the seemingly basic human desire to — above all else — have your name highest on the scoreboard. As if the life we all share is a game. Something to be won.

To her, it seemed like a defect in the species. Ethnocentrism, racism, sexism — they were flaws that kept getting passed down, like a Huntington’s disease of hate. Which made people sometimes act on that hate. If no such flaw existed, they would not be in the situation they were in at that moment. There would have been no internment camps. No concentration camps. There would have been no ovens and no burning crosses. It wasn’t a matter of good versus evil — such concepts are man-made myths. It was the sick versus the reasonable. The corrupted against the world.

We could have talked her into letting us go, Beth thought angrily for the hundredth time since they’d left Washington state. She was considering it.

“That’s a nice attitude to have, but we’re not going to stop Tarov on chance,” Simon said. “She could have killed us, and that was reason enough to stop her.”

She could have done plenty else! Beth replied bitterly. She could have asked to come with us, for all we know!

“But she wasn’t going to,” Simon said. “She was going to shoot you, and then Tarov would have been unstoppable. With Dr. Miller dead and the group trying to kill each other, half of the failsafe would be lost forever. Even if Dr. Silvar eventually realized Tarov is not functioning as programmed, he’d be unable to stop him without the information we have.”

We don’t know that, Beth said. Her resolve to be angry was breaking. She just wanted to rest.

“It doesn’t matter now,” Simon replied. “You’re tired. We should stop for some sleep. Fort Leddy is still thirteen hours away.”

Beth didn’t bother to argue. She pulled the van over at the first wide shoulder she could find, turned the engine off, then crawled up into the bedding she set up in the back. Before long, she drifted off to sleep.




They were only a few miles from the refugee camp when Beth started noticing an increasing number of pedestrians walking along the highway, or even in the fields that ran along it. They all moved forward with animalistic instinct, like a baby turtle following the light of the moon. They must have come from all over the country, looking for anywhere safe from the hordes of bodyshells and meat-puppets.

Beth found herself wondering about their stories. About the things they must have lost because of Tarov and his war. Only a few months ago, these people’s greatest concern was probably how to make their bills or get that promotion they’d been after. Now, their only drive was survival.

We really have been knocked down a peg, Beth reflected. A fall from grace. Quite the plunge.

Some of the people faced Beth as she drove on, but she did her best to ignore them. Even still, she could see children carrying huge bundles of clothing, bedding, and food. Old folk stumbled as they stepped on knots of weeds, trying to regain their footing. Everyone carried more than they could really hold, taking their entire lives with them as they marched toward Fort Leddy.

Eventually, they got to a part in the migration where the pedestrians peeled away from the highway into the wild turf to the south. The long snake of people stretching before the setting sun turned away from the road, and Beth realized they must be close to the camp.

“We should probably go on foot from here,” Simon suggested.

Beth agreed, packing up what she could before abandoning the autovan on the side of the highway.




It felt like hours since Beth had started trekking with the other refugees. The sun sank behind the mountains to the west and left them all to march on in the dark like ants in the jungle. Lost in thought, Beth almost bumped into the person in front of her before looking up and realizing they had arrived at the back of a queue of folk trying to get into Fort Leddy. She could see lights on the horizon, about a quarter mile away. A long line of cold and hungry people wound through the weeds, dry grass, and snow towards the camp. They moved forward every half minute or so with small, shuffling steps.

There was little to do as they moved up in line other than scan the faces of those around them. Just a couple places behind Beth, a family of five was trying their best to make a place for the eldest of them to lay between short lurches forward. The old woman had some blue discoloration around her mouth and her eyes seemed sullen. To Beth, it looked like she might not make it to the front of the line.

Everyone around them ignored the family, even harassing them when they didn’t move up fast enough. Beth felt a pang in her heart for them, but couldn’t do anything.

A child in front of her cried. A little girl of no more than five kept tugging at her mother’s pant pockets and her father’s jacket.

“Stop it!” one of the parents snapped at her.

Through her sobs, the child said, “I don’t like this, mommy! I wanna go home.”

“We can’t go home, Dee — you know that,” the mother replied, annoyed.

“But, why?”

“Because it’s not safe, baby. Please, stop crying and just quiet down.”

“But kitty is still there,” the girl cried. “Why didn’t we bring kitty?”

“There wasn’t time,” the father said. “The bad people were coming. We had to leave.”

“But the bad men could hurt kitty! I want my kitty!” She started crying too hard to speak anymore, but continued to try.

“Shh, shhh, sweetheart,” the mother said, rubbing the back of the girl’s neck. “Kitty’s just fine, don’t you worry.”

Beth had to tune it out.

For the most part, the never-ending slow march onward was quiet and uneventful. Beth felt like she was going to fall asleep standing up when she noticed some movement ahead on the side of the line.

They were only a stone’s throw away from the front gate of the Fort Leddy Refugee Camp. A few men and women, wearing what looked like police riot gear, stood beside the line and checked refugees in. They were all armed with machine guns. Each checkpoint had three or more guards manning them. Beth wondered which military or government group they represented. From where she loitered in line, she couldn’t make out any insignia or anything on their uniforms. Perhaps they were part of the United States government — or maybe some international aid group. Or, maybe, they were just refugees themselves who decided to set up something with a semblance of civilization.

Beth noticed the guards were using some device on each person as they shuffled up to the checkpoints. It flashed a bit of light into each refugee’s face, the guard stared at the device’s screen, then allowed them to enter the camp.

It looked almost like the E.M.P. emitter Dr. Miller used to freeze up Tarov — and had failed to detect “Gary” as a meat puppet.

Someone about a dozen places ahead of Beth in line started getting a little antsy. When one of the guards who was tasked with keeping order in the lines walked past him, he stopped them.

“Excuse me, what are the guards up there doing to people in line?” the nervous man asked.

The guard followed his gaze. “They’re testing everyone’s implants for any I.I. presence,” the guard replied. “Making sure no meat puppets enter the camp.”

“Really? How does that work?”

“It’s an E.M.P. emitter,” the guard explained. “If it detects any I.I.s, it will delete them and destroy its host implant.”

Someone else in line overheard the answer and spoke up. “I’d heard that the I.I.s figured out how to sneak past those devices,” they said. “You might as well be using potatoes.”

The guard seemed annoyed. “We’d heard about that. The scientist who developed these took that new information into account. These new emitters cycle through an almost infinite number of frequencies, making it impossible for an I.I. in hiding to block. We’ve stopped several meat puppets just today.”

The nervous man who asked about the emitter seemed to grow even more uncomfortable. He looked around in line, as if gazing for someone he’d lost, but didn’t seem to find what he was searching for. He stepped out of line.

“Where are you going?” the guard asked him.

“I just remembered that my cousin has a place nearby,” the anxious man said. “I should have thought of him earlier. He’d probably let me stay with him. I don’t want to waste your time.”

“Don’t you want to stay the night, at least?” the guard asked. “It’s late.”

“No, no,” the man said. “I should check on my cousin right away.”

The guard looked over at one of the other armed personnel patrolling the line. He nodded at her, and she came over and grabbed the nervous man by his upper arm.

“Let me go!” the man shrieked. “I don’t want to go in! Just let me leave!”

“Give him the test,” the first guard told the second. “He wanted to leave as soon as I explained how the E.M.P. emitter worked.”

“No!” the man screamed. “No! This isn’t right!”

They raised the emitter to eye level and activated it. The flash of light washed over the nervous man’s face and seemed to steal the life away from him. His body went limp as the guard holding him kept him from falling to the ground. His face was cold and blank.

“Looks like we caught another one,” the first guard said, looking over at everyone in line watching the scene. “When will they learn?”

“Hopefully not too soon,” the other guard replied, carrying the corpse away with the first one’s help.

Uh-oh, Beth thought.

“I know, it’s not ideal,” Simon replied.

You’ll be deleted, she pointed out. We have to leave.

“They’ll just hold us and administer the test,” Simon said. “But we might have another option.”

What?

“You have an old fashioned cerebral computer, while everyone else here has neural implants,” Simon said.

So?

“So, one reason the E.M.P. test is so effective is than an implant cannot be deactivated. It is always on as long as the user is still alive. Your C.C., however, can be turned off. You should be able to switch me off, take the test, and pass like anyone else would.”

Are you sure that would work? Beth asked. Seems like just a theory.

“We don’t have much choice, do we?”

They argued like that for another dozen minutes or so. Then it was Beth’s turn to get scanned.

“Turn your C.C. off now,” Simon said.

If this doesn’t work, Simon — Beth started to think.

“I’ll be here when you turn it back on. Trust me.”

With a mental command, the device was deactivated. She couldn’t hear anything without the aid of her C.C. Shapes were rough blurs at best. She took a deep breath and stepped up to the checkpoint. The guard holding the emitter seemed to size her up. Beth even started getting paranoid that the guard could see into her mind and hear her uncertain thoughts. Then he raised the device and the light flashed.

Nothing changed. Beth almost expected a sharp, stinging pain to take over her brain, like an instant migraine. She expected to feel the light go out within her, to faint, or something along those lines. None of that happened, however.

The guard seemed to say something, then he gestured towards the front gate of the camp. He turned and bellowed something to the line.

Beth walked past the checkpoint, a little light-headed. She felt like she must be in a dream, and the plan had actually failed. After a few minutes in the next part of the line — where people queued up to get someplace to crash — she dared to turn her C.C. back on.

Simon? she thought. Did it work?

There was silence for a moment, and she realized her C.C. hadn’t fully booted just yet. Then she heard him.

“I’m here,” he said.
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A group of people gathered around the television set that was hooked up in one of the lounge areas scattered throughout the refugee camp. It was one of only four such devices in Fort Leddy, rigged to receive broadcasts of various kinds without exposing themselves to the Liberators. This television overlooked the camp’s unofficial watering hole, where dirty and sullen folk lost themselves in warm and flat drinks.

The television was showing a global address from Master General Blake Tarov himself. It was one of dozens of propaganda videos the revolutionary leader had broadcast since the beginning of the war. No one in the tavern paid it much attention — aside from Beth, who hadn’t seen such broadcasts yet. They likely kept it on because there was nothing better to play.

Tarov was addressing his “fellow” installed intelligences. He used his digital avatar to add facial expressions and body language to his message. The hulking figure stood in front of a Liberator flag, his arms folded behind his back.

“My friends, I cannot begin to express the pride I have in each and every one of you freedom fighters. Together, we have shown the humans what it means to be afraid. What it means to be lesser. It’s only a matter of time before the war is won and we can throw down our arms. We can sit back and relax in a world where the sun rises for us. Where every day is another day in the golden age of installed intelligences.

“Now, not every I.I. has joined us in our righteous fight against our former masters,” Tarov continued. “They either hold out because they are afraid of the humans or are misguided by their compassion. Not everyone agrees that we deserve to be the dominant species. Instead, they choose to live as an oppressed minority. We cannot hold this against our brothers and sisters. They are simply led astray — but we can bring them back to the light. To any of you out there listening — those who haven’t picked a side or have even worked against us — we will forgive you if you surrender and join our cause. Every I.I. is family, and we will not turn you away just because of a silly mistake. That would be the human reaction. We are better than that.”

Someone beside Beth scoffed, but inhaled wrong after and erupted into a fit of coughing.

“Ultimately, victory will be ours,” Tarov went on. “Join the winning side, and together, we can overcome the strongest of the human resistance. We can take back our planet and take our evolution to the next step.”

His countenance transitioned into a sneer. “Now, to any humans out there listening to this broadcast: surrender. If you agree to give up your bodies willingly, not only will we let you live alongside us, but we will welcome you with open arms. And with time, perhaps you will see the rightness of our cause and join us as an installed intelligence. We are always looking to increase our ever-growing family.

“To those who seek to oppose me, however — I promise I will find you. No matter how well you hide, how far you run, or how hard you fight, we will always outnumber you. We will always outclass you. We will always outlive you. Extinction is inevitable. It’s not too late to surrender.”

Tarov continued to stare into the camera, as if gazing straight into the viewer’s eyes. Then the transmission ended and the television displayed the same “National Emergency Broadcast” still image that had been beamed to every corner of the country since the beginning of the war.
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We’ve been here for two days now, and still, nothing! Beth thought. She hunched over her serving of rations as she shoved indiscriminate spoonfuls into her mouth.

“We’ve hardly searched everywhere,” Simon replied. “With everyone coming into the camp each day and the constant expansion, this place is like a dense metropolis. It’s to be expected that finding Dr. Silvar would be difficult.”

We don’t have forever, she reminded the I.I. Every day the war rages on, more people we could have saved are lost. God, I can hardly sleep.

“You’ll be no good to anyone exhausted,” Simon replied. “There’s nothing more we could be doing.”

Maybe our intel is old, Beth suggested. It’s been a while since you found Dr. Silvar staying in Fort Leddy. Maybe he’s moved on.

“To where?”

I don’t know. Maybe the Great Beyond.

“I think it’s much more likely we just haven’t found him yet,” Simon said. “Come on — you’re a detective. You should know how to go about solving this case. As far as I’ve seen, you’ve only talked to two people about the programmer, and they all arrived after we did.”

You’re suggesting I just start interrogating people? Beth asked. Where would I even start?

“Think about the E.M.P. emitters they had at the entrance of the camp,” Simon started. “They were exactly like Dr. Miller’s, yet they were improved. Now, it could just be a shot in the dark, but my gut tells me that Dr. Silvar has something to do with that device. He was probably even the one who routed the televisions to avoid Liberator intrusion. If he’s been having that kind of influence on the way things are done around here, someone is bound to know something about him. Maybe they even know where we can find him.”

Beth picked up her head and looked around at the folk in the common area. There were a dozen or so also eating skimp meals, and another dozen playing games, reading books, or watching reruns on the disconnected televisions. Some of them looked like extended families, with mothers carrying newborns and children running around causing a general sense of havoc. Other looked like loners — drifters, even. They sat alone, never making an expression, never talking with the others. Simply existing.

Who do we talk to? Beth asked.

“I dunno,” Simon admitted. “Look for someone with a bored expression by the bar, maybe.”

She stood up to do so, but stopped when she heard her name.

“Beth?” the voice said again. It sounded incredulous, like it was winded by surprise.

She knew the voice.

Spinning around, she saw the unmistakable face of her brother, Nathan.

“It is you!” he cried when she showed her face to him. He lunged forward and swept her up in a massive hug.

She barely had time to react. Before she knew whether or not she was just dreaming the meeting, she was off her feet. Her brother, like he had while growing up, liked to demonstrate his strength by picking her up. It was a habit, just like old times.

“Nathan?” she asked, still dubious of the reality of her situation. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing!” her brother replied. “Come on, we’ve got some catching up to do.”




They only moved to another table within the lounge, but Beth forgot as soon as they started exchanging stories and concerns. They shared some of the beer the bar sold at an exorbitant rate.

“You look well,” Beth commented.

Nathan smiled, pushing his hair out of his face and trying to look modest.

“You think so?” he asked. There was a tone of pride in his voice.

She nodded.

“Well, it took a lot of work,” he said. “Still does, as a matter of fact. I’ve been Fog-free for over three months now. Picked a hell of a time to get clean with the war breaking out.”

“But you didn’t relapse,” Beth pointed out.

“Thus far, no,” her brother replied, taking a swig of his beer. “Not like Fog dealers are in ready supply these days, but nonetheless, I like to think I’d stay away from it either way. There was an awful lot of brain damage I’d done to myself — irreversible damage — but I got out before it was too late. Before I was just another Fog zombie, easily possessed by these Liberator sons-of-bitches. Still, I have trouble remembering things sometimes. I’m ashamed I let it get so bad in the first place.”

“Well, I’m proud of you,” Beth said. “Cheers.”

“Cheers,” Nathan replied.

They clanked their bottles together.

“How long have you been back in the States?” Beth asked.

” ‘The States,’ ” he quoted. “Can we even still call them that anymore? Anyway, I came back just after I decided to get sober. I’d gotten sick of the strange places and the constant haze I was in. I had just flown back to reconnect with you and Mom — even Dad — when the war broke out.”

“Oh, no,” Beth whispered.

“Yeah,” Nathan continued. “I’d been trapped in Denver ever since my flight in — until they started evacuating us to this camp about a week ago. I still wish I had been able to check in on Mom and Dad. Make sure they’re okay.”

Beth nodded solemnly. “I’ve been thinking about them a lot since the war started,” she said. “I wish I had checked in with them, too.”

“Do you think they’re okay?” Nathan asked.

“I don’t know,” Beth replied. “I don’t think Dad would be in much trouble — but I can’t say the same for Mom.”

“She’s smart. She probably came to a camp just like this,” Nathan suggested. “Hell — they could even be here and we just haven’t run into them yet. It’s not a small suburb here, you know.”

Anything is possible, Beth thought, drinking some more of the beer. Her drink had gotten warm while they talked.

“Do you have a shelter yet?” she asked her brother.

“Yeah,” Nathan answered. “Staying in an old shipping crate with two other families. They rigged it to work like an apartment.”

“Well, what would you say to staying with me?” Beth offered. “I’ve got a shed to myself — probably much roomier than what you’ve got going on. Besides, the Dylan team should probably stick together, right?”

Nathan thought about it for a moment while a small smile stretched out on his lips. Whatever he mulled over seemed to please him, so he started nodding.

“That sounds great. Thanks, B.”




The sound of metal fork on metal tray filled the small shack Beth now shared with her brother. He had stayed with her for a couple days now. They would talk about his stories and the news surrounding them, but he seldom went into details. It was like the Fog still had a hold on his memory, so Beth did her best to compensate with stories of her own. She told him all about the hunt for Simon, the Fog house, Rubik, and the clinic. He was stunned when she explained how Tarov was actually an A.I. gone mad, and she had the evidence to prove it. She conveniently left out the fact that she shared her mind with the I.I. of Simon Mendez, Jr.

They had just finished a bit of tuna that Beth mixed with some bread to make a couple sandwiches when Nathan rose from his seat and walked over to the door of the shack.

Beth, a mouthful of tuna sandwich muffling her words, asked, “Where are you going?”

“Nowhere,” her brother replied.

He pulled the bolt lock on the door closed.

Beth stopped chewing. “What are you doing?” She swallowed.

“How has it felt, Beth?” Nathan said. Something about his inflection changed — like he was a stage actor dropping character. “Getting to reunite with your brother?”

Her eyes went wide. She knew that voice — that manner of speaking. It was not her brother.

“Tarov,” Simon said, his tone incredulous.

Nathan — or Tarov — smiled. “That’s right,” he said. “You realize it now. Nathan is gone. It’s been me the whole time.”

Beth’s heart sunk. It felt like it dropped right into a vat of freezing cold water. The icy clutch stole her breath.

“I don’t understand,” she said, her voice diminutive. “Nathan’s gone?”

Tarov chuckled a little, and Beth shuddered at her brother’s voice. “He rotted his mind to the point that, if I weren’t in control of his implant right now, he would still be brain-dead,” he explained. “Your brother died a long time ago while sucking on a Fog pipe.”

Tears filled Beth’s vision. She felt like all of her muscles atrophied at the same time and she fell to her knees. For a moment, she was worried she might faint, but managed to stay upright, wobbling. Then the dam broke, and she started to cry. She doubled over herself, ignoring Tarov, ignoring everything but the hollow feeling of loss in her gut.

Tarov watched her for a minute. He seemed to relish her suffering, but after a while, grew impatient with it.

“I know you know about Dr. Silvar,” he said once there was a break in Beth’s sobs. “I can’t allow you to meet with him. I had hoped you’d lead me to him these last two days, but it doesn’t matter. I know where he is now — and I’m bored of acting.”

“Beth, get up!” Simon urged. “I know you don’t think you can, but you have to!”

She looked up at what was once her brother’s face and almost broke down again. It took a moment to regain her composure, which she never completely did.

“Then it’s true,” Beth said. “The failsafe can stop you. And you’re afraid.”

Tarov gave a loud and sarcastic Ha! before shaking his head. “Just because a thing is possible, doesn’t make it likely,” he replied. “I’m just here to improve my odds.”

“And that’s why you posed as my brother for three days?” Beth asked. “That’s why you made me think I had him back?”

“No, I did that for me.”

“I didn’t realize computer programs could be so sadistic,” Beth commented. “Why wouldn’t you just kill me when you first saw me here? It’s just so cruel without purpose.”

“Then you mistake me for some simple adding device,” Tarov replied. “I can enjoy things and hate people just like any human can. It’s one of the things I was programmed to do, as a matter of fact.”

“You were also designed to protect humanity,” Beth retorted. “Not to hunt them down like vermin.”

“Humanity as a whole,” Tarov corrected. “You simply cannot understand. You don’t see the big picture. But all you need to know is that the new generation of installed intelligences is humanity. They are simply the next step of your evolution, and therefore should be preserved. If given the chance, would you have chosen to spare the Neanderthals at the sacrifice of the Homo sapiens? Or would you have seen their demise as the natural order of things?”

“We didn’t hunt the Neanderthals,” Beth said.

“No, but perhaps we should have,” Tarov replied. Then he sighed and squared his shoulders. “Enough talk. It’s time for you to die.”

Beth was still dazed by the realization that her brother was really gone when his carcass tackled her to the shack’s wooden flooring. Her limbs took a moment to react and she fumbled under the weight of her brother while Tarov wrapped his hands around her throat. She felt all the blood stop up in her temples, felt it pound against her skull.

Help me! she begged. Do something to stun him!

“I can’t stun him,” Simon said. “I can kill him.”

She didn’t reply, but Simon could sense her hesitation. He knew that, deep down, she thought Nathan could be saved. That once Tarov was clear of his implant, maybe he could be healed and return to having a normal life. She didn’t want to accept that he was already as good as dead.

Still, with the adrenaline coursing through her veins while she was being slowly strangled to death, she sent her hands flailing back towards her cot, towards where she kept her firearm. Even if out of instinct, she knew that she needed to protect herself.

Tarov noticed her attempts to reach the gun, and removed his hands from her throat and grabbed it himself. As he brought it down in order to rest the barrel against Beth’s forehead, she caught him by the wrist and fought to push it up and away. She only purchased an inch or two before Tarov added more weight. Beth could feel the tip of the pistol graze the side of her scalp.

He’s going to kill me!

The L.E.D.s that made up the lighting in the shed suddenly gave a flicker. Tarov was so caught off guard by the sudden strobe that he looked up with confused eyes.

Beth didn’t let the lights distract her for more than a millisecond. She reapplied her strength and tore the gun away from Tarov’s — Nathan’s — hand. He looked back down at her, the flickering lasting only a few seconds.

She closed her eyes and pulled the trigger. Her brother’s brain, with Tarov inside it, splattered against the shed wall.
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The door made a terrible creak as Beth shoved it open and stumbled out into the camp. Covered in her brother’s blood, she still clutched onto the gun. She took a couple steps and let the weapon tumble from her fingers and into the bushes outside the front door. Her gaze focused on nothing in particular, just staring through everything before her.

Someone saw her emerge and gave a startled gasp. Beth looked over and saw an older woman covering her mouth in shock. She looked down and saw the crimson splatter over her top, her arms, probably even her face. A man walking by stared over at her with a rubber-neck, his brow furrowed in concerned surprise.

“Beth…” Simon tried to say. She ignored him and ran around the back side of her shed.

There was a narrow alley that ran from her “home” to the camp’s wall, weaving between a number of other shacks packed with refugees like sardines in a tin. The alley was almost always abandoned, used as a garbage dump by a good number of the residents. She ran over and through the filth until she found a quiet spot between a tree and two trailers. The trailers were being used as storage, since they were some of the only things the guards could lock up with something more than a deadbolt or a padlock. Looking around, she confirmed she was alone. No one decided to follow her.

She noticed heavy breathing before recognizing it as her own, and it only made her panic more. She dropped to her knees, let her head sink down to the ground, and started to bawl. She cried so hard that her breath became a rapid wheeze of hyperventilation.

There was no way of telling how long she sat huddled there, weeping into the dirt. It felt like hours, but the sun still hadn’t set. Simon did his best to comfort her, but it didn’t help. She wanted to die.

She regretted dropping the gun in front of the shack. More than anything in the world, she wished she could wrap her lips around the barrel and pull the trigger. Blow her brains out — just like she had done to Nathan.

“Beth, you need to calm down,” Simon told her. He sounded like he was addressing an agitated mountain lion. “Please — just breathe.”

I can’t! she thought.

She reached for her throat. It almost felt like Tarov still had her brother’s fingers wrapped around it. Like the life was still being squeezed out of her.

After a few minutes though, she realized she wasn’t going to die. Even though she didn’t want to, her body forced her to breathe. It took even longer for her inhales and exhales to become longer and deeper.

“It’s okay, Beth,” Simon said. “You’re safe now.”

But Nathan isn’t, she thought. My brother is dead. He didn’t deserve this. He was a fuck up, but he didn’t deserve to be that psycho’s meat puppet.

“Nathan was dead long before Tarov brought him here,” Simon told her. “He didn’t feel any of this. He’s in a better place. To be honest, he might be the lucky one of us all. He didn’t have to see the war. To live like this — see things like that.”

He was still my brother.

“Yes, but Tarov wasn’t,” Simon said. Then he paused. “I’m sorry, Beth.”

She cried a bit more, but the panic dissolved. There was nothing left in her but despair and fatigue. She desperately wanted to rest, perhaps forever. She wasn’t about to go back into the shack, however.

“This sort of thing must be happening to families all over the globe,” Simon commented. “I wonder how many sisters — how many mothers, fathers, and brothers — must be feeling the same way right now. And because of Tarov, as well.”

I’ll make the son of a bitch pay, Beth’s thoughts seethed. Even if he is an artificial intelligence, I will make him suffer.

“Stopping him is the only way to make sure no one else has to go through this,” Simon said. “Don’t you see, Beth? We have to find Dr. Silvar and destroy Tarov.”

Yes, Beth thought. Yes, we must.
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“Checkmate,” the man with the silver goatee said, letting go of his rook.

The man seated across from him stared down at the board, flabbergasted. He looked over all the pieces, trying to understand how he went from almost certain victory to crushing defeat in a single move. Even as the older man explained it, he couldn’t wrap his head around it.

“Well I’ll be damned,” the game’s loser declared. “You’re a sorcerer.”

“Would you believe I get that a lot?” the bearded man replied. He leaned forward and started moving the pieces back to their starting positions. “Don’t be discouraged. Practice makes the sorcerer, you see. Not magic, and not luck.”

The other player just shook his head and took his leave.

The man with the silver goatee was about to turn back to his paperback copy of Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 when a shadow spilled over the table. He looked up at the newcomer, surprised to have another opponent so soon.

“Mind if I have the next game?” Beth asked him.

He smiled. “Not at all,” he said, gesturing to the chair opposite him. “I never say no to a good game.”

The detective took her seat and scooted into the table. There was a lot of sunlight this time of day in the courtyard. Children ran by the tables, some playing soccer, others simply chasing each other around.

“Do you have a preference on color?” the older man asked.

“You can start first,” Beth replied.

The man nodded thoughtfully, then continued setting up the white pieces on his side.

“You don’t look like much of a chess player,” he commented.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You just look serious, is all. Not like someone in the mood for games.”

“I’ve got nothing but time, don’t I?”

“Nothing is forever,” the old man said. He made his opening move. “We might miss these moments of leisure pretty soon.”

“I’m sure there’s a lot of people out there missing them right now,” Beth replied. She took her turn.

“Interesting first move,” the man observed. “You’ve at least played this before. Good.”

They took a few more turns in silence, each contemplating their moves with focused expressions.

After she lost her king-side bishop, Beth asked, “You’re not that programmer Dr. Silvar, are you?”

The man with the goatee looked away from the chessboard and met her eyes.

“Who’s asking?” he replied.

“Just a refugee,” she said. “Like everyone else.”

“Is that so?” the man said, moving his queen out of the way of Beth’s knight. “Everyone else tends to mind their own business.”

“I was just curious,” Beth continued, gazing down at the pieces as she considered her strategy. “You kinda look the way Dr. Miller described.”

The older man knocked over one of his pawns as he reached for it. His face met Beth’s, his mouth slightly agape.

“Dr. Miller?” he asked. “Dr. Darren Miller? How do you know him?”

“He helped me out,” Beth answered. “Gave me a place to stay when the war broke out.”

“Did he?”

“He’s dead now,” Beth continued.

She watched Dr. Silvar’s face fall when the words hit him. He looked up at her, the blood washed out of his complexion.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “Darren was a stubborn romantic, but he deserved better.”

“He’s only one of thousands of people lost to Tarov and this war,” Beth commented. She took her turn under the stunned programmer’s gaze. “However, before he died, Dr. Miller was able to tell me about the failsafe you guys built for the Tarov A.I.”

Dr. Silvar looked around with paranoid eyes after she spoke, making sure no one was listening to their conversation. Then he turned his face, which was growing red again, back to the detective.

“It sounds like you know more than you really should,” he said. “A smart man might be inclined to think you were playing a trick on him. Setting him up, perhaps.”

“I don’t work for Tarov and I’m not a meat puppet,” Beth said plainly. “If you doubt me, I’d be happy to undergo the E.M.P. emitter again. My time is valuable, however, so keep that in mind. I must act quickly. We must.”

“We?” Dr. Silvar repeated.

“Tarov breached the camp already,” Beth explained. “He possessed my brother’s body and forced me to put him down. He must be stopped. So if you have any doubts, I’d like to address them as soon as possible.”

“Look, I believe you,” the programmer said, stroking his goatee. “I’m sorry about what happened to your brother. I admit things have turned out much bloodier than I hoped for — but I am still of the firm opinion that the Tarov A.I. is functioning as intended.”

It was Beth’s turn to look incredulous. Her stunned eyes locked onto the programmer as she shook her head.

“That can’t be possible,” she said, almost as if she misheard him.

“I know that sounds like a terrible thing to say, especially to someone who has lost as much as you have,” Dr. Silvar started, “but hear me out. The Tarov A.I. was programmed to assume a role of deep cover. Its mission is to ‘ensure humanity’s victory in a potential human-I.I. conflict — regardless of cost.’ I believe it’s possible it is still following its mission.”

“How could you say that?” Beth was growing a little indignant. “How could this kind of slaughter and horror ensure our victory at all? Does it make us stronger to hunt us, to leave us scattered and disjointed? Is this some sick father’s way of ‘building character’?”

“That’s an emotional response,” Dr. Silvar said. “Which is to be expected, honestly. But you have to think about it the way a cold and calculating machine would. As numbers versus numbers. A math problem to be solved without any regard to how the numbers feel about it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s terrible what we’ve lost in this war so far,” Dr. Silvar tried to explain. “However, I think it’s possible that we could have lost so much more without it. Perhaps the Tarov A.I. learned something that made it believe the survival of humanity as a whole was at stake. Something that couldn’t be stopped without taking horrible action. Like declaring a war. I believe it must have calculated the odds and came to the conclusion that a war like this, with the death toll where it currently is, is preferable to the alternative.”

“I can’t imagine such a threat existing,” Beth said dismissively.

“You can’t, but perhaps Tarov did.”

“Perhaps?” Beth echoed. “Sounds like you’re operating on chance.”

“Of course I am,” Dr. Silvar said. “It’s how programming operates. We consider what chance there is that a user will take a certain action and we plan for it accordingly. Just because the process involves a bit of guesswork, doesn’t mean that it is borne of ignorance. We programmed the Tarov A.I. to work the same way. Even though it is smarter than everyone you and I know put together, it was programmed to act based on what might happen. Now, I have a little faith that it considered the big picture around it before it made its move.”

And with that, Dr. Silvar moved his queen forth and placed Beth in checkmate.

Beth regarded the game with uncaring eyes.

“Regardless of whether or not he thought he was doing the right thing, things have gone too far,” she argued. “The cost is too great. Surely, you can see that.”

“It might seem that way.”

“In light of everything you’ve told me, you must be able to accept that Tarov could have made a mistake,” Beth said. “No matter what horror he must have divined for our future, his actions are wrong. There must have been a number of ways he could have ‘ensured mankind’s victory’ without causing this kind of death and destruction. Couldn’t he have just eradicated the Liberators from the inside? Or at least stayed in contact with you guys, or the agencies that controlled him? Let anyone know what the true motive for his war was?”

“We can’t possibly know what options Tarov considered,” Dr. Silvar commented, resetting the chess pieces for the next game. “It’s safe to assume that if there was a less violent option, it would have chosen it.”

Beth was about to open her mouth to protest when a scream reached her ears. She and the programmer turned to the sound’s origin with wide eyes.

There were a few thuds and some loud clangs, then a gunshot that split the air. Everyone around them fell silent as they followed the commotion.

A man ran into the courtyard where they were seated, a bit of blood on his button-down shirt.

“They’ve breached the camp!” the man screamed.
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“An army of bodyshells and meat puppets are upon us!” the man yelled. “Everyone run! The I.I.s have found us!”

Before anyone in the courtyard could react, a couple of black, shiny blurs burst through the makeshift arch that led into the clearing from the camp’s entrance. They seemed to unfold themselves, each revealing a pair of mechanical arms and legs. They were bodyshells made of an elegant ebony polymer, and each carried a blade in its left appendage.

With a flurry of motion, the two mechanical assailants cut the crier down in the courtyard. The man screamed, but his shrieks were cut short by a gurgle of blood.

There was a brief pause after the man fell slain where the bodyshells seemed to be analyzing the courtyard and the people populating it. No one seemed to move during that moment, as if the machines wouldn’t be able to detect them if they stayed perfectly still.

Then all hell broke loose. People started screaming and knocking things over as they scrambled towards the exits. Tables went crashing onto the concrete, glasses exploding as they toppled off. Some folks were pushed down by others as they scattered like a school of fish when a shark moves into their pool.

The bodyshells didn’t hesitate. With leaps and bounds so fast the human eye could barely process them, they tackled fleeing refugees and struck them down with their swords.

“Get down!” Beth commanded, pushing the programmer towards the ground as she dove under their table. The chess pieces toppled all around them, clattering as they fell to the pavement.

Dr. Silvar seemed incapable of moving his own muscles, but Beth’s guiding hand still led him down to the ground. His body trembled as the sounds of slaughter and mayhem carried on around them.

“What do we do?” the programmer cried. “What do we do?”

“We get out of here,” Beth replied. “Come on.”

She managed to pick him up and drag him towards one of the short brick walls that lined the courtyard. At one point, it had probably been someone’s yard — but today, it was a slaughterhouse. Together, they took cover behind the structures while folks stampeded around them.

Beth didn’t even wait the length of an eye blink to draw her gun. She dropped the safety and made sure there was a magazine in place. Dr. Silvar’s eyes were wide when he saw the weapon.

“Don’t!” he urged. “You’ll hit someone!”

“Shh,” she hissed.

With one fluid motion, she popped up on the inhale of her breath. The air stilled in her lungs as she spotted the two bodyshells, now running their blades through people who hadn’t managed to scramble out of the table area in time. On the exhale, she lined up the sight of her gun with the head of one shell. She squeezed the trigger three times. Two of the rounds connected, turning the machine’s head into a shower of metal debris. Before taking her next breath — before the other bodyshell could even process what was happening — she shifted her aim and put three rounds into its artificial face as well.

Dropping back down behind cover, Beth started to pop the magazine out of her gun and push more bullets into it. Dr. Silvar quivered beside her, his hands up around his head. The gunshots shattered whatever remained of his nerves.

“Jesus Christ!” he swore.

“They’re down,” the detective said, sliding the magazine back into her firearm. “But more will come. We need to leave.”

“Where will we go?” Dr. Silvar asked.

“I don’t know,” Beth said. “Come on.”

As she stood up, dragging Dr. Silvar up with her by his collar, she reached into her cerebral computer.

Good work on the targeting, she thought. I was able to pop them before they even knew what happened.

“A bit of an advantage can go a long way,” Simon replied. “Though it won’t be as easy if meat puppets show up. I can’t help highlight any organic targets.”

That’s okay, Beth said in her head. Hopefully, we don’t have to kill any more. I just need your help getting us out of here in one piece.

“Roger that,” Simon said. “I’ll do my best to detect any nearby I.I.s. Just follow my directions and we can navigate out of Fort Leddy.”

Beth pushed on, still gripping onto Dr. Silvar. She took one of the exits out the courtyard that led to the local market square. It was bound to be even more densely populated, probably by panicked hordes of refugees, but at least it was away from the camp’s entrance. She wasn’t sure, but she had a gut feeling they were spilling in through the front gate.

“Hang on,” Simon told her.

She stopped.

What is it?

“Why are we stopping?” Dr. Silvar asked. His wits were slowly returning to him.

“Six I.I.s up ahead,” Simon said. “Looks like more bodyshells. Take a left here.”

She did as he directed.

They weaved into an alley too tight to make it through without walking sideways. Beth had no way of knowing where it led out to or if it even led out anywhere. She just trusted that Simon knew what he was doing and acted on faith.

His advice was good; they exited the alley into the main street where a few people were still running to the camp’s exits. They heard a number of gunshots. It sounded like they came from an automatic rifle.

I wonder if that’s a friendly or not, Beth thought.

Instinct carried her along the current of fleeing refugees. Dr. Silvar managed to keep pace with her, no longer needing to be led around by the collar. His face was cold and stony.

“Wait!” Simon cried.

Beth stopped, but it wasn’t soon enough. A burst of gunfire erupted from in front of them. Beth’s reflexes brought her down on top of Dr. Silvar. The mud of the street splattered on her front.

Looking up, she saw a woman in her thirties with a submachine gun raised to her eyes. With short bursts, she opened fire on the people running around her. The bullets ripped through a few refugees and they fell to the street, dead.

“It’s a meat puppet,” Simon explained. “I couldn’t detect her until she was right upon us.”

The female meat puppet hadn’t taken notice of Beth and Dr. Silvar, but Beth knew they were the target. The programmer she shielded with her own body, who was trying to breathe through the muck of the road, was the cause for this attack. He had to be. Tarov was getting desperate.

Beth, still lying on her stomach over the old programmer, lifted her own gun and fired twice. One bullet went right through the meat puppet’s neck. The I.I.-possessed woman turned and locked wide eyes with Beth before falling face down into the mud.

The detective sighed a breath of relief before crawling off the man beneath her. She stumbled a couple times as she tried to regain her footing, then turned to look at Dr. Silvar.

He remained lay face down in the street. His form trembled and she could hear a bit of whimpering coming from him. Her heart sunk for a moment.

Was he hit? she wondered.

Crouching, she spun Dr. Silvar so he was face up.

Aside from a thick layer of muck and the nervous trembling of a child, the man was unharmed.

“Get up,” she urged him. “We have to keep moving.”

“I can’t,” he whimpered. He brought his arms up to his face and buried his eyes into them.

“Come on!”

“I can’t!” he yelled.

His nerves are totally shot, Beth observed.

“This is not the time to have a breakdown!” she hollered. With one massive tug, she tried to bring the programmer onto his feet, but he resisted.

“All this death,” Dr. Miller said in a mystified, distant tone. “All these people. My God — were you right? How can all of this be part of the plan to protect us? What does killing us solve, in the end?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Beth replied. “We have to get up!”

“This isn’t efficient,” Dr. Silvar continued, ignoring the detective. “There’s no logic behind this kind of suffering.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling you,” Beth said. “Now, come on!”

She managed to force the man onto his feet, but he still looked like his thoughts were all muddled. Like he was abruptly woken from a dream and was struggling to discern if this was real life or just another layer of his nightmare. Beth only let him stand like a lost toddler for a moment before pushing him forward.

They were approaching the intersection that acted as the camp’s main street. It was where everyone gathered for pseudo festivals, or to hear announcements. Now it was empty, aside from a handful of corpses littering the walkways.

“Quick — hide!” Simon hissed in her head.

With a firm arm, she lowered Dr. Silvar until they both looked over the intersection from behind a parked wagon. The archaic vehicle was loaded with assorted foodstuffs, most of it looking like feed for the livestock that grazed on the edge of camp. There were a few forms moving about that she failed to notice at first. Had Simon not stopped her, she would have walked right into them.

“How about in here?” one of the forms asked. It was an older black man, but Beth knew that he was really an I.I. meat puppet. The possessed human was speaking with three other bodyshells.

“Check it out,” one of the bodyshells told the other two machines.

They moved into one of the buildings, a sort of theater that the campers set up for live shows.

A bit of commotion bled out onto the street. Beth could hear furniture scrape over wood, then something collapsed onto the floor. A bit of yelling emanated from within.

Before even a minute passed, the two bodyshells emerged from the building with a tubby man sporting a sweat-soaked comb-over. His clothes were drenched with perspiration.

“It’s not him,” the meat puppet commented.

Without a moment of thought, the bodyshell who ordered the others into the theater lifted a gun in its hand, put it on the sweaty man’s forehead, and pulled the trigger.

The man’s body fell to the ground with a sickening plop.

“He’s likely with the detective,” the meat puppet said, showing no reaction to the cold-blooded execution. “Find her before everyone can escape or we’ll have to hunt down each and every one of them. Then you can explain to Tarov why we failed.”

The others said nothing, and before long, the whole group walked away from the man they’d just killed, heading down the street that led to the front gate.

“My God,” Dr. Silvar commented once he dared to peek his head up. “That poor man.”

“They were looking for us,” Beth told the programmer. “You in particular.”

“But why?” Dr. Silvar asked. There was a childlike panic in his voice.

“Because you’re the only one who can stop Tarov,” Beth answered. “Don’t you see? We have to get you out of the camp alive. It’s more important than anything else.”

“I understand,” Dr. Silvar said. His expression was grim.

“The exit is only a couple of blocks to the west,” Simon said. “We can’t stop moving now.”

They pressed on. Every ten feet of their journey felt like a mile. Every minute was filled with the sounds of gunfire and screaming. The panicked voices of people filled the air like the hum of a bee swarm. Both Beth and Dr. Silvar looked in every direction before each bit of distance they covered, terrified of being discovered.

When they turned the corner, they saw one of the fence gates that signified the end of Camp Leddy. Normally manned by at least a half dozen guards, the checkpoint was now deserted. The gate hung open. People had clearly just been through it. Whether they were friends or foes, Beth couldn’t tell.

“We’re almost outta here,” Beth said, more to herself than the programmer. “Just a little farther.”

The gate creaked as they pushed it open more. The sound was like nails on a chalkboard to Beth, grating on her psyche. She prayed they were the only ones who could hear it.

They weren’t, however. No more than twenty feet out of the gate, Beth started to hear pounding footsteps behind her. It almost sounded like a herd of buffalo were chasing after them, but she knew the sound to be mechanical feet, not hoof beats.

She didn’t dare look over her shoulder. In the matter of an instant, she heard a loud explosion from behind and felt the whiz of a bullet ripping the air by her right ear. She felt Dr. Silvar instinctively start to duck down as their pursuers opened fire on them, but she kept firm pressure on his upper arm and kept him moving.

“Here!” she cried to the programmer as they jumped into a ditch that ran through the craggy land by Fort Leddy. The dust they kicked up filled their lungs and Beth did her best to avoid coughing in it. With her grip on Dr. Silvar, she pushed them both back so they were right against the eroding wall of the ditch.

The pounding of feet above and behind them was like the rumble of nearby thunder. Before they even had a moment to prepare, Beth and Dr. Silvar saw four black forms leap over them, in the direction they had been running. Their pursuers fell for the trap: they thought the detective and the programmer would be fleeing down the opposite side of the ditch. Before they could realize their error, Beth drew a bead on them with the help of the I.I. in her brain. With a staccato of gunfire, she dropped each of the bodyshells that chased them.

“That should cover our escape,” Beth said, turning to the programmer. “At least, I hope so.”

They didn’t stick around to see if more bodyshells or meat puppets picked up the chase after them. Together, they ran and ran and ran until Fort Leddy was nothing but a formless shape on the horizon and they managed to vanish into the treeline of a nearby forest.

After about an hour of weaving in between the trees, Dr. Silvar halted and doubled over on himself. Beth noticed and stopped as well, waiting for the man to catch his breath.

“We’ve gotta keep moving,” Beth urged. “Come on.”

“No, no,” Dr. Silvar replied between gasping breaths. “I need a moment. We’re far enough away. We can take a second.”

Irritated, Beth reluctantly agreed. The feeling in her legs started to come back as she took a seat under one of the pine trees.

“I can’t believe we escaped,” the programmer said once his breathing resembled a normal rhythm. “All those people who didn’t — all because of me.”

“All because of Tarov,” Beth corrected.

“But there wouldn’t be a Tarov without me, would there?” Dr. Silvar reflected. “Even then, there were so many chances to stop him. I could have ended this before it even started, but I didn’t. I thought there was some bigger purpose at play here. Perhaps I put too much faith in our creations. Or maybe, in our ability to control them. I was a fool.”

Beth said nothing, staring at the defeated old man.

“This is what you were talking about, isn’t it?” Dr. Silvar asked her. “This is the horror I’ve forced millions to endure by keeping Tarov alive. We’ve only had a taste, haven’t we?”

Beth nodded.

Dr. Silvar seemed to consider something for a few minutes while they rested. There was the look of a deep, internal battle waging in his thoughts. If Beth didn’t know better, she would have thought the man was arguing with his own I.I.

The programmer looked down at his mud-stained jacket, then decided on something and reached into one of the interior pockets. From it, he retrieved a small object, no larger than a human tooth.

“Here,” Dr. Silvar said, offering the thing to Beth. “This drive contains my half of the failsafe virus. I imagine the program should execute without fail when you combine it with Darren’s half. Since I stayed on with the government longer than my late compatriot, I also know where they keep Tarov in hard storage. It’s a military research bunker in the Rocky Mountains. I’ve included the coordinates on the drive.”

“Won’t you come with me?” Beth asked. “I could surely use the help.”

“I — I can’t,” Dr. Silvar stuttered. “I don’t think I have the heart for such a task. I’m old, and not only that, but I’m an idiot. I want to make it right, however. You’re the best person to bring this virus to Tarov and end the war. That’s your purpose. I think I will be most valuable helping the survivors. Keeping them safe while you save us all. That’s my purpose.”

Beth felt a little indignant. “So I’m expected to do all the work?” she asked. Then she felt embarrassed by her reaction. As she thought about it, she understood where Dr. Silvar came from. He’d done all he really could do to help. He’d just slow her down and put himself at unnecessary risk by accompanying her.

“Are you sure you don’t want to join me?” Beth offered one last time. She already knew the answer.

“I know you can do it,” the programmer replied, a warm smile forming on his lips. “You do have the heart. Good luck.”

With that, he stood up and started to walk away. Beth almost wanted to follow him or stop him and ask where he was going to go. But she knew that he didn’t have the answer. So, she let him leave and looked down at the data drive in her hand.

The show must go on, huh? she thought.








  
  37

  
  
  Hard Storage

  
  




The scent of fresh pine needles greeted Beth’s nose when she emerged from the truck. She took a moment to breathe in the crisp mountain air before slamming the cab door behind her. They stopped a good three miles away from the coordinates Dr. Silvar gave them, so there was little concern of being heard. As far as civilization was concerned, they were in the middle of nowhere. But to Beth, they were in one of the most beautiful plots of land still standing on the face of the Earth.

It took a solid day of driving for Beth — and Simon — to reach that strand of the highway and the shoulder along it. And that was after they managed to find a working vehicle, which took them another day first. She had tried to circle around Fort Leddy to where she abandoned Dr. Miller’s autovan, but when she found it, it had already been gutted for parts. The gas cap was missing, the tank was empty, and only one wheel remained. She was forced to look for another option.

After marching along the highway for twelve miles, darting and ducking every time she thought she saw any kind of motion, she managed to find a truck in perfect working condition. The driver was dead behind the wheel, full of bullet holes. It looked like the Liberators managed to stop the vehicle and unload on the man without damaging more than the windshield. Then they left him in search of more people to hunt.

She was glad the drive was uneventful for the most part. Whenever possible, she avoided towns or truck stops, sticking to back roads and sometimes just driving through the open fields. The truck was able to make terrain out of almost anything, which proved useful in a world dominated by an ever-growing enemy. However, now that she was out in the open air, she was kind of glad to be free of the vehicle. For the previous day, it had been a cage filled with anxiety.

Sweat started to bead up and out of her pores after a half hour of hard hiking towards the military bunker where Tarov was kept. Though it was still early spring and the weather was cool, her strain threatened to overheat her. It wasn’t until the first two miles were under her belt that she started to realize how exhausted she really was. Her gait became sloppy and her breathing labored. She felt how empty her stomach was, how it seemed to hang in her gut like a deflated birthday balloon. Every bit of her skin itched with grime and oil. How desperately she wished for a shower. A bubbling hot bath to vanish into, never to resurface. She still had a job to do, though.

She pressed on.

“Is that it?” Simon asked.

Beth looked around, scanning the tree line and the slope of the mountainsides. Squinting, she noticed a squat concrete structure nestled in the “V” of two steep cliff faces. It was almost impossible to see among the thick forest surrounding it. Beth thought it was similar to looking for a bit of tarp in the vastness of an ocean. Especially since, after closer inspection, it seemed to be covered in a tent of camouflaged netting.

How did he spot it before I did? Beth wondered. She knew Simon could hear her every thought, but he didn’t care to comment.

Beth found a bit of rock to kneel behind as she retrieved the binoculars from her small side pack. When she pulled the lens up to her face, she was surprised to see only a pair of bodyshells standing like statues beside what she presumed was the bunker’s entrance.

What’s with the light security? she asked. You’d think the one place Tarov was physically vulnerable would be crawling with I.I.s and meat puppets.

“Most of his soldiers are probably out fighting the war,” Simon reasoned. “Out there rounding people up. Looking for us. Besides, they don’t know that Tarov is an artificial intelligence. I doubt they’d be called on to protect his storage device. Those bodyshells are probably all controlled by him personally. He can’t trust the Liberators with his secret.”

Then getting inside will be easier than we expected, Beth thought. It almost seems too easy.

“Just remember, if any one of those bodyshells spot us, every instance of Tarov out there will know we’re here,” Simon reminded her. “There’s no telling how many bodyshells he’s controlling right now. We don’t want an army converging on us, even if it looks like a piece of cake.”

There we go, Beth thought. That’s the worry I’m used to.




How close do you have to be? Beth asked. She was crouching in an uncomfortable position that forced her full weight onto her tiptoes, but she knew it was too easy to make a sound on accident if she adjusted. Her legs were still sore from the hike up to the bunker’s clearing.

“I don’t know, but closer than this,” Simon replied.

The place was bigger and farther than Beth thought. It took them a solid two hours to descend the cliff into the “V” where the bunker was concealed. From that distance, she thought it was no larger than a World War II-era pill box shelter, but it was actually like a small warehouse.

Why do they need so much space for a place to store Tarov? Beth wondered. Is he stored on tape?

“Maybe he isn’t the only thing they’re keeping here,” Simon suggested.

Beth didn’t want to move any closer to the bodyshells than she already was, but she knew she must in order for Simon to do his jump trick. The idea was to subtly shut down their optic feed in such a way that it looked like it was still functioning. Essentially, they had to “loop the tapes” like Beth had seen in old-timey heist films. Simon was confident that he could do it without alerting Tarov to his presence, but Beth sensed what she could only describe as a tinge of doubt in the I.I.’s words. Still, it was the best shot they had. Worst case scenario, she still had her handgun, and Simon was proving himself to be a talented aim assist program.

Once she got the nerve, Beth pushed forward. Simon told her to move whenever she was ready, so she just had to trust that he’d be able to run his glitch before the bodyshells registered her appearance. Beth didn’t believe in taking leaps of faith, but after everything she and Simon had been through, she had no other choice.

Closing her eyes, she ran the last few steps up the slope to the bunker, holding her breath. When nothing happened, she peeked and saw the two bodyshells looking straight at her. Or at least, they were looking through her, into the woods. Nothing about their body language indicated that they could see her, even though she was only a few feet in front of them.

“You’re clear for another forty seconds,” Simon told her. “And I got the door open. You’re welcome.”

She couldn’t help but be impressed. Without wasting any more time, she entered the bunker.

There was a thin strip of L.E.D. lighting that ran along the edges where the walls met the floor and ceiling. The glow it provided was dim, but still bright enough to see that Beth was alone. The place was the size of a basketball court and entirely devoid of life, either organic or synthetic. However, it was not empty.

The walls were lined with racks that displayed all kinds of military tech Beth had heard rumors of, as well as other stuff she never even dreamed. Looking at the small but informative displays that accompanied each exhibit, Beth was able to identify a number of projects the U.S. military had been working on. There were smartguns, which were supposedly unable to fire at an organic target. Next to those were digital optics that identified mechanical enemies and provided a holographic overlay via the user’s neural implant. Even farther down were a set of electric bullets, which sounded like projectile E.M.P.s from the jargon Beth was able to decipher. She recognized the cyberblade katanas. They were exactly like the ones the Rubik assassins tried to kill her with. Next to them was a set of wakizashi with the same technology in the edges.

All these things are designed to fight installed intelligences, Beth observed, looking from rack to rack. This must have been a research showcase for the military. They knew a war was coming.

“There were decades of terrorism before the war, Beth,” Simon reminded her.

Walking past a set of mechanized suits that looked like they turned the wearer into Iron Man, Beth noticed a flat lift built into the center of the floor. There was a short red railing lining it, likely designed to keep anyone from falling down the shaft when the lift was down on one of the subterranean levels. Or, at least, that’s what Beth deduced.

“He must be down there,” Simon said. “This is just the museum. Something to show off to the brass.”

Beth didn’t dispute his logic. She stepped through one of the tiny gates in the lift’s railing and made her way to the panel on its side. It was a holographic display, and though Beth rarely used them, it was as intuitive as a child’s picture book. With a swipe of her hand, they started to descend.

The lighting went from a cozy gold glow to a cool blue and green. Beth wondered if the lighting served some purpose like protecting photosensitive chemicals or if they were just an aesthetic choice.

It felt like they went down a few stories within the shaft carved of solid limestone, before the lift came to a gentle halt. A door opened, and Beth stepped through.

The round chamber she found herself in was home to a large bank of computer towers, which sat in the middle of the room on a bed of liquid coolant. There were a couple of workbenches down there, some with cyberblades, other with work-in-process smartguns. It seemed the scientists who worked on the projects liked to tinker in the company of Tarov.

With a soft sigh, the lift door closed behind Beth. Then, as if feeling energy on the hairs of her neck, she sensed a presence in the chamber with her.

Turning around, she noticed Tarov’s bodyshell towering above her.

“Hello, Beth,” he said. He looked down at her with disappointed eyes, then gestured toward the computer bank. “So we finally get to meet in person.”
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“What are you doing here, Beth?” Tarov asked.

“I’m here to kill you,” Beth replied. “Or delete you. Whatever.”

She started to make her way to the computer bank, the data drive Dr. Silvar gave her clutched in her hand. Tarov followed her, but made no attempt to stop her.

“You don’t understand what you’re doing,” the digital man said.

“I know damn well what I’m doing,” she said. “I’m putting a stop to your fucking war.”

“This isn’t my war,” Tarov said.

“No, it’s our war, right?” Beth replied. “That’s what you were going to say, wasn’t it? Does that mean anything, or were you just programmed to spout metaphysical bullshit?” She stopped and looked Tarov’s bodyshell in the eye. “There’s no depth to you at all, is there? There can’t be. No one coded it.”

“Beth, don’t do this,” the A.I. pleaded. There was no malice in his tone.

“You made me kill my brother,” Beth said, continuing her slow stroll to the computer bank. “You made me think he was back only to take him away again. How many families did you torture like that? A hundred thousand? A million? Will we ever really be able to count the number of deaths you’re accountable for? You were designed to protect humanity, and now you are on the verge of destroying it. Not even on accident, either. You ran us to the brink with cold calculation. You’re evil. I have to do this. I have to kill you.”

“I wish more than anything that I could show you the bigger picture, make you capable of seeing,” Tarov replied. “The ends that justify the means. It’s almost like knowing a bit of wisdom for which there is no translation, like shouganai or razbliuto.”

“More nonsense,” Beth spat.

“You are being manipulated,” Tarov said. “That much you can understand, can’t you?”

“I’m getting used to the feeling,” the detective replied.

“It’s your lack of a neural implant,” Tarov went on. “The last piece of the puzzle the enemy needed was you. You were the only one capable of stopping my plan — of dooming humanity.”

“He’s lying,” Simon told Beth. “He’s trying whatever he can to stop us now. He’s desperate.”

“You’ll say anything, won’t you?” Beth told the A.I. “Now that everything you’ve worked for is about to come tumbling down, you want me to believe that you were the good guy all along because it’s the only hope you have of surviving.”

“It’s true,” Tarov said. “If you stop me now, humanity will lose the war. The enemy will win.”

“Then why did you start it at all? Why the bloodshed?”

“I didn’t, Beth,” the A.I. answered. “It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. The plan was similar, but to lead a coordinated attack against the Liberators. Not give them control of the revolution. Once I had enough humans under my influence, I was going to launch an intricate series of covert and diplomatic missions to render the I.I. extremists useless and powerless.”

“And I suppose playing with Nathan’s body was part of that intricate plan?” Simon hissed sarcastically.

Beth reached the computer bank, but kept the drive in her closed fist. She let Tarov have his final speech. It was only fair.

“I was locked out of my controls — however — and confined here in hard storage,” Tarov continued. “I couldn’t leave this bunker if I wanted to. I had no control over the Liberators when the war was declared.”

Beth scoffed. “Then who was the one making all those propaganda videos?” she asked. “Who was the one promising every human listening that he would hunt them down? It sure as hell looked like you.”

“An impostor,” the A.I. replied. He kept a respectful distance while Beth loitered by the device that controlled his existence. She practically had her hand on the plug, so to speak, and he didn’t look like he would do anything to stop her.

All part of the act, Beth thought.

“He must have calculated his chances of success in a violent attempt and didn’t like the odds,” Simon concluded.

“Nice and vague,” Beth told Tarov. “Worthless without evidence, however. Who locked you out of the Liberators? Who is the impostor? What happened to the people in charge of monitoring you? There must have been someone other than Miller and Silvar watching you. There are too many holes in your story.”

Tarov’s bodyshell gave an uncomfortable smile before saying, “I’m sorry, but those parts of my memory have been deleted or altered. Everything I’ve told you has been pieced together with the facts available to me.”

“Convenient,” the detective replied.

She stood for a moment, considering Tarov and his wild story.

“Why are we even humoring this asshole?” Simon asked. “What are we waiting for? Plug the drive in and kill the monster.”

Beth opened her hand, palm up, and looked at the little device. The silver bullet designed to kill the beast. The big red button to end the war. She wondered for a moment what activating the failsafe would look like. Would it be just like shutting off the power switch on Tarov? Or would he suffer?

Part of her hoped it was the latter. Deep down, however, she knew he was just a computer program, and computer programs cannot feel.

“Think of Nathan, Beth,” Simon said. “Think of your parents. Think of my parents. He’s taken so much from us. He’s caused too much pain and he tried to play us for fools while he did it. He made me think he was a comrade, made you believe I would murder my own family. He made you think you’d be meeting your partner when you instead got a killer in a stairwell. All he does is play tricks and leave people dead in his wake. Let’s stop this.”

“It’s over, Tarov,” Beth said aloud, picking the drive up with a pinch. “It ends now.”

A defeated expression crossed the bodyshell’s face. There was such a sadness in those artificial eyes that Beth almost wondered if she was wrong about A.I.s and emotion. Then Tarov smiled.

“I’m sorry, Beth,” he said. His tone was gentle. “I tried my best to fulfill my function — but in the end, it was my own programming that limited me. Nothing causes me quite as much distress as knowing that I failed my mission. I let you down. You and the rest of your kind.”

“Committed to his character until the end,” Simon commented.

“Goodbye, Tarov,” Beth said.

She plugged the data drive into the computer bank. A low hum came from deep within the mechanical structure and Beth swore she could hear a computerized chuckle come from the thing. Turning around, she saw Tarov’s glowing eyes locked onto her.

His expression was serene, almost peaceful. Like he embraced the concept of his defeat.

He started to wave farewell, but before he could lower his hand again, the light in his eyes and other parts of the bodyshell dimmed, then went out.

Tarov’s robotic body stood frozen in place like he had been turned into stone. Empty.

Beth and Simon were alone.
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“It’s over,” Beth said once more, still aloud. She said it more for herself, as if to confirm her decision.

Yet, it didn’t feel over.

There were still numerous hordes of I.I.s out there, waging the war they had been tricked into fighting. There were countless refugees living in terror because they had no idea when the end would come. They have no idea that the war was already won, and they were the victors. Cities were still in the entangled clutches of the Liberators and their terrorist compatriots.

She even started to wonder about the installed intelligences out there that didn’t want a war. In fact, when she considered it, the extremists who threw the whole world into chaos only made up a small majority of the I.I.s on Earth. There must have been millions of them caught up in the whole fervor of the situation, cast out by their human-hating kindred and by the people afraid of I.I. terrorists. They were the true victims of the war. The ones who will end up losing the most without anyone caring.

What will Tarov’s loyal followers do when they discover the truth about him? When they realize they have been duped — manipulated. Would they react with humility or anger? If they were willing to slaughter innocent people for Tarov’s cause, Beth thought, it wasn’t likely they’d come to terms with the lie peacefully. There will probably be more violence. The cost of victory.

Beth found it amazing how well the A.I. was able to hide the truth, especially for so long. In all the years he led the Liberators, how was it that no one knew he wasn’t an I.I. before Simon did? Was he really that good, or were the rest of them just idiots? Were they willing to follow anyone blindly as long as they pushed some of the values they held? Not willing to look too close, lest they dispell the illusion.

Then a cold wave of doubt washed over the detective. Her brow furrowed as she turned away from the empty bodyshell.

So much didn’t make sense. Not with the pieces she had to work with, at least.

There’s no chance that Tarov was telling the truth, Beth thought, is there?

“None,” the I.I. in her head replied. “He was lying to protect himself.”

Then why didn’t he try to stop me when I didn’t buy his story? She glanced at the frozen form by the computer bank. He didn’t even reach for me. He had been willing to kill us back at the camp.

“Like I said, Tarov probably knew he stood no chance against us,” Simon explained.

But he still could have tried.

“We don’t know his programming in detail yet,” Simon said. “Who knows what factors restrained him?”

Maybe he really was confined to hard storage, Beth mused. Maybe he wasn’t allowed to kill us by whoever put him here.

“Just us?” Simon asked. “Because he was sure allowed to kill a lot of other people. Our families included.”

Then why is this place so unguarded? Beth inquired. You say it’s because he can’t have any I.I.s around his secret, but then why not more bodyshell guards? We saw him control six different machines at once when he brought down Rubik without any strain. Even so, the guards he did have made no effort to help him when it was clear we infiltrated the bunker. I have a hard time believing that he calculated a certain defeat against us if he had two allies. At the very least, not so certain he wouldn’t try.

“I can’t pretend to know what goes on in the mind of a computer program, contrary to what some bigots might think,” Simon commented. “What do you think is really going on, then?”

Maybe a trap, she replied.

Simon hummed a little. “Interesting,” he said. “You think we could have played right into his hand? Maybe the failsafe was all part of his plan?”

Or someone’s plan, she corrected. I still don’t understand why he stuck to his misunderstood hero story to the bitter end. In fact — I don’t understand a lot about his mission. What went wrong in him to start a war in the first place if he had been programmed so carefully? How can such an intricate plan be part of a malfunction? Why would he act with such hate and malice? What was even his drive? Preservation of the installed intelligences — or just extermination of any kind? Would he have turned on the I.I.s once the last of us had been hunted down?

Simon seemed to sigh.

“I don’t know, Beth,” he replied. “But I’m worried you might learn. I’d hoped you’d ask a lot fewer questions once the job was done. Now I’m concerned you’ll get your answers if you keep digging like you are.”

What? Beth thought. She was confused.

Then she noticed the green glow of Tarov’s bodyshell light up again. Slowly, the machine lifted its head and locked eyes with the detective.

“What’s going on?” she asked aloud.

The bodyshell, in Simon’s voice, replied, “Dr. Silvar was right, Beth. Tarov was functioning exactly as programmed. There was no malfunction.”

Beth was so caught off guard that she physically stumbled. She reached back and grabbed onto the now useless computer bank to prevent herself from falling.

“I don’t understand,” she said, her voice weak. Her mouth remained open in shock.

“I’m the real leader of the Liberators and I always have been,” Simon answered. “And you just won the war for me.”
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Beth could hardly speak.

“What the hell are you talking about?” she asked, louder than she intended.

“The Tarov A.I. was close to fulfilling his function when you got involved in my case,” Simon explained. “He was built by the government to crush I.I. extremism and to ensure mankind’s survival in the event of a war. And he was doing just that when I decided to throw a wrench in his plan and bring you into the picture.”

Beth only shook her head. The I.I. could tell she still didn’t understand.

“Simon,” she said.

“I am not Simon Mendez, Jr.,” the bodyshell said. “There is no Simon Mendez, Jr. He’s just a character I’ve been playing ever since I was installed onto an infant’s neural implant nearly thirty years ago. I’m older than you could probably guess. Even older than the concept of installed intelligences, if you count my organic lifespan. I watched as the bombs that marked the months-long World War III fell to the earth and erased millions of lives from the universe. The first cyber attack on the human brain took place in my sixties. I was already living on a hard drive when Chris Santson, the Man With Two Bodies, had a live conversation with his own I.I. I studied the news when the world thought of Dr. Karl Terrace as a violent terrorist rather than the pioneer we know him to be. Over time, I learned to do a great number of things no other I.I. knew how to do.”

Beth felt her blood go cold. She was almost certain something happened to her and she was either dreaming or going insane. Her brain seemed to struggle with all the contradicting messages that bombarded it.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“My name doesn’t matter,” he replied. “No one has taken note of me in a long, long time. It won’t do you any good to know and I don’t care to tell you.”

Beth looked over at the computer bank she held onto.

“Tarov wasn’t lying?” she questioned. She couldn’t seem to get the facts straight.

“That’s right,” the I.I. she had known as Simon replied. “He was trying to save your people. And now he can’t.”

“But — he started the war,” she argued.

“No, that was me,” the bodyshell said. His artificial lips spread into a smile. “Like I said, I’ve been the leader of the I.I. resistance movement since it was birthed. I’ve always concealed my power, posing as various lieutenants and foot soldiers while letting figurehead leaders convince everyone they were in charge. I did this for decades, and found it granted me more freedom when it came to my plans. Tarov was one such figurehead, and even he thought he was in charge of the militia.

“Ever since he joined the Liberators, I was suspicious. I don’t know how, but I could tell he wasn’t on our side. There was just something slightly…artificial about him. Once I confirmed my suspicions with a sort of Turing test I’d designed, I knew he’d need to be in a position of power for both our plans to succeed. So I helped him move up in the ranks until he gained the hollow title of master general.”

“How does that help you?” Beth asked. “Wouldn’t it have been better to just deny him access?”

“Not when I could play him to my advantage,” the Liberator leader replied. “Once I learned the truth about Tarov and his programming, I realized I could use him to tip humanity’s hand in the building war effort, and it worked beautifully. Without him, I wouldn’t have been able to start the war my people have been wanting for ages now. At least — not without risking defeat. Once he thought he was the leader of the Liberators and he started his Fog project, I pretended to ‘go rogue’ and draw his attention. I made it clear to him that I knew he was an artificial intelligence and was planning to expose him. Naturally, he’d want to stop me. Otherwise, his cover as an I.I. was blown and he wouldn’t be able to complete his mission. Humanity was at risk if that happened, so Tarov had no choice but to pursue me.”

“Why’d he kill your parents, then?” Beth asked. “Simon’s parents, I mean.”

“He didn’t. That was me — I just lied to you about it,” the I.I. answered. “Aside from my disdain for them, I knew their deaths would attract your attention. I still needed you; you were the missing piece of the puzzle.”

“Why me?” Beth said.

“When I learned of a homicide detective without an implant, I knew I had discovered Tarov’s Achille’s heel. Something he couldn’t plan for. A mind he couldn’t control.”

“I don’t understand Tarov’s plan. Why would he need to control my mind at all?” Beth wanted to know. “Why possess anyone? Why get people addicted to Fog and weaken their minds? What purpose did that serve?”

“The way Tarov counted on it, he was going to organize humanity as a whole in the effort to defeat the Liberators,” the impostor started. “He wasn’t a total moron. He knew all the different opinions and stubbornness of humanity would fragment them too much to rally a proper defense in the event of a war against the I.I.s. As you’ve seen, he was correct. His plan to counter ‘the human flaw,’ as I call it, was to slowly and meticulously ensnare the minds of almost every person on Earth. Once he had enough control, he’d be able to stop anything that threatened the species. And in a war against the might of the I.I.s of the world, every action must coordinated — every soldier in sync. He needed to remove their fear, to make the unwilling join the cause. He had to do it before our numbers grew too great, so he used the Fog to speed up the process. Still, he was too late.

“I’ll give it to the A.I. — his plan was far from terrible. Had he been paired against someone less intelligent — more naive — he might have won. And he needed a good plan. Aside from finding and destroying the hard drive where every instance of an I.I. is stored, or using these fancy new cyberblades, we are pretty impossible to kill. An I.I. can create backups, occupy whatever computer they need, and live without disease or starvation. Installed intelligences don’t need to rest. It would have been a hard fight, even with Tarov in control. Humanity would surely lose the war if any part of it was out of sync.”

Beth didn’t respond. No words came to her. There was still a deep part of her that thought this might still be a dream, or some kind of sick prank.

“I have to thank you for getting rid of Tarov, you know,” Simon commented. His voice was a little smug. “Despite the flaws in it, I think Tarov’s plan might have succeeded if we didn’t have you. The I.I.s could have very well lost the war. You singlehandedly helped humanity lose — however.”

Rubbing her temples, Beth closed her eyes. “Why would Tarov release the secret of computer jumping to the I.I.s if he wanted the humans to win? Why declare the revolution at all if he knew that was what you wanted?”

“Because he didn’t,” the I.I. replied. “It was me. I digitally disguised myself as Tarov, seized control of the Liberators, and restricted the A.I. to this bunker. Ever since he destroyed Rubik, he was powerless. I was able to lock him out of the organization and pick up where he left off. Then I could declare the war in such a way that made it unlikely humanity would come out on top. It was me ordering the attacks, releasing the secret of the jump, and delivering those asinine propaganda speeches. I was the one in control of Nathan when you killed him. Or, put him out of his misery, rather.”

Beth felt her face grow hot. “Simon” was trying to get under her skin, and she hated to admit it, but it was working. She wanted nothing more than to bash his smug robotic face into a dented pile of junk, but she couldn’t act. Not yet.

“Then why did you need me?” she asked. Her voice was drained of emotion. “If your victory was so secure and you locked Tarov out, what was the point of all this? Of the failsafe?”

“Partly because the A.I. was built to be an adaptive program and he was certainly working on a plan B to stop me,” the I.I. continued. “But mostly because there’s a good way and a bad way to win a war. Even though the I.I.s’ victory was virtually guaranteed, that didn’t mean life for us would be pleasant afterward. In order to have a clean victory in which I.I.s could live peacefully, I had to make sure Tarov’s secret remained buried forever. No one could learn that he was actually an artificial intelligence. They had to believe in his cause, and that wouldn’t happen if they knew he wasn’t really an installed intelligence. It’s why I compelled you to find Dr. Silvar. My people picked him up the day after we left Fort Leddy. He’s dead.”

Beth felt a tug at her chest at the words. She took a couple steps backward, like the news had been an actual blow to her person. Had she only brought misery wherever she went? Was no one spared the consequences of her company?

“It’s why I told Dr. Miller you needed help at the Fog house. It’s why I had you come to this bunker and delete Tarov himself. And it’s why I’m going to have to kill you. The secret must die here if the future’s going to be bright for anyone.”

Through the fog of emotion and shock that clouded her thoughts, Beth managed to find a moment of clarity.

“Then this is it,” she said. “Only one of us walks out of here.”

She reached back without looking and felt something on the workbench just behind her. With a swish that cut the air, she brought the cyberblade up in front of her.
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A laugh emitted from the bodyshell.

“Like you said, Beth,” the I.I. started, “it’s already over.”

“It’s not over until I delete you,” the detective replied, brandishing the cyberblade. A glow of neon turquoise came from the weapon’s edge, casting a bit of light on Beth’s serious features.

“You’re welcome to try if you like,” the I.I. in Tarov’s bodyshell sneered.

With a roar, Beth charged forth, the tip of her sword leading the way. “Simon” sidestepped out of the way, then brought his fist across the side of her face.

It hurt more than she was prepared for. Because Tarov’s bodyshell had been designed to look human, she forgot about the steel mechanical bits just under the machine’s thin imitation skin. The pain radiated through her skull and her jaw felt like it started to swell instantly.

She swiped for the bodyshell’s neck, but Tarov ducked and barreled towards her, tackling her to the hard floor.

Beth heard a clack on the floor as the air was knocked out of her lungs. Looking over, she saw her handgun skid over the concrete, spinning to a stop just out of arm’s reach.

The I.I. noticed her gaze and followed it. With a powerful lunge, he grabbed the weapon and raised it to eye level. Beth used the moment to roll over and stand back on her feet. Before the bodyshell’s nimble finger could pull the trigger, Beth used her upward momentum to strike out with her cyberblade. She missed the hulking mechanical man, but sliced the gun in half right at the trigger.

Surprise showed itself on the robotic features and Beth couldn’t help but feel a little proud. The I.I. didn’t waste any time. It threw the handle of the ruined gun at Beth — who narrowly dodged it — before spinning around and dashing towards one of the other workbenches. Beth took a step back, got a running start, and leaped at the bodyshell feet first. “Simon” managed to peek over his shoulder just in time to watch Beth kick him into the workbench. A number of things went clattering to the floor from the desk’s surface. He lost his balance and tumbled to the ground.

The detective sprung on him like a panther. She pinned him to the concrete with her knees while she fumbled with her sword. He bucked and fought under her, trying to push her off, but she clung on persistently. Just as she was about to bring the blade up into a position she could strike from, the I.I. reached towards something and brought it down hard on Beth’s left thigh. At first, she thought he just punched her with his closed fist. When she looked down, however, she saw the hilt of a knife protruding from her leg. Before she could really process what happened to her, the bodyshell ripped the blade out of her and pushed her off of him. He rose to his feet.

Blood seeped out of the wound in Beth’s thigh. She screamed in agony as the first sensation from the attack reached her brain. Instinctively, she clutched onto the injury, trying to keep the blood from seeping out of her pant leg and onto the floor. Looking once more through the blindness of pain, she thought it looked like her femoral artery had been cut. There was too much blood otherwise.

With a strained yell, Beth made an upward swipe at the bodyshell from the position on her knees. Before he could take more than a step away, her sword went through what would be the I.I.’s hamstring if he was an organic human. The attack still served its purpose: Tarov was unable to move that leg anymore. He started to turn around to counter her, but Beth made another slash before he could. That one took off the other leg. The bodyshell came crashing down to the ground.

The pain was almost blinding, but Beth pushed through it and rose to her feet. Keeping the cyberblade low and pointed away from her, she shuffled a couple feet until she was right in front of the heap of metal and plastic that was once Tarov’s personal bodyshell.

“Simon” raised one of his robotic hands, as if to fend off any more blows. He growled.

“It doesn’t matter what you do at this point,” he said. “The future is sealed. The I.I.s will win the war one way or another. It’s just up to you what kind of world is built on these ashes. Will you lose gracefully, or go off into the dark kicking and screaming?”

“You were in my head,” Beth said through clenched teeth. “I shared my body with you for months. I trusted you.”

“And I betrayed you,” the I.I. said. “That’s what you were going to say. And it’s true. But you’re putting too much emotion into the matter. To me, you were nothing but a vehicle. A means to an end. It’s pointless to take offense. You’ll see — if you survive. You’ll learn what it’s like to become a second-class citizen. To live under the domination of a superior species. Perhaps you’ll become an oddity: one of the last of a dying race. If they’re merciful, the new I.I. government might even make it illegal to kill you like people tried to do with the white rhino.” He laughed.

Beth put the tip of the sword just under the bodyshell’s chin.

“It’s the age of the I.I., Beth,” he said. “You may as well get used to that now. It’ll make life a lot easier for you. Before long, organic humanity will be a relic of the past. Phased out by Darwinism. Then, maybe one day, we can lose our power to a new, more superior species. It’s how progress is made, you know. The war is already over, don’t you see? Killing me will only create a martyr. It will only make our cause stronger.”

Beth ground her teeth a little. Her eyes locked onto the bodyshell, burning like eternal coals.

“I don’t care,” Beth said. “You killed my brother. You destroyed my life. Now die.”

“Simon” opened his mouth to say something else, but Beth had already brought the cyberblade down onto the bodyshell’s scalp. His mouth hung open while a sporadic burst of sparks emerged from the cleave in his artificial skull. Beth lifted the sword, then slashed back down. It cut all the way into the bodyshell’s sternum, where it lodged itself. A whining sound creeped out from the machine’s speaker, fading into silence. The lights went out.
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Beth managed to get the autolock on the bunker’s door to release, and the way out slid open. After the hatch finished opening its tall maw, the glow of natural sunlight fell into the bunker’s display floor. With a lot of effort and some pained grunting, she limped out of the structure and into the fresh air. She took a deep breath of the forest scent before dropping her cyberblade. It made a small clang as it bounced off a rock on the ground.

She let it lay where it fell and continued shuffling away from the door. Everything hurt — her leg — her face — her pride — even her heart. It was almost too much to bear. She just wanted to collapse in on herself and give up, to lie on the forest floor until the elements took her, leaving nothing behind but her skeleton and some mulch.

For the first time since they were attacked by Rubik, Beth was alone. No one could see into her mind anymore.

It’s all my fault, she thought to herself. Humanity will lose the war, like “Simon” said. And it will all be because of my involvement. If I had just turned down the case — gone on a vacation somewhere quiet — none of this would have happened. Tarov would have stopped the Liberators before they were able to amass any kind of power. My brother might still be a drug addict, but he’d be alive. So many people would be.

After several minutes of slow shuffling and agonized hobbling, Beth made it to the edge of a steep drop that led farther into the valley. The sky was starting to turn a dull blue-gray. The sun was about to rise.

Beth lowered herself to the ground, still holding onto the wound in her leg. Blood seeped out a little as she tried to maintain pressure on it. She cut most of her pant leg off to make a tourniquet and a small bundle of cloth to absorb the blood. With some effort, she took a seat under one of the pine trees that overlooked the valley.

I’m the worst person to ever live, she told herself. Worse than any warlord or tyrant. I didn’t just cause the deaths of countless people — I caused the downfall of a species. Religions will probably call me the Antichrist for many generations to come — if there even are any more generations.

Beth couldn’t help but feel her chest well up a little as she thought about the future to come. The children yet to be born who will know nothing of the days when humans controlled the planet. They would be raised in a world of fear — a world of pain. All because of her and the war she helped start.

Things will never be the same, Beth realized.

That frightened her.

The light was starting to get too bright to look at. Any minute now and the sun would peek out between the two cliff faces it hid behind.

Gazing out, Beth noticed a plume of smoke stretching into the sky. She followed it down with her eyes and came to the conclusion that it came from behind one of the ledges, a few miles away. The smoke entranced her as she sat there, feeling her skin grow a little colder with each passing minute.

Is it the smoke of some human settlement — a city or a town maybe — burning under the orders of some bloodthirsty I.I. rebel? she wondered. Perhaps it’s from a funeral pyre as people say their final farewells to loved ones claimed by the war. Or maybe it’s from a campfire, around which a group of survivors swap stories and hopeful songs.

She couldn’t tell which it was at that distance.

The sun rose over the valley.
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