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Perhaps it is only human nature to inflict suffering on anything that will endure suffering, whether by reason of its genuine humility, or indifference, or sheer helplessness.
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―Honoré de Balzac




Prologue
Jaguars of Apollo, December 2023. Mexico.
“Nothing’s happening as of now Ottoman,” Quincy comments to his CEO on his neural interface (NI). His nerves buzz, carrying his thoughts through like a fountain of water channeling in a tunnel.
The cyborg catches a small ball bounce in his direction. He catches it casually in time, handing the ball over to the hands of a smiling boy, who races back to his mother’s direction in a gambol. She gestures to her child in admonition. 
The La Bautista motions, and the sunlight slowly descends. Stars gradually begin to illuminate outside the train’s window. The air of sweet benzene lingers inside the car, tickling Quincy Gunn’s nose. Nevertheless, silence lingers, minus his fellow Virtual operatives trudging slowly, armed, and lips tight as solid rock. The logo of a golden leaping jaguar glimmers on each of their breastplates. The same pattern flows uniformly from one of the cars behind. Just another shift and struggle for the PMCs.
“Ahora no es hora para jugar, Carlos,” the woman rebuffs. 
“Arrival is expected to be in ETA, 3 hours from now to Texas,” Ottoman reports inside his neural interface. “And remember, kid, passengers. They are your company. Entertain. Farewell.”
I wish it were simpler than that.
The cyborg straightens his sunglasses, observing through his violet lens the number of asylum passengers huddling in their seats. Small golden spikes enamor on his gray prosthetic arms and legs. His moustache was ginger as an Irish terrier’s fur and his fair skin covered whatever human there was left in him.
With the state of Mexico deteriorating, the Jaguars of Apollo witnessed the number of residents fleeing in droves to escape the Mendoza Cartel’s wrath. Worse case is this country wasn’t his only one. It shocked Quincy how one Guatemalan neighbor could stir so much influence untrammeled, greeted with welcome arms by federal police and politicians. They sell their own civilians to keep the Fox drugs flowing. For that, Ottoman, in all his shrewdness, took a bold effort to confront this, and God knew how vast the enemies surrounded his PMC daily in this war. Here stood Quincy and his agents who were taking part in the most foolhardy of all missions.
Quincy faces the row of passengers in front, feeling his cheeks swell. One of the passengers looks away quickly as if unable to grasp the position he’s situated himself in. Ash stains over their cheeks. An aging woman behind him sings magnanimously in her native tongue, placating the discomfort gripping the train’s atmosphere, and a dog barks.
“Got any jokes to crack, Quinn,” he hears his fellow agent remark. The Virtual breaks into a yawn. “Can’t believe I’m feeling sleepy so suddenly.”
“Can’t guarantee,” Quincy replies.
For an agent with a wild imagination, Quincy’s fellow contractors had a boost with the anecdotes he had to share at the end of the day. But tonight didn’t seem like the case. Judging from everyone on the train, the likelihood of that suggestion will be unexpected.
Hax looms, gazing at dawn creeping over the desert from view. Its jaguar-like frame was darkish silver, tantamount to all Prowler prototypes. Its steely tail motions eerily. The dying light reflects against the Prowler’s marble eyes.
“So much…pain,” Hax says deeply. Its voice radiates like a blossom swirling to the breeze, echoing into the Virtual’s neural interface.
“I can feel it.”
Quincy looks over his shoulder, sighing.
“Government left them stranded,” the operative responds. His lips barely move. “We’re all they got left.”
Silence follows once more. Quincy opens his mouth, letting the taste of the train’s air reach inside, moistening his tongue. Soon that changes as he blinks quickly to a barking voice in his neural interface.
“Report to all JOA on the train!” the cyborg alarms in the Virtual Network.
The Virtuals around Quincy stare up as if a strange essence flew over them. Once the Virtual looks over to the car behind him, his expression darkens.
“We’re getting a grave situation,” a private military contractor (PMC) reports in front of the passengers. Her gaze locks to the window. “I repeat…a situation incoming! Stay on guard.”
I don’t understand.
It doesn’t take long for the passengers to pick up on the contractors’ grim expressions and raise their voices steadily to each other. A passenger, removing his straw hat, takes a stand and faces the agents. Meanwhile, the dog barks rapidly. 
“Agents!” he cries in his Spanish dialect. “¿Qué pasa? Debe haber algo que no nos están diciendo”
The dog’s barking causes everyone to look over to the car from behind. Gunfire from outside blasts horizontally like incoming traffic, and Quincy’s eyes shake to a grim vibration.  
No! NO!! They knew!!
“Get down!” Quincy cries as he and several agents dive from the shattering of the window glass.
Pieces of the hatted passenger's skull scattered on the floor, the bullets having passed through his mouth to destroy the back of his head. Drones swarm inside like locusts, and the cyborg rushes for his pistol. Passengers scream and duck frantically as agents return fire. The screams sizzle into Quincy’s ears and his prosthetic fingers tremor as he crosses them on the trigger.
He fires, and a drone skids in smoke. He dashes from one of the agents' collapse. Blood bubbles from the corpse’s retina. As more bodies fall, Quincy fires a second round, and his heartbeat accelerates.
The Cartel’s quad drones multiply from outside, inundating the train's space and a shadow creeps over him. He reaches for the cadaver’s gear belt hastily, unbuckling it and seizing one of the grenades. Holding his breath, Quincy reaches for the spoon until a wave ignites. A number of quad drones descend, unraveling on the floor.
Quincy heaves to see Hax lower its sparkling tail. The Prowler leaps over to his side. Regardless, the buzzing and commotion from out linger.
“Injured?” he asks dully.
“No.”
Removing his shades, Quincy reaches a hold of Ottoman within his neural interface.
“Yes?”
“The Cartel.” Quincy’s throat twists through multiple breaths, surrounded by the bodies of victims and the flow of blood leaking on the ground. Passengers attempt to scurry their way out of the window. “We…we just got ambushed. It’s not going well! We may need evac. Immediately, sir.”
“Impossible. I got no—”
Suddenly an alternative thought crosses him, leaving him pausing, and it only takes three seconds for the connection to cease. The surviving drones can be seen invading the car upfront, raining bullets and two passengers hit the wall. Their backs slide downward, leaving a trail of blood that sullies the glass. Gunfire enters its way into a victim’s navel, forming a crater that leaves him clutching his stomach, and vomit releases out of his mouth like a putrid fountain. On the other hand, a woman, kneeled, cries echo inside this car’s space, dismayed by the sight of her dog’s headless corpse.
The car quakes to a violent blow, and Quincy’s head vibrates. He skids to the impact. Several explosive blows ricochet to the train’s exterior, destroying all motion in the train. Quincy’s heart leaps to the lights dimming inside, finally trapping everyone and him into darkness, let alone the smoke obscuring the car. Vehicle breaks reverberate outside the car. Quincy’s mind swirls.  
RPGs. Now they’ve done it.
The moment Quincy ignites his retina, a band of glowing intruders barrage each of the entrances. 
The Virtual throws the grenade only to be rammed down. The explosives from inside the belt slip from his grasp, spilling. Pain boils in his stomach. The Enforcer raises his hand, but Hax intervenes, leaping and lashing at the enemy’s face. The human throws the Prowler off his shoulder, and Quincy motions for the high energy rifle. Squeezing the trigger, the plasma engulfs the enforcer in a shroud of blue fire, rotting his vest.
However, the enforcer regains his stance, looking upon his prey sharply. Tangerine blood oozes from his bare arms, dripping to the floor. Bones crack inside his muscles. Sweat drips from Quincy’s head.
The Fox drug from within.
Clenching his teeth, Quincy fires again, but the enforcer dodges it with ruthless speed. A hand clasps the Virtual’s mouth in a heartbeat, rushing him back. Once his body hits upon impact his consciousness fades.
***
Quincy’s body hits a cold, rocky surface. He opens his eyes halfway to a burn throbbing in his throat, only for him to spit the dirt out his mouth. The agent motions his arms, but they stiffen. Quincy’s temperature drops.
Trembling flat on the dirt, cuffed at the wrists, the cyborg shakes his head to an army of enforcers roaming the desert, signaling to each other. Trucks surround the area.
His sight blurring slightly, he eyes a gruff figure, close to six feet, and in a brown war vest, stalking behind the bodies of multiple agents. Meanwhile, a surviving comrade in front of him kneels but barely raises her head. Soon that changes when he jolts to a crackling slash. Blood splashes on Quincy’s cheeks.
A man strikingly familiar all too well to him stands in the blood of the last executed Virtual. A grim shaped scar shapes over his eye, closing into the top of his upper lip. Blood drips cleanly from the edge of the captor’s tomahawk. Quincy’s expression turns sour. It doesn’t take long for Paolo to spot the agent’s tension when he raises an eyebrow.
“Ah, you’re wide awake,” he says, soon as the captive’s head rolls to Quincy’s ankle. “Just in time.”
Paolo Mendoza.
“You!” Quincy hisses.
The Bautista train, resting several feet away, remained charred in ruins and surrounded. Screams roar from within the car, and one of the enforcers catches a fleeing young boy by the neck. The child struggles in his grasp, but the effort is futile as the enforcer flings him into the train and seals the exit shut with a brand barrier. Passengers, locked by their wrist, cry out endlessly inside, but their pleas are snubbed. 
No. What is this?
“Are the explosives set?” Paolo calls out in Spanish to his men.
One of the enforcers plants a device to the train’s surface, presumably the last one. He gestures a thumbs up.
“Confirmed Mendoza,” he notifies. “¡Listo para irmos!”
“¡Okay, a moverse!”
Paolo draws out the remote from his vest, and his thumb curls on the button. Quincy wiggles in a panic.
“No!”
His cries fall flat as a flare radiates, gleaming hotly before him. A chain of flames envelopes the last of what remains of the train. The blaze roars and its flakes wheeze into the star studded sky.
He puts aside the control, returning his focus to the captive.
“Mission failure, once again,” Paolo rebukes.
“No.”
Quincy’s mind spins, affecting his vision. His nerves ache deeply.
“You cyborgs amaze me with your peace nonsense,” he says. The fire fumes in the background, illuminating maliciously over Paolo. His scar glints. “Always interfering in business you can’t control. My warning for this couldn’t get cleared.” 
“You won’t get away with this.”
Paolo laughs. “I already had. The economy will go on, and we will keep it so. But, no matter what you do, I’ll always be reaching the next level.” The kingpin snaps his fingers urgently. “Saca a este cabrón.”
Cartel mercenaries, each darkened by the night’s essence like shadows, lift Quincy upward. The Virtual’s heart freezes. He couldn’t believe it. This had to be a nightmare. He was completely alone, crushed in his apprehension, at the hands of wolves in the desert. At this point, Quincy discovered that any external attempt in aid would be a null effort. 
They stop at the edge, where a river flows downward. Quincy’s eyes widen to Paolo strolling behind.
“If you survive long enough,” he declares, “tell Ottoman and the entire fucking American scrapdogs I’m waiting.”
The cyborg’s body glides in mid-air and hits the water’s surface. Pain roars in his eyes, and a cold hand decelerates his bloodstream. The density of his body sucks him down until the force of the river’s currents skids him like a scrap in its possession.




CHAPTER 1
Iridescent lights fluctuate in the night sky, giving color to the cold that reigned in the city of Boston. Skyscrapers gleam as if giving silent acknowledgement to the grand holiday. The transparent dome residing on the edifice’s top surface holds its stance, sheltering the gatherers from the chilling breeze outside. The pentagonal plates defining the area illuminate.
Seeing the giant bottle of water residing beside the tray of sodas on the wooden table, Troy Levi reaches over with ease. A band of musicians booms smoothly with their trumpets on the podium, as if in insouciance to the officers’ oblivion, and calmness came over Troy. However, their jazz is overshadowed by the partygoers chatter, where plenty can be seen gathering in circles chuckling among themselves. The wine in their prosthetic hands creates an aroma that traps itself inside the club, sweetening the air around them. This is their night granted, after all.
“See, you’re still not a sugar person Levi,” Taylor remarks across him. He takes a sip of his coke.
Pouring his water into the cup, Troy shakes his head.
The agent looks around him, surrounded by his fellow Virtuals and Martial sitting on the round sofa across from him. The fireworks pop, crackling into his ears.
“Cheers for a new year, everyone,” Troy comments aloud, feeling his voice trail through the noise. He raises his glass.
Taylor and Jin raise their soda cans, barely abutting each other. Meanwhile, Pitch, being the last to comply, glances strangely at the two. Instead, he raises a silver thumb, joining in awkward unison with the cyborgs.
With the exception of Pitch, Troy’s walked foot with these agents since their recruitment into the FBI’s Virtual Division. With every operation he took part in, Troy watched them evolve and harness their capacity. Their perseverance never failed to remind him of the time he first stepped his foot in, a nascent cyborg once uncertain of the future.
Troy sipped his water, and he whistles mist.
“Starting off,” Troy remarks. He sets down his cup. “It’s a shame veteran Rebecca wasn’t able to attend tonight. But as we prep for this brand new year, I just want to offer my call of recognition.”
Jin and Taylor exchange glances, sharing nods.
Troy raises his cup and gestures to his first candidate.
“Taylor,” Troy adulates aloud, “You were at first if I can say, a goddamn stubborn one.”
Taylor rubs his cap, offering a quizzical expression. The lighting reflects against his skin, which was darker than Troy’s own. In contrary to Taylor, whose prosthetics covered his left arm and lower limb, Troy’s bionic components encased his right arm and left leg. On the other hand, Pitch stares blankly at him, as if waiting for him to implode.
“Well, reckless. Even,” Troy continues. He retains his earnest expression, but that changes as he says, “But I’ve seen you evolve from that over the years, analyzing those mistakes. One by one.”
“I needed it,” Taylor replies, as his expression transitions to an assuring smile.
Troy lays sight on Jin, who rubs his slanted eyes with his scarf.
“Now, Jin. As a starter, you were a bit anxious at first. Weren’t too sure of yourself. But I did get to see you blossom through these operations.”
Troy can recall the paleness flooding Jin’s skin as he first stepped foot alongside him in the wilderness of Panama years ago, in pursuit of a recruiter from the Mendoza Cartel. The tension risen, and so did the former tyro’s heartbeat. However, the instant Jin’s bionic hand transmuted and flared into the damp wilderness became the moment Troy saw his potential. It was his first task within the Division, and Troy couldn’t be prouder.
Jin stares downward at his hand, caressing its wrist as if in cogitation to his experiences. His hair was slightly disheveled brown, now as polished and black as a raven’s feather and lengthen top. A diminutive trace of hair betrayed above the top of his lip, giving age to his youthful face.
“And I’m proud to say,” Troy goes on, “you overcame it.”
A Special can be seen in the back motioning to retrieve the empty trays of cups from one of the tables. The robot attempts to make its way to the four, but Troy easily waves his hand, dissuading the Special, and the waiter moves on. Suddenly Troy narrows his focus to Pitch, smiling.
“Pitch,” Troy says. “You may be Martial. But I got to say. You’re one of those veteran agents that GAVE us that chance to grow in the Division. And here’s something guys.”
The three nod, waiting. Imbibing the last ounce of his water, Troy says, “Starting out from recovery, I was a goddamn angry one. I was burning inside for what the Cartel did. Yet I was still in shock.”
“I mean, we’ve all been in that phase?” Taylor remarks.
“Yeah. I couldn’t believe where I was. Until you—Pitch and the others showed—”
“Wait.” Pitch signals, interrupting Troy.
The silver Martial stares upward, and his golden digital eyes obscure, as if malfunctioning. Taylor shifts in his seat while Jin’s cheeks redden. Troy grimaces.
Come on. What’s going on?
“Hey, Pitch,” Troy says dauntingly. “Your Apt Brain. Is there something—”
“Oh, this doesn’t sound good,” he says. Pitch lowers his head, facing everyone slowly. His eyes remain tenacious behind the lens, and his reverberating voice carries a strong dullness.
“An asylum train was eradicated a day ago.”
“Hours—a day ago,” Troy repeats imminently. The air numbs over him. He frowns. “The—”
“Mendoza Cartel,” Pitch says flatly.
Taylor burps under his breath. “Well, that may have killed my night.”
Jin, on the other hand, conceals the red burning on his nose. Such news couldn’t get any perfunctory, yet at the same time, a part of Troy knew this wasn’t to his surprise, coming from the Guatemalan syndicate responsible for the deadliest drug market in Latin America. This Drug War gets worse every year, and the Cartel finds any limit they can break to push the FBI to the edge.
Imagine if Rivers gets his hands on this. 
“He’s alert,” the Martial replies arbitrarily. “PMCs of the Jaguars of Apollo were assigned to secure the seekers from Mexico. Until…”
“How many of them died?” Troy asks.
He’s seen plenty of these fellow Virtuals roaming the metropolitan cities in broad daylight, taking in the seats of those who’ve abandoned their purpose wittingly.  With their warfare, it was an understatement for the Cartel to deem them underdogs easily exploited. Together, the FBI and JOA were the main allies that were dependent on ending this war. 
“Not enough information,” Pitch replies. “The last survivor was an agent. His recovery didn’t last.”
Goddamn. This can only get worse.
“Aye!” a lady’s voice greets. “Right on time!”
The chilling vibe breaks like a shell shattering into the cube’s exterior, and air whooshes its way inside. Troy’s heart beats to such a reminiscent voice behind. Turning his head, Troy catches a human, approximately five-eight in height and suited in a leather coat, approaching his way smoothly on her bronze boot’s heel, which matched the texture of her jeans. She brushes icy dandruff from the side of her black hair, which was laced with a tinge of auric shade. Her round earrings dangle gently on her ears, and the Dome’s lighting reflects on it. She smiles, waving fervidly.
So you’ve finally made it.
“Alana!” Troy greets. “Welcome!”
The Virtual finds himself beaming at Alana Torres hands wrapping around his neck. His blood warms to her embrace and salubrious whiff. Troy skids, and Alana motions to an open space on the sofa, sitting close to him. She puts the purse on her lap.
“Mind?” Troy questions the three agents lightly. 
He sees Taylor beckon her almost flirtatiously with his glass, his grin mirroring at its surface.
“She’s…human,” Jin comments gauchely. A smile wobbles nervously on his lips upon locking eyes on Troy’s longtime companion.
Alana holds her laughs, but it blossoms out either way. Gloss glimmers over her lips, and the color dims, giving a pristine sight to her light olive skin.  
“Well, guys. And yeah Jin,” Troy acknowledges. He gives Alana a glance. “Special invite. This is Alana. We’ve known each other for a long time ago. Good company.”
Alana Torres and he had held a deep camaraderie since Boston University, as colleagues, back when he was just as equal to the majority in nature. In times where bonds easily fade to dust, Troy was, without doubt, thankful for this. Even as he underwent his involuntary initiation into the FBI’s Virtual Division, she never turned her back on him. At times she stuck her nose out for him randomly from afar during his operations. For that, though she was no native to his home in Boston, Alana was a special kind of human. 
“Yeah!” Alana complies. She looks at Troy, rubbing his shoulder. “We been tight companions since BU!  And I usually like to say to y’all. I’m from Miami, but this like a second home to me now.”
The group hums in approbation. Pitch nods as if bearing eyes at a piece of motionless stone. 
Removing his winter cap, Troy clasps his hands, and his steely palm numbs. “You guys are definitely free to take a stretch.” He gestures to Alana. “I’ll be touring her.”
Troy’s nerves vibrate, spreading a ringing sensation in his head. That is, until he glances.
“Should be fun,” Taylor’s voice utters musingly within Troy’s neural interface. His mouth barely moves.
Troy flashes a casual grin in return before moving on. The Virtual and Alana motion to the Dome’s glass, marveling at its byzantine texture. Fireworks continue to splash in the sky, and Troy can witness the train of colors descend in Alana’s hazel pupils like a rainbow showering down. 
“No wishes for this year?” he asks. Troy’s dreadlocks, styled in a ponytail, sway freely behind his neck. The Dome’s lighting gives a small shining to the white, simplistic, fire emblem on the posterior of his gray bionic hand. His left human fingers flex on the railing stand.
Alana tilts her head, placing her fingers gently upon the plate’s glass. “Naw. Same old shit every year. I mean…” She motions her gaze toward her Virtual companion, who stood in his towering frame over her. Smiling, she undoes her coat’s buttons, giving air to her cold shoulder sweater, dazzled in blue tribal prints giving semblance to Aztec aesthetics.
“To be honest,” she says, “I’s only relieved you still in one piece.”
“I’m not too easily broken, Alana.”
Alana reaches her hand over, caressing his back. A Special makes its way toward the two, handing over a fresh glass of juice in the direction of Alana. She winces to the pixels glinting in its lens, but Troy simply beckons in reassurance.
She’ll like it, Troy voices into the robot’s Apt Brain.
“Oh, that for me?” she remarks, flabbergasted. “Damn, you so wonderful.”
She takes the drink lightly. Sipping, she turns her focus to Troy again. Somehow her expression turns ominous.
“Aye,” she continues, “Heard something deep went down at Mexico,”
Troy’s eyes widen, nonplussed by her sharp awareness. The tension creeps in his chest again.
So she knows.
“Yeah,” he says. “I was told.”
“Family was telling me.” Alana drinks her juice in full, forming a bubble in both her cheeks before it subsides. She steps close to Troy. “They’s saying the drug lord. HE himself called it down.”
“Goddamn,” he says chillingly. “If that’s true, you’re way ahead of us.”
He anticipated more detail behind this incident, but it turns out this one is one step forward. Several more to go and everything will be whole grimly.
Troy rubs his left eye, attempting to suppress the eeriness behind this incident. He returns focus to what’s outside, and Alana follows. The two remain close. She taps his hand eagerly, locking his attention to fixed-winged planes gliding above. Its propellers glisten in the clouds like a butterfly embracing its newfound capability to explore the skies, and the nocturnal scenery plays itself out for the two.




Chapter 2
Bethesda, Maryland
Eva Moreci looms curiously near the frozen stream, analyzing the three deer roaming the field across her. She sits at the boulder, crossing her bionic legs comfortably as she reaches for her whiteboard. She dips her fingertip into the paint box, feeling her prosthetic bones vibrate as she paints over the first antler.
The sun shines dully, obscured by the clouds above. Snow spills from one of the tree barks before being blown by the air’s gush. The stream remains rigid as concrete, and vapor breezes from the surface. 
Her scarf wraps tightly over her neck, but the inhibitors in her body were enough to warm her blood. Mist whistles from her nose as she brushes the paint meticulously. She looks up closely, and finds one of the deer exchanging glances with her. Her reflection shines behind its pitch black eyes, as if the creature is eager to know what she’s concealing. The crosshairs in her eyes zoom toward the creature. Naively, Eva gestures her finger over its head, and her cheeks blush.
“Don’t be scared,” she whispers.
She may not be as fond of this season, but nature never failed to amaze her. Her hometown of Bethesda is home to parks like this which gave her that chance to embrace its beauty, and she basked in its tranquility since she was young. To her, the best kind of art came from solitude.
She sees the paint gradually stiff, and Eva dabs her tongue at her index, moistening it on the paint. Before proceeding, she arches her shoulders to a child’s yelp. The deer scram to a group of young boys tossing snowballs obnoxiously, hoping to get a hit, until an adult intervenes, waving off their indecorous demeanor. Eva stares down at her incomplete artwork, rolling her eyes.         
Well, that killed it. No thanks to them.
How irksome can one be to perturb an entire space just for attention? The question speaks for itself when her smartphone vibrates, and she reaches for it reluctantly. She witnesses the contact’s identity, and her chest freezes. 
Director Wayne?
“Moreci,” her Director acknowledges deeply, “Greetings!”
“Director,” she replies shockingly. Glancing at both directions fastidiously, Eva sets it on speaker “Same.”
She attempts to lean her art piece at a wooden log, only to bite her lip deeply upon the paint drizzling freshly like teardrops. What a pity.
“I may be curtailing your creativity there, officer,” Wayne muses randomly.
Eva winces, stunned to hear such a coincidental remark until she realized Wayne had usually been the person to know her routine outside his office at Langley.
He continues, “But know this IS a significant report I’m uncovering to your benefit.”
“What’s the situation, sir?”
The phone rests on her lap. A screech echoes in the phone line until sound normalizes.
“Month ago,” he continued, “To refresh your memory, a grave incident at an asylum train took place. Or I can term it the Baustista Ambush. The Mendoza Cartel tested our patience…bodies were recovered on sight, even from our allies from Herndon. No survivors.”
“Oh no,” Eva says grimly. The air darkens around her, and it wraps her by the shoulders. Where…where was this again?”
“Ciudad de Mexico. Unfortunately, the Jaguars of Apollo were hit deeply, and the CEO Ottoman’s in serious need.”
Jaguars of Apollo.
“Wait. Those are the private military contractors.”
Her mind jiggles as if recollecting pictures buried inside storage for decades. The Jaguars of Apollo, a state-of-the-art PMC recruiting cyborgs with military or agency experience as contractors, shared in the federal government’s grievances in the Drug War. Calling it a mere company was slight thinking; their stations were situated over Central and South America just to combat the Cartel’s dominance, which spread like a locus. She owed them for recovering her fellow officers from death’s hands many times. As civility dwindled in the Latin countries, she remembered the Jaguars of Apollo declaring it their mission to get as many asylum seekers out of Latin America with no question.
“That’s correct. Now the kingpin, Paolo Mendoza…we found he was present. In response, all agencies decided on the union in targeting and bringing forth the drug lord in El Salvador.”
Eva frowns. “He can be anywhere.”
The past never fails to rein its head. So many operatives over the years went out of their way in hunting down the kingpin, only to come missing or anguished. Worse is when someone is herself, a Virtual. 
“Our sightings are firm, Moreci.”
The phone’s surface warms against her cybernetic thigh, followed by a brief silence.
“Apologies,” Wayne excuses. “FBI will be down immediately in finding the kingpin. We, the CIA…our target—your target’s Dante Guzman.”
Eva gazes silently to the breeze unfolding in the park field, absorbing the exiguous detail like juice.
“Welcome to Operation Jackal, Moreci. Guzman’s a rogue Salvadoran politician for the Cartel’s mission. He’s played a big effort in destabilizing the PMC, up to now. Your Division’s put the trust in your hands to dispatch him.”
“No question,” she says firmly.
“I know you can. More detail, it’s best you come to our HQ. My agent Salazar will be pleased to see you. Wayne signing out.”
The phone’s light cuts, and Eva sets a hand over the screen. Eva glances at her artwork resting on the log, still halfway done. Sighing, she rises and reaches for it. As much as she yearned, it was extraneous for her lingering any longer in this park at this point. So much to get done; Eva should’ve been more apprehensive about the foreign reports last month. Hopefully, her anticipation for Salazar will placate these concerns.
***
Entering inside the headquarters, Eva stumbles upon dense silence, minus the security explicating behind the desk a few feet. She removes her scarf and cap, freely throwing back her black wavy hair that was at length to her shoulder. She takes off her gloves, giving visibility to the colored pigments decorated on her bionic hands. The Virtual folds her right cybernetic palm, which was entwined with her organic arm, an element nonexistent in her fully augmented limb on the upper left of her torso. Pores manifest on the right palm’s knuckles.
The warmness embraced her like an angelic tune from the clouds, freeing the Virtual from the cold, and the red diminishes from her fair skin. Her footsteps reverberate in the lobby.              
She comes across a human visitor with a sling bag motioning past her hurriedly. He glances down at her briefly, somehow with question, before raising an eyebrow and going his own way in the right direction. Eva frowns.
What’s his deal?
The silence breaks to a whistle, and Eva halts. She opens her eyes to a tall android, armored in black, waving from behind the security pools. Its eyes gleam gold excitedly.
“Rip!” she calls out. Eva rubs a finger to her ear, perturbed by the sound, but she smiles. “Pleasure. But, don’t do that, next time!”
“Can’t help it officer,” the Martial remarks.
Eva’s team consisted of two other cyborgs, but Rip was a special kind, the only Martial to serve under her supervision. Regardless of his irksome habits, his presence never failed to shine a light when darkness makes way for the Virtuals. In fact, Virtuals and Martials were, without question, kindred spirits on their purpose.
She taps her head, catching an idea click inside instantly.
“Oh! Is Soriana—I mean, Salazar upstairs—”
“I believe she’s—”
“Here.”
The Martial makes way and pardons himself to a uniformed officer standing on top of the corridors. The agent beckons toward it, and the android motions up the stairs, leaving the two aside. The Virtual’s mouth opens upon glancing at her former mentor.
“Moreci,” she greets amicably. “Good. I’ve just mentioned you recently.”
Waving to the guard at the desk, Soriana breezes her way easily through the poles, and the lobby lighting shines at her cheekbones. The human officer’s heels click with every motion. Standing six inches shorter than Eva, she brushed the sleeve of her sky blue blazer to which she wore over her matching collar shirt and pants. Her long dark brown hair, which held the shade of a dark walnut in tantamount to her slight owl-like eyes, was laced with a small auric clip to the side.
“Good day, boss—” She fumbles in her speech. “I mean, Soriana. Yes.”
To someone who watched over her until her near-death accident and initiation into the CIA’s Virtual Clandestine Ops Division, it’s so easy at times for Eva to fall in the habit of calling Soriana “boss.” She still vividly remembers that operation; Soriana rushing her out of a collapsing edifice, rigged with explosives by the Mendoza Cartel’s financial backers. Her eyes went bloodshot with shock for hours, and she was only a tyro operative then. Nonetheless, she had Soriana to thank for giving her that leeway to adapt to the malicious climate that brewed in Latin America. Though she may be a cyborg, Eva was like a sister to her.
Beaming, the Virtual nears, reaching and beckoning the officer with a tap to the shoulder.
Soriana smiles, her lips gleaming bright red, and the air between them warms.
“Over thirty, and I can tell you’re still looking sharp,” Soriana remarks.
Aren’t we all?
Despite her olive skin, her skin tone was much lighter than expected, thanks to the lighting inside the place. Soon she glimpses down at her coat’s upper arm, tainted in beads of stains. She twists her lip, giving Eva an almost critical expression.
“Annndd…”
Eva gazes to the paint marked at the top of her cybernetic fingers, and her eyes shrink. She laughs anxiously. 
That was uncalled for.
“Oh no then,” Eva comments, “Thought they dried up earlier. Apologies.”
“Well, no need. No need.” Soriana rubs the surface, and the stains disappear. “See? But, I’m aware my beloved Director informed you, a few hours ago on intel on the unfortunate train attack, did he?”
The cyborg agrees, telling her everything that was discussed when she was at the park in Bethesda. Soriana hums.
“Well, me and him just recently got out of contact with Ottoman,” Soriana says. “The JOA’s CEO. So he’s already aware of the upcoming plans right now.”
“He’s going to need the help.”
“To prepare, Operation Jackal will be starting in three days. And good news for you is, I’ll be taking my part in this.”
No way.
Eva’s eyes widen. “You will?”
Soriana grins in acknowledgement. “I’ll be on road patrol. So any intel you and the Virtuals need on my end from afar, I’m there for you.”
“Looking forward to it, sister.”
Eva couldn’t resist resting a hand on her chest. Years passed, and finally, this will be the mission Soriana will fight alongside her for once.
“Good luck.”
***
“I don’t see the sense in taking him alive,” Aiden Ottoman says, shrugging. The Jaguars of Apollo’s CEO remains slouched in a seat alone, lighting a cigarette between his two fingers on the thin screen. His slick silver hair resembled that of a vulture’s sharp beak. “I’m not convinced on this objective, Director.”
The Cyber Drift, sixteen years ago, would’ve been possible without Ottoman’s expertise and Wayne knew it. Then, Ottoman was just a retiree from Sacramento, sculpting his canny ideas from scratch until he figured the perfect design at his desk. It was always his vision of revolutionizing the world, saving it from its own destruction. The spiderlike implant crafted from paper would be known today as the neural interface (NI), a special prototype serving as a computerized nucleus to the augmented patient’s psyche. That sole bionic hand twitched on the table, bringing a smile across his lips, and from there originated the corporation that stood today. Soon the world and its corporations followed in the procedure, having been enamored by such state-of-the-art warfare. Soon a year after his corporate ascension, combat androids, notably termed Martials, were introduced into this society. Despite being crafted directly by his parent government, the machines served on the sidelines alongside their non-artificial counterparts, cyborgs coined Virtuals, in the combat field and fully crafted the program that structured SMART. Once again, the world followed, and outside of the battlefield, the rise of the bionics served as golden gateways for the unfortunate pedestrians hindered by the post-effects of accidents and disabilities. There was little for patients to fear. The globe never looked back since.
Brett Wayne sits firmly in his rotating seat, and his light green eyes harden like a still rock toward the CEO. On the other hand, his trusted officer Soriana remains across him from the table, facing him curiously, her blazer resting from behind. Her brown hair usually left hanging, remains knotted in a firm ponytail, and her azure nails glitter.
The air in the meeting room warms the Director’s fair aging skin, but his stance remains rigid.
“We can’t be impulsive to action, Ottoman,” Wayne says calmly, “Capturing him, we impede him from burgeoning globally. Something Mendoza prioritizes.”
Soriana nods silently. However, Ottoman glosses his pupils elsewhere, applying the cigarette to the tip of his lips. The top kindles gradually.
“There’s no need for worsening tensions in Latin America. For that, as much as you want him dead, we NEED the kingpin alive to seek justice…unless otherwise. Thankfully the FBI will take care of the target. Our job now is to unravel the network as much as we can with no room to expand.”
“I don’t think you’re deciphering the situation here.”
Rising slowly from his seat, Ottoman removes the cigarette and shrugs it off, revealing his broad shoulders and muscular frame behind his gray suit. His lips curl into a smirk.
“What do you—we gain from this exception?” he rebuffs. Ottoman hisses smoke out of his mouth like a growling dragon, forming a cloud over his head. “You see, this is where the fallacy lies, Wayne. No matter how many bars you put, the monkey’s going to find his way out.  And it’s back to square one.”
Soriana grimaces as if flummoxed to such a sharp remark. Her Director stares, barely blinking as he peers into the storm rumbling in Ottoman’s black eyes. It was an unpleasant sight. Wayne’s heart remains solid, conspicuous to the longevity of this war. With his involvement in the black operations, Wayne was no saint, never will be. No man was. However, he wanted this war to end, for the sake of everyone, even for Soriana. However, Ottoman’s critical ideals would only set the two back from that objective. It will only be their downfall. 
“There’s no winning this war,” Ottoman continues, “Am I making sense to you?”
I can’t follow that. 
“Sir, if he ever gets the chance, my agents will be at him,” Soriana chimes in.
Ottoman glances at the officer glassily. Silence lingers until the CEO looks at Wayne once more. The air grows tense.
“Well,” Ottoman replies, “Can’t debate further. I DO hope your endgame goes well as planned.”
Ottoman turns his back, motioning to the exit, and the screen fades to black. The meeting room becomes silent once again. Wayne hears Soriana sigh. 
“You think he has a point?” Soriana asks curiously. She glosses at the blank screen, imagining Ottoman scrutinizing sharply at the office.
It was astonishing how time flew so quickly. Wayne’s mind still reminiscences stumbling across Soriana’s father, frazzled and cheeks riddled in ashes as he was being led quietly to the boat. Little knowing, it was his gateway out of the tyranny that gripped Havana many decades ago. Manuel had never forgotten that operative’s face. It was a period Wayne would never forget. Now here a family legacy stood, his goddaughter, and the Director vowed to be a guardian to her outside home.
Wayne buries a hand to his chin, gazing at the officer pensively.
“I can’t deny his points,” Wayne acknowledges, “but Ottoman’s plans are too rash. His company abides by principles that are reprisal in nature, and that only encourages Paolo Mendoza to keep moving forward. Death is the last resort.”
Wayne’s mind could grasp the thought of being involved in another war. The deaths of VCO officers tasked with hunting down political representatives for the syndicate were taxing in general, and they continued to accumulate with every black ops assigned. It had to end. Enough was enough for him.
Soriana’s expression turns grave.
“After the assault on Bautista,” she says grimly. Soriana presses her lips in reluctance. “I’m fighting my urges. Nobody deserved this.”
Wayne sighs under his breath. The light from the window blinds shines over his balding scalp.
She continues, “A drug so powerful it, records say, makes them ALMOST…inhuman. I’ve seen what it does to his mercenaries, Wayne. Imagine a barrage of gunfire, explosives.” Soriana clutches lightly to her throat. “The average officer won’t survive without the drug’s fury fluid. That’s the power to rival any Virtual. Even with Eva’s psycho-enablers. That’s what they want. I—I hope I’m not ranting.”
Wayne rubs his lower lip, where his prolonged visible scar rest and a minor sensation run over it.
“Prepare your officers,” Wayne says flatly, being inconspicuous to her concern. “Look after Moreci.”
“Don’t worry, Wayne. I will.”
“Time to prepare your officers.”




Chapter 3
Troy speeds through the streets of Hyde Square, passing the last green light. Red sparks dazzle the cafes around him, giving light to the nocturnal field. He spots an eight-story condominium to his right, and he slows his vehicle’s speed.
There we go.
Parking meticulously to an open space, Troy suits the cap over his head and covers his ears. He opens the car door and the first snowflake lands like a raindrop on the top of his nose. The snow wraps around his prosthetic foot as if trapping him in quick sand. The coldness hardens his veins until his temperature fluctuates, embracing him in its torridity.
Troy rushes to the corridors, stumbling upon a couple sharing a box of chocolate by the stand. His dreads, knotted in a ponytail, drench gradually to the descending flakes. That is, until he catches a resident rushing from inside and Troy catches the door in time before it can close.
“Levi! You’re late.”
Devin?
The cyborg glances to see the desk officer huddling in his seat, instantly cutting off activity on his handheld screen, and tosses it, nettled. Troy shakes his head.
“Again?” he says. Troy glances at the hearts and embellishments illuminating the lobby. “You know what day it is?”
“Online matches, man,” Devin bemoans. “So much b—you. You actually missed her! And uh, by the way…” He rubs his eyes, erasing the dots in his retina. “You knew it was Alana’s birthday today?”
A circle of question marks swirl over his head, and he smiles sheepishly. So many times, he’s forgotten about birthdays that it no longer meant anything to him, even his own. Perhaps it was stemming from how old he was getting.
“Y…yeah.”
“She’s right at that new ice cream café!” Devin says, gesturing clockwise to the window behind his office. “Two blocks. And now, uh, you’ve soaked up the floor.”
The Virtual stares downward, rubbing his head to the icy flakes surrounding the tile floor beneath him. Snow crust melts from his cybernetic foot. His expression mortifies. Nothing he can do about it, he seems.
“Okay,” Troy says, preparing himself. “Enjoy some hot chocolate at the moment, Devin. Clear your mind up.”
***
Vapor whistles out his nostrils as he trudges across the street. Several vehicles struggle to get out of the parking spaces, and their tires gyrate effortlessly in the snow. Pedestrians rush by, exchanging snowballs at each other, and their laughter echoes in the night. He hears one of the drivers call out to a special robot patrolling the streets, and the machine looms over to one of the drivers stuck in the snow, reaching a hand to the front wheel. 
Sure need the help you can get.
Nearing the café, Troy takes notice of a young woman in a white winter cap and violet coat lounging at one of the seats. Her gaze locks down at her iPhone screen, rocking her head gently to the earbuds in her ears. Troy didn’t need a hand to suggest to him a hint to figure who it was and his heartbeat.
Blood warming, Troy motions smoothly, eschewing her notice. Upon opening the door, he whistles, loud enough to spark Alana out of her bubble.
“Aye! There you is!”
Looming forward hastily, Alana opens her arms, and the two embrace. Troy’s cheeks tingle to the aroma surrounding him.
The two pull away slowly, but Alana’s hands rest firm on Troy’s arm.
“How life?” she asks. A creamy line highlights above her lips. “It’s my birthday today, Troy. Know that?”
“Well…” Troy rubs his eyebrow dubiously. “Devin reminded me.”
“C’mon. You acting like I don’t be taking that to BIG consideration. Valentines, you heard? No card”
“You still want your sundae?” a cashier calls out. Her cheeks blush upon the two customers at hand.
“Oh, I will be there,” Alana reassures before turning her gaze toward Troy again. She looks up and down and banters, “Damn, look. Outside got you looking like frosty.”
Troy shrugs. “Well, not as frosty as that small mustache on your lips.”
Alana stares down, only to cover her mouth quickly, chortling. Nevertheless, she reaches over, sweeping off flakes from his shoulder and head.
“Best we can chill out here.”
“I was actually waiting ‘cause the family got some big plans tonight,” Alana says, using her scarf and patting at his eyebrow. “They actually waiting on us—I mean, you. Especially.”
***
Troy and Alana follow side by side, feeling the hall’s climate glow. Lamps illuminate a crimson hue over the walls.
Latin jazz echoes in the hall, and the Virtual motions to Alana. He takes her hand and swirls her gently. Swayed, Alana skips through, guiding his hand all the way to the door. Opening it, the first thing that comes out of her mouth is, “¡Hola a todos!”
Her younger brother, Gabriel, can be heard giving a quick hum as he rests on the sofa and turns the pages in his manga. Nobody pays attention to the news playing in the living room. Troy scratches his neck ravenously to the whiff of steak and corn surrounding the living room. Alana’s father, Victor, is the first one to leave his attention from the rows of plant vases on the table and give the two a wink.
Leaping from the kitchen, Alana’s mother, Gloria, comes out. She spots her daughter and waves, “Alana—oh, Troy! Welcome!”
The cyborg beams at her greeting.
As soon as their daughter got accepted into Boston University on her way to major in music, the Torres’ had to force themselves to move from Southern Miami’s Little Havana to get in-state tuition. Ever since coming in contact with her parents, it didn’t matter if he was a Virtual. To the Torres, he was just another human to them.
Pulling away from her gloves and setting them into the pocket of her apron, Gloria beckons toward Troy. She calls out, “¡Alana, mi amor! ¡Deberías haber llamado y decirme que viene tu amigo!” Alana, my sweetheart! You should’ve called and told me your friend’s coming!
Waving off the smoke snaking into the living room, Gloria faces Troy. “My daughter’s birthday! Don’t mind the scent—”
“Yeah!” Troy squint his eyes at Alana. “Too bad, she reminded me.”
Alana is the spitting image of her mother if the old gray portraits hanging on the walls are to be trusted.  Gloria’s complexion has darkened with time, but otherwise, she’s aged with a pristine grace. 
Alana reaches over to stroke Troy’s cheek before she says, “La cena está casi lista—”
“¡Estaba intentando una sorprenderlo!” Alana mentions with a chuckle while she releases off her scarf. She unzips her coat and hangs it on the hanger stand, revealing her gray turtleneck dress and black leggings. Her high heels clatter on the floor as she banters in her vernacular, “And I know not your kind of thing though, but how family?”
“¡Suficientemente bueno!” Gloria says. She flags one of her kitchen gloves over the ceiling and turn to her husband. “¡Víctor! Go give Troy some company before I'm done, okay?”
Hanging his coat and cap beside Alana’s, Troy stalks toward Victor’s side. Meanwhile, Alana advances toward the middle table facing the television, snatches the remote, and takes a seat opposite Gabriel as she raises the volume.
“How’s your job?” he asks Victor, glancing by his side at the dirt plastered at his hands and big arms as he pours another ounce of soil into an empty bronze jar.
Wiping his forehead with his stained arm and patting his hands on the dirt, he says, “You know, my greenhouse’s betting on me to grow the first largest flytrap for the exhibit next month.” 
Victor’s hair is balding every day, but his bearish shape remains intact.
Steadying the lamp’s beam as he pours a sprinkle of water into the second jar’s soil, Victor continues, “But they always dry out after a week!” He sighs. “Bad karma! Bad karma!”
“You’re sure the seeds are getting enough water and light to make it work?” Troy asks, taking a glance at the couple of flytrap roots resting inside of a black trash bin. It’s as if the plants have been ripped out from the start they began growing.
The bilingual weather forecaster can be heard playing out on TV. After watching Victor pour a dose of water into each vase, Troy sees him retrieve two small dishes of pupusa from the kitchen and set them on the dinner table. The scent reaches its way into Troy’s nose, and his mouth waters.
Seizing a couple of knives across him, Victor asks, “So my hija Alana told us this is your last Drug War, am I right?”
“I hope so, at least.”
Troy reaches for one of the knives from his side and starts cutting through the baked tortilla. Cheese sizzles freshly from inside. He cogitates.
So much tension between the FBI and the Cartel had left many overwhelmed. With each effort the cyborgs set against the latter, the Mendoza Cartel still held an iron fist over their victims in Central and South America, polluting them with their infamous Fox drug trade. The grand ambush that left many passengers and PMCs of the Jaguars of Apollo dead was a wake-up call for the Virtual Division to alter their strategies. Finally, Paolo Mendoza is target number one.
“America’s picked up since four years,” he says. A lugubrious expression grows on his face as he taps the edge of his knife on the surface of the seed. “But Olancho…it doesn’t get any better.”
“I understand.”  Troy twitches his gaze toward the pop of oil frying inside the kitchen only to see Gloria shaking a slab of steak on a pan. He feels his cheeks flutter as he takes a bite off the food. His throat warms up. “The Cartel, imagine it like a hydra. We agents snatch one out, only for Paolo to regrow a brand new one. More Fox drugs out. Not the kind of results you want. This mission, we’re landing all sights on the kingpin to stop the violence.”
“I’m still in doubt.” Victor eats off a piece of the pupusa, and through mouthfuls, says, “I say this because…Mendoza knows how to lead his enemies on. I’ve seen it from time to time. He knows the Virtuals are waiting to find him. He came after the Baustista to seize whatever control he can get on the people. That’s how I see it. The rampant flight of migrants…it’s a whiplash to his grip on the regions. He can’t stand it. What happened to those JOA contractors should NOT be forgotten.”
“I’m positive in our efforts Victor,” Troy replies. “The agencies are united in this one to bring him in.”
“I wish I can share the same sentiments, my friend,” Victor says. “But you know the community, and we grow tired of what happens back at home. Politicians. Police. They’ve exploited our trust—”
“Almost done!” Gloria notifies.
Nonetheless, the air between the two remains ominous. Victor’s hands tremble with the fork at hand. Troy glances at Gloria turning off the stove and reaching from inside to remove the tortillas carefully, and he scratches his stomach. He was just as inundated with the endless tension in Latin America. The last thing Troy wanted is another host of Paolo’s to fall into the Division’s hands. Wherever he’s scheming, Troy was itching to be right at it.
“Doing the best we can,” Troy placates, “Your faith will be appreciated.”
Before he can go on, Troy’s startled by cold hands rocking over his shoulders. He watches Victor lower down at his pupusa and look up.
“Si, papi,” Alana calls out. “So how my Troy with you?”
Mouth hanging as he struggles for the proper response, Victor takes a look at Troy. He nods.
“Sabes hija,” he says. The Virtual takes a quick bite at his food and follows his gaze above at Alana. “I've been giving him some of my ideas—”
“Dale una oportunidad, papi. Puedo ver que están muy amargados. La cena no puede seguir así ".
Troy waves off a hand and smiles. “Oh, it’s alright, Alana.”
He catches Alana leaning down and discloses to his ear, “Dinner’s starting up. I’d better not waste up on that pupusa if I was you.”




Chapter 4
Troy’s back hunches against the truck’s wall as it rode. His rear shifts to a sudden bump. The cyborg glances at his comrades sitting across him, eyes blank and inert in their position. Taylor rubs his knuckles in between his teeth, possibly the best way for him to keep vigilant.
On the other hand, Rebecca, standing and clutching the railing above, smiles at Troy’s dubious expression before looking away. Her hair is as crimson as a scarlet flower, knotted in a braided tail, and she gazes at the front view of where the supervisory agent, Rivers, drives. A clean-cut in between his gray beard displays, giving a fresh leeway to his lips.  The air within the vehicle rang hollow like a dead wind. 
The Virtual looks down at the rifle on his lamp, rummaging through his gear belt and loading a magazine into it. Soon his ears ring to horns honking gradually outside. Troy grimaces to Rivers swearing, and the agent frowns. The cacophony intensifies, and Troy’s expression darkens. Whatever is going on in those streets didn’t sound pleasant, regardless of Troy’s doubts.
Hope I’m just jinxing this.
“Darn,” Rivers bemoans grimly, “This is pitiful.”
Troy’s stomach twists. A moment of pause surfaces before he advises, “V-Squad! Let’s go!”
The Virtuals comply without question, rising in seconds. The rear door opens like a curtain embracing a new day, forcing light to gleam heavily over the agents as they step down. Troy’s Kevlar helmet remains intact over his head, and its lens glisten to a bright shade of blue to such illumination. Troy hops out in unison and lands on the ground, only to clench his teeth to the sunlight’s immensity. The pressure outside didn’t compare to what he was welcomed with inside that truck. For a cyborg forced to adapt to the snow that dominated the streets of Boston, stepping foot in El Salvador is a whole awakening. The hair on the piece of skin he had left rose to the air’s humidity.
“Levi!” Jin’s voice calls out from afar.
Troy turns to see the fellow agent rush over from one of the armored trucks parked alongside Rivers’ own. Several other cyborgs gather themselves, raising a hand over their eyes. The lens shielding Jin’s eyes glisten like a bed of diamonds.
“Feels like the season changed so suddenly,” Troy says, gazing slightly at the sun blazing above.
“Nantekotta,” Jin swears lightly. He shakes his head, vulnerable to the sun illuminating against his cheekbones. “If only Osaka was near this—over there, Levi.”
Turning around, Troy’s eyes crack at what’s witnessed. In front of them, a prolific number of vehicles remain trapped on the road’s bridge, honking irksomely at each other. Many drivers stand close to their vehicles, yapping at thin air to the cumbersome situation. A lady driver motions hastily to a chubby male driver leaning on his SUV, and she claps her hands furiously.
“¿Qué te pasa?” she censures aloud. Her face is red as an apple. “Nosotras nos tenemos que ir—”
“¡Oh tú eres la que me mira, pendeja!” the male driver lashes out in reprisal.
Goddamn. This is madness. 
Troy’s expression sours, being baffled to such a ludicrous scene. The traffic extended way ahead of his reach, and the humid breeze obscured whatever view that had yet to be seen. How are these units going to pass on? The Virtuals couldn’t just ride them over in insouciance.
Troy curiously looks over his shoulder to the left, spotting a lone soldier observing downward at her vehicle. The tablet’s screen remains black in her hands.
A JOA agent. Is she lost?
Troy exchanges glances with Jin, signaling a hand.
“Stick close with the rest, Jin,” he advises to Jin’s neural interface. His nerves vibrate. “I got this at hand.”
Nodding, the agent rushes to the rest scattered, explicating the sight. Removing his helmet, the cyborg trudges to the agent, standing at approximately five-four feet, still inspecting her dark gray armored truck. A striped scarf wraps over her neck.
“Hey,” he calls, “Everything alright—”
The soldier rotates, facing him, and Troy freezes. She holds the back of her long brown hair, moving it over her right shoulder, and her dark brownish eyes lock at him, flabbergasted. A giant belt, equipped with two pistol holsters, slings at the waistband of her camouflage pants. She was apparently a foot shorter than him. Not a single augmentation in her bone.
“Oh hi,” she says, “What’s up there?”
Troy’s mind circuits, feeling a stream of shock and confusion flood him. The voice echoes, sending him back eleven years ago as a sophomore. Hands locked on the luggage as he was being escorted toward his temporary apartment suite in Mexico City. The badge on the resident assistant’s blue polo glimmered like a golden artifact in his hands. A black pen attached to the pocket of her denim shorts. The broadness in her eyes may have resembled that of a woman inundated in caffeine, but there was a twinkle of pulchritude in them. That gentle smile alone, the nature behind it, delivered a torrid breeze to his blood for months. However, he knew there was more to it about her, and his heart melted.
Troy’s cheeks crack and a bead of sweat drips from the back of his ear. Judging from her facial features, it wasn’t erroneous to deem her as someone now in her mid-thirties. A slim vest rested underneath her jacket. But could these figments only be a means to swindle him? There are so many women in the world with a face like hers. And worse is when he doesn’t even know her name.
You are definitely familiar. But I can’t goddamn figure out.
After a gauche minute passes, Troy says, “I was about to say.” He attempts to put his thoughts in one. His fingers press down at his helmet, but he maintains his composure. He smiles. “Looks like you need some help. Where’s your JOA—”
“I’m CIA,” she corrects quickly. Her voice was soft as silk. The officer looks down briefly at her tablet, pursing her lips. Her confounding expression lingers as if undergoing the strange wave of disbelief. “My…car system’s down.”
Unsettled, Troy sighs. To corroborate her point, the officer arches her eyebrows and loans the tablet. The Virtual’s reflection gazes conspicuously on the black screen. She carried the same olive skin as Alana, but way much lighter. The weather’s lighting gave her skin tone a fairer complexion than it seemed.
Let’s see what I can do.
Troy sets a palm at the back of the device. The cyborg’s interface zooms into a chain of codes clouding his vision, only to blink to an invisible force balking his steps. His nerves twisted. This can’t be any usual error. 
“FBI?” he hears the operative asks. A smile sets on her lips, somehow recuperating from her shock. Her teeth were pure ivory, almost immaculate.
“Yeah. V-man,” Troy acknowledges smoothly, handing back the tablet. Nevertheless, his chest pounds rapidly. “That face alone speaks lots of déjà vu.”
“And?”
The officer holds off, rolling her eyes in banter. Her cheeks fluster, all the while trying to maintain a straight face. 
“But,” she implies, attempting to go back on point. “It happened so suddenly, just when I was about to give out coordinates. I’d hate to see Moreci and the Virtuals stranded like this.”
The commotion behind them continues. Rebecca can be seen raising her hand upon a couple of drivers swinging at each other, impeding further tension.
“Perhaps the Cartel may have found some way to tamper it,” Troy says almost grimly. With how minacious and shrewd the syndicate is, this thought alone is perhaps the best explanation that can be corroborated. “Shouldn’t be surprised.”
The officer glances sideways, squinting to the obstreperous cries. She rubs her eyes. “Then their chances will be slim in achieving their objective. I can’t—”
“Try calling, if you can,” Troy mentions in reassurance. Soon a bell rings inside his mind. His heart starts to cool as he opens a prosthetic hand. If there was a time to prove his neural interface wasn’t toying around, then this is going to be the opportunity he will ever get.
Well, this is my chance then.
“Oh, forgot, by the way. Didn’t exchange names. The name’s Troy. Agent Troy Levi.”
The officer’s mouth hangs. Her pupils shift as if an epiphany has descended before her in human form. She reaches for his palm strangely. 
“Oh,” she utters. Her voice trails. “I…I don’t want to believe it. It’s crazy.”
Those two words alone had Troy simply scratching his beard.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Soriana,” she blurts out randomly. She reaches for his hand, only to pull it quickly. “It’s Soriana Salazar. No wonder we looked so…strange.”
Soon the face of the resident assistant reappears like a specter, gradually merging with the armed officer, and a flicker snaps upon the instant synergy. Her name rings, vibrating like a tune into the back of his head. Impossible, but it couldn’t be. She’s just as dumbfounded. The code’s been cracked.
Goddamn. I’m blown.
She continues, “My…god.” Soriana brushes her hair, grinning anxiously. “Time DID fly—”
A loud boom cracks, and Soriana jerks. Troy turns his nose in both directions, perturbed.
“Twelve o’clock!” a Martial warns. “Pursue target!”
The second boom echoes, only to be followed by a flood of drivers scurrying and ducking from a thick screen of smoke. Their screams reverberate violently. Troy frowns at a van standing close to a giant truck. However, that quickly is overshadowed when he witnesses a sinister sight peeping visibly behind the steam, appearing from one of the vehicles and beckoning a bladed tip in their direction. Troy swears.
Goddammit. That’s got to be him!
The veneer obscures the view quickly, and the agent’s body shakes. A tangerine glow kindles dimly, and a band of shadows looms from the smoke.
“Contact! Contact!” a Martial warns. “Ambush inbound!”
Troy sets his helmet on immediately before signaling an unnerved Soriana with his fellow agents following in pursuit. Rapid-fire exchanges and a spray of bullets shatter through vehicle glass. Reaching into his vest kit, Troy throws the first frag before sliding for cover behind a Murano. The ground vibrates upon impact. The throng of people inundates his view.
One of the Salvadorans stumbles and his car key slips. The cyborg manages to catch the key, scoop the stranger in his grasp, and set the key into the young man’s hand firmly before signaling him to scram.
“¡Aseguren al capo, vatos!” an enforcer commands. “¡Acaben con estas chatarras perros!”
Get rid of these scrapdogs!
“Push through them!” Rebecca barks aloud.
Troy rises, hands cradled over the M4’s trigger, and fires. The bullet travels its way into its first victim, penetrating into the bandit’s upper breast. Blood spews from his mouth as he staggers, and the second shot fires.
“¡Todos!” Soriana admonishes aloud. She loads a clip to her second pistol. “QUÉDATE ABAJO. AHORA. Nadie quiere morir.”
Soon as that was said, Soriana blinks to a splash of blood on her face as a woman’s body descends to a single shot to the scalp. Despite being almost vulnerable, the operative fires at both sides beside Troy. The cyborg’s eyes sting to crimson flakes gushing through, and before him stood a wall of fire blazing horizontally over the street.
Well, this fucking sucks.
“Got you ladies covered!” he hears Taylor placate. The agent stood over a group of women shivering behind their car. “Stay low!”
“Keep in watch of that fire!” Troy shouts to everyone.
The shadow of FBI quad drones advances over the Virtuals. Their diminutive chain guns oscillate as they fire downward. An enforcer shields himself with the car debris, but the shells penetrate the surface. He staggers violently to the shots riddling his body. Nevertheless, the enemies remain relentless.
Just when Soriana fires at the eye of an enemy, an unusual foe rises slowly. Veins protrude visibly over his sturdy skin, which was enamored in satanic horns. A tangerine ooze bubbles from the wounds punctured at his breasts, and Troy’s blood rises. The bandit, whom he knew all too well, lays a minacious gaze toward him, flexing his marked fingers.
The effects! How couldn’t I know?
“Aim for the head!” Soriana cries. “Fire!”
Troy readies aim as the enforcer charges. Suddenly an instant sweep halts him, and the enforcer clutches his neck. It took one gulp for his head to slip from his grasp. Soriana gasps to see a veneer unfold over a red-headed cyborg. She winks hastily.
“Hurry, Levi!” Rebecca warns as she dissembles once more like a chameleon into the warzone. Her tactical knife fades with it. 
The Virtual and human exchange glances and advance. Troy turns back to another surviving enforcer, missing an eye, lunge. That is, until a heavy blast devours him, riding him along and colliding with several of his hostile partners. The ivory cannon augmented in Jin’s arm swirls. Stars fly their way into the agent’s cannon’s vent until he summons another fiery comet vertically, cracking the ground’s surface.
“Maintain the pressure agents!” Troy hears Rivers remark into the neural interface.
Sweat creeps over Troy’s forehead as he ducks from the rapid-fire. A plethora of corpses scatters the street. The cyborg fires at will as his focus shakes. He staggers on debris and backs to the blaze burgeoning in size. 
Shit.
“Calling in reinforcements!” an enemy orders in Spanish behind the blaze. “¡Llámalo!"
Multiple bandits, now heavily armed with body armor, leap from the inferno and on top of the vehicles. Troy’s heart stops as an enemy locks a stinger in his direction.
Troy takes Soriana by the wrist as he leaps with her over the van’s rear. However, the impact makes its hit, and the car’s eradication hurls the two aside.
A number of rockets race their way forward, obliterating two of the FBI’s armored trucks simultaneously. Virtual agents take a hit to the explosions, and their scorching bodies glide in mid-air over the bridge. Troy attempts to call out to Rebecca as her knife breaks from the shadows, ready to plunge at her target. It took a second to see her visible body succumb to a rain of grenades making their landing. Troy’s hand shivers.
Oh no! Oh no!
“Virtual down!” Troy warns. “Multiple Virtuals down!”
Troy had little time to process as he scurried frantically from the explosives. He clenches his teeth as his nerves throb, and the world around him turns hazy. The street’s debris erupts like a geyser.
Soon the perpetrator, cradling the grenade launcher, turns toward Soriana’s direction. A sudden reminiscence takes shape, taking him back to the streets of Honduras. Enemies marched brazenly. Grenades descended, engulfing whatever stood in its way. His limbless body laid stiff, soaked in a pool of blood, panting weakly to the colorless sky. Snapping out of the horror, Troy swears aloud.
NOT today! Not in years!
Laughing, the perpetuator spits the explosives, and time slows. The cyborg throws himself over the operative, keenly eyeing the balls radiating. The balls land base at his body armor and a white glow inundates the Virtuals.
The abrupt blow kicks him back violently. The explosives set in his gear detonate all at once, sending Troy careening further in a blitz than ever. His body flips, knocking one of the bystander’s faces, and the cyborg crashes against the bridge’s dense railing.
Troy grunts to the pain aching in his spine. Blaze entrenches over his armor plate and limbs. Voices cry aloud to him like spirits from another dimension. He wobbles his head to the distorted glitches dancing in his eyes. Nevertheless, he takes a kind insouciance to the scorch. The nano-resistants vibrate within his bionic muscles, and the flames diminish gently from his body. 
His vision clears upon witnessing Soriana speed toward his side. She mutters something that he could not decipher. Her face flushes as she removes her scarf, flapping it over him, but Troy waves it off. His armor bubbles, but the flames no longer consume his limbs.
“Don’t take this lightly—”
“No,” he dismisses urgently.
An aerial engine echoes from afar. Soriana clutches tight to Troy’s shoulder. Before proceeding, she covers her head to a shower of fire. A bright red dome veils the two, and shells vaporize upon contact with the voltaic surface. Her band glimmers on her wrist.
Soriana reaches over to lift the cyborg, leveling his arm around hers.
“My body’s fireproof, Soriana,” Troy placates. “I’ll be okay—”
“Don’t say much,” Soriana censures. She gets closer. “I know this because I’ve protected you.”
Troy’s mouth drops. Reminiscence plays once more, and the cyborg transmutes into a student, losing consciousness from the arching pain. A firm grip lifts him from the ground, escorting him from his tarnished suite and leading into the hallway. The walls crumbled into the blaze. Angry voices and shots boomed in both directions. The pistol remained firm in Soriana’s grasp as she leveled it meticulously in one hand.
First time I’ve come across them. She DID save my life.
The two motion forward, charging slowly within the sphere. However, they witness a VTOL aircraft hover upward, taking in a figure clutching to a ladder. Troy’s heart sinks as the kingpin glides away. Another enemy pilot looms, dropping a set of objects from afar. Virtuals fire missiles at the aircraft, but the pilot’s ship gleams, deflecting the rockets.
With Paolo lost at sight, Soriana’s left with no option but to strive through the foes. Reloading a magazine, she fires directly. The barrier releases openings to the travel of her bullets. The fiery eruptions obscure her shots. Vibrations ring within her bubble. Her grasp over Troy wavers. With each step, debris careens her directions endlessly. The last impact rams, jamming the barrier’s surface, and Soriana tumbles in Troy’s hands.
Goddamn!
Vulnerable, Troy kneels and grits to a sharp ringing to his wrist as he slaps aside a rocket. He catches one of the grenades, throwing it in a heartbeat. The detonation’s radius consumes the enforcers, but this act alone could only exacerbate their rage.
Engines rumble imminently. Troy covers his head to a swarm of large unicycles rolling ludicrously, tearing past the vehicles. Concrete splashes at him. Agents scurry, but the drone’s bladed wheels bypass through them, tearing the cyborgs in half. Troy’s legs freeze as one of the drones circulates over him and Soriana. Dust and sparks cyclone over the two like a tornado.
Soriana’s hair blows wildly. Troy attempts to open his mouth, but his voice muffles to the blade’s screech. His ears twist to the jarring sound, and he clutches to it. He looks down at Soriana, still kneeling. Her crestfallen expression meets his, and the two remain in quiescence in their inevitable position.
Suddenly the wind ceases, and a flare blinds him halfway. Troy steps back upon the ground drones shattering at once, leaving nothing but scrap arching above. The cyborg winces.
What’s happening?
Multiple enforcers scurry, crying out to each other only for a bright red beam to slice through their torsos. The perpetrator tumbles, losing grip over his grenade launcher. He gestures entreatingly, but the plasma pierces his face in a flash. Blood boils from the puncture carved in his nostril, and his skin disintegrates. The tension ceases.
Soriana sighs, wiping her forehead, and utters “Puneta” coldly to the decayed corpse.
Coughing to the smoke, Troy glances anxiously at a squad of gargantuan Gorillax mechs posed vigilantly. Steam belches from their thick cannons, and their dense angular feet trudge smoothly. Numerous vehicles park behind the FBI’s already ruined trucks. Virtual agents rush from behind the car’s rear door and the golden emblem of the leaping jaguar emblazons at the side of their gray armor vest. Troy’s blood pressure alleviates.
JOA. Good riddance.
“Thank God,” Soriana murmurs.
Troy gazes at Soriana, clasping her hand and raising the operatives. The two nod to each other. 
The PMCs rush to the scene, scanning the bodies of FBI cyborgs and civilians in the street. Many of the other pedestrians peep from behind their cars, murmuring among themselves tentatively. Troy’s nose twists to the air of kerosene lingering.
One of the JOA agents races to pursue them. A golden spark glimmers inside the space of his bionic triceps. He gazes squarely at all of them.
“Apologies,” he informs. “Everything okay?”
Troy gives a thumb up in reassurance, despite the situation being far from well. He arches his shoulder to a brief pain piercing his back.
The mood shifts when Soriana adds, “We’ve just lost the kingpin.”
She beckons to the sky above, and the PMC follows as if expecting to find a feather to glide from the clouds. He frowns.              
“Any air support?” Soriana supplicates. “Will be appreciated.”
“No worries. Our troops will secure the streets. Unless any volunteers.”
“Agents!” Troy calls aloud.
The surviving agents gather in unison, and one of them lifts an ear. Troy grimaces to seeing Jin and another comrade carrying over a crippled agent at hand. Fluid leaks from where a prosthetic limb of hers once resided. Blood oozes from the scratches on her face. Her hair alone sparks an alarm to Troy’s head.
Rebecca?
“She’s in bad condition,” Jin admonishes. His gaze locks conspicuously on Soriana as if hypnotized to such an anomaly.
Troy swallows. The words fell moot. In spite of the weather, his chest turns cold. This was the veteran whose years in the Division extended way ahead of his and welcomed him into the Division as a tyro. He would’ve never imagined Rebecca succumbing to the inevitable.
Rebecca lifts her head, meeting Troy’s gaze.
“I’ll recover,” she says weakly within his NI. 
Rivers steps in. He rests a hand over the wounded agent’s shoulder.
“I’ll be in watch of her, brother,” Rivers advises.
“We’ll be deploying airships to assist in ETA, three minutes,” the JOA agent states. “Question. Are you comfortable with sending these two alone on this? Or anyone else?”
“Permission granted,” Rivers says. “He has my trust.”
Ironically none of the FBI says a word, in contrast, presumably approbating in silence. Troy and Soriana glance at each other, and a sense of urgency meets them. No other option. After all, so much needed to be said between themselves.




Chapter 5
Eva sits patiently behind the desk, eyeing the desk lady trail to a restroom from across. The employee blends with the throng of travelers motioning back and forth in haste. Tourists trail their gaze solicitously over the baggage carousel as it motions, rushing over the other and picking up their package. The Virtual turns her head to two passersby calling each other’s names, rushing at each other rapturously with their suitcases.
“Daniel!” a young woman calls out.
“Sofia!” a traveler cries out as he embraces his partner. The two seal their eyes and their lips meet.   
An anomalous buzz crawls behind Eva’s back. Despite the sportive aura surrounding the International Airport, the chatter rattling in the airport could only exacerbate the cold feeling. She rubs her head as the nerves in her brain sting.
No word from Soriana. Where is she?
It’s been an hour since Soriana sent Eva and the team off to this airport. Her personal UAV was expected to give feedback. There’s no plausible chance in surmising where Dante Guzman could be without this update. No call. As much as she wanted to reach out, her heart trembled immensely as if a harbinger was imminent in her direction. Soriana wasn’t the officer to fall back on her follow-ups; that’s the officer Eva knew then. Something about this situation, it seemed like an anomaly. Nevertheless, there was still a chance of hope she and her comrades held.
Eva glances downward, analyzing the bracelet laced over her wrist. The star remains pinned toward the collar of her white dressing shirt, proudly emulating the white and twin cobalt bands that shaped this country, though her identity is one to be questioned. The Virtual purses her lips nonplussed to her freshly fair skin. She couldn’t put a word to it. The breeze brushes her shoulders, and she realizes how it’s been so many years. She finds herself a Hoya, walking on the headquarters marble floor, gazing quietly among fellow recruiters passing by. The Director stood, and the stern air imposed over him as he opened his mouth.
It’s been so many years. Years since, she used to shower her hands into the bucket of paint, dazzling the board fastidiously. Her mother’s eyes sealed as she stood behind her daughter, mirroring the texture of her face, until she opened her eyes, bewildered, upon completion. So long before the blast imploded beneath the electric pole. The pole tumbled over her, choking her body in a voltaic wave. Her bones and skin flared, and her world went crimson. The only scene she could remember was opening her eyes to bright light, and she sighed at the dark bionic craft structured on her palms. How could a device so superficial bear such semblance to her past? Rain was something.
Hope this idea work, Rain?
“Count on me, Moreci,” Rain states arbitrarily. The sound of his voice cracks within the hardware sealed inside her brain. “Our Camo Dissemblers will buy us a chance to blend. As long as we follow the script and beat time. We only got up to ten to make it happen.”
Her heart taps a single beat. Eva sets a finger to what was plastered at the center of her breast. 
“How are you from afar?”
“I’m still at the field’s tower. Get your tablet ready too. Sharing footage—”
“Hold on there.”
Eva lifts her head to someone presumably calling her name faintly. However, she only sees a couple of men dressed in green jerseys emblazoned with the flag of Brazil exchange high fives to each other. The operative draws her head cautiously for the tablet inside the desk’s draw until her legs jerk to a vibration.  
“Such a vibrant place,” she hears Hax say wistfully. “I can feel it.”
The Prowler’s form remains trapped in a sphere, encased in her black skirt’s pocket. Eva just happened to locate him solo as she was making her way inside this place. It amazed her that a drone, witness and survivor of the Bautista assault, could bring forth such reminiscence. The onus is high on her to keep him safe and fill in the role for the Virtual he lost.
“Stay firm, Hax,” she says gently. “Let’s not repeat the tragedy.”
“Esperanza!”
Eva’s ears alarm instantly. She widens her eyes to the desk lady approaching her once. The employee straightens her watch.
The Virtual rises and reaches for the tablet. Eva signals with her fingers, gesturing a finger upwards before crossing her arms together. The desk lady smiles with a wave, but once Eva turns her face, the paleness subsides immediately.
At last.
Maintaining distance from the desk and advancing left of the terminal’s hall, Eva whips out the tablet. The ID tag of her pseudonym slings around her neck. An airplane’s shadow looms over the terminal’s window stand, obfuscating the light briefly. Her voice reverberates.
“Okay. Ready when you are—”
The screen activates before she can continue. Eva winces to a tunnel emerging toward an airplane’s entrance. Then, from within the tunnel’s window, peep three men stalking casually. Two guards in armored vests trudge, but the one that sparked her attention is the suited passengers trailing coolly.
Guzman?
“That’s him,” Rain confirms, “He’s just got off his flight. They’re making their way to your floor in two minutes.”
Eva looks over to her right. Her shoulders shift, preparing for what’s about to occur. 
“Everything okay, Rip?” Eva asks the Martial. “Guzman’s on his way.”
His whistle echoes in her neural interface. “Interesting. Van’s still waiting. Still clear on your Spanish yet?”
She shakes her head indefinitely. Soriana, in fact, did lecture her on the Latin tongue on a daily basis as Eva adapted to the conditions surrounding Latin America. Notwithstanding, the ability slipped from her from time, leaving her with lingual remnants. If it wasn’t Portuguese, her voice had little to offer. What mattered to her is obliterating any possibility of this meeting between the target and Mendoza to initiate.
“No,” she says curtly. “I do remember, though. Okay…long as we trap him inside that car, no turning back. Clear?”
“Guess I got to be your robo-translator then, commander. I’m going to let the Apt in my head sync in with your hardware, and you repeat as follow. Permission?”
“Yes.”
She had to adulate SMART’s development for this type of augmentation. One of the many ways Virtuals and Martials are alike in many ways. No human can get a hold of this. Imagine the conundrum she would be in if she were forced to walk on this operation alone.
It didn’t take long for the three to rise from an escalator and approach her direction. Eva observes the target clearly as she turns off the tablet and places it behind her. Guzman rubs his shaved brown hair. His red necktie swings as he motions. Slim, about five feet tall, and the lens on his spectacles glint. One of his guards gazes over the place sharply like a vulture, and beads of rings lock at his left eyebrow. His frame’s tantamount to a sturdy boar.
Oh no. They’re coming.
“No worries. Synced in.”
The Salvadoran politician’s voice gains as he nears, and Eva bows gauchely. Upon laying eyes on the operative and her tag, Guzman smiles. Judging from his face, it was best to assume the politician was somewhere in his early forties.
“That man,” Hax mutters grimly.
“¿Hola?” Eva greets. Her cheeks flush. “Su uh…Dante Guzman.”
“Pick up the pace,” Rain admonishes suddenly in a whisper. She complies. “Double manage.”
“Si si,” Guzman approbates. His unstinting voice held her back, but in a way that impeded resistance boiling inside her. The blood in her veins slows. “Y eres Esperanza Garcia. Muy bien. Veo que tenemos otra adición a la seguridad.” [“And you are Esperanza Garcia. Very well. I see we have another addition to security.”]
His words spill rapidly over her, and her head gyrates. The politician’s smile offered a sense of amicability that seemed genuine. The same couldn’t be said about his guards, who gazed icily at her. She felt the energy in their eyes breathe chillingly at her, lowering her temperature. If it weren’t for the guards, any pedestrian wouldn’t even think of associating a figure such as Guzman with such a devious syndicate.
Her trepidation is cut when Rip utters generically, “Si. Me asignaron para ser su asistente. Le estan esperando recogerle. Sigame.” [“Yes. I was assigned to be your assistant. They are waiting to pick you up. Follow me.”]
“Uh…si,” Eva repeats as she strolls in front of the three. The bead at her chest ticks. “Me asignaron para ser su asistente. Le estan esperando afuera. Seguir." [“I was assigned to be your assistant. They are waiting for you outside. Follow.”]
No English. No English.
Those were the thoughts that played in her mind as the words spilled from her mouth. Her tongue twists.
The pierced guard steps close. “¿Te he visto alguna vez?”  
The cold asperity in his tone punctured her chest like a bear’s claw digging the soil for its food. Her tongue twists. 
“No seas ridiculo, Jose,” Guzman abdicates jokingly. He chortles. “Ridículo. La gente tiene demasiadas caras para basar suposiciones. No te preocupes por mis guardias, Esperanza. No es tan indulgente. Estoy seguro de que harás todo lo posible para ayudar.” [“Ridiculous. People have too many faces to base assumptions. Don't worry about my guards, Esperanza. It's not that forgiving. I'm sure you will do everything you can to help.”]
Eva looks over and gestures with a hand. She heaves as she advances. Her heels click on the floor’s surface. A quad drone glides pass the four, and she looks away from the lighting flashing from its eye.
“Ok, Moreci,” Rip states, “Caminemos hacia arriba.”
“¿Qué pasa, bonita?”
“Caminemos hacia arriba,” Eva regurgitates, turning a blind eye to the arbitrary compliment. She signals to one of the escalators on the right and steps in hastily. “Vamos.”
“Oh, se está adelantando demasiado a mí, señora,” Guzman says. [“Oh, you're getting too ahead of me, ma'am.”]
Nevertheless, he tags along, cuing his guards to race up the steps. Eva finally makes landing, blinking to the gamut of cafes surrounding her. The sapid aroma hardens her nose, and the laughter in the room inundates her nerves. Her optics endure a slight scratch. Despite this, she persists in leading the politician. The bead ticks again. Her pace continues, and for what seems to be minutes passing, Guzman opens his mouth. 
“Necesito ver a Mendoza brevemente,” he says. Guzman reaches for the cell phone in his pocket. “No he tenido noticias de él en un tiempo. Espera brevemente.”
[“I haven't heard from him in a while. He waits briefly.”]
“Todavía podemos seguir adelante como usted,” Rip states. [“We can still carry on like you.”]
“Todavía podemos…seguir adelante como usted,” Eva repeats.
“Mejor conexión, Esperanza.”
“¿No hay problema?” Jose questions almost critically to her.
“Let’s see,” Rip comments.
Guzman dials on the phone screen, and he places it quickly to his ear. The silent guard juggles the suitcase around his arms, gazing at the staffers serving tamales to the throng of customers. Jose, watching over his superior, takes the chance to glower at the operative. Those eyes, they are itching to tear at her veneer, and if they met once, as he claimed, how much does he know about her? How much? Eva wasn’t too eager to discover. If she had a way to put an end to his misery, then now would be the best option once she nears Rip.
“¡Mendoza!” he acknowledges. “Salgo del aeropuerto para esta reunión. Estás bien tú y tus hombres—”
Suddenly his expression turns quizzical as a jarring sound echoes in the background. Soon it’s dominated by a whistle that becomes tortuous. The three of the men jerk to the sound, unnerved by such a cacophony. Eva strokes her ear deeply, all too aware of the instigator behind this machination.
Rip?
“Keep urging them,” Rain remarks. As soon as he says this, Eva freezes to a rapid snap on her Dissembler. “That’s your chance. Time’s racing.”
Guzman turns off the connection before he can fluster to Rip’s whistling. He places it in his pocket immediately. He gazes at everyone, lowering his spectacles and rubbing his eyes.
“¿Qué fue eso de?” the second guard questions. This was perhaps the first time Eva ever heard him say anything contrary to his eerie counterpart. [“What was that for?”]
“Estoy seguro de que otros están en el mismo barco que yo,” Guzman says. “Ese podría ser yo.”
“Podría ser un percance a distancia. Es mejor que continuemos el ritmo antes de que sea demasiado tarde,” Rip says. [“It could be a mishap from a distance. We better pick up the pace before it's too late."]
“Vamos. Vamos,” Eva urges almost flatly. “Podría ser un percance a distancia. Es mejor que continuemos el ritmo antes de que sea demasiado tarde.”
Guzman complies, signaling his guards to follow. Eva’s tag jingles as she advances in celerity.
“What’s going on?” she questions Rip. Eva takes a shot behind her, observing the politician’s following.
“Mendoza’s number’s buried into my brain,” Rip says slyly. “So I got access to the calls received. Communications between the two are hijacked to keep him rolling.”
So you’re his alternate receiver. Brilliant. 
“Well you’re almost there,” the Martial states, “Continuemos hasta que nos acerquemos “a las dos últimas escaleras mecánicas.” ["Let's continue until we get closer to the last two escalators."]
She points a finger forward, continuing to feign knowledge. “Continuemos hasta que nos acerquemos a las dos últimas escaleras mecánicas.”
Eva hears the Dissembler echo. She stares down, and her fears could only aggravate as the light on her chest flickers. Feeling her heart race rapidly, Eva gestures to the three behind her, clutching to her chest as the light’s azure hue repeatedly illuminates over her hand.
Her hair dances as she trudges hurriedly. Just when she comes across a group of travelers blockading her way, the phone at her skirt’s side buzzes.
Not now.
“Perdón. Perdón,” she repeatedly says as she gains a way to open space. The red creeps on her face, and she looks away from another quad drone passing by. How flummoxing time can speed by so quickly. Even more vexing is this alarming call. She couldn’t falter and expose herself like this, not when these three men are behind her. However, the fate of that seemed so inevitable for her.
Her mouth hangs to travelers descending from one of the short escalators. The call continues to ring. A restroom is close by. Nearing the spot, Eva glances above and faces Guzman.
“They’re coming up,” Eva says. She pants. “My Dissembler’s running out.”
“Arriba. Conductor en la entrada.” [“Above. Driver at the entrance.”]
“Arriba. Conductor en la entrada,” she says. Her nerves twist. The phone continues to alarm. “Estare de vuelta.”
“Así que esto es todo,” Guzman says, stepping foot into the escalator. “Al menos se agradece tu ayuda.” [“So this is it. At least your help’s appreciated.”]
With no other words said, she brushes her way into the restroom. Whipping out her cell phone, she throws her head back to unexpected contact. How could this be true?
Her all this time?
The bead clicks, brightening than ever. Nevertheless, to get rid of the weight, she activates the communication indirectly.
“Moreci?” Soriana’s voice calls out. “Apologies for the situation. I’ve been undergone--”
Eva grunts. She turns her head in all directions, shaking to anyone in view.
“Moreci,” she emphasizes. “I couldn’t hear. What’s going on? Is—”
“No. No,” she hisses aloud before disconnecting the line urgently. As her chest taps, the veneer over her shivers slightly.
She bursts her way out, but a hot grasp yanks at the top of her arm. Eva gasps as she locks eyes on Jose dragging her by the wrist.
“I knew something was strange about you,” Jose says chillingly. “Now we have the answers.”
Eva wriggles, but his grip retains a stance like stone. Her muscles tighten. Soon they reach the top base of the terminal, and the dissembler cracks as Jose flings her down. Her identity transmutes, and the flesh on her skin gives way to pure steel. Her black armor suit shines dully. Raising her head, Eva gulps to Guzman standing next to Rip. The robot’s wrist remains trapped in his grasp, and the politician raises it. Guzman gazes at her, the amity no longer present in his expression, now replaced with a dull smugness. 
“So this is what the CIA brought forth to carry on my assassination,” he says aloud. “A shame the limit of your gadgets caught up to you two so easily.”
Eva’s spine crawls to the sharpness in hearing him speak her native tongue. Rip’s pixelated eyes glance sideways, unsure to the situation he’s got himself to. Airport security agents brush aside the perturbed travelers watching from afar. Their weapons were aimed in her direction.
I can’t believe it.
“I have to admit,” he continues. Guzman waves his cell phone, smiling gently. “You’re a very intelligent agent. I’m hurt, yet amazed.” He raises an eyebrow toward Rip. “This Martial’s voice alone, however, gave out the cues I needed to crack down on this foul play.”
“You’ve been too lenient Guzman,” Jose states. He draws out a revolver, lowering it to her head. “This cyborg’s been executing our officials for too long.”
Eva meets Rip’s gaze sternly as if sharing the same grief. She then levels her focus on everyone facing her. The murmurs rattle her nerves. Guards surround the terminal’s entrance to where the pickup’s parked. The tables were in favor of Guzman. Whatever hope she had left in precluding this situation has vanished. She locks her sights at the handle sealed at her waistband, and a shadow creeps over her eyes.
We’re deadlocked.
“Moreci?” Rain asks arbitrarily.
“We’ve been burned, Rain,” she implies imminently. “Get out of there if you can. I’m calling the action in three seconds.”
“Ok.”
Her optics consolidates over her marked enemies.
“Stay ready, Hax.”
The time hits its mark. Eva gyrates, wielding her foot over Jose. He tumbles, and his back lands on the floor. Before he can rise, Eva presses her fist to his chest. Spikes arch from the tip of her knuckles, nailing into the skin in an instant. Guzman’s glasses tumble upon Eva ripping the spikes from his chest. Blood flings to the marble floor. 
“Go hot, Rip!”
Commotion breaks as the Martial unleashes a dense whistle. The people stagger. Breaking from Guzman’s grip, Rip swats his arm against the politician’s temple. Guzman slides back over the packages.
“¡Fuego!”
Flares snap in her direction. Eva draws a hand into her pocket and tosses the sphere. Claws evolve, reaching toward the gunmen. The shape transitions into its predatory form, buying her a chance to leap. The bullets dart, and gravity delays all motion before her. Whipping her handle, Eva glowers at the firing squad circling her. Her body vanishes like a mirage, and the bullets pierce effortlessly into the vapor. One of the guards gasps.
“¡Hey! ¿Dónde está —”
He grunts to a sudden slash over the abdomen. Eva’s form reappears in a heartbeat to the red squirting rapidly behind her. The Oni gleams at the tip of her nose. Her muscles reverberate to the voltaic charge enveloping over her katana’s azure surface. 
Eva eyes several of the guards preparing to fire her way, but she teleports once more. Slashes whoosh over their bodies effortlessly, severing them from their limbs. She looms directly at a yelping officer before wielding her sword clockwise through the officer’s jaw smoothly. Another officer’s shadow lunges for her behind, but she thrusts the blade’s carbon steel edge without a single glance. The victim coughs wildly, and red saliva drips at her prosthetic arm.
Drawing out her baton, an airport officer rushes angrily until Hax lunges for her. She twitches, and the Prowler bears and gnashes at her face, ending her suffering. Assistants behind the desk counter stand and scram. Armed officers rush in. The Prowler’s jaw illuminates like an inferno, and a scorching star spits into the counter’s space. The first officer leaps, but the blast’s radius snags him from behind. Packages decimate one by one, and officers flail as their bodies disintegrate.
Travelers from afar scram. Suitcases roll through the stampede. Multiple officers barge from the crowd, and laser dots aim at the intruders.
“Got this one Hax!”
Eva shoots a number of kunais out her knuckles before teleporting. Hax evades swiftly from the rapid-fire. The knives cling with the bullets simultaneously. That is, until one of the knives succeeds in imploding, obfuscating the officers in a shroud of dense smoke.
Rip charges through the enemies like a rhino, flinging the officers in mid-air. A bladed edge pierces behind his steel arm. Unmoved, the Martial hurls the officer by the arm, slamming his back toward the surface. A barrage of fists drills crazily into the guard’s face until a foe tackles him. The android rises, lifting her as she thrashes her legs helplessly. 
“Eva!” he cries. “Fetch!”
The officer glides toward the operative’s direction, and her Oni slides through her spine like butchered meat. Eva narrows her focus to her right, witnessing a shadow rise and sprint toward the terminal’s entrance. Her hair rises.
Oh no. It’s over for him.
“Let’s go!” Rip barks.
“Leave him to me!”
The steam snakes its way into the ground, trapping her ankles like sand. Soon she frowns to a number of buzzes picking up behind her. Her back shifts.
“I will target the quad drones,” Hax assures the cyborg.
Once the dark-steel jaguar sprints, Eva dashes for the suspect and slices at the iron entrance. Shards and debris fly around her, sprinkling her cheeks. She spirals her katana at the gunners, deflecting the gunfire coming her way. Salvadoran officers tumble to bullets piercing their limbs. A collision rams her down, and she skids. The Oni knocks from her hand.
A truck halts and agents get off the seats. She grunts to a stern pain. Nevertheless, she brushes it off, clutching and tearing it into the road’s concrete stance. The officers draw their weapons, and she rolls and snaps out of view. Their bullets ricochet on the road. In three seconds, the Virtual blitz in the eyes of the first officer. Breaking him from his startle, she delivers a jabbing cut to his stomach. Spit belches out his mouth. The officer has no room to process pain as Eva rounds a kick to his face, cracking his collarbone and spinning his body upward. 
The driver recoils, screaming as he flees. Eva flips onto the car’s front and wheels her body in mid-air. She slings her foot at the back of the driver’s neck, crushing his face to the concrete. Pinning his nose to the concrete, she calls a hand outward. The Oni’s handle magnets to her, and she impales the saber twice at the back of the driver’s skull.
Guzman taps at a passing van. The door opens, and a hand reaches out for the man. Eva jogs, firing a knife at his back. The figure howls as the firecrackers engulf him, snaking its way toward the driver. Guzman falls flat while Eva trails. The sunlight beams on her sword as she drags it smoothly on the street’s ground.
Smoke hisses from within the airport’s entrance, slithering its way into the afternoon. Pedestrians continue to scatter. Scars swell over Guzman’s skin, and his fabric charred in burns. Crawling, he glances over, glowering at his hunter.
“You will regret this—”
Eva plunges her Oni, driving it abruptly into his chest. Guzman glances downward at the voltaic saber penetrated inside him. She thrusts it further, and he clutches a hand to the bladed surface, shivering to the skin sizzling on his palm. Blood slivers down his lips, and the moment she yanks her sword, a fountain of blood gushes from the puncture. His body plummets. Guzman’s eyes roll back. Light gleams over his corpse as if the unknown heavens have finally claimed their victim.
You’re done running.
Salvadorans gather hesitantly, surrounding her. She takes a dab at the blood tainted on her blade, sculpting her finger down on the part of the dry pavement. The blood scales in an anomalous pattern, and the kanji vaunts itself on the concrete.
死.
Her lips remain sealed as she rises, gazing at everyone equally.
“Dante Guzman’s dead,” she declares into her hardware. “Team. I repeat. Dead.”
Hax looms from the tarnished entrance, nearing her side, along with Rip and Rain. Bystanders step back tentatively from the entry as they pass. Rain crumbles the pseudo-ID in his hand, gazing upward to the light. Ironically his orange safety vest remains over his scaly torso. Prowler’s blue eyes spark, illuminating small rays that scan over the cadaver.
“Such wasted life,” he says lugubriously. 
She rubs the Prowler’s head, knowing that she avenged someone that she never met. Rip trudges, digital eyes narrowed quizzically to the gritty air.
“So it’s finally done, Moreci?” Rip questions shockingly. His muscles vibrate within his black exoskeleton. The android twists his wounded arm and the gash sizzles.
Eva returns her comrade’s gaze and steps back a few feet as Rip stares downward at the grisly sight, sealing away the Oni’s blade as she did. Silence lingers around them. She endured a chunk of weight diminishing from her hands.
Witnesses stand over the airport’s ceiling cover, leaning behind the edifice’s tribal architectures and locking phone cameras her way. She has no words for these humans. This is how far they can witness, and it is a pity how inconspicuous they are to the truth. The truth about Guzman’s machinations behind the shadows; the causalities he surreptitiously sponsored against the Jaguars of Apollo, the only sane guardians these civilians had. Someday the people that watched her so blankly, will find their answer. She did them a favor. Regardless, it had to be done.




Chapter 6
The JOA pilot shifts his hands on the control stick as his ship advances in the sky. The bustling clouds slap on the anterior view. A dim ringing vibrates like a leakage inside the VTOL, and Troy examines one of the riot shields hanging on the wall while one hand remains on the phone. He hears Soriana sigh.
“I’m in pursuit now,” Troy says in a hushed voice. His lips barely move. 
“I’m at my studio. But I have heard someone serious went down at Saint Oscar,” Alana implies chillingly. “They’re still—”
“Lower it some,” Troy advises.
“Yeah. They…they—they’re now saying there was some escalation. Don’t know the rest though, yet.”
Troy scratches his chin and looks back at Soriana briefly. The air around him turns dark.
“I’ll get to you, Alana. Now it is basically…not the best. See you.”
He ends the line indirectly without touching the screen and Troy continues their examination.
“Still nothing from her,” she says to herself anxiously. Soriana flips the cell phone upside down, rubbing the anterior against her lap. 
The minute Troy rounds the shield’s handle over his arm; a sudden alarm jerks him back. 
“Nearing the target!” the pilot alerts.
Troy advances, standing behind the pilot’s seat. His bionic fingers tingle upon witnessing a black aircraft floating sluggishly below, philistine to its rival’s existence. Troy looks back, signaling the CIA officer urgently to him. However, her view only lasts for a minute as the Virtual pilot quickly overshadows the sighting of the Cartel’s jet.
Doubt if he knows we’re on his ass.
“Open the exit!” Troy commands as he approaches the door. “We got it from here!”
“You’re sure?”
“Yeah!”
The door ascends, and the cyborg clutches to the stand as he blinks to the air, whistling toward his face furiously. The color on his lens fluctuates to the aerial pressure. His heart pounds, and that can only magnify once he spots a suited passenger standing close to the edge of the enemy jet’s edge. He jabs a finger in Troy’s direction, mumbling something so esoteric in the wind below, before fleeing inside. Troy kneels, glancing at Soriana, whose eyes were as widened as what she’s seen. She kneels alongside Troy, holding onto his gaze as the streaks on her hair bloom.
They’re ready then.
“You’re set?” Soriana inquires. Ivory plates wrap like a shell around her ankles. A spark ignites underneath her cleats, stemming a melting print on the plane’s ground surface.
His loaded rifle slings behind him. Troy opens his hands, and plates grow within his palms. Nodding toward the human, Troy dives from the edge. His cybernetic foot whooshes as he descends, and his lips flap. His skin turns numb. Meanwhile, Soriana’s feet ignite, and the blue flames whip as gravity drives her down.
His hands land on one of the jet’s wings. The suited instigator aims a pistol until he jolts to a shot below his feet. He tumbles, losing balance, and his screams beat loudly as he plummets.
“Follow!” Troy says.
Biting his lip, Troy crawls underneath the wing hastily, and his grips clap with each motion. The jet’s blades wheel and saliva leach from his clenched teeth, sucking into the whirling sabers. His weight hardens to the pressure inundating him.
“Watch out!”
Troy turns around and gasps to an imposing spectator no other than Paolo Mendoza approaching from the shadows. Smirking, the kingpin levels out his arm, injecting a needle at a fresh surface. Troy’s chest pounds to the auric fluid diminishing on the syringe.
He’s injecting himself with the Fox drug. No!
He thrusts his body from the wing’s surface like a bullet, feeling his shin collide toward the kingpin’s chest. Troy’s weight crashes with the rogue spearhead inside the VTOL, and he rolls. The syringe shatters upon fall, and the gold liquid sizzles on the ground.
Troy rises on his knee only to blink to a dark hand snatching him by the face. Ascending from the ground once again, he grunts to his spine, enduring a sharp pain upon instant slam. Opening his eyes, Troy stares up at Mendoza, raising a twin of round-shaped blades. He brings them down, but the shield activates in Troy’s arm in seconds. Unmoved, the kingpin hollers manically as he continues to pound his axes simultaneously like drumsticks. Stars crack into Troy’s shield, and his body reverberates to the rapid impact. That is, until a shot bolts toward his shoulder.
Fresh stream of golden pus lingers from the wound on his shoulder, but Mendoza snubs the injury. The kingpin looks to his right. He charges and greets home to Soriana dangling from the edge, stung by a string of thunderous boots jabbing at his face like hooves. The final jab hurls the kingpin against the wall of cargo, and the boxes tumble. However, the enemies maintain their persistence. Soon when Soriana hops in, an enforcer tackles her from behind.
As Soriana intercepts her foe, the pilot’s assistant opens fire toward Troy, but the cyborg deflects the shot with his damaged shield. The blow shatters the lower piece of his shield. The bullet bounces over one of the walls, and the assistant chokes to a zap piercing his throat. As Troy sees the passenger slip out into the clouds, he steps back to an enforcer sprinting his way.
Troy flings the broken shield like a Frisbee, dealing a cut to the enforcer’s nose. Before the enforcer can strike once more, the jet’s interior fluctuates, and Troy shifts backward. His limbs shake. The enforcer skids toward the stack of cargo, and Troy snatches his assault rifle. The cyborg skids downward and releases the trigger, firing a spray of bullets through the vest. Nevertheless, the enforcer doesn’t fall to his knees so easily. Troy attempts to fire at the head, but the enforcer reaches for the rifle’s barrel. Troy’s heart goes inert.
The boxes topple over the two as they struggle. An auric streak glints over the enforcer’s pupils as he spins with the agent. Troy’s back hits against the wall, and the rifle jiggles in his clutch. Rapid-fire bellows clockwise, and several rounds hit the pilot’s seat. Blood splashes at the window, but the last three shots pierce into the plane’s controls. Soon the world around them cyclones and Troy wobbles.
Goddamn!
Boxes fly out of the door, sucked into the clouds. Losing grip, Troy staggers back and lands against a corner, abutted by the open exit. Troy’s heart races to the wind roaring angrily inside, satiating to take everyone in its arms. Hanging on to a railing above, Soriana clutches her adversary’s head by the ankles, and a bone cracks as she twists her hip. His hands clutch toward the exit’s edge, holding on for stance as a body and his rifle get taken by an invisible grasp.
He flinches to a stack of boxes erupting before him. Blood drips from Mendoza’s eye, and the side of his face is swollen in bruises. Troy sees him pound the ground, but his diversion steps in as the recalcitrant enforcer trudges. Soriana throws herself forward, thrusting her knees at the jaw. Tooth snap from his mouth as the impact jams him toward the empty seat and discards him like excrement into the wind.
The air pulls Soriana back, and Troy manages to reach and catch her by the hand. Her mouth hangs as her legs dangle outward. Her scarf slips from her neck and disintegrates to the jet’s blades. Her cleats roar, holding her afloat. The aircraft swirls than ever, and Troy’s head bumps. He spots the close button on his left and sighs. Meanwhile, his veins protrude as he pulls the operative with all his might inside.
“¡Hijo de perra!”
Troy kicks a box toward a sudden motion, racing at him. The cyborg flings Soriana inside before punching his hand at the button. Soon when the door seals from the air’s madness, Troy blinks to a sharp edge pressed against his bionic arm. The Virtual swats underneath his chin, throwing the kingpin off. Stumbling to the swift motion, Troy’s eyes flash to a booming kick landing on top of Mendoza’s temple. The kingpin careens. An auric highlight lingers from the blood that trails from him.
How many goddamn kicks he’s going to take? Goddamn.
“This paralyzer should do!” she cries. “Catch!”
Soriana tosses a marble tube in Troy’s hands. The Virtual skids over a rising Mendoza, impaling the tube’s needle into the kingpin’s abdomen. Mendoza howls to the sting quivering him. The golden hue in the kingpin’s eyes vacillates, buying Troy time to roll him flat despite the space shifting violently around the two. 
“Devices cannot hold me down, scrapdog!” Mendoza censures.
“Get to the stick! Go!” Troy declares as the VTOL shakes. The siren flares crimson over him, followed by an instant boom outside. He swallows. “I’ll subdue him!”
As bizarre as that suggestion was, Troy knew how far-fetched it would be thinking he and Soriana can survive without at least taming this plane. Not when this hound is at hand.
He snatches the cuffs from his gear belt and locks one end around Mendoza’s wrist. Meanwhile, Soriana rushes to the seat. She manages to get a hand on the stick.
The ship gyrates even further like debris locked in the hands of a tornado. Troy grits his teeth to a VTOL blade, embellished in an inferno, swirl from view. A street sighting begins to loom visibly feet below.
“¡Coño! It’s jammed!” Soriana warns. She shifts with the stick. “Annnd—no. No!”
The keys on the stand in front of her spark, and a small blaze flickers near her. Mendoza chortles.
“Get back now!” Troy shouts. “Go! Go!”
His words fall dead as an abrupt jam throws Troy backward. His back crashes to the rear wall, and he freezes to the interior, crumbling. Debris rushes through, and his vision turns black upon a sudden knock.
***
Dull cries burrow into Troy’s ears like evanescent specters in his memory, followed by two gunshots. The cyborg’s fingers screech on hard pavement. Pain swarms over his body like a sharp venom. His hands fold over a rocky substance, and Troy strives to raise his hand.
How am I halfway alive?
The obliqueness in his vision alleviates as he spots a voltaic dome evaporating away out of a figure, followed by two shadows intercepting each other. Sparks flare with each clash. He crawls to the misty scene until he freezes to a knife falling near his nose.
His optics lock toward Soriana, stumbling and clutching her stomach. She grunts to a sudden kick flinging her weight back, and her body rolls next to Troy. His mouth drops.
Shit!
Soriana shivers on the ground, inept to proceed. Enduring a bolt of energy snake inside his veins, Troy glowers at the menace gleaming in Mendoza’s golden eyes. Blood drips from the tip of the kingpin’s tomahawks.
“Rise UP, scrapdog!” Mendoza’s voice screeches. He trudges through the smoke. “No whore and man can protect you this time!”
Troy glares down at the handcuff severed from its twin and then at the knife resting on the ground. The voices of mandating linger over him like raindrops, freezing him. That is, until he seals them away and blood drips from his eyelash. His world becomes red.
So be it.
Troy snatches the knife and sprints. The kingpin sweeps with his axes at one, but he misses Troy by an inch to the nose. The cyborg dives, sliding as he skids his knife through Mendoza’s armpit. The skin splits.
Mendoza jerks to the blood squirting underneath his arm, and a tomahawk drops. His efforts to retrieve it are cut when Troy kicks him to the temple. The tomahawk slips in Troy’s hands, and the Virtual races forward, swiping at his abdomen in blitz motion. Troy’s blood pressure accelerates. Mendoza could only stumble further as Troy wields at the kingpin’s vest plate, and sharp vertical gap envelopes within it.
Blood continues to hiss like a fountain from inside Mendoza’s armpits, soaking his sandy pants. The color in his pupils flickers, and so do the veins protruding on his skin. Troy steps in, crossing the knife and axe at hand against his neck. With a single release, Troy deals the cutting blow.
Troy hurls his bionic foot forward, careening Mendoza near the crash site. The Guatemalan hisses as he shakes on the ground. The flames cease from Troy’s feet with every step he takes. Pedestrians gather, surrounding him like a ghost behind the fog. A father seizes his son before he can rush into the scene with naivety.
The melees slip from Troy’s hands as he gazes downward at the travesty displayed. Mendoza lays, gritting his teeth to the blood flowing from the cross-shaped gash planted over his neck. His vest, charred from the blaze, now soaks in the blood of its user.
“Fuck…you,” he croaks. The anomalous scar that extends to his lip drenches in a red stream. Mendoza scratches his nails on the concrete. “You’ve finally out-dueled me.”
Troy’s head throbs, and he rubs his temple. The smoke’s particles land base on his skin. He was as trapped in his shock, never thinking this situation would escalate like this.
“You have no fucking idea what you have done, eh?”
“Your career’s done, Mendoza,” Troy says impartially. “You’ve chosen this.”
Mendoza cracks an enervated laugh, only to spew crimson saliva. Troy watches Soriana motion forward, leveling the muzzle of her pistol at the kingpin. A linear bloodstain betrays through the lower part of her vest. Her cheeks riddle in dark ashes, and the officer ignores the outside attention locking on her. 
“Look around you cyborg,” Mendoza continues as the tone of his voice loses its strength. His dark pupils gloss sideways. “You have NO allies. You may be proud, but it CHANGES nothing. Drug Wars…they have no bounds, no matter how much you try. Latinoamérica is the foundation of survival, and we fight to keep it that way. Something you cyborgs will never know. We’re the regulators, not destroyers.”
Troy’s eyes remain fixated on the dying kingpin. Whatever words the fugitive uttered crumble in his ears. His chest turns numb. Meanwhile, Soriana’s grip on the trigger quivers.
“But, if you insist with your black and white fantasy…I will no longer stop you. My people, they’re all yours.” 
As he draws his last breath and seals his eyes, Mendoza leaves his head to tilt. His mouth hangs, and drool slivers on the crimson pool he laid on. The perturbation running in Troy’s mind placates. It’s been many years since the Mendoza Cartel inflicted so much trepidation in not only his life but the lives of those like him. Yet Troy found it flummoxing how far he rose in that span, from being struck as an insular student, obliterated from his limbs, and to this hour, the time has surely hardened him. He didn’t warrant this choice. Nor was this suggested. Nonetheless, the Virtual knew that his options were in paucity. Death was no answer for Troy or for Soriana. Now, after years of pursuit, Mendoza chose this end with intent. A perennial nightmare, which has lingered behind his tail, has finally snapped, giving the cyborg a wave of clarity. 
“Is he…” Soriana says, aching in anxiety. She brings down her pistol, and the blood on her face subsides. “Is he—”
“Yeah,” Troy states blankly. 
The smoke bellowing from the fallen jet obscures the sun above them and continues to swarm the intersection. He rubs off the sweat plastered on his nose. Soon his daze shatters to another engine rumbling above. Troy’s fist clenches.
Goddamn. More trouble?
Palm trees sway to a dense breeze, and pedestrians cover their eyes. Soriana stands along with Troy, and the two exchange questioning glances before they take a step forward to a white aircraft descending on the road. Its wings fold upon landing, and the flare illuminating from the aircraft’s engine ceases. Troy’s doubts break toward the presence of a golden leaping jaguar emblazoned on the top of the jet.
He signals Soriana as he witnesses the jet’s door open. A broad-shouldered official, if not a strikingly familiar one, hops onto the streets. The smoke’s particles adjure from his presence as if deeming itself too squalid to stain the man’s skin, which was as tan as an armadillo’s shell. His dressing pants correlate with the color that represents his jet.  His slick hair remains tenacious through the breezing wind. Troy hears Soriana groan under her breath.
Aiden Ottoman?
“Well, this is a turnout,” he says aloud to the two. The private company’s CEO strolls smoothly, trudging with such a swagger despite the tumultuous air lingering around. He looks over and waves off the bystanders staring dryly, and several Salvadorans step away. A crystallized green ring gleams around a finger of his. Ottoman directs his focus onto the two agents standing.
“Agents,” he acknowledges. Then he clasps his hands upon looking at Soriana. “Salazar.”
“How did you find us?” Soriana questions strangely. The mood in her tone deepens.
Ottoman raises an eyebrow, saying, “Well, you see, I was alarmed by the situation, thanks to my savvy pilots.” He peeks over her shoulder, folding his arms and grimacing to the now charred VTOL. “Surprised you’re still alive. I was ready to SNAP him myself.”
Soriana shoves the pistol abruptly inside her holster.  Meanwhile, Ottoman passes through the two, staring musingly at the corpse. He folds his arms, and a glint sparks in his dark eyes as he hums callously.
“So you two finally put him down,” he says.
Soriana frowns. “N—that was…”
She looks over at Troy, who nods almost unpassionately toward Ottoman in approbation. The last drops of blood slip from the cyborg’s bionic fingers.
“Had no other way,” he states.
A supercilious smile crosses Ottoman lips.  
“Agent Levi,” He nodded. “Hell, I’m mused because the truth of the matter is, there was ‘no other way’ to begin with.” He looks toward Soriana once again, taking a box of cigarettes. He inserts a cigarette into his mouth. “Your partner’s an impressive one. You two make a good duet.”
“This was an inadvertent move,” Soriana abrogates, shaking her head.
“And an ideal one that speaks for itself. The fool’s ravaged my company for too long.” He looks elsewhere from her, grabbing his lighter and kindling at the tip. “Now, you heed me, Levi. I served as a Ranger and operative for many decades. There were no such things as a second chance. Otherwise, you will be another trophy to them.” He rests his hands inside the pockets of his company’s vest. The cigar ignites gently. “Director Wayne can rest on his words.” 
The CEO may have had a point in his argument. After all, he suffered the brunt of losing his contractors to such a reprehensible strike a month ago. Yet what matters to Troy is that the people that suffered at the mercy of the Cartel can finally taste the sky’s air. The people no longer have to look over their shoulders in fear.
Troy glances at Soriana, whose injury still remains intact. “She may need some care,”
He takes a peak at her, raising an eye. “Hmm. She will be fine. Nothing too critical.”
“I won’t be so amped in my ego if that were me,” she says, watching him let go of the cigarette and whistle vapor upward.
Tacit, Ottoman tosses the cigar, letting it fall flat on the kingpin’s body.
“It’s best I block my ears to the what-ifs,” Ottoman states, “Otherwise, you wouldn’t be walking with a V-man. Killed in action, fair as that, Salazar. I’ll rendezvous with you with the other VCOs. They’ve been anticipating for you.”
Ottoman moves on, making his way toward the plane. The smoke begins to diminish around them, and Salvadorans yet remain in position, hooked in their shock as they watch the official advance. The ashes burn bright at the chest of Mendoza’s cadaver, and the steam emerging from the cigar dims, forever erased by the clearing sunlight. 




Chapter 7
The JOA aircraft makes its landing at the field of an occupied air base. The engine ceases to growl, and the door opens. The PMC pilot next to Ottoman on the passenger seat grunts.
“The crew should be right there,” Ottoman notifies Soriana. “Have fun.”
Of course, it will.
Concealing her vex, the officer rushes to hop down, with Troy following behind. Her abdomen grips with acute pain as she advances. But, that diminishes as she picks pace. Her hair blossoms to the now gentle breeze. She carries the torn vest in her hand, exposing her bloodstain on the fabric of her gray V-neck shirt that rests underneath her coat. Jets, ornamented with the jaguar emblem, station in an orderly fashion, impeccable from scratch. Troy’s footsteps clap behind her.
“I know your Division’s waiting at the bridge,” Soriana informs him. “I still have someone I’d like to introduce you to.”
An unpleasant chill snakes down her spine. The kingpin’s corpse flashes in her eyes, burning into her pupils. The slash splitting its way at the surface of his neck echoes into her ears. It was an alleviating yet tumultuous sensation that left Soriana in perplexity. Her quandary could only add up by the inadvertent rift in communication between Eva and her. The sudden hang-up riddled Soriana with many questions. Everything about this operation became an anomaly. She had many explanations to get down to.
She freezes to a Prowler motioning from inside a garage. The robotic drone’s eyes were blazing with an azure hue locked at her before narrowing them elsewhere. Soon three VCO agents trudge from the shadows, leading by a female cyborg in the middle. Soriana’s heart leaps.
Finally, she’s here.
“Soriana!” Eva calls out as she advances.
“Over here, sis!” she replies.
The sound of Eva echoing her name brought her reminiscence of the tunes she used to hear from afar when she took her junior brother Moses in the wilderness of Rock Creek Park. The two of the officers near, and Soriana gestures to catch her breath. Still, their faces blush, and a period of gauche silence befalls among the two. The diamond fixates on Eva’s temple, and minor scratch laces on her cheek. That is until Eva opens her mouth.
“Soriana…I was—I was concerned.” Eva fumbles in her speech. “Forgive—what happened to you?”
“First, don’t apologize,” Soriana states. “This situation was unintentional on my end.”
Soriana explains what happened. Meanwhile, Troy stalks from behind and removes his Kevlar helmet. His dreads swing freely. Eva grimaces at what she’s heard.
“I’m relieved to see you and everyone alright at this point,” Soriana concludes.
The Virtual glances at her android and fellow comrade. Her VCO partners exchange unusual expressions with her.
Eva says, “I was able to dispose of Guzman, but we had our own plan suggested since your absence.” She purses her lips toward her fellow Virtual, who nods.
Rip sighs. “Bit of messy at the end. But oh well.”
Despite hearing this success, Soriana detected a parlous tone biting in Eva’s voice. As if there was more detail to this troubling situation that she was missing. She could be wrong, and God forbid it.
“No worry at this point,” Soriana says. She taps a hand to the wound on her side and looks up at Troy, who’s now at her side. She smiles. “I owe him. He’s been a notable resident of mine studying abroad in Cancun, and we happened to see each other at the bridge after a decade pass.” She pauses, beckoning to the VCO agent. “So Troy. This is Eva Moreci. She’s been a former agent of mine before initiation.”
Troy grins, nodding his head in approval.
“Hey there,” he greets. “The name’s Troy Levi.”
Pulling a streak of her hair back, Eva’s expression turns diffident. “Hello.”
The Martial winks a digital eye. “Call me Rip.”
“Rain.”
“You all must be still dazed.” The Virtual guffaws gently.  “Don’t worry; I’m the same. You guys can catch your breaths after today.” Troy turns to Soriana, looking downward at her five-four frame. “Guess I’ll be heading back to my unit.”
Soriana signals to the three officers as she walks alongside the Virtual. She hears Troy sniff the humid air, presumably feeling his blood placate to such an episode of possible serenity. A random question lingers over her head.
“How’s your tennis coach doing?”
His university’s coach, Casey Lu, has since retired in the winter of 2016, with his absence balking the performance of the tennis team. Troy likely graduated before that imminent year. He always spoke so highly of his coach. Then two years later, Soriana read about his accident at an interstate, and her face paled. Recollections of her former resident’s stories ascended. She recalls the chances Troy took to knocking on her door, inviting her over to the court outside the apartment she over watched for three years. She reminiscences the celerity in Troy’s feet as he swung his racquet, only to skid upon failing to thwart her final shot. Tennis used to be her go-to during the weekends as an advisor. Once she joined the Central Intelligence Agency, her enthusiasm for it vanished like vapor.
Troy rubs his beard as if bewildered by such a statement.
“Uh…” He mutters, “Haven’t got in contact with him for a long while.”
Soriana drops her mouth. Her heart twists. Troy wasn’t all that aware of the incident, she thought. Thankfully Lu survived, albeit adjusting in the same form as Troy. With the realization in place, Soriana could only wish the possibility of the two cyborgs reconnecting wasn’t so slim before this perplexity gets hideous, if it does. So much could be complete.
Soon the idea drops from her head, reverting to another direction.
“When you’re back, explain to them the whole situation,” Soriana implies, “They will need the full context behind this mishap.”
“Yeah.”
Soriana levels a hand to his shoulder. “And perhaps we should connect sometime. Let’s not forget each other again. In case they need further investigation.”
Troy shrugs. “Wish. But my future operations are going to hold me back.  This was only a coincidence for me to see you again.”
“Let’s hope this isn’t the last time then.”
***
The hall brightens with every step she takes. Soriana examines her watch, and her reflection of the band laced over the top of her hair flashes on the round frame. An earphone locks at her left ear and her nerves palliate to the jazz melody on her phone. It’s been many hours since she’s arrived and recuperated, transmuting in a black, slim winter coat and dressing pants. A dim noise booms as she nears Wayne’s office.
She approaches Director Wayne’s office, and the sound of rapid gunshots and screams play inside. The officer removes the earphone and cuts off the music. Her stomach churns. The sounds lower once Wayne’s glassy eyes gaze at Soriana as he sips a steamy drink in his hand. She glances at the collection of archaic fighter jet stands aligned at the shelves. He remains seated, and a motion screen brightens before him. He undoes his necktie. Soriana offers a genteel smile. 
“Evening. Hope I’m not too late, Wayne,” she states. Soriana observes the sheet displaying a plane sketch motion at the tiled wooden wall. “Seems I have serious concerns too—”
“I’m well aware, Salazar.”
He sets down the tea, blinking toward what’s displayed. Passengers scream in Spanish as two VCO officers strike at many guards in a terminal space. This follows by a swift specter tearing through the limbs with celerity. Even so, nothing can aggravate Soriana’s shock as another scene zooms in at the face of a transpiring Virtual. The person of interest drags the tip of her katana on the concrete as bodies rest on the crowded street. The screening cuts off before it can escalate. She shoots a glance at Wayne and her expression darkens.
Eva. So this is what I’ve missed.
“I don’t understand,” Soriana says. Her cheeks pale.
She takes slow steps toward her seat. Unzipping her coat, she exposes her dark blue blouse tucked into her pants and undoes the last two buttons on her blouse. Soriana endured a sudden twist in her heart. The sight of seeing a horror like this was unfathomable. In all her lifetime, she never saw Eva as the one to stir chaos. Regardless of her black operations, it didn’t alter her ethics. What she seen has become a sudden crack to her mind, and Eva never went in context with this at the base. In fact, she hid this from her. With this video, Soriana couldn’t eschew or deny this on Eva’s end. How would she?
“I was alarmed by this brutality taking place in the afternoon at the Saint Oscar airport,” he says broodingly. Wayne stares back at the blank screen as if it were replaying once again. “In the CIA, we can’t let external factors break us. Not to say it’s inevitable. But…this alone leaves a sting on the outlook of our VCO Division.”
“I take responsibility on my part,” Soriana adds. “Somehow, Mendoza found a way to locate and disable coordinate feed on my end, though it’s no excuse. And speaking on Paolo Mendoza…here’s my footage.”
She rummages at her blouse’s breast pocket, taking out her cell phone. Wayne’s expression hardens like solid metal.
“I’m also up to date on the aftermath as well on that,” Wayne states.
Nevertheless, Soriana still shows her evidence. The corpse of Mendoza manifests with no filters on the phone. She explains the situation at hand leading to the kingpin’s surprising demise.
Wayne grimaces. “So you were with him.”
“The FBI Virtual and I attempted to subdue and capture him, but the suspect was too resistant to commands. Thanks to the rage fluid he injected. The agent…he took him out before Mendoza could do damage. At this point, it was life or death for me.”
Had no other way, Troy’s voice repeated in her brain.
Wayne rubs his chin.
“I’ve known him,” Soriana continues. Her voice becomes pensive. “He’s changed since I’ve last seen him. He was a survivor of the turf war that broke out years ago.” Her skin soothes to the torridity consuming the office, offering her a tinge of relief. “It was Mendoza and the gangs that occupied Mexico then…before they signed their treaty. I was there. I saved his life. So what’s our next step?”
A temporary pause lingers. That breaks when Wayne says, “At this point, you can’t let Moreci proceed any further, no matter her objections. This event alone has impeded that chance, even with Ottoman’s involvement. Not even me.” The Director gazes at a graying portrait of his younger self, smiling, suited in a pilot suit on top of a jet, on the table. Lowering it, he takes a sip of his tea. “Our next step is for staff to await a response. And that will be from the foreign lawmakers themselves.” 
From then now, that’s when she realized she could no longer continue serving in her temporary position at Cancun. It was more than patriotism. She had to fight the nightmare or die in it. She couldn’t let others like Troy suffer the same fate that day. As her mind processes the notion, she beams to a recollection of the time her staff orchestrated a night out for the residents. She would never forget it. Out of all the young men surrounding the club, Troy took the audacity alone to step up and ask her to be a partner on the dance floor. Her hair risen to such a young resident’s brazenness. The club around her cheered with gusto. The sight of her heels gyrating on the tiled floor as his humid hands took hers was the only time the two ever gotten this personal.
Troy may not have said it upfront, but from looking into his eyes then, she knew Troy had his heart for her, regardless if she was possibly three to four years his senior. The first day, she laid eyes on him at the orientation and escorted him to his suitemates. However, Soriana, deep down, couldn't stoop to his level. Her position and onus didn’t condone it in her to do so. She may not have opened a hand to his passion, but she did owe gratitude to Troy for her wake-up call. It was plain the experience itself sharpened him to what he is today, and it amazes her. Yet, she has her own concerns for him. 




Chapter 8
March 2024 World Defense Meeting. Panama City, Panama
The inundating tension inside the capacious meeting room stings Director Wayne’s veins. Nevertheless, he observes discernibly. In a large circular position, American advisors and staff sit across, facing the Latin American officers aligned to the left. Their backs are over watched by the multitude of officers unable to get a slot in the front ring. Human guards, equipped with rifles, stand next to the entrances. Their gaze levels darkly at Ottoman sitting solo on his chair on the virtual screen. His striped collar shirt is halfway buttoned. Wrinkles linger over his eyes.
“Perdón,” a recorder whispers as soldiers give her way. She kneels, holding the cam recorder in her hand as she explicates the scene.
“To set this straight,” Ottoman says. “You’re pointing fingers at me for not keeping your country under control.” He scoffs. “To tell you Ed, you and everyone have been busy getting your hands dirty in the black market. While my Virtuals did what your soldiers couldn’t.”
“Yet people are suffering outages and destruction today,” Edgar Ramos barks. The Salvadoran’s spit hisses from his teeth. “The communities are at their worst peak than I could ever imagine. Your private company’s war against the Cartel’s allies has lasted! You have no one else to blame but YOUR cyborgs!”
The camera lady grimaces to the echo radiating in the room. Since the month before this event, Wayne mustered whatever he could to avoid this day. Now he was subjugated to live in the nightmare he confronted for so long, witnessing it pervade like a pandemic. It took in a brand special form that twisted the Director’s stomach.
“You’re a blind man,” Ottoman rebukes. “That doesn’t answer my point.”
“Watch your words Ottoman!” Moniz admonishes. Sweat streams from the Minister of Defense’s temple. “You have much explaining to do with Brazil.” 
The commotion among the foreign officials and Ottoman continues to proceed with each heated comment exchanged. On the other hand, the Secretary of Defense, Sean Craig, and officers stare silently in their confusion, with one of the officers glancing at Wayne. Enduring his meter ignite, Wayne, but that period can only last so short as Wayne waves a hand and sets it down on the table abruptly.  
“That’s enough,” he declares aloud. Despite the tameness, the impact of his voice was enough to stir a slight blur on the screen. 
All eyes fall on him, and the room’s temperature stagnates. Nonetheless, the Director’s gaze never falters as he glances at all sides, knowing that he would be just as liable for this strife if he allowed these entities to throw baseless recriminations for how long. 
“Accusations will resolve nothing,” he says, “It’s quite apparent both sides took a heavy hit to this devastation. Best choice is for us to come at terms—”
“Wrong time for negotiation making Wayne,” Ottoman reproves. He gestures with a sense of askance. “See it this way. This was and still is…a no-win situation. I STILL stand behind my reason to keep Mendoza gone from this—”
“But I still kept behind my warning. Regardless,” Wayne admonishes coolly. He removes the spectacles from his eyes, glancing at Ottoman like a patient vulture. “Yet you tested it. The Jaguars of Apollo share a good deal in this toll. I can’t align with your judgement.”
Ottoman turns his nose elsewhere, frowning at everyone around him in the room. He rises from his seat, hissing his teeth at the air.
“Never seen so many cowards. All in one place,” Ottoman sneers before escorting himself out. The screen turns black, leaving the defense ministers and officers to aim their critical glances toward Wayne. The atmosphere turns hotter than ever, reddening Wayne’s skin.
I’ve warned him enough. 
“He could’ve been smart,” Craig says to himself. He drinks a cup of water, which was as white as his hair. A small ponytail attaches.
“We need justice,” Ramos declares. He beckons toward the Director, and the red remains on his face. “The Virtual Clandestine needs to answer. Wayne. It’s quite difficult for my fellow Salvadorans and the working people to walk freely in THIS confinement. Families and kids can’t even eat without a rocket tearing into their roofs. We can’t rest and maintain relations when too many have died in our homes.”
The Latin American representatives nod in unison. Their expressions remain somber.
“All Virtual Divisions,” Moniz mentions. “They’re just as guilty. Ramos isn’t alone in this struggle.” He wipes the sweat with the sleeve of his blazer. “To correct everyone, don’t paint us all in the same brush on this Cartel involvement.”
“Your cyborg, Eva Moreci!” General Gonzales criticizes. “She owes heavily for this.” 
The officers murmur in approbation. Those not visible in the meeting approve loudly in the portable screens behind those sitting. Wayne’s stomach churns.
“I yield to approval,” one of the DoD advisors admits.
Wayne glances, blinking to others on his side of the other table, agreeing without protest. He cradles his hands, resting them on his chin pensively.
“Sounds like we have our vote,” Craig mentions. He signals an empty glass toward Wayne. “What’s your choice, Director? You’re the wise man, after all.”
Wayne retains his silence, and his expression turns frigid as a rush of thoughts swarm him. The fury surrounding Wayne was inevitable. So it was, without a doubt, that El Salvador and so many Latin American allies would not keep their silence as their nations ravaged with the PMCs and remnants of the Mendoza Cartel pinned against each other. On top of that, Wayne took heed that the lives lost in the Saint Oscar airport at the hands of his officer, Eva Moreci, could not be dismissed, regardless of what was said.
The Director’s brain shook, struggling to fathom the thought of handing over her or one of his Virtuals in the mercy of the defense ministers in the courts. He couldn’t exchange life for thousands of others shed in blood just to placate their wrath. He’s watched her evolve under the care of Salazar over ten years, witnessing her harness her combat art and awareness in the black ops. It couldn’t end like this. This could be turned around, and it was practicable before this strain among the defenses exacerbated any longer.             
She’s just as good as finished.
Opening his mouth, Wayne says, “I have my plan.”
The staff faces him for the last time, and Wayne’s eyes become sharp as an eagle’s beak. 




Chapter 9
June 23, 2024
The water raining down from the sprinkler ceases with an indirect tap from the neural interface. A damp mist snakes forward from the tub as Eva steps her left bionic foot down on the bathroom rug. The temperature’s warmth inside dwindles as the air meet’s her soaked body. Beads drizzle down her glabrous right thigh, and snake their way toward her artificial calf implanted. Closing her eyes in brief satiation, she strokes her hair back, heaving aloud as she basks to the cherry aroma embracing her. Beads of water sliver down her nude skin like tears from a previous storm as she reaches for the towel and wraps it around her breast.
Eva motions, with her feet leaving a slippery trail as she steps toward the living room and seats herself on the sofa. Her shoulders shiver. Embellished portraits of the gardens she painted from her past plaster on the wall. A beam shining through the curtains reflects on her past human self, nearing her cheek on her deceased Husky, Saber. Her cheeks flush to the marked paw print on it, pondering him wagging his tail, recognizing her work with a simple signature. The portraits bear sight at her, whispering for her hand into their pristine dimension, and she can only gaze with helplessness. 
If only you were still here.
She faces her reflection blankly at the mirror before her, catching a gleam at the diamond on her head. Her ebony hair, once a piece of length stopping at her shoulders, now after the passing of several months, stands long and in the sense of elegance, she adored. A soaked streak of it dances over her right eye. Months of living in trepidation have done its bizarre wonders. The silence can only darken upon her eyeing the small frame of her mother behind her, now gone from the world a month ago. Morose, Eva leans her head, witnessing the leaves on her artificial cherry blossom plant rain a shadow over the frame.
It’s been months leading to this June since the streets of Bethesda were plagued with firebrands. Summer meant nothing. No more black ops. No duty. Pure unadulterated antipathy everywhere she passed. In an outcome where she couldn’t win, who would’ve to fathom to a Virtual-geared operation in ending the Drug War that February would only give birth to something far more minacious: a perennial war between the Jaguars of Apollo and remnants of the Cartel ravaging all of Latin America as she sat. Now she and many like her took the brunt of it, and as long as she was resident and breathing, she was another enemy to the humans. The deaths of Mendoza and Guzman trailed over the nation like a harbinger. Did all that the Mendoza Cartel caused these people for decades even matter anymore to them? Have they disowned all logic, regardless of this turmoil? Are people this parochial? Eva couldn’t rest without protesters vituperating for her body in pieces. For that, she lost any chance to be by her mother’s bedside during her final hours that night in the hospital. An opportunity she can no longer attain anymore.
The pain lowers its jaws from within, and she inhales. That alters when the phone rings, and Eva’s fingers clench. She subdues her vex as she reaches for the cell phone charging from the television shelf, and the Virtual presses her lips.
Oh well.
The connection on her cell phone clicks.
“Moreci,” Wayne greets sternly. “It’s been a while. Hope you’re holding well. Are you available?”
“Yes,” she says, voice quivering with uncertainty. Eva raises the drooping towel over her nipple. Her cybernetic fingers tap at the screen.
“I have much to discuss in the meeting room. I’ll be expecting you soon.”
***
The Virtual’s heart races as the elevator ascend, yanking at the glove concealing her augmented palm. Thankfully, no faces passed by in the hallway. A dark windbreaker, embellished with a ruby cloud in the rear, wears around her shirt. Jeans and leather boots disassemble any of the cybernetic features visible in her body, and her skin turns humid. In this kind of climate, the season had become a null concept to cyborgs like her. At this point, Eva couldn’t care less about coming forth in her standard attire, unless she wanted to die.    
Eva looks up at the light in cogitation. Despite what Wayne said, she could not escape from the gut-wrenching voice whispering in her head. It’s been months since she even walked into this place. Whatever this discussion is, something was telling her not to be here. What can she gain from this meeting that will transmute her mood, especially if it’s from the Director’s mouth?
Hope my time’s spent wisely on this.
Once the elevator opens, the Virtual wastes no time in making her advance toward the brand floor. To her surprise, the Conference Room’s doors remain open. Brushing her sleeve, Eva makes way inside until she halts to a strange sighting. Soriana waves dully next to Wayne on the other end of the marble table, resting her arm on a folder. Her lips were crimson as a stainless rose. Her pure white nails synced with the slim belted dress she wore, but the unusual asperity in her expression reigned over whatever taste it held, leaving the cyborg faced against two cold hawks in the seat.
“Oh,” Eva states awkwardly. She rubs the top of her hand. “So it’s you two.”
“Take a seat if you don’t mind,” Wayne advises.
Eva finds a chair and sits far from them. The seat turns cold on her backside. Despite the lights above shining grimly over the table, a creeping shadow looms around the three.
Soriana beckons her Director. “You want me to start—”
“Not yet, Salazar,” Wayne interrupts. His eyes, which are as silver as a cloud condensing in the storm, lock toward Eva.
“I understand time has passed since we’ve last met before Operation Jackal that winter and none of us were able to get in touch after your success.”
The Director pauses for a few minutes as if letting the cyborg process the refreshment, and Soriana glances at him. Suddenly his tone darkens as he says, “However…on the other side of this, what I’ve disclosed in the aftermath was far more alarming. Now, Moreci. What I still have in my files is VERY incriminating footage from the staff at the Saint Oscar airport itself. Salazar here would show all to you briefly by any chance.”
Eva sits upright from her seat. Her expression goes dark, and confusion swarms her. She may not have been that detailed about the issue, but Eva did recall bringing her faults to attention long ago to Soriana at the JOA’s airbase. Their conversation after Soriana brought forth an agent by the name of Troy arises like a kindling fire. Has not Soriana atoned to her mishaps as well to her? Something unusual had to be stirring for a conversation to initiate behind her back.
Where am I?  
Eva narrows at Soriana. “I can explain. Soriana and I—”
“I’m aware of, Eva,” Soriana cuts in. Pressing her red lips, she snatches a paper from inside the folder. The cyborg’s presence in the transparent photo remains visible over the severed cadavers of officers resting in the streets. Eva’s heart thumps, and her fingers quiver. Despite this, Soriana continues, “I’m aware. But I DON’T recall you informing me on this grave incident.”
She jerks from her gaze, aiming them at the officer with unabashed suspicion. It may have been months, but that couldn’t be good justification. This clockwise vagary came at Eva so sudden. Her doubts, is this what they were warning her for? Her chest pounds a second time.
“Soriana,” she says with a sting in her tone. Eva shoves aside the picture. “You KNOW the situation as much as me. What did you say to him these past months?”
Soriana looks elsewhere, nodding her head to the Director. Wayne’s lips retain cold fixedness, numb to the tension brewing in the cyborg’s voice.
“Your actions alone have IGNITED devastating unrest from lawmakers and civilians alike in Latin America,” he mentions flatly. “The same can be said for all Virtuals outside your Division. As of today, you see, protests still continue in our cities.”
“My actions…” Eva shakes her head, unnerved. “Okay. But what about the other VCOs you’ve still left out in the shadows? It’s—it’s been a while. Has your staff ever thought of doing anything to lend a—”
“Listen to my word, Moreci.” Wayne’s eyebrow arches downward at her, almost like he’s glaring. “Enough tension has stirred. So to the best we could to alleviate this, the Department of Defense was left to mandate the Severance Act. Right now, it’s taking effect.”
Severance Act? That’s it?
Eva’s hands form into fists. The air surrounding her scorches her nerves, allowing her to bear witness to the veneer unveiling from the faces of the two humans sitting. She couldn’t discipline herself sitting for any longer as a vein arches on her temple. Who was Wayne? Worst case is who is Soriana?
“You…” Eva’s voice rumbles that she loses her words. “You’ve—”
“There’s been too much conflict on both sides. Either nation moves forward or leaves blood in their hands.” Not an inch of motion as he spoke. The storm bellows in his eyes as he gazes at Eva. “Now, moving forward, Moreci. With the disbandment of all Virtual Divisions, I’m forced to abrogate services with y—”
“Nothing’s changed, Wayne! Nothing!”
The Director raises an eye as if flummoxed once Eva rises from her seat. Soriana reaches for the picture, but Eva snatches it from the table. Vapor hisses from her nostrils. 
“You’ve catered! That’s what you did!” she hisses. “You’ve catered to the mass JUST to save your own self! And you know it!”
The meeting room’s temper turns hot as her voice echoes behind her. Silence suppresses the Director and his officer. Flames rumble in her eyes.
“Our hands have been TIED for too long. Virtuals! Martials! Rioters everywhere have been given TOO much ammunition, and you’re a part of that problem. Burning down the JOA’s HQ at Herndon?  No check. Public bounties? No check!” Her voice cracks. “It goes on. Who’s checking them? You and the government turned your backs on the agents that had yours when you needed it.”
“You need to understand, Eva,” Soriana says gently. The color rushes on her cheeks. “It has nothing to do with you personally at all. But as CIA I’m as obligated—”
“Oh no. Who are you to tell me?” Eva vituperates at her as she tears the picture in front of the human officer. Soriana’s mouth hangs. Meanwhile, Wayne’s lips begin to uneven.
The pain that Eva sealed for so long these months opens like a bullet cracking into the heart of a noxious chamber, and its toxins disseminate on the engineers, untrammeled. The years of Soriana walking by her side, sparing blows with each other as their kicks connected in the studio, only for the mirage to be unraveled by firebrands storming with charged batons in the metropolitan streets. The turmoil of the circumscription forced down upon her, having to adapt to a hometown that no longer invited her. Then the passing of her mother, the only one who mattered, the sound of her dying voice on her phone, finally implodes. 
Letting the torn paper slip from her hands, Eva censures, “If it had NOTHING to do with me, then explain! HOW could I ever forgive myself for ever putting my trust in you for over ten years?”
She aims a finger at the officer she trusted for so long, feeling her throat sting. “Answer, Soriana!! Was it an obligation to go behind the back of your si—to the pack of unruly monsters just to protect the CIA? All this time! When I first became your recruit…” Eva holds her breath. “So my OWN years of growth in the black ops…that—that meant nothing but an obligation to you. Until that time came then.”
Soriana seals her lips, shivering to what was eradicated. Eva turns her head, gazing with frazzled eyes at the primordial portraits of the headquarters plastered at each wall. The temperature within the room declines with her moment of silence. Her fists unfold.
So it all makes sense. Everything.
Sealing her eyes, she swallows. “I see. I understand perfectly. I’m just…another scrap dog left to burn in the streets. That’s how it is.” She nods solemnly to herself. “My mother. She died because of what you’ve stood with. I’m finished.”
She turns her head and storms her way to the door. However, a sudden note alarms her, holding her a step back in her movement.
“I WON’T forget this!” Eva rebukes. “Once the day comes, I’ll make sure each and every last one of you suffers for this. Remember that.”
Once she says this, the Virtual heads out. Her cheeks swell as she trudges with briskness. The glassy face of Director Wayne flashes in her sight, and she swears at him in silence.  Suddenly she freezes once more to her chagrin as a door closes behind her.
Without looking over, her shoulders arch to Soriana pleading aloud, “Sis. Please.”
Eva looks to the side of her shoulder, yet tacit like a feline. Her fingers fidget on a marble piece clattering inside her jacket’s pocket.
“Eva. I know how it feels. And I regret these events.” She pants. “Losing every—”
Eva flings the golden badge toward Soriana’s hands. Soriana gulps upon seeing it rest at the surface of her palm. Reminiscence of the veteran officer pinning this on the collar of the former recruit at the lobby flashes, and the smile crossing Eva’s lips as she looked down on it; the memory disintegrates into shards upon the two of them standing in opposition on this floor. Eva had been mulcted from whatever faith she had in Soriana, and now her soul sank to how naïve she was for building such a trust for her to begin with. Soriana’s heart lied on something that Eva wanted no part of and never will.
“First and from here on,” Eva dictates. Her eyes take sudden bearing toward the officer she once called blood. “Don’t ever. In your life, call me sister. Since our whole history was just an obligation, keep that thing far out of my sight.” She turns her head, facing the elevator as she breathes. She presses the button. “You can keep talking, but it changes nothing. I’ve reached my limit.”
The door opens, and the cyborg walks inside. Enough was said.
***
The sun glints above. Eva brushes her long hair as she stalks hastily toward the parking lot, heaving. She burrows a fist toward her lips, holding back emotion as the lump in her throat fluctuates.
This is it. I’m done.
Spotting her red Honda, the Virtual signals her keyless remote toward it. Before unlocking, she grimaces at a lone, dark android sitting at a bench. His head sinks. Eva nears, seeing a visible crack at the side of his temple. She gasps.
“Rip!” she calls out into his hardware.
The Martial looks up languidly to his former commanding officer scurrying toward him. His pixelated eyes narrow at her with pain.
“I prayed you came, Moreci,” he says aloud.
“It’s too dangerous here,” she states.
Eva takes a seat beside him, feeling her chest throb. She hears the wires hiss from inside the puncture on the android’s head. It just happened to be a coincidence to find her agent after the travesty she endured minutes ago. The cyborg’s gaze aims at the ebony aerial statue from a few feet from her, and she inhales the torrid gust motioning over her. The last she will ever see this compound and wanted nothing else from it.
“Ever got contact with Rain?” she asks curiously.
“No,” he says in a lugubrious tone.
So our network’s truly gone then. 
Cold silence follows. Rip fidgets timorously with his hands, and steel snaps. His eyes blink as he looks toward Eva.
“I…I can’t figure out my future anymore,” he says.
Eva reframes her focus from the statue, staring into Rip’s artificial eyes behind the lens. She witnesses the eyes tremor. Nevertheless, he continues, “In this world. In a few days—or week, they’re shutting us down. All stations.” His grumble vibrates. “SMART’s in shambles.”
“No.”
The Virtual rests a hand to her neck as if feeling the air release from her. Shock, fused with her anger, synergize into one as she struggles to process his words. The loss continues to burgeon in her hands. What has this world become? Why did it have to crumble this way? With each question that surfaces, she is left with no logical answer.
“Came here to say…whether it’s my last or not,” Rip says. “I just want to say I’m proud serving with you when it lasted.”
Always.
Sighing, Eva skids next to her Martial. She rests a hand to his shin, and the two share in their dismay. The cyborg, knowing that despite this ephemeral union, she and Rip weren’t so trapped in the darkness surrounding them.
***
Driving from the gas station and onto the street pavement, Eva crumbles the picture saving what memory was left of Soriana and her in Langley. Holding firm on the car wheel, the cyborg’s ears twist to a multitude of cars honking in Wisconsin Avenue. Faint noise roars in all directions.
Eyeing the road ahead, Eva presses her feet down on the acceleration pedal. The blue décor of Jack the Bulldog hangs on the mirror and jingles as she advances. Her hair blossoms as she drives at moderate speed, but the noise and commotion could only exacerbate as she nears Rockville Pike. Then she finds herself trapped by a large number of firebrands raising their batons upward on the sidewalks. Black flags embellished with the cross sign over a T-800 waves in several of the dancing rioters’ hands.
Oh no.
“Treat ‘em like scrap! Roost ‘em like scrap!” the protesters chant in unison.
“Stand in solidarity to the officers—my abuelo, at Saint Oscar Airport, Maryland people!” another rioter calls out in a slight accent, breaking from the chant’s rhythm. A white cape, tied to the rear collar of the protester’s stripped romper, whips in her repeated steps before the chanters. Her right hand trembles and clutches onto the microphone. A cubic flag, displaying a patriotic coat of arms symbol within the whitish center of a blue and white horizontal triband, adorns on her right cheek. “Say NO to the bloodshed against our fellow migrants! If you’re for the greater good…say no to T-800s in the DMV! Say it with me! No T-800s!”
The cacophony and chants continue. Her face flushes and any attempts to advance are impeded as blusterous honks inundate her concentration.
When the red light halts her and the drivers, she yelps to a sudden blow against the window nearest to her. Eva turns, widening her eyes to a visible filthy star. She opens the door halfway, and a tinge of regret sinks as Eva blinks in horror to the decapitated head of a Martial rolling toward her wheel.
“Take off the gloves, scrapdog!” a young protester lambasts. Judging from his facial structure, he looked somewhere in his early twenties. “You heard?! Your BITCH ASS belongs to the wastelands!”
The rioter laughs as he runs toward his vehicle, where three of his other peers sat. Her vision turns crimson, and she strokes the car wheel almost in satiation as her eyes harden like steel on the firebrand bickering and bopping his head in the green car. A red sash wraps around his seat’s headrest and a testudo icon attaches at the vehicle’s rear window.
Once the green light alters, Eva witnesses the young driver make a direct turn right toward a salutary neighborhood of houses. Eva trails the rioter’s way. All the while, the Oni’s stand shines like an unsoiled architect beside her on the twin-seat.  




Chapter 10
Troy removes his cap, scratching his scalp as he glances at a vacant conference room shielded by a glassy frame to his left. Chairs and folded tables align against the wall. The dreads he used to carry for so long have been cut, leaving him plain in his smooth, natural hair. He passes by a hooded Virtual dabbing her swollen cheek with a cloth of ice. Blood streams from her lower eyelashes. The two make eye contact elsewhere. The months that flew by seemed slow compared to usual. Having to conceal and endure the myriad of protesters and humans tainting the metropolitan areas with their anti-Virtual sentiment has drained whatever optimism he had for this year’s season.
Despite the pervading drabness, the floor’s coolness alleviates the torridity building in Troy. The FBI’s logo remains branded and immaculate on the floor as he trudged. Hours of having to walk in a dark-sleeved vest, pants, and boots under the sun have stirred an inevitable bead of sweat on his skin. Gone were the snug days of cyborgs trudging in their prosthetics without having to worry about a laser darted behind their necks.
The Virtual makes way to River’s office, grimacing to the sound of tape unfolding. His supervisor had left a voice message a while ago encouraging him to step in, regardless of the climate. He hasn’t been to work since the week he slew Paolo Mendoza by force. It’s like an omen has leached from his corpse and now disseminates on his land. Questions run around his head like a cyclone as he spots his supervisor’s office tag no longer visible beside the doors anterior.
What’s happening?
Troy stops at Rivers inside the office, reaching for boards and portraits hanging on the wall. The bearded supervisor attempts to place a board of accolades inside one of the boxes until he pauses to his special agent standing in flummox beside the entrance.
“Rivers,” Troy greets quizzically. His eyes gloss at the lack of material inside the open shelves above. Their doors swing, and the cyborg’s nose stings to the aroma of a dense vinegar inside. “What’s going on?”
Rivers sets a frame down inside before sealing the box. “The Severance Act.” His eyes hang as he speaks. His tone carries a lugubrious weight. “It’s in effect.”
Troy frowns. “I got no idea…”
“Our Divisions are closing,” he says. The supervisor seizes the desktop from the desk, dropping it nonchalantly inside a vacant box. The Virtual’s white beard, which has burgeoned, obscured whatever skin he had on his lower face. He arches his shoulders as if taking a deep breath. “Turns out our mission wasn’t what we guaranteed, brother. It’s cost us.”
A chilling beat snaps in Troy’s chest as those last words came. The cyborg steps forward, letting his eyes narrow at the double-layered window. His brain struggles to comprehend it. His gaze trails at pigeons gliding over the quiet streets of Chelsea below. One of them makes way toward the ceiling of a town complex, but the serenity’s cut by rioters jeering behind the fence. Boards raised branding QUEMASTE MI PAIS in a rioter’s hand. Glass flies in mid-air over the fence, shattering at the frontal windows of cars in the lot. Troy raises his eyebrow at a young woman in a cropped hoodie flipping her middle finger in his direction.
Goddamn. So this is our new reality. 
The agent looks away, flashing to the words whispering from Mendoza’s mouth as he lay in his blood. It's mind-boggling how diabolical and yet shrewd one dead criminal can be in having such foresight. This could’ve been the outcome Mendoza wanted all this time, from the moment Virtuals and Martials landed in El Salvador. More than likely, he was correct on the assumption. However, Troy and so many were oblivious until it was late.
“Options were limited,” Troy says. The Virtual endures his energy to dwindle as he stood. He catches Rivers on the verge of completion as he sets the printer inside one of the boxes resting on top of the other three. “Apologies.”
As much as he admitted, Troy knew that alone wouldn’t redress or undo the catastrophe that swept Latin America. 
“The people have spoken,” Rivers says as he dumps a set of sealed Boston Globes into the garbage bin. “As ya know, brother, agent Rebecca took her own life because of this.” He swallows and wipes his large nose. “And it’s not just us being cut off.”
“There’s been too much sentiment against us,” Troy mentions grimly. He inhales and whistles the air away. His nerves tense. “It’s like a death sentence, Rivers. We’re too vulnerable out there. It’s not like anyone’s going to lend a hand anytime.”
A period of awkward silence befalls between them. Troy folds his arms, leveling his gaze at the stain on his boots.
“No doubt,” Rivers approbates, ceasing the silence. He carries the two boxes in his hands and drops them with a thump on top of the sink’s countertop. He opens a gloved hand. “It was nice working with you, brother.”
Troy looks at him, bewildered. He grabs his supervisor’s firm hand as he processes the shock, nodding reluctantly before stepping out. The agent freezes to a hand resting on his shoulder. He exchanges glances with the agent he passed by minutes ago, and the bruise on her eye remains intact. A deafening quietude consumes the two immediately before parting ways once more. Whatever career they had was over.
The horror he has undergone with the Cartel as a student brought him into the FBI firsthand as a former agent for the Fly Team. He flashes to the sweat soaking his shirt as his fists swat at the dummy torso and the veins protruding from his muscles. He put in blood to stop the Cartel’s influence, and the Virtual Division gave him that hope once more. However, that suddenly vanished.
The air hanging on the headquarters floor inundated him as if walking into the cavern’s chilling breath. Gravity wanes his steps as he storms the corridors.
He stops upon seeing his foot rest on the photo of Rebecca on the step. Troy’s blood turns cold as he picks it up and glances at the picture. His mouth salivates, and the cyborg reminiscences to the sweetness inside his tongue as he sipped on the glass of orange. She made this Division home for him when he first walked into this department. Rebecca. He never got the opportunity to acknowledge her before she died. In fact, there was no chance. Jin Honda, and so many, where are they? Has the climate truly held them down in the dark? There was no way for him to know.
You’ve done a good service, Chameleon.
He plasters the photo back on the wall before going his own way.
***
The Virtual storms upward to the corridors leading to Alana’s condominium. Not a single glance he initiates as he attempts to near the cam. The door unlocks green to Troy’s surprise, and he barges in. Devin’s mouth hangs as one hand rests on the portable handheld. He shivers in the seat, a reaction Troy deemed antithetical from the usual guard behind the desk.
“Devin.”
“Didn’t think you’d be here, Troy,” he states confoundedly.
Troy’s back crawls to the rapid honks echoing from outside the lobby. He swallows.
“Alana’s here?” Troy asks.
Devin sets his handheld on top of the Boston Globe newspapers brazenly titled Empowering a Brave Nation: America Sets Stage with SMART Free Policy. He shakes his head.
“Uh…nope.”
Good.
Troy felt a gush of comfort rush in his heart. He didn’t plan on wasting minutes here. The last he had seen Alana was three weeks ago that evening in Hyde Square. His veins knotted to the red rushing in her face as the two of them shared in the same plate of arroz, locked in their comfort inside her unit. Nonetheless, there was too much for her to worry about in him. Troy couldn’t stand overwhelming Alana, a pure human, with the troubles surrounding his way. That same reluctance in him drove him from making further contact with Alana’s family, no matter the bonhomie. His distance was their benefit.
“Only here to stop by,” Troy states. “Just in case she comes, tell her I was here to say—”
“No hay perros de chatarra en mi tierra!” a voice breaks out outside. Cars honk. “545 amigos! Save the Latinx! Say it with hashtag KOF! KOF!”
The cyborg loses track of his words. His eyes aim tentatively at the door.
Oh shit. I definitely need to go.
“Pssh,” Devin signals, raising an ear to footsteps nearing. He motions the wheels on his chair, reaching down to plug the handheld into his charger. He looks sideways. “Some, uh…are starting to catch on to the disguise.”
Troy raises his gloved hands. “That’s all I got with me.”
“Oh, by the way…I’ve heard they’ve closed down all Virtual—”
“Yeah. Just came from the HQ,” Troy mentions gloomily. He lowers the level of the cap over his head, looking away. “Guess I’m off. Tell her I said hey when she comes.”
“You got it.”
***
The cyborg sits on the sofa inside his unit, facing the door with the eviction letter at hand. Clouds float above his head. He couldn’t even bother turning on the television. The afternoon light illuminating from the blue curtains gives lighting to the darkness surrounding his living room. The dubstep playing from his phone drops the bass, but it does not absolve him from the roars and sirens wailing feet below his window.
Troy R. Levi
June 22, 2024
Subject:
Eviction letter
Dear Troy Levi,
This letter is to notify you that with all due respect, you must vacate your unit 408 within the day after receiving this notice. This is written due to the ongoing situation and multiple concerns from tenants in the apartment. Numerous reports of altercations have been reported as of late to my office. For this matter, I cannot permit you to maintain tenancy and benefits in this complex any longer. To ensure the safety of this apartment and non-Virtual tenants, you as a Virtual resident must take heed of this eviction and return any possessions to my office before the end of tomorrow. Failure to do so will lead to severe judicious action. Any other Virtual residents residing must abide by the scheduled date of eviction. NO exceptions will be made. Thank you for your compliance.
Regard,

Kelly Blaze

Well this is goddamn disgusting. 
The sounds collide at once, forcing Troy to turn off the music abruptly and slam the letter on the seat. His mood sinks, and his optics blur through the dizziness. His lips curl into an abhorrent frown as he lowers his temple, burying it with his hands. Then, staring at the gallon of cold water dampening on the table where aspirin pills reside, he seizes it and imbibes the water ravenously. His throat cools smoothly, and he breathes. Water drops from his mustache as he digests.
Noises and a familiar voice pick bass outside his window. Troy rises, nearing the window three feet and he regrets even turning off the music once his mouth hangs. Surrounded by police cars in the streets, a lone reporter, with the back facing the van, can be seen gesturing his microphone to a strikingly known olive-skinned and petite woman in a light pink sleeveless vest and gray flats smiling while raising a hand over her eyes. Blue sunglasses rest on top of her long and darkish ginger hair. Judging from her polished face, she was approximately well up now to her mid-thirties. Underneath the politician’s vest, a black shirt with the logo detailing the severed head of a gruff humanlike T-800 plaster.
Kimberly Ortega-Fernandez. Goddamn.
“SMART isn’t looking into the context but relying on hysteria to create a narrative that reads like a modern-day dystopian fiction,” Troy hears the politician remark aloud. His lips twist furiously. This could mean many things. Why was she here in his street, Troy didn’t know.
Known best as KOF, his state’s congresswoman lowers her hand, giving way to the auric eye shadows in her eyes. She waves her hand over her left and plucks her lips almost flirtatiously to the ecstatic whoops from pedestrians shouting forth.
“Looking fine as fuck, KOF!” a male pedestrian compliments.
Meanwhile the reporter pays no mind as he held his microphone. It doesn’t take long once she directs her attention fervidly to the reporter.               She continues, “It’s a hysterical travesty to be candid when others in the committee like me are still undergoing traumatic episodes to the catastrophe done.”
“Congresswoman,” the reporter says. He stood one foot taller than the representative interviewed. His cheeks blush. “I’ve seen you evolve over the six years in this position and been seeing so much has been done to ensure safety of the residents thanks to your vigorous efforts.” His feet shift. “With the passing of the Severance Act, tell me a bit on the progress in your defunding campaign against SMART?”
“It’s an accomplishment. It’s truly PAID off. America’s done something right for once but there’s still much to do. I’d been working on collecting more public support from the residents here...even in New York and the District of Columbia lately…guaranteeing more positive results in expelling this company and its jesters off these streets daily.” Ortega-Fernandez nods while patting her chest repeatedly over her shirt’s flagrant logo. “The Latinx community especially—oh yeah, has been suffering plenty of blows over the months and we’re all still…traumatized at best. Some even get assaulted like what underwent four weeks ago at the metro. It’s mind blowing.”             
Troy pounds his fist on the glass and hurls the curtain over it. His temple aches once more. Why did he have to peep? KOF’s voice wanes as he steps away further. His gaze wanders at the racquets pinned on the wall and a tray of rifles locked inside his shelf. The US flag pole remains still behind the chair. Troy’s knees tremble and he drinks rapidly. He had nowhere to go from here. If the landlord relished in the sense of schadenfreude upon writing this letter, Troy wouldn’t be surprised. The thought of stranding a tenant to the wolves, especially for being a Virtual, was madness to him. This unit was close to the only shelter he considered home his entire life after leaving his late beloved mother’s place. It solidified his adulation for the locale he grew up in since being a kid. Now it’s deformed into something he can’t even recognize, and time ticked his way to embark.  
Imagine Alana hearing about this. I’d be damned.
Rising, he reaches for the backpack hanging on the coat tree and seizes for the handgun resting on the kitchen stand. His interface clicks as he scans the living room meticulously. Troy’s eyes snap to a frame residing on top of the television. He rushes toward it, freezing to the version of his human self in his early twenties, standing in unison with his tennis mates. Coach Casey Lu kneeled in the middle, posed comfortably in his black triangle goatee as the sun gleamed over the court. Troy’s heart warms as he takes the portrait gently and places it in his bag.
Hope you’re safe out there, coach. 
Troy may have more to retrieve as he stood. Braced for what’s about to come, he takes a solid glance at his phone. The list of contacts descends on the screen. He knew Alana would think twice in turning her back, but the risks were too high. If there was no solace, then how else will he find it? Exclusive to Massachusetts, his focus turns to the one person left that he knew. 




Chapter 11
The four artists sat in their seats, maneuvering their fingers rapidly on the keys. Meanwhile, Alana lounges at a marble seat across from the men, eyeing them and nodding to the bass drop tuning in her ears. The stereo speakers jiggle to the stentorian beats swaying, and iridescent violet lights flare over them. She gestures downward with her finger, and one of the members glances downward. The boost softens. Alana checks the time ticking to four on her golden watch. She waves her hand.
“Okay. We’s about a wrap-up,” she alerts aloud.
Alana rises from her seat, deactivating the lightings to the switch above a speaker, and the room transitions to normal lighting. She stretches, placating the pressure from her spine. “Good beats. But y’all still keep testing when at home.”
“Will do, Torres!” Ray complies. He folds the laptop in his possession.
The group gathers and makes its way to the exit, chortling among themselves. Ellis winks.
“These cyborgs must be losing it—”
“Aye, Ellis,” Alana calls out. Her cheeks sour. “Whatever you got a say, take that outside. No room for that here.”
Ellis’ expression turns somber in a flash, twirling his beard diffidently as he looks away. The exit door swings abruptly, leaving Alana alone in the studio. She takes the cropped denim jacket from around her seat, settling it over her violet, one shoulder top. The jewels embellished glitters on her dark slim pants, which were folded to her ankles. 
Her body shivers to the air, shaking her nerves. She rotates to the live news program, eyeing a bilingual activist in a red coat, standing and barking on the podium. Assuming from her appearance, she and Alana appeared to fall in the category of being in their early thirties. Subtitles overlay below.
“We’ve had enough!” she states tempestuously. “Forgiveness is no option. We MUST not. And cannot give these scrapdogs any room with us to share freely…while our families get infected by the machinations they instigated!” 
Alana glosses her eyes sideways. The mass media never failed to nauseate her with their insularity.
This shit never be ending. Stupid ass media.
Troy lingers in her mind. The past three weeks felt like a month to her. The last time Troy came to see her by surprise in Jamaica Plain. On the other hand, Alana couldn’t say the same for the diurnal protests that unraveled everywhere she passed. Even calling Troy didn’t seem the least doable, with brief voice messages being the remnants she can clutch to. It’s like reaching a hand for an eagle above a ten foot tree, only for the eagle to look elsewhere, snubbing whatever pleas the human offered. Even her parents, who have since moved to Little Havana, shared her fears. It was antithetical to the cyborg they knew with their daughter. Even they became no stranger to the aggravated voices that shook their former neighborhood. As her community festered in their hatred for Virtuals over anyone else, nightmares flooded her mind to the extent she ended up holding her eyes open for hours, gazing at the moon until it obscured. The cycle continued, nevertheless.
Alana couldn’t stand by and let this darkness fester. Her companion’s trapped. No matter the danger, she was going to find him before the rioters did.
Shit. I better be down straight immediately.
Soon when she grabs the remote and turns off the television, a footstep taps behind her.
“Alana. You’re alright?”
Alana looks over her shoulder and jerks to see Victoria, in her floral dress, holding the exit door out. The life of two managers trying to tame the culture of a studio never dries away with Alana. 
“Yeah,” Alana replies. She rubs her neck. “Lots on my mind.”
***
Knocking on the door, Alana beckons to see an eye peep from the small view.
“Don’t worry,” she placates aloud, waving. “Alana.”
The unit door creaks open. Bashful, Leon steps in with one foot from her. The teen, somewhere around seventeen, stood in varsity shorts and a red short-sleeved shirt. His cybernetic leg, which had been scraped critically when they first met, remains erect and pristine. Being the same height as her, Leon carries the same almond skin complexion as Troy. Noise, likely a program, booms behind him inside.
A smile dithers on his lips. “Hi.”
“Aye. C’mon.” Alana opens her arms in bonhomie. “Come close, Leon. Come close.”
The teen steps further, and she snaps Leon in her grasp. The rattling in her subsides. As Alana locks him in her embrace, she spots an aging curious woman in a blue flannel and sweatpants stalk with a glass of iced tea at hand. Gray shined on her natural curly hair done in a ponytail.
“Pleasure to see you here, Alana,” Leon’s mother greets.
“Mrs. Montes-Adam,” Alana acknowledges joyfully. She lets go of Leon, steadying her coat’s collar. “Aye. Done with work. Here to check on your son for you before I step out downtown.” Alana taps his shoulder. “Looking good so far.”
Alana could still cogitate that evening three weeks ago, stumbling across him limping a long way on the sidewalk as she drove her way home. A young cyborg, stranded with a tarnished bike and shattered phone screen, there was no way she could let him slip so easily, and her heart melted for giving in to the risk. When others walked away in pride hoping Leon died in loss, Alana took it upon her to seize the responsibility they so callously denied. The night before Troy first picked up her message and stood waiting like a ghost in her neighborhood. She was like another mother to him, from another blood.
The mother smiles until she sighs and nudges an eye of hers. “Death threats have been rampant on my phone line. But…I’ve been doing my best to keep him close here. Home most of the time.”
Leon looks over to his mother, scratching his arm.  
“Oh damn.” She shakes her head. “I feel you. But if he is going somewhere…IN case…y’all stick virtually on the line if you can.” Then she faces Leon. “Make sure you don't get used to no arcades or malls. People’s waiting to do stupid shit.”
Leon’s mother reaches a hand, cradling her son’s shoulder. Leon nods.
“Thanks for stopping by.”
***
Alana turns right on a narrow alleyway, decelerating her speed. She removes her Miami Heat cap, having already changed at home to her leggings, whose lavender strips correlated with the shade on her windbreaker, which was zipped halfway. White flags emblazoned with the red circular cross over the head of a Terminator flail on the balconies. Her head aches to residents whooping in fervor from on top, raising their batons among themselves.
“Treat ‘em like scrap. Roost ‘em liikeee scrappp!” each of them sings. Their tuneless voices shrill in her ears like a rambunctious tear inside metal. “Dump ‘em all!!! Gotta dump ‘em alll! Gotta dump ‘em all!!”
Alana rubs her ear. She wouldn’t hesitate in even terminating these people off studio grounds if they came with such a mouth like that. Worse, how can Troy stand waking up to such fools in this place? Her junior brother rings on the line, and she taps at the call button.
“Aye!” she greets, despite being shaken.
“I’ll be out with my guys,” Gabriel notifies on the phone. “So you can know. It’s just gaming night.”
“Okay. Don’t…don’t be too late, though. Lot going down.” She looks up to vehicles passing down on the horizontal lane. “Stay safe Gabriel.”
Whatever chance she had of reaching the incognito Troy on the line was thrown out the water. She nears Troy’s apartment, and her palms dampen with sweat as she presses her foot on the pedal.
I know he’s there. He got a be.
When Alana assumed she was liberated from the cacophony, her perturbation heightens as she reaches Huntington Avenue, hearing uproar below in the streets from afar. A modernized apartment several feet high is spotted a block ahead on the slope. Alana whistles to a vacant space between a van and Toyota, and drives toward it.
Parking and motioning rapidly from her vehicle, Alana witnesses a gang of rioters circle over a Virtual and suited human representative in the street.
“Fuck him up! Fuck them up!!” the crowd cheers in unison as hands shove the two victims back and forth. The representative flinches to an ounce of Coke hissing like a geyser on his dressing shirt and tie as he stood in front of the cyborg, struggling to rise on his knees. Several idle young women stand, circling and laughing wildly as they spectate with their phones. No enforcement in sight over them.
Alana meets with a resident opening the door, and bustles her way inside the lobby only to jerk to twin gunshots. Her fist clenches. Residents lounging in the square sofas rise in panic, trudging from the window view as bystanders storm the sound of the gunfire. A Labrador repeatedly barks to the entrance, but the timorous owner yanks it on the collar.
I can’t…
Her chest pounds, feeling her movement sway until a voice declares, “Hold on? You’re a resident?”
She turns her head, facing a lady behind the desk. The employee’s gaze hardens at Alana cynically.
“I…” She looks over her shoulders. The commotion continues to linger outside. “I visiting a friend of mine quick.”
“Who?”
“Fourth floor,” Alana emphasizes. Her sneakers scratch on the ground as she twists her foot. “It’s Troy Lev—”
“That’s off-limits,” the employee dismisses.
C’mon.
“Naw listen.” Her face flushes as if losing breathe. “This IS urgent! I need to hurry, please.”
“Understand. But I can’t—”
“Let her proceed,” a broad desk man states as he looms behind the desk lady. “Can’t stop you if it’s an emergency.”
The employee looks over to her superior and then at her, giving the visitor silent approbation to advance begrudgingly.
Alana’s stomach knots upon hearing the desk man chuckle behind her back as she storms inside the elevator and presses the button to the fourth floor. The door closes, and she seals her hands in plea. Her shoulders quiver as she ascends. The sight of Troy standing outside his unit, smiling in anticipation, flashes in her eyes. She couldn’t wait to meet him.
She recoils to the elevator opening. Despite the unsettling silence, she races to the hall, breathing. Alana’s ombre hair whooshes as she paces. Not one resident peeps from the door.
“Troy!” she calls aloud. “On my way—”
She releases a sudden gasp. The phone in Alana’s hand slips upon spotting a letter attached to Troy’s door. Three vile words rest freshly on the door’s exterior, titled BE GONE DIRTBAG. Red paint drains from the graffiti. Coughing to the fumes aroma, Alana takes the note. She gulps as she reads.
Failure to do so will lead to severe judicious action. Any other Virtual residents residing must abide by the scheduled date of eviction. NO exceptions will be made. Thank you for your compliance.
Damn. Troy been evicted? Naw. I can’t make of this. 
Alana stumbles against the wall, sinking her rear on the ground. Her blood circulates as she struggles to process the shock. Her gaze leans to the narrow hallway, unable to look directly at the trash left on the door. Water dampens her pupils. She fully unzips her windbreaker, folding and slipping the letter underneath the right V neckline cup of her violet striped sports bra. She couldn’t find words to interpret the shock. It didn’t seem fathomable for something like this to occur. Could this be what Troy was hiding? Whatever Troy was at, he’s standing. How could the residents be so primitive, despite being adults? She itched for the urge to step down immediately, lash out at the offices for the pain they brought him. But his pain was hers to share, and it only sunken her further in this hall. If she had one wish in ending this tension, for Troy’s sake, Alana would seize it in a heartbeat.
+ +  +
She trudges slowly toward the entrance she last came, refusing to make eye contact with anyone. To her dismay, Alana’s hair rises upon three young firebrands plastering a TEXT 545 poster on her car window. Her blood boils.
“Aye!! The fuck y’all doing to my car?!” she screams as Alana rushes toward a bus stand. She grabs a plastic cup of lemon and tosses it outright, soaking one of the olive-skinned protester’s coats. He flings a torn cybernetic limb, but Alana steps back, smacking him fiercely toward the chin. His dark-skinned companion with the shirt of a priggish Ortega-Fernandez in a white sketch pulls him by the wrist, dragging him alongside the other as they scream cravenly.
“Stupid damn bitch!” the soaked protester calls out. The figure of congresswoman KOF raising the head of a T-800 drenches at the back of his coat. He clutches to the bruise bleeding on his lip. “Luck, I ain’t got a baton with me!”
“Try me!” she hisses. Alana beckons. “Go! You isn’t SHIT!”
Alana glares hotly at him, tearing the poster violently until pieces fall like flakes on her sneakers. She witnesses the group converge with the jeering crowd downward, parading and shuffling among themselves as they slam their batons like a band of hyenas gnawing for the last piece of meat. Cars rotate back to where they came from, struggling to find another alternative to steer clear from the commotion that barricaded the stability in traffic. A news reporter stands behind the parked vehicles across Alana’s side, holding back a laugh to the camerawoman as he gestured his mic to the beat down behind him. Spectacles and a tie glide in mid-air, forcing her to turn her attention to the severed bionic arm wriggling on the concrete.
“What up on TikTok baby!” a looter cheers.
Alana unlocks and barges her way inside the vehicle. She rests her temple against the wheel, trembling furiously. Her mind speeds, bringing her back as a teen quivering outside in the sunny school courtyard. The palm trees swayed, and a gang of peers stood sitting in the corridors, leveling their gaze at her like panthers lounging on the rocky boulder, examining their prey astutely as she stalked. Her body descends, face falling flat on the grass and blinking away to the gum spat on her face. Her heart accelerated to the obscenities and chortles echoing around her, blistering into her ear. She could only cradle in agony.
After a decade of growing and escaping that pain, believing she was different from everyone, Alana was back, reliving those school years again. She had absolutely nowhere to escape it. The men and women that surrounded her in the street, couldn’t be sound to call themselves adults. Where is their reasoning? No different from the lowly monsters that tormented her since childhood, and now Troy. Some call for justice this was if it is.
The sun descends, darkening the sky, and the voices of rioters roaming in the street continue to inundate the neighborhood like a fiesta.  




Chapter 12
Travelers in the Dulles airport roam around Eva like evanescent spirits in the terminal, barely acknowledging her presence to her amusement. The Virtual sits in one of the terminal’s benches, crossing her legs as she waits for her flight. Her bag remains close by her side. The sunlight beams from the visible glass behind her, illuminating whatever dullness lingered in the terminal. The Virtual’s blood runs cold.
Eva looks down at her cell phone, observing the cryptic message an unknown contractor sent her. It dumbfounded her that she was able to get a reach of the Jaguars of Apollo after the government disowned the company by force. Could it be Ottoman? Whether the sender had to be Ottoman or not, it was a wave of fresh air to embrace.
Meet @ Corniche St. Sharjah, UAE. Notify upon arrival.
So this where Ottoman relocated?
She takes out her express ticket, observing the time nearing on top of her phone screen. Eva rises, bustling past two children scramming naively before the mother seizes them by the wrist.  However, a strange moment whispering in her ear catches her in pause.
The Virtual glances over her shoulder to a couple of travelers looking up to ABC7 coverage reporting on a large HD above. One of them shakes her head.
“The bodies of four 23-year-old students have been found,” the reporter mentions. He rubs his lips with a handkerchief. “Description will be graphic to many.” The somber photoshoots revealing the faces of the four male protesters display like a frame over a tarnished emerald vehicle in the center.  A charred laceration stains vertically on the car’s hood. Blood plasters on the front seat.
“Live at Chevy Chase, Maryland,” a female reporter’s voice mentions. “Investigators reported victims. Dario. Travis. Angel. Manuel. Each had died to a deadly butchering by the time they were possibly arriving for a friendly gathering at Beach Drive.” 
Eva’s stance remains solid as a rock, and she twirls her tongue over her lower teeth callously. She raises her gloved hand, analyzing the small spot of blood on the posterior fabric.
“Investigation is underway for the suspect in the scene.” 
Eva catches a spark glint in her left eye. Sighing darkly, she motions without a word, leaving the viewers trapped in questions as she disappears with the strangers. The travelers are left mumbling disquietly as the news continues to divulge.
“Surprising after,” the reporter continues. “Several more dismembered bodies related to the victims have been located in the neighborhood. More is coming. One being the partner of Travis…named 20 year-old Brandi Ortiz. Then a 52 year old Paul…” 
“No doubt it was a scrapdog,” a traveler says as the news continues to cover the consecutive homicides. His arms fold. “Look at the toll. Not even a child’s safe from that. A scene like this can’t be human. Not from what I know, man.” 
“The world’s getting crazy every day,” another traveler, confined in a wheelchair, mentions in approval. He chuckles nervously. “Whoever he or she is, thank God I’m out of the area for now.”
***
The bus leaves after Eva stands at the sidewalk of Corniche. The cyborg looks upward to a seagull gliding above a ten-story edifice at the heart of a grassy courtyard. A gargantuan white mosque stands in proximity. She removes the red sunglasses, allowing an air of humidity to soothe her eyes.
Here I am.
Having been notified through follow-up text earlier, Eva trudges on the pathway. A wave of tension rocks in her chest, and she cradles her shoulder. The bag slings in her possession. Traffic continues to blitz behind her. The black hijab fixated over her head whips through the breeze slapping her skin as she motions. Outside on the park’s grassy field, pedestrians race forward, hurling rocks in mid-air until it splashes into the vast water from afar. Her mouth hangs to two Virtuals gathering alongside several of the men in gowns, whipping their mats on the grass without a single judgment from the humans. One of the men recites “Allahu akbar!” before they gesture their palms close to their ears in unison. Eva looks down at her hands, which were still concealed, and she cogitates. 
The number of cyborgs and Martials roaming the area multiplies as she storms. Inhaling the torrid air, Eva undoes the gloves one by one. The light reflects at the iron surface of her bionic hands, and she flexes her fingers. The weight on her chest crumbles, and the tension diminishes. An esoteric feeling she never experienced these past months. She never stepped foot or knew here, far much even knowing their language. Yet this place and the people embraced her without question. Not a sight of protest or propaganda plastered on the cars that parked. Having been feeling like an enemy to the nation for so long, Eva would have never thought of going back and reliving that comfort that was stolen from her and so many Virtuals. If it weren’t for the resentments she needed to redress, she wouldn’t dare going back to her homeland after these brief minutes.
It’s been a long time since I've experienced home.
Eva nears a foot to the courtyard marking the entrance to the PMC’s tower above, only for her to gaze downward at the capacious complex underneath it. A marble dome encases the ceiling over the lower building, and its symmetrical tiles glitter to the light. The Virtual walks up the corridors, and the fabric of her coat taps to the fountains sprinkling like geysers from the pond. A helicopter’s shadow looms over her head. A coconut tumbles from one of the palm trees and rolls forward. She traps it by her foot, and that’s when Eva grimaces to a heavily armed Martial approaching her direction from the entrance.
“Tahtaj musaeadat?” he asks. Behind the automated tone, the Martial’s accent was as thick as the humans she stumbled across. “What’s your request?” The robot’s pointy ears carried semblance to a wolf, and a current glitters at the tips. 
The bag drops from her hand. She informs him of the details.
***
Stepping off from the escalator, Eva follows the guide from behind. The leaping jaguar’s artifice glows like a lamp on the floor below, and it circulates. She removes the hijab from her head, wrapping it like a scarf over her neck, and lets her straight hair whirl as she strolls to pass the agents.
Contractors lean on the vast window stand, spectating and bopping drinks at the boats floating at the bay. A Prowler chases after a quad drone as it glides down the escalators, hopping over one of the tables where a group of PMCs sat. The lamb on the dish wobbles on an agent’s lap, and she glances up with a reddening face, waiting for an employee to claim responsibility.
An agent looks over his shoulder, saying “I owe you” quietly before moving along. Eva scratches her head, in doubt to what he’s conveying. The Martial continues to motion forward, only to pause to Ottoman standing in his way. The CEO raises an eyebrow, presumably amused by his sightings.
The android looks over to Eva, before stating, “Surprised to see you—”
“Leave it to me Z,” Ottoman says. He waves a hand. “Thank you very much.”
Z complies, leaving the defector with the boss. He ignites a cigar locked between his fingers.  Many cases have yet to be discussed with the two.
“Ah. Eva Moreci,” he acknowledges. Ottoman places the cigarette between his lips, kindling the tip. “I remember you. Latin America still has a bounty over your head.” He chortles with the cigar chained in his teeth. He beckons Eva to follow along, with the latter maintaining a solemn expression. “I could be wrong now. But…my company owes you much that day. Even better. One of my contractors thankfully told me about your arrival today.”
“I see why your company relocated,” she says. Eva glances at a falcon, flapping toward a masked Virtual's fingers. He gestures toward one of the human visitors, who offers a seed, but the falcon flaps its wings frantically. “Sounds wise.”
Her fingers fold. It’s as if everything she went through has never existed, and the knot curls around her heart once more, kindling her anger toward those who’ve turned their backs. It stunned her that with how much Ottoman had lost at Herndon, his resources were still substantial enough to land him to where he’s at.
Near a lounge, Ottoman opens the door to where his office likely entails. He grabs a remote from the table, signaling it toward the window. The blinds rise, giving an overview of the bridge leading to the Al Noor Island at bay. A digital hologram of a checkers board glitters on the marble until Eva drops her long bag on the table. The noise softens, and he lets go of the cigarette.
“Once my contract was broken,” he says. Ottoman whistles steam from his nostrils, which Eva coughs lightly to. “We underwent…what you can call, a Virtual exodus. Qatar. Turkey. Iran. The Middle East is as infuriated as we are.”
We can thank the Accord for that.
“In that case, we’re at—”
“War.”
The two look directly at each other, having said the last word at once. The air between them becomes frigid, and Eva’s lips numb.
“That’s why I came,” she says. The cyborg unzips her bag, setting down the Oni stand on the table’s surface. “I have plenty to settle.”
She briefly explains what happened at Langley. Ottoman tosses the cigar over the window and brings down the glass, removing whatever air loomed inside the office. A gleeful spark shines in his hawkish eyes.
“Had my own plans before you arrived,” Ottoman says. Aerial engines roar outside, followed by a twin of war jets racing in the sky.
“Each state must be targeted.”
Before the negotiation can even continue, the door opens. To her surprise, Eva turns to see the same agent with the falcon at hand. The bird croaks at her. His gray helm intact over his head and the light leaching from the window reflects on his cobalt circular visor. He stood one foot taller than her. She spots a ball, wrapped in a white towel, resting in his grasp. The cyborg nods.
“No means to interrupt. You’re…you’re Eva by any chance?” the JOA agent asks politely.
She signals her head. “Yes. Hello?”
“I’ve found this. You may have some memories.”
He hands her the sphere, and once she removes the towel, her mouth drops to the name signaled on the temple.
Hax? No. 
Eva cradles the head of the Prowler, who guided her to the airport. Its right azure eye is no longer visible, and scratches bored deep in the steely surface. The air escapes from her mouth. Nails pierce inside her heart. Events from months prior begin to speed in her head like a stampede, flooding her with shock.
“I was waiting to show you,” he says. “After my text. Since your NI isn’t linked with our Virtual Network as of yet.”
She turns her glance to the Prowler’s preserver and messenger. Eva had much to honor him for, but she couldn’t bring the words from her mouth, as if a gate had dropped down her tongue. Her eyes couldn’t even blink until Ottoman said, “Ah. Found him lying in the ruble at Cancun. After all, my HQ wasn’t the only one on fire then.”
Eva sets her head down. Soon as she sits, the melancholy shatters, morphing into a blaze kindling in her veins. The image of Soriana strolling with her back turned flashes, perturbing her vision. Her fist clenches.
“Let’s not waste time,” she says hotly. Her tone becomes imperious. “As I said earlier, we must deploy all troops on the ground! It’s time we let Virtuals fight back.”
“When do we initiate then?” the operative questions her.
“By tomorrow, we will strike our enemies without warning…” She sets the Oni’s handle over her palm, stroking it.
“You’re sure it will work?”
“They’re too caught up in their antics. The less obvious we are, the lethal the impact.”
“Clever. My aerial forces have that taken care of,” Ottoman confirms. “I’ve enacted two phases. Starting off, phase one. We hit the capital with a message.” His lips twist to a smile. “After all, we share a common enemy.”
Then the Final Phase…
“Leave the last one to me,” Eva says immediately. Her blood boils. “As for Phase One, I know EXACTLY who to eliminate first.”
The three remain taciturn in their upcoming cabal. She gazes at her reflection at the severed head of Hax, and her eyes ignite with gusto. It was a shame Eva had to descend on this route, but she’s had her limit. The protesters marched visibly, igniting their dynamites and flinging them into the Martial stations. The android models cripple in flames, and fiery sparks consume her view. She’s seen too many Virtuals eliminated around her. Her home government, the regulators who were supposed to look out for them, only left them astray, turning a blind eye to the humans tearing cyborgs limb by limb. They’ve thrown Rip and the rest of his kind into oblivion. They left her with nothing. They made it clear what mattered to them the most, and Eva was bound to change that. What she’s prepared to do will give Virtuals a fire that will never die out. That fire will pervade, incinerating whatever power the regulators had left.
Meanwhile, for Soriana, Eva didn’t need to cut her down. Not just yet, especially when the human’s far from vulnerable. The sole person who left an imprint on Soriana shines in a heartbeat. Eva looks down at her bionic fingers, folding them and smiling in approbation. The hardware in her brain clicks. She had a rude awakening to stir. 
In fact, Eva discovers it would take more than an overt assault to eradicate the network that held Soriana and the government in place. It had to be something that would break them to the bones.  




Chapter 13
Troy leans toward one of the station’s column stands, waiting for the Amtrak to arrive. His bag rests in between his legs. The flood of people storming back and forth barricades his view of the sun brightening his temple. The Virtual shifts his foot, enduring a sharp pressure swell from inside as he gazes behind at the waiters basking on the benches and a man snuggling his arm around his fiancé. As much as Troy wanted to sit on one of the benches, the odds were stacked against him.
“Beware the roads.”
Those were the three words Paula Krueger said to him on the phone before he arrived here on his way to Manhattan. After all, she was the sister of his former supervisory agent, Sam Krueger, back when Troy was an ex-human for the FBI. Troy had no idea who she was until he opened his eyes. Resting supine on the white bed, he stares confoundedly at her presence on the seat. The aroma of cocoa consumed the pallid room. Recondite detail exposes on the board near her, and the moment she sealed her hands was the same time Troy stared into his prosthetic palm, repeating the step.
Before he resigned, Sam always encouraged him to keep Paula as a “reference for diagnosis,” despite that moment of time being the only time Troy spotted her. With what’s stirring, what else did he have in his network anymore?
Troy glances upward, and his eyes begin to obscure. The last conversation between Soriana and him that February surfaces like a merging cloud in the sky. She may have meant something when she attempted to offer a second chance in contact. She may have foreseen this moment. However, Troy knew nothing significant would come crawling to the woman that had him slipping on so many icy slopes. He couldn’t bear reliving the mortifying fantasies he fixated so long in his head. He visualized his heart spinning and member erecting within his pants the afternoon walking past her door creaked halfway open, witnessing her step from the vertical climber. She slings the towel from the chair, wiping the sweat from her head and hair. Her thighs dampened. Soak drenched her dark shorts and sports bra as she sauntered to close the door before she could see Troy.
“That’s a game over for you, Troy. Don’t give a rat’s ass how fine the woman is. Genuine. Whatever. Your guts are not hers to share.”
As late Uncle Joey advised him wisely, Troy learned no good would’ve come revealing those feelings to Soriana. No matter how many times his former suitemates bantered. Why stoop to that level? He learned the hard way in high school when he first opened those feelings to his long-time peer, Bri Adams, months before prom and the air between them was eradicated. The leaves gushed over him as he stood by Bri’s door, shivering to the silence outside until the utter of his name, followed by laughter, echoed inside. The petals snap from the rose, swaying to the wind, and he lets loose of his grip on the flowers as they splash on the pond. As deplorable it was then, losing whatever hope of date he had, Troy was grateful for the wake-up call.
His nostrils flare to coal roaming in the air. The cyborg turns to an engine booming to his right, and twin lights flash his way.
***
The train vibrates as it advances. Chair facing the window, Troy’s eyes lock on the trees, zooming outside. The sky grays as if a storm is imminent. Dubstep from his iPhone rumbles in his ears, sealing him from the chatter around him while the cup of water and cookies rest on his table. The chatter loudens, and several women next to the cyborg chortle.
“See? I work at the cafes,” one of the passengers tells aloud. Blue eyeliners glint on her eyelashes. A sticker entitled SHUTDOWN SMART attaches to her pants pocket. “Dump a piece of that cyanide or period fluid into the drink. They got no idea till the next day.”
They laugh in unison. Troy’s neck churns as he takes a glance at the snack. None of the passengers across from him say a word. The water jiggles. He looks away, pushing it aside. If he could open this whole entire and toss this minuscule meal overboard, Troy would be delighted without a second thought. Imagine having to move somewhere else, possibly the second floor, but even that suggestion was far from practicable.
I’d rather goddamn starve today.
A waitress stalks by with a single utility cart containing a tray of water bottles and alcohol without glancing at the three young women next to the cyborg, feigning oblivion to the salacious conversation taking place. Each of the three women, somewhere in their late teens to mid-twenties, dazzled themselves in ripped denim shorts and tank tops.
Before he can amp up the music, his nerves ring when someone calls superciliously, “Hi. What’s your name?”
Troy’s glance remains on the window, turning a deaf ear to whatever was spewed. After all, it didn’t do him well to jump to conclusions so soon. He maintains direction outside, where a small number of quad drones glide.
The voice loudens, piercing his back. “I’m herree!!”
Bearing a nerve pulse in his temple, Troy turns around slowly. His gaze sours upon looking at a young fair-skinned passenger standing as bold as a badger. Her black hair, laced with a thick purple hue, is knotted in twin braids. A ruby eyeshadow overshadows her slanted eyes. The symbol of a red shield, implanted with the word VERITAS, emblazons on the breast pocket of her gray coat, which she wore over her zipped ruby collared top and denim skirt.
Troy raises his eyebrows. “Uh…can I help you or something?”
Folding her arms, the heckler plucks her lips. “What’s got you in here? I mean…no offense, but you’re all dressed in black. Trying to be Black Panther with this?”
Guffaws echo among many as eyes lock on him. The cyborg’s temperature rises. The three women near him gaze at him, smirking at each other. The waiter looks over his shoulder, facial expression solid as a tomb, before stepping foot inside the other car. Troy’s stomach twists. He sets gaze at his heckler, one hand clutched to the holster. 
Virtuaphobia at its greatest. Well, this trip’s busted.  
“I got an idea,” he says coldly as his heart pounds. Noise echoes behind him, followed by a shadow passing by his heckler. Nonetheless, she takes no notice. “Maybe it’s best we drop the goddamn jokes and enjoy the ride for once.”
Troy rotates his back toward her, exasperated. Before he can insert the plugs again, a thump hits the rear of his chair, holding it in a tenacious position. The cyborg shoots the heckler a grave look, but she rolls her eyes in return.
“Ooh mind games. He’s playing mind games!” she lambasts. The heckler glosses at everyone in the car, raising her hands in mock surrender, and she vicariously impersonates a memorably deep accent that was all too rudimentary to be extraordinary. “I AM terminated.”
Laughter roars once again, piquing the Virtual. The heckler says, “Listen—you can’t uh…play me for stupid. You know that.” Her tone turns ominous, almost falling deep. She stoops herself at his level. “You know what I can do if you…dare put your hands on me. Do you know who we are?”
Troy’s grip on the holster tightens upon seeing the red creep in the passenger’s face. His glare intensifies upon eyeing everyone. The energy in the train darkens like a mist around the Virtual, trapping him in its barrier of smoke. His heart ceases to beat. He may have made a grievous mistake taking this route, and the odds unite against him once again. No amount of his reasoning would do to kick aside this parasite that was bent to upend his sanity. Worse case, end him.
“Cyborg,” a man’s smug voice calls out. His stout belly shakes as he rises from his seat. He wags his elbow as if flexing off a crack. Tattoos brand on his rigid biceps, obscuring his skin. Others near him beckon proudly as he snickers. “Let’s be straight. Whatever your name is…we can do whatever we want—”
He jerks to a swarm of bullets breaching from the glass. The man’s body jiggles to the plethora of bullets inundating his chest until a segment of his ribs shatters. Screams crack. Troy whips out his handgun. The bright beam locks in Troy’s direction, and he dives from the blast. 




Chapter 14
The tree bark scorches the surface of Soriana’s palm as she leaps to the next tree. Her foot swings till she presses it against the surface. Climbing, she blows away the leaves descending on her face like snowflakes. The bushes above shuffle, and two dark shadows flap from sight. Their croaks reverberate as they glide.
The officer claws her way upward like a bear reaching for the dangling honey until she finally grabs hold of a thick scion. Her face turns ruby upon pressing her body upward, and she snuggles her leg. Soriana sighs as she straightens herself on top, leaning a foot forward. She stares at the grime and blisters stains on her hands, and the claws on her sheer gloves shrivel back into their position. Her palms ache, though it was nothing but extraneous. She recollects the times she would leap her way over the trees in Rock Creek Park, scraping her thighs as she crept upward. The green leaves above gleamed to the sun’s beam, and the descending nut bounced on her nose. Blood oozed at the tip of her fingers. She relished every moment in reaching the apex to gaze brazenly at the Northwest outskirts of her home in the District of Columbia.  
The clouds conceal the sun gleaming, and the sky dims. Her hair, knotted in a ponytail, motions to the gush. Her lips, usually embellished with a bright ruby, were left in their plain complexion. She clutches a hand to her chest. The flow of water rumbles into her ear, and she glances morosely to her shoulder. A bird glides over the murky river streaming dully, and her vision obscures like a fog. Soriana eyes Eva below, water racing over her ankle as she flipped upward. The water splashed as her palm landed. The former loomed downward, foot soaked in the stream. One step, and Eva swatted. Soriana catches it in a heartbeat and the fist shifts in her grasp.
She looks away, and in seconds, the river remains naked. It was perplexing to find herself situated in the reserve where Eva harnessed herself for so long. Almost like a noxious satisfaction. Where was Eva? Soriana could only imagine the endless possibilities in reversing time. As much as the CIA’s policy meant to her livelihood, nothing stabbed her heart more than the hour she let the latter slip. If only she had persisted and stopped the elevator from closing. But she was too craven to do so. In Eva’s own eyes, and because of what was mandated nationwide, Soriana was now branded a liar. The agent who committed mendacity against her sister to preserve her integrity, if there was. She would give to restore what was shattered. How could she be so naïve yet so helpless?
What is my obligation? What is my integrity then?
Soriana shifts to a growl rumbling in the sky, but it wasn’t any sound she would deem natural. She grimaces to birds gliding in the clouds. The same time, her phone rings.
“Salazar,” Wayne calls out warily. He pants. “Where ARE you now?”
Soriana looks over her left, swallowing. “I’m…I’m not far.”
“I’m getting signals of non-friendly birds approaching. Wherever you are, you must head out—”
She turns to a flaring ambience coming downward. She leaps from the blast eradicating the top of the tree, and a blazing scion tumbles. A bright pain pierces her ankle as she scurries and rises. The warbirds swarm the sky like a myriad of wraiths, firing. The officer taps at the activation on the pack laced on her hip. Soon an ivory exoskeleton laces over her brown pants. Her cleats radiate on the ground as she blitzes with booming speed. Her ponytail glides, and trees crumble. She leaps from the soil erupting and splashing dirt on her face. The ground vibrates and splashes echo from behind.
Heart pounding, Soriana looks back to a ten-foot goliath charging her way from the river. Dust settles over the pilot.
Jaguars of Apollo?! Why?
Soriana staggers to a swarm of fire zapping in a vertical direction. A shadow looms downward, but she manages to slide before it can crush her. She draws out one of her pistols and pulls the trigger. Three rounds ricochet from the Gorillax’s iron plate. The headstrong pilot persists in his or her chase.
She stumbles halfway to a blaze belching to her side. Tapping her pack rapidly, Soriana’s blood rushes to a heavy dose of air roaring at her face by a swift rush like no other. Her body bolts and the veins on her thighs constrict. She eyes an incoming tree and skids. Her cleats split through the wood, and chunks spit at her. That is, until she flashes forward, halted by her motorcycle in position. The goliath races only for the tree to land, smashing the plate with an immense impact that quivers the forest. 
She bites her lips to the warships inundating from above. Soriana rises, and the pain on her legs roars. Lurching from the smoke storms several more Gorillaxs, shoulder cannons flaring in her direction. Breathing and throwing her arms over her motorcycle, Soriana presses down on the pedal. With little time to process the pressure, the officer bolts with acceleration.
The officer steers before the massive blast can engulf her. The inferno cracks in her ears and trees whoosh past her view. She whistles upon reaching the road of Georgetown Pike, but her anticipation can only worsen.
Police officers cower behind their car doors, returning fire as JOA cyborgs fire a barrage of gunfire behind the wall of congested cars. Drivers and officers grunt at the bullets splitting into their skulls. Soriana skids to a shot reflecting on the front wheel before regaining control. She initiates a curve over the crammed vehicles, ramming into the Virtual invaders like a razor wheel. Scrap and bionic limbs glide at her.
Lightning ignites behind the dark clouds. The officer wobbles to the thump emerging behind her on the narrow street. Rockets from above topple, and an explosion snakes horizontally, consuming the fences and electric poles in its blaze. Tree branches collapse, scarring a tear at Soriana’s calf, but she pushes aside the sizzling pain. Scorching flakes flicker into her nostrils.
Hold on, Director!
Her heart rushes, blown by such a provocative strike. The moment she reaches the shattered gate of the Central Intelligence Agency is the minute teardrops tap at the top of her ear. A rocket bolts toward the A-12 display, crumbling the statue. Soriana decelerates toward PMCs storming and surrounding the parking lot.
“Aim fire!!”
She drives her head to the shots, raising her arm as she sped. The band on her wrist glints, and she raises her head to a circular orbit embracing her. Bullets bounce miserably to the barrier and rapid raindrops pound. Soriana fires a quick shot before clashing her wheels against a firing Virtual. The cyborg’s rear plummets into the glass of a car’s posterior window. She regains speed, even as her shield jiggles to the gunfire.
Approaching the headquarters, the pummeled bodies of her officers laid in proximity to the breached entrance. Blood lingers on the floor. Charging cyborgs look back too late as Soriana’s motorcycle thrusts them aside like a rhinoceros. An explosive knocks aside from one of their hands, and the human officer makes a strong bend. The scorching radius lands its hit, whipping against her barrier, and her grip on the cycle spirals.
The rain catches her in a heartbeat as she runs inside the shattered doors. Inside the lobby, a lone, dark-skinned operative with cornrows stalks with a heavy rifle at hand. Plasma roars like dragon fire from the muzzle, and debris implodes from the columns. Soriana pounces like a Bengal tiger from the grass, grappling the agent by the throat. The cyborg scurries for the plasma rifle, but the human cuts his chance as she rolls back. She raises her thunderous foot, slamming it against the rifle, and the structure shatters. The plasma reactor rolls toward the cyborg. 
Growling, the PMC lunges. He sweeps his hands for her, but Soriana motions swiftly with her body, evading blow after blow. Her veins ring as he traps a prosthetic knuckle with her hand. Locking down the other, she twists the arms and thrusts her shin into the crotch. The cyborg skids to the blow, groaning.  
“¿Dónde está el Director, agente?” he questions.
“Lo diré una vez que meta mi pie en tu trasero,” she spits out. The electrical aura swoons over her legs as she circles him.  “I’ll tell you once I stick my foot up your ass.”
The Virtual straightens his shoulders. “With no armor, I’ll make this your last then.”
The two clash blows. The human officer’s nerves scorch to a fist slamming her temple. Regaining stance, Soriana twirls with a kick. The cyborg shifts to the impact on his shoulder. He has little time for process as the officer clashes her foot consecutively, destabilizing his guard. Adrenaline overwhelms her as she leaps her foot in mid-air, igniting a voltaic boom that hurls him back.
She rushes after her enemy rolling back in a panic, only to bounce back as the Virtual grabs and whirls a flag pole. The cyborg rips the flag aside and stalks, panting through gritted teeth. Gulping to a blood drop on her hand, Soriana rounds her shin, but her enemy dives in an instant. The cyborg counters, whipping the surface against her spine. Shivering to the pain, Soriana staggers to the cyborg thrusting the pole toward her. She clings at it, and the two glower as their grips inundate the other. The Virtual bashes his temple at hers, and her head bounces. The pole endures a slight crack.
She hits flat, and the cyborg aims with the sharp edge. Soriana swirls on the marble floor, and she dives her cleats toward the stomach. The PMC yelps as he ascends, destroying whatever chance he had.
Snubbing the blood on her nose, Soriana rushes toward the kneeling militant. Soon when he attempts to turn, she whips away her coat and hurls the soaked piece like a rope around his neck. Yanking back, she nails her shin forcibly to his spine. The groaning PMC twirls while Soriana skates, staring in anticipation. Reckless, the agent swings, and to her advantage, she seizes him by the wrist.
She plows her knuckles into his mouth before bending his arm further. Pinned to the column, the frazzled PMC’s mouth hangs, and he greets to a rising foot. With the first blow processed, Soriana jams her foot downward at the top of his skull. He gulps at the impact. 
Maintaining her grip, she whips her cleat forward like a flamingo, crashing a chain of blows into his face. A rush of euphoria flows inside her blood as her legs dance. Lightning slaps at all ankles, sparkling his cheekbones until Soriana screams upon releasing the final kick. His head cracks into the column, and the stand crumbles.
Soak and sweat synergize, soaking the skin on Soriana’s face as she stands. Panting and fist clenched as she glares at the PMC’s unconscious state behind the dust. Blurring stars kindle in his eyes as he lays inert. Blood-ridden lumps disfigure his lips and facial. A pool of blood leaks to her foot, soaking the floor. Whipping out her cell phone, Soriana initiates the call. 




Chapter 15
Troy opens fire. The bullet spits from his muzzle, colliding with the drone’s blast. The cyborg turns away to a minuscule detonation showering in the air. 
Screams and buzzes flood from within, burning into his ear. Passengers scatter, cowering to the quad drones gliding inside the car like wasps. Ducking low, Troy bustles his way through the flashing gunpowder and tumbling bodies. Sharp glass sprinkles on his back. He fires, cracking one of the drone wings in flames before a swift blow knocks him. 
Troy recoils to a grasp tackling him by the throat. Notwithstanding the struggle, Troy swirls and raises the tackler, slamming her body to the ground. Rolling, the tackler raises her head, and to no surprise, the heckler's face reals out. Baring her teeth, she crawls, but a glaring Troy aims the handgun, halting her in place. Sweat drips from her head as she shivers. 
“You wouldn’t dare, would you?!!” she screeches diffidently at him. The heckler sees him scurrying while still maintaining the level of his pistol at her. “Oh yeah! Soon as I get out of this, those DAMN guards will get on your a—”
A shower of gunfire cuts her baseless threats to the head. The skin on her face tears to the horde of bullets coming in all directions outside. That is, until her body slumps, leaving a soaked and disfigured skull rocking on the floor, to Troy’s good riddance.
One less trash wasted.
Troy’s heart rushes as he advances, and stumbles to the ground, wobbling. Peace just won’t come his way, he cogitates. His pupils highlight, pervading an azure veneer inside the car. To his surprise, he spots a highlighted terrorist in a hooded vest, hovering unscathed on a gliding board. Whatever view he gains is blockaded once orange quads fly his way. He picks gain, uniformly firing at the drones.
“Daddy!!” a child cries in the background. “DAD!”
He slips to a scurrying passenger, and the bullet ricochets on the ceiling. He swears to the quads burgeoning and swirling from above. Their miniature chain guns spiral, flashing with each fire they hiss. He presses rapidly onto the trigger till the last bullet tumbles. Irked, the cyborg rolls below the table of one of the seats and unzips his bag, scavenging for a magazine. Blood slithers, and his skin crawls. Time rumbles.
Finally injecting the clip, Troy rises from the shadows and intercepts only to jerk to a shot tearing at his fabric. Adrenaline flowing, he lunges for one of the drones by the wing and tosses it aside like a Frisbee.
Shoving aside a fleeting border, the Virtual manages to level aim at the surfer. Two rounds fire toward the shattered window, and the board’s engine combusts into a blaze. Despite his stance on the board, the terrorist descends, and the train quivers to a crackling blow.
Down!
Smoke comes his way, and the specter in red rises from afar. Troy leaps over a seat until his eyes bulge to a radiating dart. His skin heats to the proximity, and he evades the blast. A craven man squealing in a high pitch attempts to flee, but the beam cuts him like an apple pie, severing his skull in two.
The shimmer in his eyes fades upon spotting corridors leading to the second floor.  Reaching up, escaping the gunfire, Troy locks the door. Taps clam behind. His blood cools, but the alleviating sensation subsides upon stumbling to a chilling shriek. 
“No! Please!!” a blonde waitress pleads vehemently on the ground. Trays and tables lay disheveled. “Please! Have m—”
Troy jerks to a blaring boom, and the hooded terrorist stands, lowering his pistol. Ruby vapor hisses from the blackened gash planted at the heart of the victim’s throat. The airs temperature decreases as Troy witnesses a visible cybernetic palm glimmering behind the terrorist’s sleeve. The suspect clocks his head sideways as if noticing the unusual, and the hoodie slides.  To Troy’s horrifying chagrin, the rogue cyborg turns his head. 
Troy’s horror plummets upon gazing at the tanned professional in a white polo and shorts removing his Terrier cap. His slanted eyes blink. The black goatee, shaped like a triangle, remains visible on the ex-human’s chin as he waved his racquet in the court. Bouncing balls echo in Troy’s ear. It took Troy to take one step back, and his lips numb upon witnessing the figure he once knew. Ashen, frazzled, and now in his early forties, the Virtual remains posed with the pistol locked at the former trainee’s spot.
No. I can’t believe this!
“Hey!” Troy barks. “Coach—”
He recoils to blood-red plasma darting at him like a bolt, bursting a crack to the wall. Troy breathes to the scorched puncture, and Casey Lu leaps like a rocket to the ceiling.
Stalking to the wind roaring downward from the crater, flapping against his pants, Troy jumps. He pushes up to the edge and snakes onto the quivering surface. His bionic fingers tingle, snapping to where he rested before rising on his knees. His chest taps rapidly. Wind slaps at Troy’s cheeks, and an imminent rumble booms. A squad of quad drones motion from Lu’s side, transpiring to where a capacious bay of water floated before turning around.
“Stay back!” Lu warns.
He opens fire, but his blast misses Troy by two feet. Troy retaliates, firing at Lu’s grip on the arsenal, disarming the latter. Lu grimaces, stepping back as Troy stalks closer. He signals, despite the fear riveting in his bones.
“Coach!” Troy calls out, stepping forward.  His voice is stamped by the gush, and his throat stings. “Coach Lu! Look at me closely! It’s me!” Troy raises his sleeve, exposing his prosthetic arm. “Troy Levi! Don’t strike! I’m NOT your enemy!”
The cynicism in Lu’s expression drains, and his clenched hands unfold. A moment of gentleness crossed his face as he stood.
“Troy?” he questions worriedly. Lu looks at all sides. “Am I…am I seeing illusions?”
“No! No!” Troy disapproves. He shoves away the pistol, waving his hands. “It’s me! What ARE YOU doing?”
He couldn’t believe it himself. After all these years since Boston University, Troy wouldn’t imagine facing his coach like this. Now here the two men stood, bonding as Virtuals, and whatever seclusion gnawed at Troy then is cleansed by this grisly reunion. Unfortunately, he had yet to say the same for his former coach, who stooped in this morbid direction, and questions consumed Troy.
Lightning booms behind the clouds. Lu squeezes his bionic palm, trapped in a period of silence, and an air of gray floods over him.
“It’s over for me, bubby,” he says sadly. The Amtrak below them motions, despite the chaos booming below. “Shame you had to witness.”
Troy shakes his head. “Whatever you’re doing Lu, we can find a way to get out of—”
“No other way!” he protests. A second rumble echoes from above, followed by drops descending in a gradual state. Lu steps back, eyes quivering as he scans the landscape. “I’m through with the entire Boston laughing at me. They…they cast me out, for who I am! Can’t even be with my daughter anymore. I don’t even know where I’m from.”
“Lu.” Troy’s chest cuts, and a dense air hangs over his eyes. “You know. I don’t think you still remember, back in the field.” He pauses. “I still goddamn remember you being a rough one on us. But you always told me never to hit ground zero. Regardless of that pain.”
Troy takes a pensive reminiscence to his eyes gazing astutely on the machine. The second ball spits and his feet sprint from the court’s pavement. The speed of gravity diminishes as his body leaped like a shield for the incoming ball until Lu jacked his arm, holding Troy in a gauche stance before he even touched the ground. Then his memories speed to his body slammed into the pavement and the pain firing on his cheekbone. The shadowy figures of his customers in the university shop loomed above him, fist clenched until a broad, muscular presence stepped foot from behind unbeknownst to them. Troy looked up to the two customers gasping as the coach trapped their necks under his big arms. The former learned something valuable.
His former coach glances and a tinge of shame wallows in his eyes as if the reminder has crushed him. He sighs. 
“Your home is my home, Troy. But we’re their outsiders now. Deluding otherwise in this dimension, it’s just madness.” Leaves blossom from the trees below. Drops beat at Lu’s nose as he continues, “You see, buddy? When Neo died, he died knowing, armed with the knowledge of this cruel reality we live in.” He gestures to Troy and then himself. “Each one of us Virtuals is Neo inside, at arms against a society that hates us.”
I don’t even know what to think of that.
The more Lu spoke, the cut in Troy’s heart deepens. He can’t afford to let the man, who installed so many lessons at college, descend in this path. This couldn’t be the end between them. 
“Lu—coach,” Troy pleads. His throat swells as his body trembles with harrowing emotion from within. Buzzing rings in the benign drizzle. His eyes turn bloodshot. “I’m no stranger to pain. You may always be my coach. But this won’t change the pain.”
Frowning, Lu storms from the edge, returning his glance at Troy as he motions four feet from the latter. He shakes his head in disapprobation. “Today’s an awakening, but by this time, I’d be gone then.” The anger that once seethed in his voice fades to a sense of calm serenity. His eyes turn hazy. “I’ve found the way to solace, Troy. I can see it. The gardens, it’s calling. I’ll be in a better place.”
Soon as he states it, Lu releases his silver sleeve, exposing a remote embedded onto his glinting bionic arm. Troy’s mouth hangs, and the synergy of quad drones swarm up into the storming clouds, heading in a direction he didn’t fathom imagining.
Smiling, Lu says, “One day, you’ll be in my shoes. Make the decision before it FINDS you. Goodbye, buddy.”
Troy rushes, but Lu’s body dissipates, and the ruby combustion slaps Troy aside. He careens, clutching onto the car’s edge as explosions tear the train’s structure from within. He gasps to the debris imploding toward him, and Troy’s magnetic grip slips.
Gravity pulls the cyborg in its grasp, and his body hits the bay. Every massive remnant of the Amtrak descends with him as Troy sinks into the water. His blood freezes, and his eyes sting, obscuring his view. He mustered whatever he could to scream and swear as he sank. However, bubbles escape from his mouth.
It took a minute for Troy to witness the myriad of bodies descending. The naked body of a male passenger sinks in front of Troy. His skin was charred by burns. To his chagrin, several of the passengers flail their arms crazily, struggling to reach the surface as the water’s density is dragging them. Spotting his black backpack sinking, Troy dives downward and retrieves it before bonding the handles to his chest.
Troy holds his breath as he flaps his feet and whirls his body upward to a large floating plate. His nostrils flare, and mucus leeches before obfuscating. He reins his head, clutching to the floating debris and coughing the flood of water congested in his throat. The rain, roaring rapidly than ever, beats at Troy’s head and the plate motions for itself, floating toward a metropolitan dock.
Survivors, oblivious to his presence, float in their abandonment. That alters when Troy spots helicopters gliding far in the distance. The title of NYPD brands on the tails.
Guess I’m at Manhattan then.
He refuses to make further acknowledgement as the plate nears the area. A bright neon flake draws his attention, and Troy turns his head. His body shakes, witnessing a sinister ambience consume the landscape many feet away from him. A skyscraper tumbles in the distance before being clouded by the scarlet fog. The Virtual looks away, sealing his eyes to the unspeakable horror, and his heart bends. He couldn’t have picked a worse tragedy to set foot in.
***
Alana drives hastily at Province Street, and the raindrops beat at her front window. Her fingers dampen in sweat as she clutches the wheel. Blazing particles gush her way, and she stops by the crumbling arcade to where Gabriel stands. His loose jersey shorts flap to the grisly storm. Individuals behind him sprint in a scatter, and the entrance door tumbles as the stampede magnifies. Gabriel, standing laced with a brownish backpack around his white T-shirt, waves his hands frantically upon seeing his elder sister lower the window.
“Aye!!” she admonishes, motioning her hand. “C’mon!! C’mon!!”
Gabriel rushes inside the back of the seat, panting. His eyes drench in red as he wipes the glittering particles from his chubby face.
“I have no clue what’s happening, Alana!” he cries. His sister’s luggage rests adjacent to where he sat on the left. Gabriel coughs wildly. “I need to get my—”
“Can’t go back!” she rebuffs. Swallowing, Alana reaches to pat Gabriel’s bag on his lap. “Stick with your wallet and whatever you have inside! For now, till we hit the Bronx.”
She returns her sight on the road. Making a right turn, Alana hurries pass the swirling drivers her way. Cafés and edifices tumble, incinerating to the scorching debris plummeting like meteors. Propaganda boards careen her way and her foot on the pedal quivers. Passing her way out of the metropolitan space, Alana’s eyes turn bloodshot to what’s witnessed.
Alana draws her gaze to the swarm of drones clouding the stormy sky, zooming downward like a bolt of thunder. Passengers leaping from a MBTA bus window get barraged by a drone that detonates upon landing. Civilians disintegrate to iridescent particles as the quads combust consecutively in the area, obfuscating Alana’s view and her eyes twitch.
It’s official. They finally struck back.
Long she expected this reprisal from the Virtuals, but nothing compared to what she envisioned.  Not when she and her brother were in the midst of this epic catastrophe eradicating this place, Troy’s homeland. A sense of uncertainty yet shock twisted her nerves, the reminder of what she went through these months fixating in her head.
A neon explosion erupts, snaking into the streets like a molten wave and bursting over the road. A sudden burst hits near her side, and Alana’s heart accelerates. Speeding, she whirls her vehicle swiftly on the street before hitting the brakes and witnessing Gabriel slip on the rear mirror. Alana pants and sweat moistens on her chest. She turns quickly to her brother, the latter pressing his hands against the seat and shaking. Alana rubs his knee.
“Gabriel!” she calls out. “Put on that seat belt! ASAP!”
Gabriel looks at all sides, sniffing loudly. “Where are WE going?!”
“Far out of here!” she cries. Despite attempting to maintain her panic, Alana’s face flushes to the buildings tumbling and the crimson smoke inundating the avenue. “I don’t know how long!”
Alana swears to a horizontal crack opening on the road, and debris slivers into the arising abyss. Several Bostonians fleeing from the drones slip into the chasm. She reversed her car back to the flare bellowing from within.
Exchanging glances with her brother, she advises, “Just hang in, Gabriel!” Then she gulps, enduring a grim jerk in her throat, until she says, “We got our tío Ricardo down! Got me?”
He looks anxiously at her before nodding and buckling the seat belt. Alana prevails in maintaining distance from the growing chasm and makes an abrupt turn ahead. She continues to expedite the acceleration on her car, passing through a descending traffic light. She bolts to her left from an incoming quad, and her jeep rattles to the flare-up frizzling to her right. The right window taps. The windshield to her side cracks, followed by three consecutive buzzes stinging her eardrums.  Alana’s teeth bite to the ruby glows igniting in the wings of the drones. Soon the quad drones synergize, merging into a sinister substance that illuminates the interior of her car. The hair in the back of Alana’s neck mounts.
The star hurtles, and Alana comes at face with a Nissan van skidding in a circular motion. The face of a very young toddler, and adjacent to his female parent driver on the seat, beats his diminutive hands on the glass inside. She watches the child’s eyes trail at her, crying out to her behind the glass that silenced his voice, till her attention lands on numbers 5-4-5 scrolled on the mother’s chin. Alana’s throat parches to such a sight.
You don’t be deserving this.
Forcing her eyes elsewhere, she tilts, grabbing onto the wheel, and meanders as the strike makes contact with the van. Red orbs surf past Alana’s window, and a scarlet wave blossoms. Alana gulps to a blistering body, flopping against the edge of her car front. Drones rocket-like comets, shattering whatever stood alive in the state, and her heart turns dense. She does not look back. The fate of her neighborhood slithers like a mist before her eyes, flashing from the time she and her family stepped foot from the sunny outskirts of Little Havana. She walked in her scarlet graduation gown, BFA degree at hand, and posed alongside her visitor Troy behind the podium as her mother snapped the picture.
She found grounding, moments, and bonhomie in this state when it lasted. She had no idea of whatever chance Massachusetts had of recuperation, and didn’t want to know.
Troy flashes, the sole person only crossing in her head. Imagine sitting alongside her companion safely in this car, despite coming to terms with the home he’s finally lost for good. Knowing wherever he was, it was left in the air for God to tell. How can she process so much pain into one? Her eyes soak, and she blinks to fresh tears streaming down her cheeks.




Chapter 16
“Coach,” Troy says repeatedly as he drifts. His words slip like a whisper, almost having no end, and his heart cripples with the density of his affliction. Regardless of what slipped out of his mouth, nothing was going to alleviate or revive the coach he lost. Lu stepped out from the university a year after Troy graduated, lost in the shadows, but that reunion was met to not only an imploding body but a home that possibly descended with it. An image he will find inevitable to escape from. As vindictive as Lu’s actions were, ensuring the demise of the state Troy grew up in, it would be nonsensical for Troy to harbor any anger. What was the purpose? It wasn’t as if the lives lost would’ve owed him their recognition either way. Lu had a child he’d no longer see thanks to them again. His coach had a point; Troy and Lu were “outsiders.”
The rain in Manhattan drizzles, drenching Troy in soak. His skin crawls to the gelidity constricting in his veins, and he sneezes. The directions leading to the designated address on his phone screen dims, and he seals the dying phone away. Thankfully he was able to write the address on a sheet of paper zipped in his bag. His nose twists to the aroma of uric acid lingering in the city’s environment, and Troy holds his breath.
Goddamn. New York City just never changes.
Troy hadn’t stepped foot into New York for a long while and wanted no part of that memory. For all the people’s fawning, he couldn’t imagine himself sheltering in a derelict bedlam like New York. If it weren’t for Krueger, where he was four minutes away, this place would be the last area for him to cross ties with, much less tour. Unfortunately with everything he’d lost, Troy had little to choose, whatever he liked or not. 
Strolling on the sidewalk, Troy gazes downward at the concrete, kicking the empty soda can with each step he takes. He diverts his eyes away from sirens wailing past. He shivers, fist clenched in his pocket, and his vision hazes to the combustions echoing in his ear. 
The storm cracks, and that’s when Alana flashes. He endures a flood swallowing from within. How distant he’s been with her over these last months, cutting away whatever chance of bonding that could’ve been shared. Troy’s been like the clouds she could never reach since sentiment hit nationwide. Now the burden catches up to him like an arrow pierced into his ribs, and the thought of her imminent loss taints him from inside.
So much loss in one day…it’s insane.
Startled, he kicks the can abruptly to a squad of giant rats that scream into the road’s sewers. One of the rats stands still, glancing at him oddly, as if attempting to analyze the cyborg’s heart before scurrying off.
Troy’s disruption exacerbates upon hearing jeering a few feet across him in a dark alley. He storms close, and once his vision sharpens through the rain, he gasps. Within the alley space he spots a crew of hecklers stomping their foot simultaneously at what appeared to be a pedestrian, until he spots one of the heckler’s cleats resting on a visible bionic ankle.
Troy reaches in his holster, drawing out the pistol. His grip shudders on the handgun as he aims, witnessing the chants and outcries he endured for so long sweep at him like a chain of episodes. The shot firing into his car window snaps, followed by the voice of the heckler inside the train seething like a hot lead into his ears. Crossing a finger on the trigger, the pain and numbness because of what he lost fluctuates, and his pupils ignite to what he’s reminded of. 
One of the assaulters mocks, “Can’t run now, muthafucka! We own these—”
The shot fires twice, and the orotund sound echoes into the rain. Troy positions the pistol’s muzzle upward, and he glares at the assaulters stepping back, murmuring hesitantly among themselves.
The crew bustles from the alley, and one of them with sagging pants and dreadlocks pats dastardly at his body. They don’t even set second glances at the instigator across them as they dash cravenly. Shooting a cold glance at the assaulters disappearing in the rain, and trying to maintain his stance, Troy rushes across the street. Inside the damp alley, his foot splashes at a shallow pool of water lurking from the stairs above. The Virtual’s nose burns to the noisome whiff leaching from the garage bin, and the trash bags inside shift. He gulps to a fellow female cyborg, resting unconscious and supine on the ground. Blood and dark imprints obscure like mud on her face, and her turtle neck shirt rises halfway, exposing her navel. Her pants stain on the side. Troy bends, resting a hand on her chest, and a zap circuits up his arm.
Can’t believe they go this far.
The pulses fall faint to his ear. Lowering to retrieve the car keys, Troy raises the beaten Virtual’s arm around him. He reaches for his cell phone, only to groan upon a sudden dark screen. He had too much burden in his hands to pass behind the street’s shadows and let other brethren suffer so like this. No. If this was the best he can do to compensate, then so be it.
Troy gives a reassuring gaze to his fellow Virtual, whose eyes remain closed, before gazing at the rainfall pouring on the dull traffic outside. Several more sirens reverberate; meanwhile, the car lock jiggles in his hands.
***
A thunderous scar rears its head like a fork on the narrow neighborhood of townhouses at East 101st Street, and the rails screech to Troy’s left. Stepping foot, shivering, Troy knocks on the red gated door three times while the stringent raindrops shower over him.
“Troy Levi!” he says aloud. His voice vibrates through the chill in his veins.
He catches a resident peep from the window curtains before vanishing. The door cracks open, and Troy jerks to the robed human ushering him inside.
“Step in. Step in,” she says quickly, snorting. Her round glasses glimmer. “I was worried there—and oh goodness you’re a mess.”
Troy stumbles inside, and the mood around him transitions, greeting him with a warm arm as Krueger veils the window with a dense curtain and turns on the lights. He grimaces to a blue beam flickering at him from the eye of a pallid quad drone, and it hovers down on the surface of a computer desk. Water drips on the wooden tiles on the floor, and he wipes the moisture from his eyes. His mind swirls to the scent of cocoa roaming in the room, drawing his attention to the vaporizing steam billowing from the kettle on top of the kitchen stove. 
It’s like before.
“Take a seat, will you?” Krueger advises as she turns off the stove ignition. Pouring the steaming water into two white cups, she repeatedly clamps on her teeth. The sound judders from a distance. “Fresh coffee should do it.”
“I’ll be okay, Krueger,” Troy rebuffs, taking a seat reluctantly at one of the leather sofas. He scans the gamut of coffee packages arranged at the wooden kitchen table and shelves, resembling that of a minuscule café. He’s never been too fond of coffee, ever since the time he almost belched to the sour stain in his tongue. The lamp dangles above, and its spikes twinkle. Mortified, his rear dampens on the spot.
“It’s cold, Levi,” she implies. “I know coffee’s not your—”
Troy gives her a questioning gaze, but Krueger shrugs it off.
“I may have left Boston, but I STILL know how your brain functions. Not all coffee’s out to give you some heart attack.” Krueger pours a dose of dairy powder and stirs one of the cups. “Nothing too lightly to take on your condition. Sounds like you’ve been through some hell.”
Troy sighs, waiting for Krueger to arrive with the hot drinks. His temple aches, hearing Lu’s final words echo. Whatever comfort he relished upon stepping inside vanishes, plunging him into a vortex that dragged him onward, forcing him to relieve everything up to now. His vision turns hazy, as if on the brink of collapse.
Maybe it’s best if I take the sip. 
The pearls fused with her giant necklace jingle as she strolls with the coffee cups in a scrupulous fashion. She sets them down on the round table, and a silver streak betrays itself within her black hair hanging. Minor wrinkles cross underneath her eyes, giving semblance to someone who’s reached her mid-forties, a detail Troy never saw when the two first met years ago. Despite this, age didn’t seem to disfigure her slim shape.
Displaying an amicable smile, Krueger slides the coffee toward her former patient. Troy sniffs, and his mouth moistens to the smoky aroma of the coffee. Krueger takes a sip before mentioning, “Try taking off the gloves—” She clatters her teeth like a cackling skeleton and grimaces. “My. My. My apologies. But do take those off. After all, it’s only us inside.”
Troy grunts. 
“So…how did you make it?”
The cyborg removes the gloves before reaching for the hot cup. Sipping, he blinks to the sting in his tongue. Soon the sourness wanes, altering into a sapid sweetness surfing like a wave into his stomach. The blood streaming in his veins warms. Looking right into the SMART technologist’s small eyes, Troy informs everything that happened, starting from the day he was evicted up to where he’s at now. His blood boils with every word and memory spoken without a second thought. The inferno growls inside his heart as he attempts to placate the fury and emotion building in his tone.
Sighing aloud, he takes the dead phone from his pocket, setting it down abruptly on the table.
“Coach Lu was someone that taught me a lot of principles then,” Troy says in a grim tone. “Tried saving him, but you can just tell…all the goddamn horror that went down these months…it really fucked him up in the worst way imaginable. I had little to offer to stop it.”
Krueger rests a hand to where his fist clenched, and her expression turns sullen.
“Some people you can’t save, especially those you adulate,” she says. “My son, a Virtual, I uh…”
She holds her breath. Troy follows her gaze trailing at a nailed portrait of a young man on top of a piano stand. He held the same diminutive eyes as his mother.
She nears a hand underneath her spectacles, but Krueger holds it in place before she can even dab at her eye. Whatever motion she attempted fell mute as she sat pensively, emotion too heavy for her to shed a tear. 
Krueger’s teeth clench in repetition. Breaking her episode, she continues, “Apologies. Since rioters killed my son Richard from a distance, I’ve been in this hermit position for a long while.”
Troy shakes his head. “The suffering seems to have no end. Now I have this big question that’s been on my mind.” He sips on the coffee, feeling the slight adrenaline rush from inside. “How do we achieve solace?”
The question dances in his head, and he cogitates. Solace, strange a concept that any Virtual would deem nothing more than a fantasy, something that’s been denied to him since the post-Drug War. It’s been something he strived for long in shaping Latin America, but he has only seen an obscure shadow. As abstract and fantastical the idea was, Troy was determined to find it, for the sake of his dwindling well-being. 
A minute of silence lingers between them. That’s when Krueger, straightening her glasses, states, “Before I go on, I’d say it's best you keep out of public sight. Not so sure about the other states, but here in New York…gangs happen to wield an iron fist in the areas.”
Troy raises an eyebrow.
Krueger looks over to her shoulder nervously before hasting and sipping the coffee.
Her voice becomes whispery as she says, “Levi. We SMART reps. Since outrage took over, we’ve been barred from work. But hitmen… they’ve been on foot, hunting us for execution.” She bites her teeth. “Our names, confidential information...it’s in their hands now. Snipers can be anywhere in the streets. The same ones that killed my son.”
Troy glances at the windows in the room and the barrier cloaking whatever glass stood. Not a tinge of light, minus the lamps, reflects on the walls. What a coincidence, he thought. He would’ve chosen the same route. He flashes back to the group of men he started from the alley and the wounded Virtual secured in his hand. His teeth clench at the swift reminder. He could’ve done otherwise and fired rounds at each of those outlaws, but the resistance took him by the wrist, admonishing what stood reigning against him.
“Now on to your question,” she continues. Krueger leans, crossing her arms. “Solace…or peace, is something Virtuals—even humans fail to achieve at a large scale, despite their intentions. The Cold War. The Drug War...it goes on. But with what’s trespassed, our nation's stepped foot in a much more inevitable conflict.”
“I’m not too keen on that.”
The two of them flinch to a fierce boom outside. The cups quiver on the table. A disquieted Troy exchanges glances with Krueger, who raises a hand on top of her head.
She drops her mouth. “Jaguars of Apollo struck. The moment your coach wiped the landscape of Massachusetts was the SAME time the Virtual PMC struck the DMV today.”
Goddamn.
Troy cradles his arm, shaken by such news. He assumed closing all ears to the media has made him oblivious to what surrounded him. The conception of Lu acting alongside the PMCs was nonsensical enough, but there was something much more parlous to him. The Jaguars of Apollo, transitioning from allies to formidable enemies, hit him like shockwaves. That February capturing the moment they intervened in the kill zone seems so recent, unlike before. His own fellow Virtuals, he pondered. What have the nation’s regulators and humans situated themselves in? Was the ego of his nation too great to foreshadow the consequences? If this was true, then the consideration reassured that his safety as a cyborg was far from assured.
“It’s easy to lose hope,” Krueger says imminently. She looks down at her coffee, engulfing it. “Despite this, Richard’s death and the law passed gave me insight. With what I’ve been working on, solace isn’t as distant as I thought.”
“What is that then?”
She raises an eyebrow cleverly, grinning. “At least, you’re here to figure out, Levi. It will be to your benefit. To start off, I want you to keep reciting these following lines for me.” She pauses. Her tone turns luminous as she lectures, “Step foot. Close away the void. Be in tune with the petals grazing in the grass.”
Troy looks deep into her eyes, and air escapes from his mouth, leaving him up in the air. Krueger repeats the quotes, this time slowly, and the words brand deep into his mind. Her voice soothes like a sweetening melody into his brain, and his eyes turn dense. The words snake out of his mouth in repetition.




Chapter 17
Wayne stands, facing the leaf sculpted on the tree’s bark. Even as decades passed, it still stood like a tenacious tombstone in a memorial. His tie flutters in the breeze, and the sun begins to set as time passed. His shirt’s sleeves remain lifted up to his elbow. The sheathed knife rests like a cold cube in his hand, and his palms numb. It’s been hours since Ottoman struck the capitol, and the warship’s engines continue to rumble in his chin. The notion that he was somehow still standing, walking freely in this place, flabbergasts him. If it weren’t for Salazar stepping in to intervene, God knew how far he has gone today.
Even after the recovery of Langley and the cities, a part of him knew something was troubling, and it went beyond Ottoman. His intestines twisted to the chilling breeze sweeping below him.
“I WON’T forget this. Once the day comes, I’ll make sure each and every last one of you suffers from this. Remember that.”
Moreci.
Her ominous voice reverberates in the woods, and several of the trees sway. His grasp on the knife shakes. For some reason, the moment she left still left a fresh scar on his head, sending him back to the moment he finalized his decision in Panama. Now, look where it left him pitted against. The PMC who breached the headquarters bent to target him and the other officers was no mere renegade. His presence alone was an omen, a warning for something far more sinister and Wayne had yet to discover.
Questions and doubts surround him like a vortex as he sinks his head. Was he in the wrong? Wrong for standing behind Eva against the wolves in El Salvador who cried for her blood? How would he stomach approbating his foreign ministers to sentence and dispose of her? It could’ve made a difference in what happened today, but how could Soriana, the officer he over watched since her birth, ensure faith in him herself? Eva’s shadow stood in his way, katana unsheathed. Ottoman, the partner with many differences to policy, wasn’t alone. Perhaps Wayne was misguided in his own intentions.
He unsheathes the knife, and rust rests on the edges. Aiming at the marked leaf, Wayne attempts to throw the blade, only for a thunderous fork to flash and hold him back.
Biting his lip, the knife plummets on the grass. He smoothed his chin, and the charred scars rested visible like a lump on his fingers. His vision alters, where he sees his net release from the dirt like an anaconda, lunging and dangling a yelping Cuban by the ankles. Ashen painted to the cheeks and bandana wrapped over his brown shoulder-length hair, the lone operative barraged the mansion, swiping his blades upon anyone scramming insight, and blood squirts like a wave of water. His dagger pierced through the throat of a communist, and the victim’s eyes bulged to the impact. Bullets entered the operative’s ankle, but the dopamine and powder flowing in his veins nullified whatever pain he felt then. He did anything he could to dull away what was stolen.
Time passed since he renounced his monstrosity, and Wayne wanted nothing with it until now. Blinking from his daze, he looks to his right to see his co-pilot and lost comrade, Robert Burns. His fair skin and blonde hair, leveled to his shoulder, illuminated in view, and Wayne’s mouth hangs.
Having both grown as companions in Queens of New York, the two broke sweat and competition in the Airforce Academy, serving as pilots against the wave of communism purportedly breaking into their hometown. The leaf was sculpted on the dart board in the garage, where they exchanged glances with each other as their pistols fired at the mark, only for Wayne’s bullets to clash with Robert’s own.
Despite this jovial rivalry, they remained a force until that following night when the sweeping rockets tore toward their wings. Wayne couldn’t process the crash until he awakened to Cuban troopers dragging Robert and him like dogs for the slaughterhouse toward the nocturnal wilderness. The mist obscured his sight. A young Wayne witnessed the shots fire at once to the back of his comrade before the communists had thrown his corpse into the rolling Almendares River. From that moment, Wayne’s sanity shattered, and here he found himself. Though no longer a senseless hunter, but still in the Central Intelligence Agency, and situated in a whole new era.
Robert. Seems we’re not so safe yet. 
Mute, Robert’s lips curl into a smile as if sharing in the doubts before his chimerical presence vanishes, leaving the Director alone. Wayne stares at the knife lying and picks it up reluctantly. He has a new enemy at hand, and this time it is communism or the Mendoza Cartel. Unless he was wrong in his speculation, this brand new foe was drawing him closer to the past he sealed since. 
The sunlight reflects upon the windows of the home of where Robert’s son resided until he grimaces to a child, approximately eighteen, near him.
“Oh, hi mister Wayne!” Daniel greets. “Dad and Mom wanted to know whether you’re still interested in desserts.”
Wayne looks at the boy and his lips position like a horizontal scope on his face.
***
Dabbing the red on her thin lips, Soriana steps foot inside the cabin, witnessing Nikolai Clark shuffle the derelict JOA operative, Delgado Hernandez, erect on the seat. The Virtual she’s beaten many hours ago looks away, almost fearfully from his tormentor standing close like a tree. The interrogating prodigy’s Hawaiian safari shirt remains to unbutton halfway, revealing a trace of hair on his broad chest, and his muscles arch over the short sleeves. 
She pursues her lips at her fellow officer in approbation. 
“Greetings bird,” Nikolai acknowledges, caressing the captive’s head. His sharp English accent echoes. “Good seeing you.” Then he looks at Hernandez, observing his watch. “Baby sitting over.”
Her back stings as she stalks, and she rubs at the injury sustained at her temple. The room’s air rubs on her skin like a gelid crystal, which slightly placates the pain shouting in her body. The round lamp stands tenacious on the ceiling, the only piece giving illumination inside. A mirror divides the two as Soriana sits, resting her coat over the back of the chair and dropping a bag on the table. The collar on her shirt is notched like a knitted tear.
It’s been many hours since she survived the assault, and to her relief Air Forces were able to botch whatever reinforcement the Jaguars of Apollo had in plan then. Now it was her turn to carry on the reprisal, and ambiguity was the last notion Soriana needed on her hand from her captive.
Nikolai inputs three beads at the rear scalp between the cyborg’s cornrows, and a spectrum oscillates on the computer behind him. An exasperated Delgado glowers at Soriana across him, with the former crossing her legs and masking her loathe with a stern tolerance. The cyborg’s fatal bruises are veneered by white bandages on his face, resembling that of a mummified figure. Delgado’s bionic arms about, locked to the wrist by steely chains. The electric elastin hooks the locks in place, as served. She beckons Nikolai, who smiles lewdly toward his captive.
“Vexing you with the violins will be too easy for you,” Nikolai says, rubbing the fur on his large stubbed beard. “Today’s a great change, V-bloke. Catch your last breaths, cyborg. This will be a beat like no other in this world.”
When it came to interrogation, Nikolai knew exactly where to sting the prisoner with the sharpest edge in the string. From there, Soriana bought her way into the psyche like a worm snaking into the door lock, knowing what to retrieve.
Delgado snares at the room.  “What’s the meaning of this nonsense?”
Snubbing the cyborg’s censure, Soriana sets the flashing recorder on the table, saying aloud, “You’re hearing, Director?”
“I’m in, Salazar,” Wayne complains. His voice undergoes a slight obscurity on the machine. “Proceed.”
Soriana locks her wide eyes at Delgado, advising earnestly, “You’ll be answering my
questions in as much detail as needed. If you cooperate, this may not last long for you.”
“I don’t care,” Delgado scoffs.
Nikolai reaches a finger to the computer keyboards but Soriana ushers and shakes her head at him without leaning. The officer rubs his rusty hands as he positions to the back of his captive, standing behind the broken Virtual closely like a reaper grinning salaciously at his victim sleeping soundly in the bed. 
“Look at me, Delgado,” she continues. “We all know why you came. Now I want to ask…where’s Ottoman operating his PMC?”
He sinks his gaze downward at the table, facing his reflection and muttering under his breath. “Unidos—”
“Can’t hear you,” she emphasizes.
“United Arab Emirates!”
“What part then?”
Delgado sighs in exasperation. “I GIVEN you the—”
The Virtual howls apishly to the plugs searing on his temple. The spectrum’s waves mount on the screen, and Nikolai leaves his hands on the keyboard. The prisoner squirms to the sound ringing like an alarm sensor to the two human officer’s ears. Soriana crosses her arms, unperturbed to eyeing the prisoner’s state until she signals her comrade. 
Ultrasound waves…a Virtual’s worst nightmare.
Soriana tilts her head. “I’ll repeat. And I need simple answers.” She opens her mouth, slowly saying, “What CITY area?”
Chuckling, Nikolai strokes the captive’s shoulders as the latter pants. He spits out, “Why does the CIA always do this? Fi—FINE.” He shakes his head. “Sharjah!”
Soriana gazes at the recorder as if for reassurance. The green light flickers.
She continues, “You and the PMCs struck by surprise. But you thought it would be so easy, didn’t you?” The tone in her voice fluctuates, hardening with graveness. “Explain yourself, Delgado.”
Delgado turns silent. The two engage in a critical stare that lasts ten seconds until the contractor rebukes, “You fools should know the answer to that.”
“Don’t make this harder than it should,” Soriana warns. She cradles the bracelet on her wrist as she shifts, and the ruby crescent plastered glimmers. Her heart quivers. “You tried to KILL my Director.”
Delgado wiggles on the seat as if already unnerved by Nikolai’s proximity. His teeth clench behind the bandages. Fresh blood soaks at the fabric on his face.
Looking at both directions hotly, Delgado nods, derailing, “An oath broken doesn’t always come without consequence, officer. You pathetic regulators always overestimate yourselves. You FORCED us Virtuals to flee from our homes! Created a fence to divide—turn the entire public against us. Now we’ve come to free the millions still at your mercy.”
Our hands have been TIED for too long.
The words stung at her eardrums like the fangs of a viper digging into the flesh of its host. Blood streaks arch in Soriana’s eyes, and her fingers numb. The climate in the room sours.
“The CIA thinks they’re untouchable,” Delgado goes on. He shuffles on the chair like a caged lion. “History repeats itself, cubana. Havana and Operation Mongoose decades ago, don’t you remember? Always wanting to be the global heroes, but you’re nothing but DELUDED imperialists, without cause!”
Don’t speak for me.
The numbness crumbles, vacillating to a surge of fire swimming in Soriana’s blood. Eyes widening angrily than ever, she uncrosses her legs, fist-clenching as the offense slaps her on the cheekbones. Whatever tolerance she built up inside of her begins to crack.
“If you didn’t stand in my way human, I would’ve RIPPED down this place and you with—”
She listens to no further as she delivers the signal of her hand. Nikolai activates the sound waves with a touch of his finger. The JOA agent roars to the shockwaves jerking his body. Delgado’s veins protrude on his temple, and his pupils swirl before the glitch consumes his eyes. His circumscribed body bounces on the seat more than ever, swearing aloud in his shrill. On the other hand, Nikolai snickers unabashedly to the torment that ensued.
Soriana observes without a single blink to the trepidation inundating her prisoner, and her fist remains clenched. A voice from behind her ear whispers, making her conspicuous to the madness she’s brewing. She thought that with what she endured gravely days ago will reshape her compass toward a renegade like Delgado, yet the blaze was rumbling in her persistence, blinding her from that logic. She couldn’t help herself. He was right about one thing: Delgado could’ve done worse, and for that matter, she wanted no part in his illusion. She was here for one person. Whatever pride this cyborg touted Soriana was bound to obliterate today.
Sighing, she gestures to Nikolai, and the torment ceases. A state of quietude befalls the room briefly. A bemused Nikolai looms, stroking his agitated captive salaciously by the shoulders. 
“Told it hurt, didn’t I?” Nikolai insults. He leans to Delgado’s ear. “I know what drives you cyborgs bonkers, not like we humans. I’ll tell you now. You cyborgs may be externally built, but your neural interfaces fall short to the slightest touch of a bloody ultrasound. One more blow and you might as well be good as a braindead doll.”
Soriana looks up at Nikolai silently, taking subtle approbation to his warnings. The wave’s high intensity impact will be fatal enough to disrupt the circuit activity in a Virtual’s NI. However, she wasn’t ready to lose this prisoner, not just yet as her final question lingers. 
Delgado yanks from his interrogator’s contact, spitting saliva at his direction only to miss the tormentor. The cyborg roars at him
“Arrgh! Sick fucking dog! I can’t do this!”
His voice is carried by a resounding echo, followed by a couple of heavy breathes. The cyborg then directs his loathsome gaze toward Soriana, barking, “¡Puneta! Puneta!! ¡Los monstruos como tú son la razón por la que luchamos entre nosotros!”
When will he learn?
Soriana’s face flushes upon witnessing the Virtual slouch on the chair. “Te lo he advertido lo suficiente. no volveré a contenerme. Haz lo mejor para callarte.” 
“We’re not finished! This strike was only a message! There are thousands of us now in the states. We’ll keep freeing and freeing until we unite against ALL of you....TWO days from now. Too bad our cyber-attack will scar your defenses before you can retaliate. You won’t be finding us so easily, human.”
She and Nikolai exchange peculiar glances among each other.
Cyber-attack? Now that’s insane.
Frowning, Soriana beckons Delgado with a tinge of vexation. “And…dale.”
“Latinos. We’re our OWN worst enemies. Always been.” Delgado’s teeth clenches as he says this with a cutting edge to his voice as if trying to hold back a laugh. “Doesn’t matter; we share a common descent. We’re a divided community, Salazar. We’ve been pawns fighting in your human’s dirty wars for years. What has it cost us, Virtuals?”
Steam hisses from her nostrils. The color around her view fluctuates, and her foot shakes on the ground. Her blood boils more than ever with every word Delgado speaks. Pictures of old faces pass by like a flock of birds, accumulating in her brain. Soon when the cyborg’s said enough, he finds another way to poke her. However, this was the last grievance she needed to hear from her enemy or from anyone. She couldn’t comprehend the libel spilling aloud. 
Enough. That’s enough.
“Yes! Here you are, sleeping with the enemy among enemies. Why go in America about unity and inclusion when you people will sell your friends—brothers and sisters—just to save your own backs! It’s in your blood—”
Her fist drops like a court’s hammer on the table. The surface rings, and the words cease from Delgado’s mouth. Nikolai glances down at his captive and raises an eyebrow. The air escapes from Soriana’s mouth as she heaves.
“Was it an obligation to go behind the back of your si—to the pack of unruly monsters just to protect the CIA? All this time!”
Attempting to block away the chilling words clouding in, Soriana finally releases the last and sole question.
“¿Dónde está Eva Moreci?”
Delgado arches his shoulders. “¿Que?”
Losing tolerance, she rises, and the seat tumbles. “LAST TIME, DELGADO. Where’s agent…Eva…Moreci!”
“Heh. Expecting me to be so keen to a vague question like this—”
“Nikolai,” she alarms. Her broad gaze locks coldly at her prisoner like a puma squaring off at her herbivorous prey. “I got it from here. Thanks.”
Nikolai chortles. “Well, if you say. I’ll still be around.”
The tormentor escorts, but not without looking back at Delgado. Nikolai’s lips curl into an aberrant smile, showing teeth as ivory as Soriana’s own. The door shuts, leaving the officer alone with her reprehensible prisoner.
“What’s going on?” Wayne breaks. 
“Wayne,” she calls. Soriana’s voice cracks, catching a fresh gust of pain drill in her. The air inside begins to squeeze her by the throat. Her nerves gyrate as she rapidly states, “There’s info that needs to be covered. They’re set on initiating some…some cyber warfare, but it’s vague still. Though we have the location of operation, we need to send forces to find—”
“That will only bring unwarranted enemies in the conflict,” he dissuaded. “Ottoman’s situated themselves in a position that has us backed in the corner. I have all that I need for breakdown.”
“Eva.” She loses thought process but holds back a shout. Eva had yet to be located at sight since inducing a barrier in contact. Plus Soriana had yet to come across a rogue contractor walking visibly in the streets so far. If what Delgado was saying about this drift is true? Whether it was true that a portion of these Virtuals has fled to the Middle East to escape humans, it was without a doubt to Soriana that Eva was among the crowd.
It couldn’t make sense for Delgado not to know Eva’s whereabouts when the latter defected a few days before his PMC struck. Bringing Ottoman’s true intentions to light, Soriana couldn’t afford to let Eva slide with the other cyborgs to incite their imminent insurrection. Not when the Jaguars of Apollo have found access in their parent nation. “We…we may be missing—”
“Yes,” he cuts off. “But that’s another inevitable consequence. All non-Virtual agents must refrain from travel or action outside the US at this point. No need to pressure the operative. His Virtual Network won’t give you the direct intel to whom you’re looking for.” Pause falls for a few seconds, much to Soriana’s dismay. “Don’t be indecisive, Salazar—”
Soriana turns off the recorder quickly without further debate. She bites her lips, irate, and her hand leans on the table. She glares once again at Delgado.
You left me with no choice then, Wayne. 
Grabbing the bag at hand, Soriana bustles the door leading to the room across. Her eyes kindle with fury. She was far from done with Delgado. Not by a slight chance. With Nikolai out of view, nothing was going to hold her from what she bent to jab at him. For every affront splashed at her in this cabin, her fingers were twitching.
Entering the small dark area, she takes a moment of brief silence before saying begrudgingly, “Let’s get comfortable, Delgado. For your information, I’ll brief you on this. Virtual was a trusted friend of mine in the CIA. I was her CO.”
Delgado laughs under his breath. “What a shame. You must be the WORST friend she’s ever had—”
Her foot thrusts at the door, and it swings violently. Soriana rushes hastily inside the room, dropping the bag on the table. She unzips the bag, preparing for what’s about to come. Her fingers fold into a knuckle.
“You’re wasting your breath, Salazar,” Delgado criticizes. “Playing devil’s advocate while mending with the agents you’ve slandered will NOT be forgiven—” 
Soriana swats him, and an ounce of blood splashes on the table. She presses her arm toward his chin, bending Delgado’s head. She heaves in exasperation.
“I want to let you know. You know NOTHING about me,” the officer admonishes furiously. Her eyes flash without a blink. Streaks of her hair swing over her eye as she stands over the prisoner. “Or our friendship. Two, don’t ever speak for my family, ever. My father was almost a dead man to the regime.”
“Words mean nothing,” Delgado bares his blood-stained teeth, chortling behind the bandaged mask. “You can’t win.”
Her eyes squint, and the air in her drops. Without looking, she reaches her hand inside the bag. The last device circles in her grasp.
“Too bad.”
Soon as she says this is the moment Soriana plows Delgado’s temple against the table. He groans loudly as his head squirms to her grasp. Raising the sedative block, the officer plunges the device onto the cyborg’s neck, and the block highlights on the skin. Delgado’s pupils turn inert like ice, and his head slumps in a drunken state.
The temperature in the room decreases, washing away the color on her face as she gazes at the soporific cyborg. Soriana’s bones begin to ache, feeling the rush of apprehension and dismay return in a heartbeat until a lightbulb sparks in her head. Despite her askance, Soriana realizes that Wayne was halfway right. What if she doesn’t need Delgado to find Eva? Then the idea rears its head, shining light past her trepidation.
Guess I need to get my hands on one of the big drones somewhere. Here we go.   
Retrieving her bag, Soriana’s ample eyes glower at the cyborg one last time as she brushes from the room. Soon her phone buzzes in her pocket. Raising an eyebrow, the human reaches for the phone. What she witnesses on display comes at her like the deadliest stab in the abdomen.
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Chapter 18
The dojo’s gust brushes at Eva’s skin as she stands with the sword at hand. Fire kindles on the row of torches, and auric statues stands in asperity behind the shadows. The untamed hardy cats rest each of their paws on round shoulders, and their eyes fixate at the lone agent as if fluctuating whether to strike or spectate on what’s on display. Drawing away from the sheath, the longsword’s crimson surface gleams, illuminating like a coral landscape at her face.
The sheath drops. The turrets turn clockwise, honing at her spot delicately. Unmoved, Eva levels the katana in a vertical position, at the midline of her nose. Her hair is wrapped in a ponytail, and a curly streak conceals the right side of her face. Rogue soldiers with RPGs corner the agent, but her focus remains unswerving on the sword. Once hardened with pure carbon steel was now synergized with the might of infernium, one of the rarest new elements ever mined on this earth. Its former identity of itself now morphed into a form she’s in unison with. A faint ringing slithers into her ear like a drop of water, and Eva breathes. 
Eva twists her hilt, and the first turret belches fire. She wields her Neo-Oni, and the beast servers upon contact. Hell storms as soldiers charge, followed by retaliatory fire. The second fire misses past her shoulder, blinding her in smoke. However, her vision ignites, and Eva gyrates, splitting the katana past the soldier’s rib. She eyes another one charging, but she locks him by the throat, plunging the blade into the soldier’s heart. The enemy’s body disintegrates, and a rocket zooms in.
Air flees from her as she deflects the blow, and the impact pushes her like recoil. Cannons roar at her without pause, but she continues to spin her sword rapidly. The sword’s surface ignites with each blow coming her way, and the combustion splits past the Neo-Oni. Her foot skids backward on the ground, and her grounding shatters. She pants until a scorching beam hones toward her. Time dims, and she raises her katana, shielding against it.
Her eyelashes shine to the plasma searing upon the Neo-Oni. Eva’s grasp on the handle grows torrid as she stalks sideways, maintaining her level on the blade, and sparks spit near her cheeks. Breaking the pressure, the cyborg brings down her sword, redirecting the plasma’s direction, and the beam tears at the ground.
She flips sideways, and upon reaching stance, she slashes her radiating katana. The blazing scar unleashes from the Neo-Oni like a boomerang, lashing through the turrets and RPGs. A tangerine aura kindles before fainting back to normal. Blue particles pervade in the dojo, and the sword’s torrid vapor excites her nostrils. The Neo-Oni’s radiance diminishes in seconds. She straightens the black strap underneath her pallid tank top as she stalks toward her sheath. It’s been a while she’s ever embraced the exquisiteness of a dojo; before graduating from Georgetown University thirteen years ago, Eva would carry her steely katana forward, whirling it in the thin air. The lamp’s particles rained gently upon her like fireflies in the nocturnal field. 
Eva reaches a hand to the tie on her hair. Before she can reach her sheath, she jerks to vibrations in her neural interface.
“How you’re so agile?”
The Virtual strips away her ponytail, letting her straight hair blossom with liberation. She freezes to see a strikingly familiar contractor standing. The visor on his helm erases away, betraying a darkish olive skin and a glinting azure pupil fixated on his left slanted eye. His beardless face resembled him be close to his late twenties. If it weren’t for Eva having her neural interface programmed into the Jaguars of Apollo’s Virtual Network, she would’ve been oblivious to such a surprise.
“Hello…”
“Interrupted you the second time, didn’t I?” His cheeks blush. The contractor’s voice rings in the capacious studio, and the blaze roaring in the torches dance.
Eva levels her Neo-Oni downward, scanning the edges as she twirls it sideways. Her reflection reveals the sword’s surface. “It…goes back—” A snap breaks her previous thought, and she meets his gaze. “I didn’t get to introduce myself yesterday.”
A croak booms above the two. However, barely startled, the contractor looks over to see a brown falcon gliding. The bird lands base at the cyborg’s shoulder. His azure eye twinkles as he beckons toward his pet, plucking a seed out of his hand. Warmth hits Eva’s heart.
“Pardon,” he states, smiling cordially toward Eva. His bird catches the seed, breaking and gobbling it with its beak. “Hai Chin.”
“Oh.” She returns the smile, despite the diffident. “It’s…Eva Moreci.”
“Right here’s Felix.” Hai gestures toward his falcon. Felix shakes his head. “Felix?”
Eva blushes upon Hai, nearing his pet toward her. The Virtual kneels halfway, meeting the bird’s eyes and chirping amicably toward Felix.
“How are you there?” she says, approaching a finger toward the falcon’s head delicately. Bubbles rise in her.
To her shock, a wild Felix flaps his wings before Eva can even pet. Eva steps back, biting her lip. However, Hai raises a finger toward Felix and placates the falcon from his hysteria.
Oh. Did I do something?
“Not so carefree to play,” Hai says arbitrarily. Then the cyborg plops a seed out of his hand, and it drops on Eva’s lean bionic palm. Hai winks. “Felix, they’re friendly. Try again this time.”
The cyborg exchanges a doubtful glance with the PMC. Swallowing aside her tension, Eva leans in again but with deliberate care. She manages to smile toward Felix, who seems to shift. The cyborg does not bulge any further as the seed remains rested at her finger. Seconds pass by, without anything said, until Felix motions. Eva’s finger gets caught between the falcon’s beaks, but Felix manages to catch the seed into his mouth. The cyborg’s cheeks brighten. 
As Eva reaches to stroke the bird’s back, Hai says, “Seems our attack today sent a message. But, it’s different being here.”
She lets go of Felix, nodding. “I know. I understand.”
“My parents once said that when the Cyber Drift started sixteen years ago, they called it a moment of ho woon ki. So many opportunities…they were engineers for how long before my didi joined.”
“So they were SMART workers,” Eva confirms.
Hai glances down, rubbing his nose, and Felix looks away, croaking. “For my didi, it didn’t last long. After the Drug War, life wasn’t the same. For any of us, Eva. I was forced to flee here with the other agents while my family in New York was left executed by rioters—gangs…records stated they were Latin Kings or either MS-13 enforcers.” He plucks another seed toward the falcon that gobbles it ravenously. Hai’s frown decreases whatever warmth consumed the dojo, pervading a chill around Eva’s bare shoulders.
“Felix is the only family I have,” the JOA agent says, looking toward his pet with a saddening smile. It didn’t take long for his lips to transition to frowning. His voice darkens. “It still leaves me infuriated that humans can be so demented. They died like…trash. That’s why I still fight.”
Eva looks at Hai sadly. Moments of her mother’s voice waning on the phone sweep over her like a star of birds gliding. The pain choking in her throat as she stepped from the doors of Langley without looking back became solid in her eyes. Hai must be living vicariously, and her heart crumbled to this notion. He was a young man lost, and so was the nation she and her late mother’s immigrants deemed home. For depravity to not be reprimanded by regulators brought a stain in her tongue in which she cannot let them pass unscathed.
Bending to reach the sheath on the floor, Eva mentions, “I actually thought I had an ally, back when I was CIA.” She inserts the Neo-Oni inside the sheath, and a lump snakes down her throat. The years of her working under her commanding officer dangle in her mind like figments out of a nightmare until she shrugs it off abruptly. She was more than certain that today’s strike bereaved Soriana of the Director she’s so abided towards, a satisfying blow that will leave her eyes open to her actions. However, the notion of having to relive everything starting from being a recruit tore an opening into Eva’s chest, leaving her morose and mortified.
“It took me up to now to know how blind I was about our trust,” she continues. The arbitrary vituperations she endured in the streets of Chevy Chase rattle her nerves. Eva shuts her eyes, dabbing a water sprinkling on her lower eyelash. Her fingers harden on the sword’s handle as fire courses into her veins.
“Their deaths didn’t go in vain, Hai. Our regulators think we’re scrapdogs, but with preparation, they will be avenged.” The two cyborgs lock glances at each other. Hai’s expression becomes flummoxed. “June 27th. Soon that day comes and we will bring them down for good. Give Virtuals a place where they don’t have to be scared anymore.”
Hai sighs. “I always wondered, Eva. If we win this uprising…then what do we do with the outside world? How will other humans look at us?” He stalks, almost in circles. “How will they respect us?” Soon he looks into Eva’s eyes, pensive but tainted with cynicism. “Then Ottoman…”
Struggling to reach an answer, Eva looks at Hai for a brief period in cogitation. The last question buried into her brain like a scar scorching on her skin. Her thoughts are interrupted as a light reaches the dojo from afar. Felix croaks to a broad figure standing with hands in the pocket. She grimaces.
“Moreci and Chi,” Ottoman calls out in the entrance. “Discussion time in the cyber room. Should be fun.”
Must be updates about my virus then.
Eva glances toward Hai again. She reaches for the pack attached to her waistband and sets the items in his hands. He raises his eyes to three fresh shurikens shining on his palm, only for Eva to lean close.
“You can stay if you want,” she advises in a hushed tone, “Want to avenge your family, then I can show you my style.”
***
“So it seems,” one of the cyber technologists says tentatively. He rotates on his seat, meeting Eva and Ottoman’s gaze. “The bad news that due to reports from our agents, the CIA Director Wayne is still alive.”
Eva’s mouth drops, disquieted to what was stated. She folds her arms, sharing perplexing glances with the CEO. He grunts behind the cigarette in his mouth.
“How do you know that?” she questions almost hotly. The Virtual shifts her feet to the thought of it. Her first thought rushes to Soriana, and her blood boils. If it wasn’t the former, then who would it be among those nameless human officers slaughtered?
“Attempt was intervened before one of our agents can advance,” the technologist mentions. “It was announced, a few hours ago, on the international news. Government’s undergoing martial law.”
His two uniformed coworkers behind the keyboard nod in approbation. Ottoman chortles under his breath. Eva’s lips tighten, and a nerve strikes at her lateral temple. Whatever taste of satiation wallowing in her crushes like a gem shattering on the marble floor, substituting it with a shock that leaves her in an internal paralysis.
Soriana, without a doubt. Who wouldn’t?
The technologist returns his focus to the capacious computer in between the other models. Activity on the following continents pends on the screen.
Pointing to where the United States stood on the chromatic-hued map, the technologist’s tone alters as he says, “But the good news is Moreci, the malware’s set.”
Eva raises an eyebrow. She witnesses the technologist gesture to his coworker on the right, forcing the coworker to skid aside. The Virtual steps a foot closer, scanning the serpent icon gleaming on the lower screen, followed by one key button below the symbol.
DOWNLOAD FILE
“The Infernal Python,” he says. “Virus with full access to EVERY SMART program in the US.”
Eva looks at her left, leaning a hand on the technologist’s chair as she analyzes the myriad of radiating triangles plastered on all the regional continents, with the exception of Antarctica and the Arctic Circle. She traces her finger downward to Central and South America. 
SMART programs are still viable worldwide, she surmised.
“Seems you covered a very large scale,” Eva mentions. The tip of her finger warms to the proximity on the screen. Even at the cost of the PMC moving out of Latin America and the tension, it astonished her that so many of SMART’s programs were still operating in those regions. Perhaps it conveyed something grim that Eva didn’t know to the fullest.
Despite the setback, this meant that there are still plenty of unfortunate Virtuals, not aligned with the JOA, currently active in the derelict regions. Riddled with questions, she asks, “I actually thought SMART would’ve closed—”
“Well, not exclusive to the US,” the technologist corrects right away. “What you’re seeing is the endless list of SMART systems and hosts still operating globally that the malware has scanned. You were right earlier that this is…indeed, NO ordinary virus. It starts as a body of catalyst, infecting the neural interfaces and Apt Brains alike.”
“Catalyst?”
“Break it down…you and the entire PMCs are what drives the Infernal Python to its fullest. Instant contact, whether engaged in Virtual or Martial, can make a great difference.”
Ottoman whistles steam as he looks over, arching an eyebrow foxily toward the virus creator. On the other hand, Eva glances down at her hands as if in disbelief at the amount of blood she’s spewed in the warzone, not like she would recoil from it either way. The dismay that was boiling in her begins to wane, being abrogated by a spirit hardening her muscles.
“So our parent nation may have shut down all Martials in the state,” the technologist continues, “but the Python’s algorithms remain the same.”
“Well, that limits us down to 49 states on the map,” Ottoman remarks in a witty tone, “since Massachusetts’ has been obliterated by the time of the strike.”
Eva grimaces. “Obliterated? Was agent one of our—”
“Seems to be a lone wolf,” Ottoman says. He lights his cigar. “His name’s nowhere near detected on my database here. I don’t blame him.”
With that said, Eva lets her direction drift toward the area where the eradicated state resided. No triangle in sight. Despite being disclaimed from what was dealt, Eva couldn’t deny that this had given her and the army the deadliest advantage they needed while it lasted.
“Perfect. They won’t stand a chance then,” Eva says musingly. “Hopefully, PMCs are still in position in the states?”
“Confirmed,” the technologist mentions. “Forces are even gathering many disbanded Virtuals into private areas called…safe zones. For preparation.” He points a finger to the Eastern Coast of the United States. “New York—I can tell you. We’re being informed by our agents of some mediating activity occurring inside the zones and mention of—of the Violet Gardens.”
Eva steps back, sighing. Despite being perplexed, the recondite context somehow allured her. What if this Violet Gardens didn’t need to be some virtual recuperation after all? Flashing to everything she’s stood for, she advises, “State’s dangerous, but let them still keep put, before we step in. We can learn something.” 
“Surely that leaves them no excuse NOT to fight back,” Ottoman says. He raises his chin patronizingly. “Once that’s done, the world’s agenda will be in my favor.”
She throws her head back. Eva turns around, shooting Ottoman a wary expression. “NOT like that, Ottoman. Not…like that.”
The two look at each other glassily until the technologist informs, “Okay, now onto the Infernal Python. You might be a body of catalyst, but someone among them has to act as a source.”
Eva processes everything he’s said. She twists the sheathed blade cautiously in her hand, and Soriana and Wayne rear their faces from underneath the veneer. Contingency may have prevailed, but it had its limit. The Virtual came far, setting forth what she needed in order to fulfill this moment. She had Virtuals like Hai, who looked up to her as a commanding officer, and Eva couldn’t break that promise. There were two days left before she closed her war on the 27th. Her enemies could raise their gates as long as they wanted, but in the end, what Eva held against them wouldn’t redress anything. Her lips twist to a satiating smile. 
I’ll have to finish them myself.
***
Eva and Ottoman remain several feet apart as they stalk together on the bridge. From outside the glass, a prayer recital from outside resounds, and the golden sun glistens nebulously on the bay. Nevertheless, the air between the two remains tense.
“I’ll explain how this works, Moreci,” Ottoman dictates. “Jaguars of Apollo don’t operate by giving off free passes. That’s not how the structure goes. You may topple their system, but this phase will go nowhere without au—”
“I KNOW that,” Eva states abruptly. She purses her lips. “That’s understandable. But the way you’re going about it.”
Ottoman pauses, gazing at the view and the clouds motioning like an oblique blanket over the skyscrapers. Several Virtuals wearing the same vest emblazoned with the company’s logo pass by him, acknowledging their superior with a wave, but the human kept his glance at the landscape in oblivion. He frowns.
“I’ve been a lapdog for Congress and the DoD long enough,” he mentions. “I’ve tolerated their politics, but the cowards dodged responsibility at the last minute. The politicians think they’re on top of the game with the warfare and gimmicks on their sleeves…as if they’ve forgotten who their top distributor was all this time.”
Eva folds her arms, shivering. Her bones begin to tick, finding it difficult to rid her of the sensation as she stood. She could only gaze squarely at Ottoman’s reflection.
Where is this even going?
“That nonsense’s ending,” he continued. “With every blow I deal, my firm steals every piece of that power I’ve given them. The West’s operated by imbeciles without a rationale. Best we show the parents how to do their job…be the spearheads the world needs.” He scoffs. “Then I can celebrate.”
“This war isn’t about you.” She steps close, and her reflection turns visible on the glass. “Your fight is our fight.”
Ottoman rotates from his gaze, emanating close to the cyborg. His eyes, as astute as a vulture, close in on hers sharply. “Be grateful for the chance you got, Moreci. Nowadays they aren't so merciful.”
A shadow creeps below Eva’s eyes as she raises her head toward the CEO’s height. Her skin turns hot. Through clenched teeth, she warns, “If we get careless, then we’re just as foolish. Please, let’s NOT repeat that mistake.”
Soon with that said, the Virtual turns her back and departs. Reflecting in the window, Ottoman leans his rear on the railing. He attempts to reach a finger for the box of cigarettes, but he freezes and lets his hand swing.
“Oh! Don’t forget about simulation,” Ottoman calls aloud. “But the filing needs to be processed before you begin!”
Eva, back turned, continues to trudge as if letting his words crumble on deaf ears. The sun radiates behind him, and Ottoman tilts his neck. His gaze remains fixated, even as Eva goes out of reach.
“I’ll be up in a minute, Hai,” she alarms anxiously in her NI.
Eva rubs her neck and swallows to the chill wrapping around her stomach. Hai’s last question lingers, echoing in her head as if she were storming into a pitch-black cavern.
“Then Ottoman…”
A dark feeling took form in this place, and Eva was far from searching for the catalyst behind it.
***
Ottoman sits comfortably in his chair, in insouciance to the darkness inundating the small lab room. However, that’s discerned by the dual lights flaring like an ocean stream in the bay, stroking the hair on Ottoman’s tan skin warmly.
He bypasses through the last player’s red coin on the virtual checkerboard and the rewarding points tally on his tablet. Chuckling lightly with this secondary victorious rematch, Ottoman exits the online rings on his tablet and sets the device aside. The screen on the table twirls, revealing the downloading progress of the Infernal Python. His focus transitions to the right, witnessing Eva’s soporific body rest on the hospital bed like a cadaver and a white blanket veneering her torso. The wires entwine behind the lower posterior of her skull synergized to the desktop’s giant engine. A digital spider-like device, the structure of the neural interface, elucidates next to another hologram of the patient’s brain above the head of Eva’s bed.  The name EVA JASMINE MORECI highlights identity. He pours his Sprite on the cup, drinking it with leisure and the lemonade moistens the aridness in his tongue. He shakes his head.
Feel bad for you, cyborg.
Moreci meant well with her arrival, but she had no idea what she’s gotten herself into. She had been a complete fool thinking she could survive without the expertise of his lucrative corporation. So did the many. What made her different from the subservient officers he’s supplied in the areas? If it weren’t for him, these consumers wouldn’t even stand a chance against the Drug War. The Cyber Drift began two decades ago because of him. He redefined the meaning of warfare.
Today he stood at war against those same politicians and civilians he sustained for many years. They chose to be visceral and turn arsenals against him rather than witness the inevitable that defined the perennial Drug War. Men were no different from women, and their worth to this society has plummeted. If he was an absolutist for the actions he condoned, then he had no regrets. Then a lone Virtual had the temerity to stand in his way, lecturing him an illusion of some utopia, misguiding the direction of his corporation. Without those augmentations, she and many of these soldiers would amount to nothing in his eyes. Little idea they had of the power he held in his fingers, and he could bend it in any minute. Moreci may not last long, but her aspects were something he could respect. No longer bound by abstract statements, Ottoman could set foot upon the role his government abdicated, and soon many other global firms outside the Jaguars of Apollo would gain something.
Snatching his tablet, Ottoman rises from his seat, making way toward the room’s exit. However, he stops in his tracks, glancing behind him to where Moreci rests supine in her slumber. A starlight glints in his eyes.  




Chapter 19
The noon light shining from the balcony disseminates into the living room. Facing the view of Pelham Parkway, tuning out the blares in the streets, Alana squats on her knees, breathing to the muscles tightening in her thighs. Her haunches harden with every bend she initiates. Meanwhile, Gabriel sits on the sofa, gaze locked on the menu on television and his fingers rack on Ricardo’s PlayStation 5 controller.
“Welcome to the King of Iron Fist Tournament 8!” the announcer states on the television.
Alana rises, feeling her legs judder as she stands. Her toes blister on the floor’s tiles, and her skin turns humid. She leans back, hands pressed to her glutes as they soar. Wood carvings of tribesmen stood near the shelf as if watching over her and Gabriel inside the room on behalf of their uncle’s temporary absence. Alana never thought she made it so easily into this neighborhood after escaping the unimaginable. What spirit could have possibly guided her during that parlous afternoon? She was grateful to find Ricardo still standing on his feet to give her and her brother a roof over their heads. Her back crawls to the recurring thought. Her heart sank then for Gabriel, who had the misfortune of losing nearly everything yesterday. Whatever he’s sustained with now was assisted by his uncle.
She looks down at her sheer sleeveless tee and lifts it off before rubbing her firm hips. Shifting and looking over to Gabriel, Alana lets her lightly toned abs flex on her stomach. She embraces the gush storming in, brushing her skin and navy sports bra as she rests her shirt over the headrest of a red reclining chair. The bra’s scoop neckline warms against her bosoms. Floral tribal prints emblazon on the fabric, even on her elastic leggings, which hoists over her navel.
I won't be needing this shirt.
“Aye Gabriel!” she calls out. His cursor hesitates on the character select, but Alana still reaches to tap his shoulder. “C’mon. Exercise time.”
Gabriel raises a hand. “Alana. I—my online match’s about to begin—”
He loses his idea once Alana's expression turns resolute toward him. Dropping his hand, Gabriel gets up from the chair begrudgingly. Her slightly plump brother was a foot taller, but his height never fazed Alana. If anime wasn’t present, Gabriel always turned his penchant to gaming. Nonetheless, the idea of devoting emotion and concentration into an interchangeable puzzle never bid well with Alana. For that matter, she made it her routine to introduce Gabriel to every aspect of fitness. 
While the fighting game’s dubstep booms in the background, Alana moves aside the recliner before gesturing Gabriel to go down with her in a prone position. He lowers across his elder sister.
“Follow my move, alright?”
Hands and feet pressed onto the floor, Alana positions her shin upward, and Gabriel acts in unison. Alana’s breast shifts with her limb’s movement. Her lower stomach constricts as she proceeds with the left shin, and the pain numbs. Gabriel grunts in his position, forcing his spine to bend upward like a hill, and Alana grimaces.
“Naw naw, Gabriel.”
She gets up and stands behind Gabriel. Before Alana can stretch her hands, she jerks to the door opening. Ricardo looms inside, and the scent of fried chicken snuggles into the room, twitching her nostrils. Alana looks over to the shotgun hanging on the wall, and her spine crawls.
“Whew. Finally,” he says gladly. His thick accent carried a gruff edge to it. Ricardo snags his teeth on the stewing seasoned drumstick in his greasy hands. Items juggle in the paper bag slinging over his wrist. “Dollar store was packed, but I got the last one.” 
Alana freezes, biting her lip upon eyeing the black cloth whipping from inside the bag. The honks screech from behind her, brushing down her spinal cord. Witnessing his sister diverted, Gabriel rushes toward his chair, reprogramming his mind back to the character select that has since been reset to its original state. She bends for the bottle by the balcony glass, gulping the cold water and attempting to halt whatever negative thoughts that were processing in her head as the liquid-cooled her humid body.
The shades on his round spectacles were as dark ebony like blood, obscuring any glance of his natural eyes. Setting down the bag on one of the white kitchen counters, Ricardo removes his cap and bronze sandals. He held the same curly hair as Gabriel, but a foot shorter. In contrast to his elder brother Victor, Ricardo’s skin carried a brownish tone, and small gray streaks struck on his black mustache.
“Tal vez deberías venir a hacer ejercicio—”
“Oh. He hecho mi ejercicio,” the uncle mentions. “I’ve gotten my exercise.” He burps as he reaches into the kitchen, turning on the sink and rinsing his hands. Ricardo storms to where he last placed his bag, rummaging his hand inside. Alana’s mouth drops upon witnessing him release a long, embellished baton in his hand.
“Tío?” she questions worrisomely.
“Was a lucky man to get this at the Dominicans at the dollar store!” he gloats, oblivious to his niece’s concern. Ricardo touts the silver baton at hand, and a sharp crystallized hook shines at the top of it. “Pricey but the best one out there.”
To make matters worse, he draws and spreads out the fabric, which turns out to be a black flag capitalized ¡QUEMASTE MI PAÍS!  Her family’s home flag is furnished below the letter, tainted in flames. Alana rubs her neck, feeling a worm somehow snaking inside her throat to what’s being seen.
Setting the flag down on the reclining chair, Ricardo taunts, “If these perros de chatarra want to give us a fight, then they have to think twice.”
Despite what Ricardo’s done to aid, the differences between him and Alana were as astute as a razor slashing through the marble concrete. The war that’s brewed in retribution of the cyborgs being ousted hasn’t changed the heart of these humans by a slight, rather aggravated their delusion. Ricardo may have been her uncle, but she couldn’t rebuff that shelter in the Bronx was tantamount to being a nervous farmer glossing over cynically to her bull, who continues to stomp in tortuous directions waiting to break from his space no matter the discipline.
Alana sets hands on her hips, and “Dorya! Dorya!!” echoes behind her on the TV as she mentions, “Tio. Got a be careful. Don’t be taking these protests too lightly.”
He scoffs. “Don’t judge me so easily, Sasha—Alana.”
According to her mother, he had a knack for calling Alana by her middle name, seeing that he and her father got into debates about her namesake until the two came to a strange agreement when she was born. Alana never got the meaning behind it.
Ricardo flips his baton, leveling it toward the online match on screen. Interestingly, Gabriel remains inconspicuous to the discussion. “I’d be damned if I see another cyborg in my ditch again.” He laughs lightly. “If this were Miami, oh we THROW them alive to the big alligators! That’s how we do it.”
Alana stares up, rolling her eyes at the ceiling. “I swear, the more we ranting on, then we sure as hell going a be dead tomorrow.”
Irked, she raises the flag, snatching her shirt from underneath on the chair, and ambles. Her round bosoms sting, and entering her bedroom, she strokes her bra cup, placating the itch. Alana closes the door, seeing her uncle’s shadow loom toward the balcony. She throws aside her shirt on the bed. The bubbles surf inside her iridescent lava lamp on top of her drawer, giving light to the angelic tattoo adorned on her back, slightly obfuscated by her sports bra’s cross straps. The angel sat with grace on the bench, lips pressed on the flute, and a gamut of tunes descended like raindrops over the deity. She recalled having this branded the year she began working in the art studios, and even with the career that was buried with the ruins of Massachusetts, the memory of that passion has never left her.
Sighing, Alana, drops sideways on her mattress. Her sportswear hung on top of her closet door’s edge while remnants and a few accessories remained in the luggage on the ground. Ricardo’s voice roars proudly to the balcony, and cars honk in return. Her eyes become dense as she snugs a hand inside her bed’s pillow, retrieving her cell phone. Activating the screen, Alana holds her breath upon gazing at the wallpaper of a standing Troy, crossing his arms, and next to her. In an Aztec printed tank dress, Alana pressed amicably upon the cyborg’s shoulder, smiling as bright like a twinkling diamond. She wiggles her feet on the sheets, shivering.
Here I do it.
She dabs her thumb on the contact icon, and seals her eyes as she scrolls downward. Releasing her eyes open, Alana wheezes fearfully to Troy’s contact active on the list. Bracing, she makes the click.
***
Krueger’s drone glides over a shirtless Troy as he rests his rear on the kitchen chair, glance squaring at the extra tablet Krueger has given him. The moist beads planted on his skin begin to dry away to the fan whirling on the ceiling. He rubs his cybernetic hand over his fairly rigid bicep, relishing the honey’s aroma over him. A shower had never been so refreshing after two days of going by stranded.
Troy analyzes one of the orange triangles motioning on a street view before raising an eyebrow to a red spot alarming on a posted edifice. He makes a sudden click toward it.
So this is Project Harmony.
“How are you processing the work?” Krueger asks behind him. She takes a sip of her coffee and grabs the remote from the sink counter, turning on the television in the living room.
Troy reaches for the coffee, and his eyes flutter to the vapor belching from the cocoa. He sips, warming his throat, and regurgitates, “Cast your doubts. Uh…cast your hatred.” His words slip. Troy takes another big sip until the bulb lights. “You’re now in the Violet Gardens.”
“Good. Good,” she approbates. Krueger approaches the Virtual, gesturing to the electronic panel in Troy’s grasp. “With Harmony…I’ve been making efforts to reach out to as many Virtuals isolated in the district. My own SMART system’s still active for me to engage with their NI.”
Troy takes a shot at the triangle, pausing midway toward the alarming spot. “So this wouldn’t apply to me. That’s what you’re saying.”
She smiles and shakes her head. “SMART employees are limited in extending their operations with Virtuals, not in their territory, Troy.” The bouquet of cocoa beans floods her presence like an enticing fragrance as she stands, salivating Troy’s cheeks. Krueger sets a finger on the edifice, indirectly guiding the triangles, presumably the cyborgs, into the area. “But you have as much contribution in ensuring their path to the safe zones…without direct interface. My mission is to ensure not only they’re safe, but to make sure I engage and alleviate them to the best of my ability.”
“Tell me a bit about this Violet Gardens.”
“Violet Gardens. It’s funny because though it’s invisible to the naked eye…it’s a comfort that I’ve made my past virtual agents embrace when in confusion.” Her lips press, attempting to withhold the color creeping in her cheeks. “I’ve made it as a special haven…a dimension for a Virtual’s internal relief. Now some of those clients…” Krueger looks down at the panel at hand, releasing a sigh. “They’re currently employed with the JOA.”
Troy grimaces. Then a beat flows through.
Step foot. Close away the void. Be at tune to the petals grazing in the grass. Cast your doubts. Cast your hatred. You’re now in the Violet Gardens.
The following words repeat for themselves, discerning the fog clouding his mind. Troy twirls his beard, cogitating all that was discussed. The word “gardens” clicks into his head, and his blood becomes frigid. Lu died trying to find solace as much as Troy, but imagine if Lu was still alive and he happened to stumble onto this project. Who knew the benefits he could’ve achieved? He wouldn’t have executed this strike on the state. Anything could’ve happened on the brighter side.
“Those words you recite,” Krueger continues. “Are therapy to the neural mind. It was originally made to calm patients during post-augmentation. Now I situate Virtuals with the lines because it keeps them at bay from the—”
She raises an ear to something to Troy’s oblivion, and that’s when she trudges to what’s broadcasting on the television. He steps down from his seat to observe closely. 
“This is WNBC reporting to you on the devastating decimation of Massachusetts and the Amtrak,” the reporter mentions with an earnest face. He stood in front of passing cars in the streets, and jeering drivers raised their fists from the window. Another person stood next to him, standing two inches taller and a light blue dressing shirt unbuttoned at the collar. “Attack’s been linked to a suspect in which federal agents disclosed to be former tennis coach of Boston University, Casey Lu.”
Troy’s muscles turned solid as molten pavement hardened on the soil, and he couldn’t bulge. The recriminating image of Troy’s dead coach blasts on the screen. He stares down, gazing at his feet. The temperature on the ground plummets.
“However, thanks to some of the train survivors,” the reporter goes on, “we’re hinting that the deceased cyborg terrorist has been likely aided by a black Virtual accomplice. Thankfully, federal officers captured footage from on top of the train backing up these serious claims.”
The program transitions to a screening of two suspects on top of a moving platform and Troy spots the video zooming to a figure across his coach. The scrutinized identity becomes transparent in the naked eye and Troy’s spine numbs.
“If we zoom in closely,” the reporter informs. “Despite the weather then, it’s clear the accomplice is in an all-black pants and coat included.”
No. What is this? This can’t be possible!
The cyborg sets a firm hand onto a seat, panting. Troy’s throat sours as if an acidic liquid has sunk its way into the tunnel, distorting him. His head starts to pound. The program continues to break down, but his ears shut out the noise. The horror and panic synergize into one, deafening sound and he wants to hear not one bit in this room.
“Oh shit,” Troy swears.
Krueger rushes over, and her teeth clamp nervously. “Easy now, Troy. Easy—” Her teeth clash with each other uncontrollably.
Troy whiffs, clutching his bare chest. “How…how did they—”
“I can’t figure it out too,” Krueger says. She sets her cold, smooth hands over his back, levering him upward. Her eyes shake. “It’s not going to change. Now it’s best you need a brand pair of clothes to blend. It will only take a few minutes for enforcers to hunt you down if otherwise.”
Troy stares down at his black pants, and his mouth hangs. His dismay aggravates when he hears the reporter mention, “I have the New York Governor Jeremy Milano on my left to offer insight on this unfortunate event.” He turns his direction to the governor. “Milano. How are you today? How would you advise the New York residents to take precautions in this tense situation?”
“Thanks very much, sir,” the governor acknowledges. He takes the microphone from the young reporter’s hand. His curly hair was a deep charcoal. The visible creases on the politician’s frowning face revealed a man aging in his early sixties. The tip of his nose reddens like a deer that’s endured months in the cold, adding up to the scorn constructing on his eyes and lips. Troy’s chest stings, having already been disquieted by the elder human’s demeanor.
“It’s a sad state of affairs to see in today’s climate.” The state’s accent touched base in his tongue. He arches his lips, and his gaze locks on the screen as if stoked by Troy’s perturbation from afar. “We have unruly s—cyborgs like this that persist to derail and taint the communities I’m protecting, you see? It’s wise we remove whatever accolades this narcissistic sociopath has had over the years at BU.”
You know nothing about my coach! None of you! Get the fuck out of here!
Troy rushes and locates the remote control. His grip on the control hardens that it trembles until his middle finger finds the button. The volume lowers to zero, and he throws it on the sofa. Heat boils in his veins. A sense of stillness vanquishes the room.
***
Part of the lights remains shut, shedding a piece of its shadow over Troy as he laid his back on the sofa. His bionic finger traces to a narrow alley sparking on the map. As he leads his targets, he silently recites, “Step foot. Close away the void. Be at tune to the petals grazing in the grass. Cast your doubts. Cast your hatred. You’re now in the Violet Gardens.”
The television still flashes, but mute thanks to the remote by his side. The lines slip out repeatedly like a whisper, almost like prayer. The heat surfing in his veins dilutes, dulling him. Troy didn’t think twice to look over the shoulder then to check on survivors. Why would he? How could these people who lived to see the end of the day obliterate that chance by recriminating him for something he tried to prevent? Dismayed, Troy had no clue on the witness he was up against. He wouldn’t be able to count. 
Troy rises, eyeing his charging phone, screen and case now fixed thanks to Krueger, resting on top of the lamp’s stand behind him. He removes the charger, turning on the iPhone indirectly. Interfacing with the phone menu, a line scraps past the applications until he spots a missed voice call on the left below. The icon opens without contact, and his eyes widen.
Alana S. Torres. Missed Call. 1:28 pm
He breaches his way into Alana’s contact profile, and with one glint toward the call button, the phone rings. Troy nods, processing the deed he’s committed, and an air of respite sweeps over his hardened body.
This could be my only best shot in reaching out to her.
Troy presses the phone to his right ear, and looks over to Krueger coming down the steps, with robe wrapped over her. The two look at each other, but whatever Krueger had to say is broken by an immediate greet rumbling aloud from the phone.   




Chapter 20
Alana rushes toward the crosswalk, preceding the stop sign shining on the street pole. Her heels clamp hastily on the rusty pavement, rushing past the body of pedestrians dwelling on Lexington Avenue. Several bystanders hop onto the bus, guided by National Guards near the driver’s side. Giant rodents scurry from the incoming cars and onto the pavement, with the lead chipping an aluminum chip bag into its acute teeth and hopping over the fence without hassle. Her earrings dance with each pace she takes, and the Miami Heat’s cap over her ombre hair shadows her from the dense light raining from above. The phone remains pressed against her ear as she bustles like it’s the morning rush hour.
“Where you at, Troy?” she asks aloud. Alana’s fingers shake. “Tell me how far.”
Sirens cry in the streets, bringing a shrill into her ears. Alana looks over to see a couple of NYPD cars surrounding a spot four feet from her. Their lights twirl imminently. Her pupils start to heat.
“I’s—”
“I’m fifteen blocks down. Stay calm,” Troy advises immediately. “Keep walking. I’ll activate face cam for you in seconds, Alana.”
She coughs to a black steam hissing from a nearing MTA bus, twisting her nostrils to the noisome gas. Nevertheless, Alana manages to raise the phone until she swears to what’s on view.
The fuck happened? Oh god.
Alana couldn’t visualize it. Plastic wraps dissemble on what’s left of Troy’s face, rendering him barely recognizable. Her shoulder arch tentatively. That voice. It surely was him, but she couldn’t shake away the fingers creeping over her skin. What could’ve possibly happened to him, in her absence, to leave him like this?
“Don’t be worried,” he placates. “See me ahead?”
The moment she lowers the phone with distraught is the minute the two come eye to eye. The stoplight triumphed, holding her back to her chagrin. The caller stood a block across a nonplussed Alana, but that feeling is snapped once the Virtual removes the white wraps out of his unscathed face, greeting her with a smile curling on his lips. Glass splashes, as if a deity has plucked his gargantuan finger upon the ice, shattering the floor into sharp pieces.  Troy stands patiently with a black sling bag slouched over his shaped shoulder. A sapphire notched tee worn over his bandaged arms and neck, and his shaped chest flaunts underneath the shirt. Surprisingly, his fresh jeans were as ivory as hers, despite the latter’s own being a capri. Regardless of the cyborg’s bold veneer, Alana couldn’t resist being allured to this chic presence.
She clasps her mouth, struggling to maintain her blush as her heart roars. The red light ticks like a swinging bell in the tower, and the number of cars driving across her lessens. Patience dwindles, and Alana looks at all sides of the intersection. That is, until the green snaps.
“Troy!!” Alana cries vehemently as she bolts. Her strappy heels splash on a shallow pond, tainting a black stain on her lower ankles, but it meant nothing as she lunges with arms open. Alana’s foot rises from the ground as Troy whirls her body, and her fervor rises. Her arms wrap over him, tighter than ever. Her breast presses against his, stroking his back thirstily like a spouse that’s been bereaved from her husband’s presence, and couldn’t let go. She beams to the aroma of honey branded on Troy’s skin. The mist obscures her, and bubbles ascend from her, satiating her body with an immense rapture. She waited for this chance for days, and her prayers have been answered. After fighting through this inevitable friction, it paid off for Alana.
Oh my God. Oh my God. Thank you for Troy!
“I couldn’t stop thinking…” Alana pants to his hands caressing her hip bones, roughening her pink windbreaker. She pulls away slightly, but her grasp over his arms keeps Troy close. The luminous messages whispering in her brain scatters. Alana’s breathing overtakes her as she looks up, choking halfway.  “Please, Troy. Don’t ever be doing that to me. Again.”
“I know. I know,” Troy says with ruefulness. He nudges her, forcing Alana to muster herself. His breath slaps like a warm gush on her face as he holds her amicably. He looks directly into her light hazel eyes, as if gazing at the pain that’s been afflicted in her soul. “How did you make it?”
The sirens roaring in the streets disquiet her thought process before she can speak. The sound continues to stir cacophony, stinging her nerves. Holding her breath, Alana explains her grueling journey to him. Troy’s lips straighten, and a lugubrious shadow masks his expression. 
“I was under pressure then, though that was no excuse,” Troy says. He glosses down, massaging his lip, and she sighs. “But at least I found shelter, thanks to a former SMART specialist of mine in this place.”
Alana reaches her hands upward and massages her fingers over Troy’s cheeks. He nods, looking down toward his shirt and pinching at the collar.
She says, “So she knows—”
A chilling snap breaks her attention. Alana diverts her focus to a squad of armed men glowering behind the policemen as the latter release three mutilated corpses from inside one of the twin buildings, escorting them inside an ambulance. According to her, they were no ordinary officers. Tan tactical vests plated on their torsos gave the impression they were possibly mercenaries deployed for duty, but the diabolical tattoos scarred on their hands gave away the hint like an alarm ringing in a sinking edifice.
Troy nudges her, whispering, “Alana. You’re okay?”
Soon he follows Alana’s gaze, and his expression solidifies like a frigid rock. Alana’s stomach flutters.
“Damn Oscar,” a dark, spiky-haired gang enforcer censures, “Can’t believe this fuckin’ shady shit went down on our turf.”
“Gotta need more than batons now, homie,” Oscar informs. He looks over to his comrade, waving at him with his M-16. “Haga correr la voz a todos en los distritos. Carguen. Tengo muchos perros de chatarra para reclamar en la bolsa, Alberto.”
MS gang! Fuck naw.
Her uncle touted the union of gangs (Mara Salvatrucha notably) that swarmed untrammeled in the state’s neighborhoods, hunting for cyborgs and SMART specialists alike when she first arrived. Alana refused to give credit to the claim until now. The sight at Lexington stunned her, leaving Alana seething upon the human officers not even batting an eye to their devious machinations. The turmoil in the sunken Boston didn’t compare to this. Who knows, these same officers may have supplied these bandits with whatever arsenals they had in their stations. The answer was obvious. She’s seen enough adults and charlatans who she deemed staff twists the code of conduct in their favor, crippling the victims wittingly to the perpetrator’s favor. The agenda never changes. So much for the reliance of the state’s Mayor, he and the rest sickened her to the core.
“Soon when forensics gets down to us in five minutes, homie,” Oscar states. “Satan will return the favor.”
Her lower bones rattle, and reminiscing guffaws aches her temple. Alana returns her gaze to Troy, with the latter’s eyes never leaving the gang.
“C’mon Troy,” Alana ushers in a hushed tone, tapping his cheeks until he meets her glance. “C’mon. Follow me to the car, okay?” 
The two storm out of the gang’s sight. Alana’s hand rests on Troy’s back as she escorts him. Her chest grows humid upon eyeing a car patrol pass down the crosswalk, where an enforcer on the passenger seat glares warily at the streets. The Latin hip-hop inside the vehicle rumbles unabashedly, drilling a thorn into her eardrums. The masked enforcer raises his AK-47, chugging a magazine into it, and Alana’s grasp on Troy hardens until the car passes. Her head cools. Regardless of her reluctance, she had much to make up with Troy. As much as she wanted to bring him into the family, offer him a home he can embrace for good, a part of her remains shaken. A predicament stood waiting by Alana’s doorstops, and she had yet to turn that around for Troy. 




Chapter 21
Boots clash onto the stream’s shallow surface, eliciting a splash that falls weak to the vigilant ears of the two contractors. The grass squeaks once King’s feet lands on soil, and with agent Roy trailing behind, the former’s eyes shoot at a cabin a few feet ahead.
Let’s see if he’s there.
“Seeing something, King,” Roy blurts.
The minute he called it out, a peculiar sight alarms in his vision, drawing his attention to three ghoulish stalkers pressing their hands at the window. One of them, hair styled in superficial pinkish braids, whips an iPhone, and she motions its feet away from her and aims the camera to where the window was at. The sonorous snickers ring among them, and King sighs sharply to what it seemed like batons swinging in each of the human’s hands.
Roy catches up to his partner, and the two Virtuals exchange earnest glances before drawing behind each of the trees that stood. King pants, taking a sharp gaze at the plasma pistol locked on his belt before seizing the assault rifle embedded to his back. Upon locating and shifting the suppressor over the muzzle, King beckons his ally to the right side.
“Track the one with the phone,” King advises. The other two trail over to where the door’s at and nudge at the door. He levels his aim, squaring at the lean, dark-skinned human, wearing a tank that brands #All Cyborgs Are Trash! The Virtual’s finger laces around the trigger. “I got these here.”
Birds from afar chirp in the greenish creek, but that cracks to an immediate vapid shot. The lone bullet travels like a silent spitfire, piercing the lean human to the rear of his upper spine. King stands put in place as he fires a second round, shattering the nasal structure of his second victim. Releasing a shriek, the phone wielder looks up, shivering and pacing at the trees surrounding her. Soon when she scurries for her phone, Roy pulls the trigger. She groans to blood hissing at her groin and chest; then slumps.
Nice.
Trilling continues to play out as the two PMCs stalk smoothly. King glares at the bodies, and he flings away the corpse’s head from the door with his foot. The puncture glistens to where King’s bullet traveled. The Virtual sets a hand to the door, feeling a gentle coolness rush into his palm.
“That’s him,” Roy informs. The radiating within his pupils vanished as he looked at King.
King grimaces, letting go of the door. “On me then.”
They kick the door, and their eyes sting to the cabin’s ebony climate. King witnesses Roy scurry over him, and he witnesses his trail toward what slumped behind a large window. Right in the small room opposite him, a battered individual’s head lies against the table. A computer’s black screen faced him as if one step close in flashing if King ever thought of stepping his foot. Confined in a metallic chair, the hostage didn’t bulge in his slumber.
Is that really Hernandez?
King follows his comrade to a door leading them into a dark space and right inside the room, holding their fellow operative. The Virtual frowns, perturbed to not only the blood smeared over Hernandez’s encased head but the level of blood stained on top of the table. Handcuffs seal over the unconscious contractor’s wrist, where they’re adjoined together by a voltaic chain. His nose burns. Something very inhumane underwent in this place, he told himself. He could tell miles away.
King swears. “That’s one hell of a sight.”
“CIA activity,” Roy states coldly. He stalks behind Hernandez, placing hands on top of his shoulder. “Should alert the Virtual Network—”
“Wait.”
King brings his gaze downward, spotting a strange battery fused on the contractor’s neck. Its eye continues to spark. The cyborg folds his fingers.
So that’s what they’ve done. Idiots.
The PMC draws a hand, jacking the device quickly. Four dark beady holes linger at Hernandez’s neck. When Roy raises the contractor over his shoulder, King gazes darkly at his reflection on the dead television screen, concealing the soporific device in his hand.
“What’s next?” Roy asks.
“Recover him,” King mentions. “We’ll have time to situate him up to tomorrow once Moreci triggers the python.”
***
Soriana steps foot inside the garage, observing the large cloth concealing an aircraft. The air inside the capacious area hisses like a spirit’s whisper snaking into her ears. Her footsteps clatter on the ground as she steps forward, eyeing the cloth dance to the breeze. In lace leggings and white blouse over her seamless sapphire tank, Soriana couldn’t seem any more prepared for the hale weather. Director’s hacker and analyst, Curtis, informed her a while ago on the phone of the counter virus he’s delivered to the Jaguars of Apollo in hopes to ravage whatever devious malware Ottoman was planting on the government’s network. Meanwhile, Wayne was oblivious to what his officer was up to. Whatever warnings he set foot earlier went out like a void circulating over her head, absorbing the debris that stood. Wayne and the CIA weren’t entities she turns on so sudden, and the consideration of it ignites an ache in her muscles. However, idle time was too vital to waste.
The saliva in her mouth sours as the text flickered in her vision like a hallucination. Troy, whom she had the windfall to come across during Operation Jackal, was snapped away so soon. Decades up to this harrowing year, leading to them uniting months ago against the nefarious drug lord, and now this black barrier has shut her out. The time to process the secondary blow was too short for her and a loss she was once again too gullible to intervene in.
The human sets her fingers on the cloth, but not before looking over each of her shoulders. A desk rolls. Catching her breath, Soriana sweeps away the material’s cloak, and dust kisses its way toward her. Her nose twitches to the particles breaching inside her nostrils, and she sneezes so loud that it can be heard traveling feet away outside.
The green Whisper drone’s sharp wings stood erect in an immaculate state. Its turret fixated underneath the aircraft’s chin. Soriana strokes her hand on the wing’s surface, shivering to a cold sensation piercing her palm.
One more day until the 27th. Let’s make this work.
She observes the bar number on the lateral side of the aircraft’s beak before drawing her attention to the electronic pad plastered underneath her bracelet. Soriana types in T24689 into the computer’s bar, and soon when the panel flares green, she grimaces to a vibration in her blouse’s breast pocket.
Soriana, grabbing her cell phone, squeezes her eyes and whispers to herself until she steps back to the following message.
Gran Moisés:
Hermana. Ven a casa. En nombre de Mamá y Papi. Por favor.
Moses, she says to herself.
It came at her like a pile of tumbling bricks, and she was left to scrutinize the mess around her. The drone’s turrets spin, awakening from the slumber. Her blood runs cool, and Soriana directs her gaze outside. Her unbuttoned blouse blooms to a brief breeze. Birds glide from the trees, and their croaks boom. Her throat hardens. She had nothing to say.
***
The stereo in her car vibrates to the jazz playing out of her phone, which has been synced into the radio, and she leans gently to the luminous rhythm relieving her nerves. She arches the strap of her tank. Her sable hair blossoms as she whirls the wheel, letting the air blow through while she levels her direction on the road. The panel seals upon the vehicle stand, revealing a dot sailing on the regional map. On the other hand, its designated area, Sharjah, remains unmarked on the portable screen. Soriana purses her lips.
No sign of Eva yet.
A truck, situated with geared National Guards huddled behind the trunk, speeds across her path. The tree bushes shimmy as she passes. Soriana scratches her scalp, puzzled by the low number of drivers on the road. Those feelings break when she eyes an unusual sight a few feet from her on the road.
Frowning, Soriana removes her sunglasses, straightening her back as she nears. She turns off the jazz. Hollering and cries screech, and she presses her shoe onto the brake pedal, slowing her acceleration. She shrieks to a group of humans cornering a fatally wounded cyborg on the ground. The tip of their batons ignites with an electrifying sparkle as they thrash it all together on their target like lumberjacks axing a gargantuan log. The Virtual, gritting his teeth to the blood streaming down his scalp, shields his prosthetic arm from the consecutive thunderous blows landing. One of the attackers, a man with a spiky blonde hairstyle, circles behind the cyborg and lashes his steely stick. The baton crashes deeply toward the victim’s neck, and blood spills from the latter’s mouth.
“Trying to start a civil war, pussy?!” the blonde attacker rebukes. He strikes another time. “Come on! Not so big, little pussy!”
Soriana gulps to one of the hecklers wielding their foot, colliding with the cyborg’s jaw. She looks elsewhere in the street, right foot still resting on the acceleration pad. Her fingers shake on the wheels, and water builds in her iris, altering her reality. She stood, witnessing to her chagrin at the face of Eva groaning to the blows crashing on her. Her hair swings to the second foot rolling at her face, sending her body careening. The Virtual’s eyes bulge to the baton pummeling against her abdomen, and obscenities vituperate toward her.
“Scrapdog. Scrapdog! Come on guys!”
Soriana lets her hands slide from the wheels, quivering to the drumming. The human goes back to how far she’s failed in her duty in standing behind Eva, and the times she was all but vital. Instead of stepping in, she stood by dastardly behind her federal allies, letting the debacle disseminate in the streets. Like a craven agent, she stood behind the words of purported ethics when she could’ve intervened in a cyborg’s life. If she couldn’t vouch behind Eva when the latter needed it, how would she be good enough in doing the same for Troy? How? When she’s been blindly giving a pass to the damage being done by the firebrands? This is why this war began. Eva was right then and still is. Now she had to pay the price for the fault she and so many humans had stirred. Her brain snaps.
Enough. Enough!
Soriana doesn’t think twice as she seizes the semiautomatic pistol from the seat. The officer kicks open the door, startling the rioters as she trudges with an weapon at hand.
“Go home!” she warns vehemently. Soriana levels the handgun at the five assaulters. The Virtual breathes near her. One of them with a round earring clicked to her nose, and the only female among them, grits her teeth nervously. “Last warning!”
The blonde attacker aims his baton at the cyborg. “You obviously know what he’s done—”
“I won’t TELL you again,” she admonishes sharply. Soriana’s glance sours as she sneaks a finger on the trigger. “Don’t make this hard for me!”
The attacker holds onto her gaze until he can't resist any longer and runs. The group scrams without protest, reaching into a van. The van drives away, and Soriana brings down her pistol. She turns around, locking gaze to the cyborg on the ground, clutching to the black marks burning on his neck. Her mouth hangs, shaken to the cherry streaks swelling in his eyes as he heaves. Red drops flow from the jagged scar gashed on his head, tainting his torn clothes and jeans.
What have they done?
The cyborg returns her gaze, but looks away before Soriana can do further. He sniffs.
“Get away,” he pleads in a soft whisper. The Virtual stares down on the concrete, which is smeared in his blood. “Please. Please.”
His words slashed at her like a whiplash. Soriana takes a step back reluctantly. She turns her nose elsewhere, and the water accumulates in her eyes. She didn’t know this Virtual, but she couldn’t blame him. Even with what was done, Soriana had nothing to offer. If she had to look at her reflection, she would only open fire at the glass. Who knew how much Eva had gone through these past months? Soriana never went out of her way to contemplate. It seems she couldn’t relate as much as she wanted to believe otherwise. How fickle humans as her can be with their decisions, thinking they can gamble with whatever life?
***
She makes a direct right on the road, arriving fifty four blocks onto 32nd Street. Soriana drives, glossing over the homes residing in the small tranquil neighborhood. Her olive skin whitens to the flare outside, and her earrings glimmer. Pigeons shift their diminutive talons on the utility pole’s wires above. Excrement pops from their rears, catching an approaching National Guard by surprise as it splashes on top of his Kevlar helm.
Her hair brushes to a genial wave. Many years had passed since Soriana stumbled onto the neighborhood she grew up in as a child. She moved to McLean for proximity with the Central Intelligence Agency, but the District of Columbia was a shadow that loomed with her no matter where she went. The trees and Rock Creek, she mesmerized the scenery of stepping foot into the creek’s wilderness. Regardless of what stirred yesterday, not one scratch stood visible before her. She hasn’t notified the family about her arrival. Soriana didn’t want to spoil it.
Welcome to Northwest. How I’ve sure missed it.
Soriana spots a towering resident in a flannel and khaki pants wave sportively at her inside the home’s porch. Two aging figures greet her behind the door’s glass in unison. 
“¡Que bolas, hermana!” Moses calls out.
The tips of her ears spike to the reminiscing voice she missed. She lowers her car window.
“Moses!” she cries excitedly, waving in return. Soriana twirls her car, spots an unknown red car parked by the garage, and sets her vehicle carefully at an open space adjacent to her family’s house. She snubs her glance at the exterior mirror. “¡Espera para mi!”
Deactivating her car engine and grabbing the drone panel, Soriana frees open the door. She closes the door, rushing to the pathway and meeting her junior brother break from the porch.
“I’m here!”
“That’s what up, Sori! Finally back in town!”
Moses comes down, catching onto Soriana’s embrace. She snuggles him closely, resting her head on the giant’s stomach. Her heart flutters like warm petals arising from the grass. Even with absence, her brother never failed to remind her subtlety of his rivaling height; he stood approximately to six-four as acknowledged by his physician. Being the tallest among the family had its gift, it seemed. Minus the shade, his head is as pristine as a Buddhist monk, and it shines in the sunlight. Even when he was as young as early to three years of age, he hasn’t grown a hair in his life. The closest he had to it was by one inch, and Moses was only twelve then. 
She reaches a hand to caress and plant a firm kiss on his bald head. Soriana chortles. It never slid from her mind to coddle around with it, and the smoothness of it kindled a tickle in her when she was a child.
“Ain’t changing any time soon,” Moses banters. The round red and white pendant jiggles around his neck. If there was one similarity among the two, they held the same dark auburn eyes. 
Soriana glances at the door creaking open, smiling. Her parents acknowledge her simultaneously in bonhomie.
“¡Bienvenida, hija!” her mother greets. She held the same height (5’4) and long hair as Soriana, albeit a bright gold and knotted in a ponytail. Mother beckons with a sanitizer at hand nervously. “I have plenty for you. But don’t forget to please clean—”
“No trash at hand, Mami,” Soriana states, raising her hands sarcastically.
Well this doesn’t get old.
Her father chuckles to mother, stating, “Oh Carmen. I see if I spot one.” His low graying hair carried semblance to a polished landscape on his head, and sagging lines brand on his scarred arms. The mole he had since his early years still left visible on his big nose. Father turns his eyes toward Soriana.
“We’ve been very worried for you lately. So much trouble has come.” 
Nodding, Moses leads her inside. Soon Soriana flinches to her mother, holding her, wiping the panel on her wrist with a moist handkerchief. Her mother whistles in respite before hopping aside. A grapy fragrance overcomes the living room, whose walls held their bluish complexion up to today. Soriana looks upward, gazing at the wooden sculpture of the sun dangling, chained to the light blue ceiling. Its archaic smile beams at her as if quietly relishing the woman’s return. She sighs to the black and white representing the younger sullen image of her father, with sunken cheeks, leaning on top of a small antediluvian car. Then like a transition, it's led by another portrait revealing a far more aged but salubrious version of him, at one with his wife behind the gates leading to the National Zoo. There a young Soriana stood in front of the two, clutching to her brother wearing a Pokémon cap.
“Got my driver’s Sori,” Moses flaunts.
She winks her eyebrows, flummoxed. To add up to her surprise, Soriana watches her brother stalk toward the glass shelves to where auric trophies of her taekwondo championships dating from 2004 to 2008 stood.  Dust breezes as he grabs a key chain embedded with his license’s ID, and he shakes it toward her.
“Oh nice!” she lauds.
“At least he doesn’t have to worry about the bus seats,” mother teases.
Moses shakes his head. He leads his sister to a lone table near the air conditioner, where a Nintendo Switch rests prone on the surface. While Soriana places the panel on the table, Moses looks down to where a box is kept underneath the table, seizing and offering an extra Switch in her hands. She grimaces.
“Turn it on, hermana,” he says, taking the first seat as he activates the game. “Know you are ready for some Pokémon brawl.”
Soriana blushes. She takes the last seat next to him. Pokémon was never her expertise, but Moses, being the savant, guided her into the field, giving her an inkling of the challenges. Back when the Nintendo DS used to be lionized, she would yelp every time to her brother, incinerating the entire dosage of her health with one strike. It had to be superstitious, according to her then.
Her father positions himself in his comfort seat, locking his attention on the desktop and the keys on the keyboard mash rapidly as he types, as if working on another online article for the news company he works under. Mother raises the gloves over her wrists, inserting a pot into an electronic cooker. She opens her mouth like she’s about to sneeze, but she inhales. A news program speaking in their native tongue carries forth sound into the room.
“How’s everyone’s handling themselves here?” Soriana asks aloud. She opens to where the application reveals on the rectangular screen, and clicks on it through username Manny58. She looks up to her junior brother. “How’s AU?”
Moses' expression turns somber as he twists his ear. “Man. Junior year’s been flying till these cyborgs hit town.” The online game on each of their handhelds resort to the menu, and thematic music plays. He looks down, rubbing his head. “AU closed out since—I mean, not only AU. My guys were telling me. So my ass in a messy place now. Thank God…you're lucky.”
Soriana sighs worrisomely. For someone who graduated from George Washington University twelve years ago, she had nothing but sorrow for the students who were held back because of this strike. She didn’t know how long it would last, but in one day, if she’s able to stop it, Soriana wasn’t willing to foresee the outcome. If it had to come down to her executing Ottoman just to impede this uprising and reassure Eva back, then Soriana wouldn’t think twice.
“No message. No, follow up from the damn institutions,” her father says. He grumbles. “It’s bad for even the working people, hija. Univision’s barred all employees from going into the office. So I’m forced to continue all activities at home.”
Soriana shifts her feet toward a hard surface. She stares downward, frowning to a stack of El Tiempo Latino newspapers to her side, titled Las tiendas retiran todas las películas de Terminator y Cyberpunk.  Her head turns light.
“One of my friends who works in Adams Morgan,” her mother implies. “She had to bar her bank from all cyborgs ever since those PMCs broke through with their GUNS that day. Plenty of her customers and employees have been killed.” Her shoulders arch uncomfortably as if perturbed to what she’s saying. “She’s been having panics. I’m…I’m in the same boat with my own shop. It’s scary. Our Latino communities have never been on edge like this.”
Soriana looks away, witnessing the cold air making its way toward her once more. She attempts to alleviate it by narrowing her view on the game. In the ring, Moses’ blazing creature stands vigilantly against her thunder-oriented own in the form of a squirrel. The turn falls on her, and with a click on the button, her avatar whips its flurry tail, releasing an electrifying wave that pervades the gym. Moses grins as if not fazed by the decent hit and seizes his opportunity, summoning his monster to initiate a wave of fire to rain down rapidly like airstrikes. Her handheld vibrates, and she widens her eyes to her health plummeting to a bright red.
Ouch.
“How is Brett, Soriana?” 
She raises her head and meets her father’s eyes. Ice surges over her face.
“You okay, Sori?”
“I uh…”
Soriana looks down at the panel next to her and flips it to where she can see the screen. The dot nears the Eastern Hemisphere. Biting her finger, Soriana tells them slowly about her situation in Langley and then Eva. Her father shakes his head immediately.
“¡Hija! No. No,” he warns. Father waves his hand dismissively. “Don’t do it. Brett’s words don’t lack conviction. Her problems aren’t something you can fix like that. God never made humans ideal solvers. You’re not a failure. STRAY from her. Or you’ll regret it.”  
Her mother grunts in unison. Soriana folds her hands. “I don’t know what to say. She’s been my officer and friend since, and I’ve—”
“You too good to lose your life, Sori,” Moses says. His pupils shake as he stares at her. He rubs her hand. “She a cyborg, and you know what that means today now. She ain’t got good intentions. Take it from me though… nothing beats anything in this world like the familia.”
A deadening hand burrows in Soriana’s chest. Hands begin to gnash toward her in all directions, and she locked in her position, disquieted.  There was substance to what her family has said, but half of her is held back by the ice. So much progress has been initiated on her end.
Mother stalks toward Moses and Soriana. Her throat vibrates to a palatable savor. Aside from the meaty Cuban sandwiches on the twin dishes, Soriana’s face turns green to the sight of pork.
She grins anxiously, trying to veneer her dismay. “Mami…”
Moses seizes the pork from her plate, to Soriana’s amusement as he munches ravenously on the meat. His teeth rip through the baked skin. Unlike her brother, it was deemed an oxymoron for her not to enjoy pork. Ignoring the moment she had to endure her stomach operating four times during a family feast would be asinine.
Mother rushes in, setting a stack of napkins and sanitizer abruptly. A thematic tune breaking from the television HD draws her attention. She steps closely to what the anchor is stating behind the image of a decimated and red foggy landscape. Her stomach grumbles.
“In the wake of this terrifying event,” the anchor reported. “We are still pending updates on the deceased Mr. Casey Lu’s accomplice behind the state’s destruction.”
She and her father exchange glances, and the room shakes. Boston University’s tennis coach, but how could this be real? However, judging from the reporter’s tone, Soriana knew a detail was missing. 
Her doubts are purportedly answered when the anchor mentions, “Footage and screenshots at the scene are beginning to surface corroborating people’s fears that this newly identified suspect may have ties to the terrorist responsible. ABC Edward Miller breaks down details.”
The analyst’s words fade to the background as Soriana frowns at two armed suspects, notably cyborgs, confronted each other on top of a moving train. Quad drones passed. She steps close to the television, examining a suspect in a gray hoodie leveling his secondary at the ground. Soon her attention hooks to the second cyborg across Lu. The accomplice’s coat and pants stood in a striking pitch black and his hands stood upward, as if pleading for a cease. Or at best, install reasoning. His natural hair ran thin and low. 
“We don’t know the name,” Miller states. “But with reported description, scrap—cyborg is semi-augmented, and in a black coat and pants. Black and stands up to six-one in height.”
A tray of memories race at her eyes, and it takes her back a decade. She looks up to a towering resident storming alongside her with a sling bag and packages at hand. Ebony shadows his coat and pants, and she looked up at him, raising her eyebrows at his teeth beaming out of his smile. She slaps a hand to her head.
Troy? No. He’s still alive.
“I know him,” Soriana states. Her buttocks burn on the seat, and she motions.
She found it hard to process. So many hours passed with her nauseous about Troy’s fate. Then this statement suddenly pops up, carving an opening into her heart that leaves her relieved but anxious. The idea of Troy being involved in the demise of his own state didn’t normally wrap with her. It was too cold-blooded, too perverse, something she couldn’t envision in the Virtual who was once her resident. Now the public’s after him. The last thing she wanted was for him to appear as another death toll. Imagine if she had Troy’s contact then. She had to.
Her father looks at her, flummoxed. Possibly not sure what his daughter meant.
“Troy Levi’s his name,” she says with an immediate rush. “I was his resident advisor the summer before the turf war.”
His eyes widened. Father looks at the program for a couple of minutes and then rises. Soriana follows him, storming upstairs from behind.
“Where you’re taking—”
“Again, if you say this cyber-attack is expected to start tomorrow—may God forbid, then now’s the time to reevaluate.”
The two hit base to where his room’s door remained open. Soriana witnesses him lower to pull his orange wooden case underneath the drawer and crack the lock open. The top flips, and he coughs to the soot clouding his face. Resting within the gamut of handwritten drafts is a flash drive.
What could this mean?
“I kept this since you stopped working in the complexes,” father mentions. “Data of all the residents you’ve mended in Mexico.”
Soriana clutches her mouth. How could she have been so blind to this for so long? She wanted to leap, cry more likely. However, she was too trapped in her shock to do so. She had only but a father to thank.
“Being under Brett’s wings doesn’t always guarantee that security,” her father continues. “I know the CIA. It’s a vulnerable network. We as Salazars aren’t just regular pedestrians. Confidential history can fall into the wrong hands, especially with the number of enemies roaming our streets.”
He grabs the drive, and he blows off the dust. Father’s expression becomes earnest. “You’re sure he can be trusted?”
“Yes,” Soriana supplicates. She manages a smile. “Please, Papi.”




Chapter 22
Troy cocks his head, cracking open his eyes to Alana driving and transitioning her jeep toward a curve on the right, escaping from the plethora of cars that inundated the parkway. One of the shopping bags resting on the back seat shuffles over the seat’s edge. The soporific weight grips the Virtual as he rises, but something dangling from above a tree pole ignites a sting into his skin, forcing a surge of juice inside his blood. He’s unable to process the entire sight as he finds himself facing a set of twin projects in the middle of a bustling intersection. Whatever he seen he could deem anything but pleasant.
“We’s arriving,” Alana says. She takes the drink from the cup holder, inserting her mouth on the straw and sucking it.
Troy releases a yawn, but he restrains himself. “Didn’t know much about your uncle until now.”
With the exception of Gloria and Victor, Troy has never laid eyes on her uncle. He couldn’t blame himself. Unfortunately, with what’s passed these months, Troy’s expectations were as basic as a guest with a humdrum outlook upon walking into the most contemporary restaurant.
Alana sets down her drink, laughing half-heartedly. “Yeah.” Her eyes squint gauchely. “He been living in the Bronx his whole—green light.”
She proceeds, heading straight to where a gas station stood. Troy witnesses her hand rest on his shoulder. Alana’s pupils motion as she gazes at him. Troy’s heart delivers an echo. There was something Alana wanted to tell him, but Troy couldn’t decipher it. What was missing?
“There some differences, but nothing extreme—that doesn't sound right either.” Alana looks away before facing Troy again. She nods. “I got this, though.”
An eerie cloud trails above the two. The vehicle continues to pass, and Troy snaps his gaze away from a bunch of firebrands, possibly gang-affiliated, gathering and raising their rifles rashly inside the bridge. Paint can be heard spraying loudly even with the windows sealed.
Five minutes later, the car’s speed meets its limit at a seven-story apartment intertwined to a small office on the right. A triangular Puerto Rico flag attached to one of the balcony rails whips back and forth three feet up the complex. However, Troy watches Alana take an alternative route and bring her car to a halt within a few feet from the destination. She turns right to where dozens of parked cars resided across a medical clinic, forwarding her car into a vacant space behind a white Sentra. Troy gets off the jeep, hearing his phone alarm. He glimpses closely to 202-xxx-xxxx ringing, and a question mark rings in his head.
Okay? Strange.
Troy activates the call. “Levi here?”
A four-second pause booms until strikingly sound voice questions, “Troy…Hi. Is that you?”
The Virtual nods. “Yeah. And you must be—”
“Soriana,” the caller announces almost fervidly. Then she recites her name meticulously. “Soriana.”
Goddamn. I knew!
A bewildered Troy steps a couple of feet from Alana’s jeep and into the shade, rubbing his head. Traffic ushers down Pelham Parkway.
“Soriana…goddamn.” He wraps one of the dangling elastic bandages over his wrist hastily. “How did you find me?”
The fibers in his prosthetics buzz. The day Troy and Soriana first departed from their mission, Troy had little memory and anticipation in ever coming across his former resident advisor again. Not like he was vowing to either. Then Soriana’s voice clicks out of the blue, latching onto him like a drone. He didn’t know whether to rejoice or freeze, probably because he wasn’t seeing her in person. Soriana must’ve been anticipating such a chance this entire time.
“Thank my father,” she says. “I’m at my family’s place now. He was able to keep the storage of all the tenants I’ve worked with. But that’s not the point on why I’m calling.”
A slight crack taps underneath him. Troy stares down, stepping aside to a shard of glass on the concrete. “Go on.”
“Aye Troy,” Alana calls out from a distance. “I—”
Troy waves a signal, hushing Alana. Soriana’s tone becomes grave as she says, “Be as concrete as possible. The news caught my attention concerning the attack. I know about your coach. But I just want to know…if I’m wrong Troy. Did you—did you actually participate in the demise of your OWN state—”
“N—Hold it! Hold it right there, Soriana. You got it all wrong.”
Before he can elaborate, Troy turns mute to three bearded pedestrians in caps glossing callously in his direction. A leashed Rottweiler at the hands of a brown skinned owner, wearing a blue cap branded with a crossed T-800 logo, turns his wrinkling nose in the cyborg’s way. The canine’s fangs flash at him cynically.
Troy reverts his eyes upward, gazing at the leaves dancing on the tree. His nerves thump. The dog’s growls continue scarring into his eardrums.
“Venga, Pedro,” the capped owner states behind Troy’s back.
Troy arches a cough, ensuring the group was far from him until he heard nothing but street engines rumbling. He explains to her the incident without any pause.
“That’s what they want you to believe,” Troy mentions. “You won’t get anything from these sources.”
Silence creeps in her end, but that breaks when Soriana states, “I see.”
His nerves stung, followed by a sweep of clarity that takes him back to the base. Was this why she asked about Lu months ago? Perhaps there was a reason or she likely knew.
“And watch what you SAY and hear about my coach, Soriana,” he warns. “I’ve heard enough nonsense yesterday.”
Another episode of silence lingers. He hears Soriana breathe. “Okay. Uh…yesterday, I held an interrogation. And I was warned of another follow-up from the JOA.”
Follow-up?
He leans against the fence, sighing through his nostrils. A frigid wave brushes down his spine.
“How sure are you of this?” 
“The CIA and the rest are getting it taken care of before it implodes. Director’s installed HIT, a virus that will reverse whatever’s coming toward the JOA.” A young man’s voice breaks out in the background, and Troy can hear Soriana engage in her bilingual dialect. The cyborg stroke’s his shoulder.
“That’s how far I know,” she continues. The geniality in her voice returns. “Didn’t mean to sound interrogative, Troy. Feels great getting back to you. Plus, please promise to keep this number. Circumstances are high between us.” Soriana pauses. “I’ll do the same. Take care, Troy.”
He smiles politely.
Before he can turn off the line, Troy hears, “One more thing. I didn’t mean…to sound so insulting about Lu. I know. It wasn’t fair what happened. And, you know more about him than me.”
Troy looks over to his left to where Alana stood. He sighs.
“Oh,” he blurts out. He nods. “Thanks for reaching out then.”
The phone goes off and Troy sets his focus on Alana again. Her right eyebrow arches. 
“What happen, Troy?” she asks. Alana steps close with the bags swaying in her hands. Despite the weight, she holsters one of the bag’s handles over her elbow, showering Troy the screen of a headline on her iPhone. “I was trying to tell you—” She gulps. “Damn, all this time. Can’t believe I'm looking at your coach like this.”
Troy glances before pulling away in two seconds. The two make their stroll all the while his mouth hangs open. His nails numb. Then his reluctance shatters, and Troy reveals briefly about the incident in the Amtrak up to where he landed in Manhattan. Alana rubs her neck, unsettled.
“Hope he truly in a better place,” Alana mentions with civility. She takes off her cap, frowning at two jubilant women inside a car tossing dogmatic bandanas to the hands of several drivers like celebrities giving away the last of their free accessories to their fans. She strokes his elbow, turning her dismay into a gentle smile on her lips. “Least you made it, though.” 
Troy brushes his chin, and the conversation between him and Soriana plays out like a record, filling his consciousness with an air of tension. It didn’t do him service to trifle with concerns that didn’t give him any onus, but what could it mean? He had nothing for it. 
***
The elevator opens to the fifth floor, and Troy steps foot. The Virtual knots the fabric laced over his arm as he walks. Alana comes close, snuggling her hand around his cybernetic triceps. He hears her take a deep breath. The cyborg’s blood heats to her proximity. Even with the distance, nothing seemed out of the ordinary between him and Alana. The bonding cuts when she yanks to an electric snap leaching out of him.
“Oh shit,” she says, blushing.
Troy’s lips break into a smile, stifling a laugh. He recalled the last time Alana has gotten her hands close enough to him at her place, and she shrieked to the spark pinching her palm. He had no control over that function. It was nothing but comical to him at this point, and he embraced it.
He catches Alana stop at one of the unit doors. A star-shaped artifice plants on top of the door. Troy exchanges a glance with Alana, whose cheeks are reddening before pounding on the door.
“Ya voy,” a gruff voice calls out. “I’m coming.”
The door opens to a curly-haired buff man in a sleeveless shirt and bronze sandals posed by the entrance. His eyes remain sealed, and he holds onto the stand, the only source giving him a stance in his state. Her uncle’s skin was a light sable, unlike his niece’s own, which was a sharp olive tone. Troy’s lips flatten. 
So this is Uncle Ricardo.
“Hola Tio,” Alana greets. The two shared the same height, being approximately 5’6 in frame. “Ya volví. Traje a visitante conmigo.
Comportate.”
His eyebrows dance in a gauche fashion. “Oh. No tengo mis lentes.” Ricardo’s nose locks at Troy, and the tip of it twitches as if sensing a foul stench. “No sé por qué huelo a acero?”
“Y no…”
Ricardo steps aside, rummaging in his back pocket, and Troy can spot Gabriel’s presence on the sofa. Not a single peep out of him as his fingers mash on the controller. The Virtual’s view on the TV is blocked once Ricardo raises his arms, setting a pair of astute ruby glasses over his eyes.  He swears quietly in his dialect to what he’s seeing.
Troy beckons. “The name’s Troy—”
“Well, you look quite funny for a visitor,” Ricardo cuts. His nose continues to twitch. The cynicism crept in the thick tone of his voice, and Troy shivers. “What are you hiding?”
Troy whirls up the bandages over his hand, equivocally saying, “It’s a…long—”
“That’s not my question.” Ricardo directs his focus to a tentative Alana, tapping his foot. “Niece. WHAT is he doing here?”
Alana nods quickly. “He was trying a—”
“¡Dios mío!” Ricardo steps back and points a recriminating finger at Troy. “You’re a damn cyborg! You think I’m a fool?  ¡Dios mío! ¡Dios mío Gabriel! Where’s my baton?!”
“¡Tio!” Alana cries out. “¡TIO!”
She reaches her hands out, but Ricardo bolts to the living room. Gabriel rises from his seat, nonplussed to the commotion in the room. Troy throws a critical gaze at Alana and steps back, pressing a hand to his ear. The impact of Ricardo’s frantic screams carries like a flood into the pallid hall, beating against the Virtual’s back. Troy’s throat boils. He couldn’t comprehend the kind of mess he got into. Even more obvious, why Alana ever thought this would be a good suggestion to spend time in. How logical was that to him? He wanted to dash, snatch her keys, and race into her jeep as soon as he could, but at the same time, how would he fare against the possibility of these neighbors cracking the door open to see a peculiar Virtual racing in their hallways.
I can’t even fucking think right now. 
“¡Necesito ayuda ahora!” Ricardo pleads. He scrams to the kitchen counter, dumping a hand into one of the cases. “Think you can get away leaving my village in ashes? Sasha—Alana. S—how can you forget so soon? You know I can’t stand for this! Look at this.”
“We know him, tio!” Gabriel placates. The controller remains in one hand of his. “Keep it easy.”
Obstinate, the uncle leaves the boxes tumbling from the stand as he whips a long anomalous baton in his grasp. Sweat builds on the human’s forehead. Flashes break in Troy’s head, souring his face. His heart accelerates. Soon as he takes another step, looking down at the bullets jiggling in his bag, Troy jerks to Alana, grasping his hand. The wraps in his palm dangle. 
“Por favor,” Alana blurts out randomly to a peeved Troy. She shoots a gaze at her paranoid uncle, shaking her head in askance. “Naw tío. No vas a hacer eso.”
“Get away from my niece! Get away from her, now!” Ricardo vituperates at Troy, ignoring Alana’s pleas. He holds his baton to the side as if he is in the field wielding a bat and his legs quiver. The diamond tip sparkles and Troy’s nose stings to the vapor. Meanwhile, the cyborg stood, maintaining his stance. Troy couldn’t figure this man to be sane enough. Who knew that having such oblivion to Alana’s uncle would’ve been so beneficial to Troy this whole time? His years extended since being at bond with the Torres, and this anomaly was something unique to him. Maybe he was wrong. He may not know Ricardo, but the maddening jaundice that disseminated Troy’s world made it simpler for him to make the classification.
“I’m warning you—”
“¡Tio! ¡Él amigo de la familia!” She hollers. Alana steps close in front of Troy, signaling a hand outright toward her uncle. “¡Papi incluso sabe! ¡DEJA ESA MIERDA! Y
ESCUCHAME!”
Ricardo clenches his teeth, still locked in his phase. That only can last when he looks into the water running in his niece’s eyes, and he stares down. Troy watches the veins in the blind man’s biceps diminish. The air between them cools. Nevertheless, the cyborg keeps on edge, clutching to the zipper in his bag.
“Now, uncle, it’s okay,” Gabriel encourages softly. He sets aside the controller, gesturing his hands. “He’s not bad. Alana’s right. He…he and my big sister went to the same college.”
Ricardo glances at his nephew sideways. No word was said as he looked down at the deactivated baton in his hand. His eyes sag behind the lens, leaving Troy to slide his fingers from the bag’s zipper. Troy looks down at his left hand, which is still held by Alana. The shadows looming around his eyes dissipate upon retaining a view of her.
“Give him a chance.” Alana entreats. She sets a hand to her chest and heaves. “I knew him for over a decade before he even became like this. He has been through a lot, so…I just want to make him feel at home.”
“What’s going on here?” a neighbor questions aloud. “Kids are trying to watch—
Troy pulls inside the unit before the situation can escalate. He closes and locks the door immediately. Ricardo lets the baton roll from his hand. Alana looks over at Troy, coming over to him and ushering him toward her uncle. 
“The name’s Troy Levi,” Troy says reluctantly. “Not here to start trouble.” His voice deepened, and his sullen expression remained intact as he walked past the blind man.
Ricardo glosses at the Virtual and transitions his gaze toward the ground. His lips lock tight. His feet barely motion, as if drowned in his guilt after being possessed by a diabolical spirit. Troy draws the bandages out of his head, giving breath to his facial skin. The quietude, minus the “Monster Combo” announced on the screen, settles its hands over Troy’s shoulders. Part of Troy wanted to see reason in Ricardo, but reluctance held the former back for whatever valuable reason. Alana meant well at least.
Troy scans the room, and the Afro-oriented architects posed liked totems against the walls. Sunlight reflecting from the balcony’s curtains glint at his shirt’s fabric. He locates a large rocking chair behind the balcony’s curtain, sitting comfortably at it. Alana can be seen setting her purse on the reclining chair and shopping bags by the chair Troy’s sitting at. She looks down at her windbreaker, which was zipped to the midline.
“Try to drink some cold water,” she advises Ricardo warily. Alana removes her jacket, taking it into the closet near the door. The beads on her belt spark, and her silver seamless cami is tucked underneath her pants. When Troy unzips his bag and retrieves the tablet, he scratches his eyebrow to the alluring, angelic design dazzling at the lateral side of her back. The tune notes circulate around the deity-like foggy clouds censoring her nude form.
Troy grimaces to Ricardo taking his step, observing the refrigerator over the kitchen counter. The uncle only grunts.
“I’ll be right back, Alana,” Ricardo mentions dully.
Troy sees the uncle turn his back, aiming his direction toward the closet. Ricardo nears a hand to the doorknob but halts immediately, as if facing second thoughts, and slings his hand down. He reverts direction toward the door. Not one glance Ricardo makes as he pulls the locks, closing the door. The cyborg seals his knuckles, leaning his chin against it. Not once, his eyes bulge as Troy stares afar at one of the totems. The beaked bird remains still, glimpsing the visitor with its deadpan eyes. For a particular reason, the head wanted to exchange something with the Virtual, something contemplative, but Troy couldn’t interpret. 
“You good, Gabriel?” Troy hears Alana ask.
Gabriel offers a thumb up while his direction remains on the gameplay. Alana then faces Troy, and the color rushes on her cheeks.
“My definite fault, Troy,” Alana apologizes. She storms toward him, caressing Troy’s head before he can turn on his SMART tablet. His brain pulses to the cherry balm flowing in her presence as his temple slouches on her hip. Troy had to give his gratitude, regardless of the outcome displayed. Despite how foolhardy Alana may have been, Troy knew not many would have pushed far to open the doors on his behalf.
“I’ll be fine,” Troy says. He pulls away from his head, activating the panel with his thumb. Alana’s hands still keep in place. “But thanks.”
“I'm fixing dessert.”
She undoes the wraps out of his arms before leaving his side, bending to seize the baton on the ground. Her cleavage dances slightly as she stalks, and Alana looks over at the door, rubbing her shoulder as she buries the arsenal inside one of the boxes. While she removes the boxes elsewhere, Troy returns focus toward his panel. He grimaces to the titled territory, Bronx, plastered on top of the coordinates. A multitude of stores and clinics surround the boxed map, followed by the pending triangles.
So territory alters wherever I go. I see.
“Step foot. Close away the void. Be at tune to the petals grazing in the grass. Cast your doubts,” he recites quietly. He continues to mention the last lines under his breath while “Combo Breaker” barks out of the television. Flakes descend, dying away from the tension in his blood. Troy leans his back and lets the chair rock him as his finger shakes toward a star alarming at a triangular diagram toward his right.
He halts to Alana’s footsteps. Now in her purple slippers, she storms with a small table at hand, setting it in front of Troy.
“Ice cream sundae, y’all!” she alerts. Alana sets a cup into one of the desserts. The three sets of flavored ice cream rest on top of the main steely living room table. Troy’s tongue salivates to the damp cherry that rests on top of the desserts, and the sprinkles sink into the cream.
Well, this sounds appetizing. 
“You can keep mine in the refrigerator,” Gabriel says aloud. He glances halfway as his arms rattle on the controller. “I’ll be up soon.”
Alana looks over and presses her lips. Nevertheless, she opens the refrigerator and sets the third ice cream inside of it. Troy skids on his seat as Alana approaches with the two bowls in her hands. She arches her shoulders until prevailing and setting down the sundaes on the table. He takes the ice cream, setting it in between his legs while observing the star on screen. Then the weight of the chair shakes once Alana seats, skidding close enough to where her thigh abutted to his. The ambience between the two becomes torrid.
“So what you’s up to there?” Alana asks. She grabs her spoon, eating a piece of the ice cream and a whiting line brands on her upper lip.
Troy presses a finger onto the star, drawing the Virtuals toward the triangular area before digging his cup into the sundae. He opens his mouth, and his eyes harden as the savor pierces the cyborg’s mouth. Thermal vapor snakes from his nostrils. Looking into Alana’s eyes, Troy explains the concept of Project Harmony to her. Once that was said, Troy catches her gaze level down at the diagram in his hand, like a hiker enamored by the stars dazzling in the sky.
“So you’s like their guidance,” Alana mentions.
His lips twist to a smile. Troy leans, dabbing a bionic finger to her chin and taking her sundae’s cherry by the tail. Alana chortles upon the Virtual signaling her, and she opens her mouth fruitfully as Troy inserts the cherry. Troy surmised that with Alana involved, he wouldn’t be the only one making significance for these cyborgs. The notion of it was a wholesome view to him, and Alana needed it as much as Troy.
“I like that.” She blushes upon swallowing the fruit. “But do this only be applying to—”
“Come on,” Troy encourages. “I’ll show you.”
The chair shifts as the two get comfortable. The cyborg sets the tablet onto her lap, guiding his hands on the platform. In a banter, Alana presses a scoop of his ice cream toward his lip, and he devours it ravenously. The minute he swallows the caramel, Troy falls into a moment of reminiscence inside Alana’s condominium. Alana raises the spoon, littered with an ounce of steaming rice, and Troy’s guts tickle as he seals his lips to the heart beating in his mouth. 
Troy taps a finger to where the star resided, drawing the Virtuals to the sight. Alana eats a chunk of her ice cream, tilting her head at him with a spark in her eye.
“Not too complex as it seems once you get it,” Troy advises.
The whipped cream on his sundae melts on his bowl. Gabriel moans over Troy as the latter examines another star on a small cubic spot below the diagram. The digital wave showers downward as two scattered triangles loom above the street area. However, he raises an eye to anomalous crescent icons five feet away from the friendly ones. A spike arches in his chest.
That doesn’t sound good.
“Those triangle dots, though,” Alana mentions obliviously. She points to where the triangles were storming until she draws her finger to the non-friendly icons. It nears the screen. “Where’s they—”
Troy catches Alana’s hand before she can touch the icons. The mien in the living room cracks. Alana’s eyes lock at his, and her glance never breaks away. Though the Virtual didn’t motion, the steel of his cyber palm parches on her gentle own. The curtains bloom behind the two as they sat in their silence. The surprise on her face breaks as Alana looks down at his fingers lacing on top of her hand, and Troy catches the red, brightening her cheeks. Despite the solemnity taped like a mask on his face, the Virtual’s heart pounds like a basketball drumming on the court as he guides Alana’s trembling finger, aiming it toward the star below.
The illuminating synergy’s thrashed as Troy rotates and freezes his gaze to Gabriel. The latter, putting down his controller, keeps his glance chained at the cyborg, and the human reaches a hand to the back of his neck, scratching it skeptically. Troy’s hands slide from Alana, unable to stop the ice crystallizing in his stomach. While Troy sets the tablet on Alana’s lap to divert focus, the latter, pulling her hair back, offers a brief smile to her brother. She gestures him to the refrigerator as if he were a tourist vacillating in which direction he’s supposed to venture towards to locate his flight.
Once Gabriel departs to where his dessert was kept, Troy and Alana return to face each other, astonished. The fresh grin on his lips held tight, and his cheeks blistered. The same couldn’t be said for Alana, who, after chuckling softly, continues to eat her sundae. After a few minutes having exchanged the last pieces of the ice cream with her, Troy looks over at the panel only to frown at the crescents vanishing like ephemeral spirits dissipating in the antic once footsteps echoed in the corridor.
Okay?
He puts aside the SMART panel, spotting Alana raise the shopping bags to her left. One of them was branded with the name “Gabriel” on it.
“Take time off from the games Gabriel,” Alana informs her brother from afar.
“Uh…cool,” he agrees reluctantly. Gabriel yawns. “I’m already eating.”
“Got a little showcase for you,” she entails to Troy.
Alana opens the bag, gathering a rolled piece in which she releases the rubber brand and the outfit releases, exposing a long-sleeved sports shirt. She sets it in Troy’s hand, leaving him stroking his lip to the blue byzantine prints resembling that of an archaic Mayan structure. His index finger trails curiously at the notched cut on the shirt’s neckline. She always told him her penchant for Aztec and Mayan designs went back to when she was a child, where she would impress her art teacher about the work she painted on the board.
“There are plenty of active clothes inside,” she compliments. Alana dabs at the shirt’s fabric. “I got you that since you wasn’t able to find the other, I got for you long ago. I do bet you fit in that though.”
The refrigerator opens to Gabriel grabbing his ice cream sundae, still frigid and fresh to the cooling temperature, and advances to the kitchen table. Through her bundle of byzantine sports bras clipped in a small hanger, Alana puts aside a single orange tee of hers and exposes a bra and legging set whose texture holds tantamount to what’s structured on Troy’s shirt. The cyborg looks over in parallel to what he and Alana have on her lap, and he glosses quizzically at her. Alana hums with interest at his expression.
Now I see where this is going.
“What you think?” Alana asks.
Troy examines the designs. “See, you had that in mind when I was in the car.”
She nudges his cheek, beaming. “Don’t be tripping, Troy. I kill to see it on you.”
The doorknob wiggles, and Troy and Alana zip their mouths to the door sliding open gently. A biting sensation grasps onto Troy’s ankles, icing his muscles as Ricardo steps foot into the room. The uncle’s hollow shades peer at the visitor, frozen in place as he stalked coolly. Whatever threat or apprehension that reared its head minutes ago on the short man’s face has been diminished into a somewhat vanquished expression, like a militant that’s yielded his weapons to the invaders after the devastation to his land. Troy’s lips quiver, vacillating whether to express a reassuring smile or not. Gabriel waves over the table.
Pinching up the spaghetti straps on her shoulder, Alana rises. She obliterates the stillness as she says, “Aye tío. Got some plans out for us all here.” She looks over at Troy behind her. “You might learn some things.”




Chapter 23
“It was never meant to be the case,” Troy says to Ricardo, folding his arms. His blood cools. He explains the mission in brief detail while Ricardo nods in approbation. His bones stood firm as solid rock as Troy looked keenly at Ricardo’s small eyes behind the shades.
Troy leaned his rear on the kitchen table, observing the afternoon light gleaming pass the curtains. As he waited for Alana, the honks cease, and the scorching sun descends, giving way to the dark. The Virtual’s pants fold up to his ankles and his prosthetic foot tweaks on the ground.
“Now Ricardo, I can’t change what happened then,” he continues. “I can’t speak for the Jaguars of Apollo’s actions today. But that anger…it’s a toxic hive mind. It’s there because the Cartel conditioned you people to feel otherwise about us Virtuals long ago. Some of us—not me, even had…you know, families that were trapped in that dark bubble and wanted them out.” He beckons his hands, taming whatever censure that was bound to settle. “No means to snub the damage done to your homes.”
Troy’s words ring like a bell rocking on top of the tower. Ricardo rubs his greying mustache, and he stands still. The greasing on his face offers a calming to a man who may have been seemingly unhinged. The air swims freshly in the room. Smiling with reassurance, Gabriel sets a hand to his uncle’s shoulder, and Ricardo looks over empathically to his nephew. His lips transition to a transitory beam. Troy may not have been verbose in his words, but he was content knowing that alone would be a stepping stone for him to dispel this jaundice. Apologies couldn’t redress the affliction. Neither would it reverse the anathema so many humans in Ricardo’s ethnic community held for the cyborgs. He was only one Virtual.
“For your niece,” Troy continues. “She’s been a good one.”
“Aye I’m back.”
The three men look over to see Alana stepping forward from where the bedroom resided. A red timer swings around her neck, and her earrings dance. The slippers remain absent on her feet, exposing the jadish glint painted on her toenails.
“So we're going a be starting,” she dictates. Alana stands near Troy, pointing toward the two family members. “Troy versus y’all two. I be the counter. Here how it goes…twenty-eight push-ups done in a minute and five seconds. Anybody reaching the mark gets a point. No breaks.”
This should be simple.
Ricardo scoffs. “Oh. Crazy standard niece.”
Paying her uncle’s remarks no mind, Alana turns toward her brother, ticking her finger at the time.
“I repeat that. No breaks, Gabriel.”
Alana takes a step back as Troy positions himself from the table and to the room’s open space. The cyborg lowers in unison with the two humans, setting his hands flat on the floor. His fingers massage on the wooden tiles and beads of dust accumulate on the plates of his bionic fingers. Ricardo looks directly at his opponent, smiling respectfully. Meanwhile, Alana stalks from behind, moving aside the chairs as she sets her phone to where its cam faces the three. Troy’s spine bumps to a familiar but catchy dancing beat rocking in his ears. His interface buzzes. 
Dancin’ the Kronos Remix? How could I forget?
In contrary to Troy, who relied on heavier bass of dubstep to lie back, Alana had her bent for the catchier, if not the lighter side of the electronic genre. She couldn’t bear listening to one of his playlists without having to screw a finger in her ears after releasing the earbuds. This had to be a major area that separated them intellectually. 
Alana raises the timer from the center of her breast and sets the time. “Go y’all.” 
The three engage. The muscle fibers whirling in Troy’s triceps gleam as he thrusts his body consecutively. His chest stretches, and his body races to the tune. Not one breath escapes from him. Ricardo pushes his body, whistling air and duplicating the cyborg’s movement as he does. Gabriel’s cheeks fluster as he forces his body upward, and his arms wobble. Before he can set on his 15th mark, Gabriel tumbles.
“Gabriel,” Alana calls out. She stalks hastily toward her brother, grunting disapprovingly at him as he pants. “Naw. Naw. C’mon up. No breaks, I said.” Despite Gabriel’s weight, Alana manages to wrap her hands over his bulky arm and raise his weight. “You out.”
On the other hand, Troy competes rigorously with Ricardo. Troy flings his torso like cannon, clapping his hands numerously as he lands and side steps his palms from left to right. He couldn’t count. With each clap Troy sets, Ricardo’s eyebrows oscillate and his balance on the ground dwindles. The alarm rings, freezing the competitors in their motion along with the music. Alana claps.  
“Big boy got it!” Alana lauds at Troy.
An enervated Gabriel looks toward Troy, as if wanting to congratulate the cyborg, and red pouches linger over his eyes. He takes a piece of his sleeveless shirt, showing off the hair on his belly fat as he rubs his lips. Glancing around him, Troy kneels and breathes, whirling his bionic arm as the heating sinks in. Ricardo stares down confusedly, and by chance, he places a lucky hand to where his specs were and sets them over his shifty eyes. 
“Venga,” Ricardo cries gruffly at Troy. He throws his arm upward. “How can you be so fast in this ditch?”
Troy lowers his arm, and the lighting cools in his fibers. A smile curls around his lips. This exercise couldn’t get any livelier.
Fast. Oh, you haven’t seen much from me yet. 
Gabriel waves his hand, remarking, “Meh. Not worth comparison tío.”
“Last round starting soon,” Alana alerts aloud.
Troy catches her twinkle with the timer around her neck until Ricardo asks, “Why don’t you try?”
Alana looks over her shoulder. “Oh me?” She sets a hand to her chest, flummoxed. “I the—”
“Won’t hurt for two,” Troy says with an edge of muse in his tone.
Defeated, Alana places her hands firmly to her hips. Troy cuts her expression with a wink of his eye, and she blushes. She signals a finger to her lips at him before trailing to her room. In her absence, Troy rises and initiates the music onto repeat immediately. The cups on the table waggle to the vibration belching from the phone. It didn’t take long for Troy’s eye to glint toward seeing Alana stroll with her head rocking to the tune. Her capri, now replaced by her brand textured leggings, tucked underneath her grey cami. The blue archaic ornaments seemingly sizzle like foam in a maze with each step she makes.
Damn.
Alana kneels beside Troy, going prone. Her glutes stand rounder than Troy visualized. The time starts off, and the pair square off. Putting aside an arm to his back, Troy’s cybernetic hand locks as he pushes his body rapidly like a staple clamping on a stack of papers. Troy looks over at Alana, having his knuckles spark upon catching her thrust her chest smoothly. Gabriel bites his lips as he musters his push-ups while a muscle pops in a struggling Ricardo’s neck. 
Altering the setup, Troy let's lose his balance on the floor. He hears Alana yelp once the cyborg leaps over her in mid-air like a frog. His hands land suddenly, and the floor quakes. Alana’s hair flings as Troy lunges to the other side rapidly.
“That’s ridiculous!” Ricardo wines.
Troy continues to stun him further as he motions in mid-air rapidly. His shirt flags as he hops simultaneously to the voice beats. His view alters, bringing him back into the gym. Alana’s knuckles planted against the cyborg’s hands. Troy’s back stood supine on the mat, withstanding the tip of her sneakers against his as he whistled to each rise she initiated above. His chest pumped to the pressure, and a vigor pervaded over his bionic veins. 
That can only last once the alarm nails his ears and the Virtual careens. He rotates his body, scanning and heaving to Ricardo, pressing a hand to his spine. The same couldn’t be said for Gabriel, who rises from his stance and slaps his flabby bicep. Troy’s prosthetic feet clatter on the ground like a drill machine, and that’s the sole sound that reverberates once Alana turns off the music for good.
“Good game, y’all,” Alana states aloud.
Troy offers Ricardo a contemplative glance. His bionic hand folds and he nods silently. The blind man’s glasses sparkle, and the room beams as the two men share a silent approbation. Nothing but good thoughts roamed.
That was a fair one.
The cyborg rises on his feet and turns to a nudge on the shoulder. Alana beckons him amicably, and Troy follows alongside her into a room that happens to be her bedroom. The door locks behind him, and Troy’s pupils click to the iridescent flashes illuminating from the lamp. An odor sprays, satiating Troy with a cherry essence that creeps slowly. 
“You was wild,” she banters.
Troy looks at her, cracking a smile as he takes a seat on the mattress. Ironically something soft sticks in the center of his buttocks, and he rocks sideways, grabbing and grimacing at a small bag of tampons in his finger.
“Oh!” Alana blurts out. Her cheeks turn crimson to Troy flinging the box over him.
Alana clutches a hand to her hair, and the lightings swarm over her skin like a rainbow of colors dancing in the nightclub. She glosses at her closet, which is surrounded by her active wear outfits and jeans, before advancing to Troy. Troy’s chest skips a beat to her shins locked to his while Alana glosses upward, sighing as she tightens her hands against her hips.
“I feel that, Troy.”
Troy stares down at his thighs and his pants ruffling slightly. He shrugs a shoulder.
“Sounds like you got plans to share,” he says.
Troy tilts to Alana, slouching to his side, and the bed wobbles. The floral ring on her index finger dazzles as she caresses the violet sheets. 
“Yeah. Thinking we will spend a night together.”
Troy raises his chin, riddled with questions. “And where does this entail? Because—”
“I know the spot,” Alana says quickly. She pats his shin, alleviating him somewhat from any doubt. “Not what it sounds. My family and I have been there too.”
Troy stares down to where her hands clamp on his bandage wraps. Uncertainty bit him like a wolverine piercing his fangs into the honeycomb. The outing could’ve been anywhere but outside. Even with the latest veneer shielding his skin, that could only last until a random troublemaker peels away the shadow. He’s made too many qualms in the streets to be remiss. Home in Ricardo’s place was about enough for him. Yet Alana, despite genuine, was somewhat positive of those chances barely igniting in this restaurant.
Wish I can be as hopeful as you. 
He draws his hand away, whirling the first wraps to his wrist until he pauses to Alana grabbing an item from a shopping bag. Troy grimaces to a shirt set in his hand, but upon gazing closely, his surprise transforms into a beam.
Troy examines the tribal patterns on the shirt, the same one he’s seen hours ago. He turns to Alana rubbing her ankle toward him as if anticipating excitedly for a magician on the verge of pulling something fantastical out of his sleeve. The cyborg removes his shirt, leaving him to gaze at the wraps concealing a big portion of his bare chest in the door’s mirror.
Troy rises, witnessing his abdominal muscles bend visibly behind the pallid bandages. Alana hums with a fruitful interest. When he’s fastening his arms into the shirt’s sleeve, Troy jerks to Alana’s presence. Her fingers straighten down on his shirt, and the cyborg’s muscles twitch to the slight tightness. Alana opens the first drawer, grabbing a dark fragrance jar, and sprays toward his torso. The fragrance leaves a small stain on the shirt’s fabric, and Troy’s nerves gyrate to the dense aroma inundating his body like a demigod stumbling fresh onto the soil of another dimension and taking in the serenity of its artifacts. 
Goddamn. Never felt so fresh.
“My brother’s Axe I kept for him,” Alana mentions. Her eyes level down at his shirt. A sweetening stream tickles Troy’s skin as Alana strokes his arms, brushing her hands up to his shoulders, where she massages them.
“Look tight,” she compliments him. Alana looks up at him, and Troy glosses down to meet her flattered gaze. He then retreats his gaze at the door mirror, uncurling his shirt’s neckline and stunned at the view of Alana and himself shrouded in the plethora of lights. He couldn’t deny it. Troy was indeed flattered at best. The television program can be heard booming outside of this room. Alana follows his gaze and flashes a smile as if enamored by his reflection. 
Troy stares downward at Alana, asking, “Guess that’s all you’re wearing?”
Alana grunts sportively. “You have seen nothing yet, big boy.” She lets go of him as she undoes an earring from her ear. “Won’t be long, though. Hopefully.”
Troy turns his back, leaving the room to see Gabriel, with a manga at hand, mount an eye to what he’s seen. Nearing, the Virtual lays eyes on Ricardo, with the latter lounging on the chair, swears in shock.
“I didn’t know you’re also into that Aztec style yourself,” Ricardo states.
Troy grimaces before locating his boots and slides his feet inside. He aims a thumb over his shoulder.
“Well. Hermana’s everybody’s modeler,” Gabriel claims with a yawn.
“And that smell, Gabriel.” Ricardo aims his nose to the ceiling, sniffing like a Pitbull searching for his freshly baked bone. “Oh, I like it.”
Oh my god.
Troy slaps a palm to his face, mortified but humored by the duo’s reaction. Four minutes pass, and the bedroom door cracks. His eyes linger to footsteps, followed by a piercing glance at what’s seen. Alana stalks with a chic flare as her smoothed hair rocks freely. A necklace, as bright gold as the hue imbibed in her hair, laces around the mandarin collar of her red, short-sleeved crop top, revealing a good portion of her toned midriff.  Her navel concealed. A circular cut displays on her top, revealing a layer of her bosoms. Green tribal emblems and flowers ornate on her pencil skirt, where an elastic belt slings on her waistline.
“Aye,” she calls out softly to Troy. Her purse swings over her shoulder. Gloss brightens on her lips. Troy’s member aches as if on the edge of cracking apart his crouch. He holds his breath, maintaining a stance.
“W—” Ricardo looks around frantically, at Troy and then his niece. “W—dios mio, Alana.”
Alana shakes her head, guffawing. Grabbing his bag from one of the chairs, Troy approaches Alana, wrapping the last of his bandages on his hand. She lingers close, caressing and brushing his low natural hair like a comb before drawing a chapstick out of her purse.
“Told you,” she whispers, dabbing the piece on his lip.
Troy spots her drawing her gaze to Gabriel and Ricardo, who still locks in his flummoxed state.
“So we’s about to be heading out for the night,” she states aloud. The two nod strangely at the cyborg, who simply strokes the back of his neck. Alana glances with a spark of optimism at Troy, clutching his back. “I'm sure he going a be safe.”
***
Alana’s hands were warm on the wheel as she drove. Her graceful eyes trail at the moon slithering from the clouds. On the other side, Troy sets his gaze on the SMART panel, whistling and trailing a finger over the screen like a professor inscribing esoteric jargon on the board while his students stare in uncertainty. Hours passed since Troy’s delved her into Harmony, and her fingerprints blistered from the discipline. Three lives recovered was more than enough for her to be in respite as a tyro. For a human behind the shadows, at least she did her share. She’s seen enough turmoil.
She frowns to sirens wailing in her view, and cars surround where a blaze rumbles by a standing tree. Her ears clam to the engine’s cacophony. The tarnished car’s tire melts through the inferno while firefighters hose water, combating away the fire. Her stomach knots.
Don’t tell me another Virtual died.
To her twisted surprise, Alana tilts her head to what the police officers release from the ruins. Four of the federal agents seize the charred corpse by the limb. Not one augmentation in the human’s body as they rest her on the blanket on the ground. A grizzly hole, possibly originated from a clean gunshot, shows visibly from the rear window, leading to the front. Pedestrians murmur angrily among themselves.
Alana turns right, wanting nothing further in what she’s seen. She darts her eyes upward, sighing.
Alleviating herself, she says, “They know we coming.”
Raising an eyebrow, Troy removes the earpiece from his left ear.
“Yeah?”
“The owner,” she emphasizes. Alana looks to her right. “I called. She knows we’re coming. Shocked to see she's still around, though.”
Troy grunts as a matter of fact, unable to make the comment. That is, until Alana states, “Yeah…the owner.” She titters under her breath, and the gloss absorbs onto the tip of her tongue. “She's pretty chill. No worries. She got us.”
Alana’s known Kulap since the former was about nine, by the time the latter was a resident in Miami working as an elder daughter to a manager in an international cuisine across her neighborhood. Panting from the older students storming like bulls, Alana would brush into her door, hearing the bells jingle as she stormed toward Kulap’s desk. A young Thai lady then, with no nonsense, stalked toward the entrance, hard broom at hand as she stood strictly against the students, forcing them to turn back reluctantly. Tears rushed from the child’s eyes as she looked over the window. Back when Alana was defenseless and before laying eyes on Troy, Kulap stood as her senior, offering her a fortune cookie to placate her. Who knew how long it’d been just for Kulap to see her like this?
Coming across a range of cafes on White Plains Road, Alana spots a baroque restaurant to the right of Troy. Its entrance lights dazzle, catching the cyborg’s attention. Few of the clients can be seen lighting a cigar, standing posed against the outside rooftop’s columns before walking inside. She presses on the brake pedal, finding a space to park her jeep.
The two unbuckle their seat belts, and she follows once Troy opens the door. Locking the vehicle with her car keys, Alana’s golden heels click on the pavement. She almost stumbles before looking down at the concrete. She looks over at Troy, heart fluttering as his gaze falls astutely on her.
“Can you walk?” Troy asks.
She leaps forward, reaching her arm and wrapping it around his with no protest from the cyborg. Alana tightens her grasp, saying, “With you.”
Troy’s rising warmth brushes on her skin, and bubbles surround her view as if she were walking into another stage alongside him. It’s been long since she waited to walk in his arms like this, and so much needed to be divulged. It was inane to conceal it.
Her foot tramps onto the carpet, and her world shines to a sturdy lady in twin ponytails standing by the door. Someone she truly anticipated.
There you is!
“Alana!” Kulap calls out. She waves excitedly in her scarf and sarong over her pants. Floral paintings enamor her skin, which was as tan as caramel cream. The twin golden rings lock intact on her fingers, even to this day. With the fresh crack at the side of her lips, it was apparent to assume she’s reached her late thirties. Some things, even with time, didn’t transmute as people assume.
“It’s been long, sweetheart!”
“Oh my god!” Alana calls out, on the verge of choking. Her eyes begin to moist gradually until Troy nudges her. “Time passed!”
“Look fantastic,” Kulap flatters. The restaurant owner turns her sight on Troy, pointing curiously. “Oh. Who is the name of—”
“Troy,” Alana says immediately. She faces him, rocking him with fervor as her arm still remains in place. “He and I…we in for the night.”
The Virtual nods respectfully toward Kulap, to which the latter rocks her head as if charmed by such a casual gesture. Her gaze locks on him, scanning the cyborg with an attentive glance and resting a hand upon the door’s surface. The moment she winks an eye, the entrance welcomes the two inside.
***
Alana wheels the noodles on her fork and opens her mouth. She plucks the noodle into her mouth, sucking it in between her lips and imbibing the spice flowing on her tongue like a soda cream. Steam hisses from the large soup bowl Troy, and she shared, tickling her nostrils. Troy leans, drinking his glass of water. Ornate lighting dangles from the ceiling and candles kindle. Empty tables surround them. Fan wheels spin above, whipping her hair from behind the seat. The curtain overshadows the door that separates the two from the other public tables overlooking the outside view. To her satisfaction, this private space is exactly what she needed for tonight and to Troy’s benefit.
Troy and me. Like old times. 
The last shrimp float on top of the orange pepper soup. Alana clicks her fingers on the table, drawing a hand to a fork. Soon everything collides once she clashes with another fork. The edges pierce simultaneously onto the shrimp and Alana grimaces. Competition rears its head. Alana reaches her fork to the other side, only for Troy to tag the shrimp’s head across her. The cyborg’s fork’s tip thrusts into the shrimp’s shell. Stunned, she levels her gaze upward and stares into Troy’s striking black pupils. The air blows past her cheek and a sudden beat in her heart echoes, forcing her to let go of her fork. She looks down at the soup.
“Gave up so soon,” Troy banters.
Alana nabs a finger to her lips, blushing.  “Naw. It’s more than that.”
Troy grabs a spoon, dipping it into the soup and sipping. “Yeah?”
“I mean….it’s been a yearly thing between you and me. And I…I keep downplaying this shit, no matter how much I like what goes down.”
Alana can hear stone crack and the layer of debris tumble as she speaks. Her palm’s weight on the table lightens. She’s been holding onto this confession for years, putting it aside because of how far the comfort enamored her. As for Troy, despite holding onto those exact thoughts, wasn’t the man who was too keen and bright on such expression. However, the more she played along, the confession’s sharp eyes ascended, gazing down at the two, whispering into her ear like a savant angel offering her his insight on the future. Troy wipes the drip smoothly from his lip, motionless in his seating as he whistles.
“You actually know of this saying between—”
Troy snickers, wiping his eyes. “Trying to read a Virtual’s mind again, aren’t you?”
She sucks her teeth. “C’mon now. STOP tripping Troy.” Alana lands a hand on his lap, rocking him close. “You know exactly what’s up. Admit it. That’s what I’m talking about…you being shy.” Nevertheless, Alana witnesses Troy’s eyes seal, and he drinks his water casually, as if unmoved to what’s mentioned. “The big truth people are saying is…a guy and lady—me, can’t just be, damn friends. More we come closer…things flow to the point they start to rise and rise up. Rise. And as people, we end up…like this, you know.” Her tone softens, reaching another bass. The room rumbles as if a storm is on the brink.
“I know that from the heart, Troy. ‘Cause that’s us in a nutshell.” Alana’s hand tightens. “I been having a thing for you for a long while, by the way.”
Troy sets the cup down, and his attention falls toward her. He sighs. The room’s temperature mounts and the breeze reaches downward, ruffling her skirt and skin. Her sun shaped earrings tick. 
“Even from the year I first met you, you know?” Her throat pierces. “I been usually somebody that looked up to you. This world can be so fucking nasty…you end up giving up at times.” Her cheeks redden, and her fingers curl on the table, mustering to steady her stance as the egregious memories from the past surf. More layers crumble, giving access to the ray of light with every word she spoke. “But the thing is, you actually given me a bit of hope.”
Troy’s expression softens, and he continues to stare silently. The heat in his pants swims toward her hand, bringing her closer to where her hand caresses his.
“I…I be liking getting comfortable,” she continues. Alana pants. “But…I got a remind myself of this. Why be messing around long enough with a guy I got so much heart for? Especially when you’s more than a family to me?”
Even with the expulsion of her final tormentors during the junior year of her harrowing high school, doubt and apprehension had buried like a gunshot puncture into a teenaged Alana’s heart. A foggy black and white pall inundated her view of the sunny streets she walked on. That parlous mirage shattered once stepping foot into Boston University that summer as an employee of one of the campus shops. Her hair then, jet black as a crow’s beak, was tied back, and she inserted one of the folded Terrier shirts inside the shelf. She froze upon her shop manager, bringing a fairly tall and sable-skinned human worker into the counter. Dreads knotted into a ponytail as well, the worker smiled suavely as he offered a hand. His pupil glinted. She set her quivering hand on his, carrying her many years later to the time they laid hands during the evening of her graduation ceremony. Her gown spiraled as Troy raised her hand, allowing the tip of her shoes to swirl on the ground. Heat races toward her chest to his firm abdominal muscles pressed against her body.
It didn’t matter to her that Troy was a Virtual and the procedure he has undergone then. After family, her trust and heart fell to Troy. People came and flipped for devious reasons, but the same couldn’t be said for him. She would be gullible to think that Troy was nothing more than a deep companion she adulated. Troy was more than that, and she yearned for the chance to open that cryptic door. 
“See what I saying?”
Alana blinks to glass clattering on the table. She glances at Troy sinking his fork inside the soup. He chuckles gently.
“I uh…” He’s unable to proceed in his thoughts. The Virtual raises a sliced shrimp with the teeth of his fork. Troy arches his two eyebrows. “What a night.”
Troy sets a finger to her lip as he displays the shrimp at hand.  Blushing, Alana leans.  She seals her eyes, returning the favor with a kiss planted on his lips. Her heart accelerates as she prolongs her soft lips onto his own, creeping her nails to his face.
Thank God!
The two let go softly.  Nonplussed, Troy nears a hand to his lips; eyes widen in Alana’s direction like a spectator in disbelief at the scenery played on stage. On the other hand, Alana chuckles upon gazing at the share of her gloss resting on Troy’s lips. The pause breaks once she stares down at his hands lacing around her thigh, and her blood rushes. Alana raises her chin, closing her eyes in submission as Troy’s fingers lure her in. His lips land against hers smoothly, and she presses further, embracing the flakes sweeping inside.
Her body succumbs into a damp sensation. Heaving, Alana wraps her arms around the cyborg’s neck, crawling on top of him. Massaging his chest, Alana moistens her lips toward Troy’s, the only source she imbibes in the pitch-black view. The air of his breath breezes upon her. Her spine tingles to humid hands stroking underneath her pencil skirt, and she caresses her hands downward. Alana’s breasts pound, eliciting an erection in the nipples encased by her cups.
A tingle rumbles inside of her skirt, and a soft moan escapes her as Troy’s fingers danced over the surface of her midriff. As her lips juiced his with gusto, Alana’s mind speeds to the tension and the destruction she’s escaped. Bubbles crept into her view as she realized how long they’d been together, but never like this. Months of watching Troy bend to the shadows, her heart cried for the unity she always cherished. This was the Troy she knew and craved so much. She long waited for this brand hour, and nothing so satisfying can ever vanquish this alluring moment for her.
Alana jerks lightly to a bolt-on her skin. Panting, her eyes open halfway before shrugging it off and burying her lips again. She was far too mesmerized to react. She cradles Troy’s fingers, stroking one hand underneath his shirt and brushing on the bandaged area as she allowed the flakes to descend. Her hair flutters to a sultry grasp. A thunderous clap grumbles, startling and shattering her phantasm. 
She wobbles, but Troy catches her in time before her back can land. Alana gulps in respite, and she holds onto his reassuring gape. She sighs jubilantly. Still, on top of Troy, Alana bites her tongue upon witnessing bare feet of hers dangling over the seat’s edge, and a heel of hers lay on the ground. Alana stretches back, aiming her nose toward the flickering lights as she brushes her hair.
Troy lifts an eyebrow, causing Alana to hold onto him as she steps down carefully and settles her foot into the heel. With the second sonorous boom, Alana realizes they couldn’t stay here any longer. Nevertheless, she was just beginning.
***
The elevator closes behind Troy as he lowers Alana’s wet umbrella. The two chortle in a moment of relief, having escaped the blitz of raindrops that riddled the streets of outside Bronx. Soak drips from his boots and fingers as he stalks hastily like a vigilant operative advancing from a storm. His bionic hand rests tight onto Alana’s own, and their feet clatter in the hall. Bubbles race in his veins and Troy’s adrenaline rises. 
Not one resident beside him and Alana show face and Troy sniffs the charge, whiffing in the air delightfully. His hands were halfway wrapped, and his face still visible. When the cyborg stumbles onto Ricardo’s door unit to the left and shakes the umbrella, a soft grasp pulls him. His pupils gleam to the bonding of Alana’s lips upon him. Troy smooches to the dampness and rosy tip of her breath. Leaning back, Alana’s hands skim his back, pulling his weight until they level and press down on his rear. He never expected this day or night at best that this relationship would reach its next level, not as he requested it by hand either.
“So close,” she says in a hushed tone. The gloss exhausted from her lips, giving them a natural pinkish hue.
Troy levels down, hearing her guffaw passionately as he plants several sensual kisses to her lower cheekbone. His finger creeps onto her toned midriff, screwing an index finger into Alana’s navel tucked.
Saliva saturates Troy’s lips. He catches Alana’s direction facing the door, and Troy grimaces at the lack of sound inside. Drawing a key from her purse, Alana waves it toward the lock but holds it in place as if undergoing a second consideration. Her thumbs curl on the key edges as she rises to gaze at the door hole. That’s when she turns her attention to Troy and purses her lips quizzically.
“You’re missing something?” Troy questions her.
His answer wasn't what he expected. Alana steps close, drawing a hand behind her rear skirt’s pockets. Troy’s hand numb to a small protected piece set in his hand, and his hair spikes to no other but a green condom inside the wrap.
Goddamn. Here we go then.
Alana winks an eye as if flattered by his unexpected surprise. How did she find this, Troy didn’t know. Holding her hand, the cyborg’s two eyes circulate rapidly, piercing a holographic vision behind the door. Within the obscure and darkish room, two members rest inert, with one of them supine inside one of the two bedrooms. A cool cloud sweeps over his chest.
Troy lets go of her hand, nodding toward Alana, and the color rushes on her face. He seals the condom inside his pocket. Ecstatic, she darts her key on the lock, unlocking the door. She didn’t wait for the door to open completely once Troy sees her turn around and he taps both hands at her backside. He maintains a stance toward her weight lunging on top of him, and her legs cross over his spine. Troy espouses her damp breath pounding on his face and her hands cradling his cheeks with avidity.
Storming inside hurriedly while lightly kissing Alana, Troy drops the umbrella softly on the ground. He gyrates, closing in toward the hanger, and the two manage to hang their bags abruptly on the hooks before proceeding. Liberated, Troy thrusts his lips with zeal, forcing his tongue to knead upon hers. Purple flares swarm like fireflies in his vision. His dopamine burgeons with each breath he embraces as Alana’s hands raise away his shirt. Her fingers claw away the bandage’s fabric plastered around his torso, gaining Alana access to his abdominals.
Nearing the vacant bathroom, the muscles in Troy’s bionic limbs ignite, and with each stroke of his hand, the buzz sweeps over untrammeled on Alana’s skin. Firm to the biting sensation, Alana raises her arms, allowing the Virtual to slide away her top easily. The cyborg’s world turns oblique, overshadowed by digital clouds and Alana’s groans hushed by the locomotion of Troy’s rim at the center of her soft breasts. A zip echoes, followed by a soft grasp whisking onto his burning phallus. His footsteps lead into a damp atmosphere, and the door slams, sealing him inside. The faint noises of the two sleeping humans fall mute in the dark.




Chapter 24
Wayne stalks over to Curtis’s chair, drawing closer to the error pending on the hacker’s laptop. The Director frowns as he gets closer to the message.
Source: Not Found
“No success,” Curtis informs. Despite being in his late twenties, the hacker’s smooth chin and fixed jawline gave him the appearance of a salubrious nineteen-year-old man. His voice carried a high-pitched edge, and a pencil rests on top of his left ear. The technologist twirls in his seat, shrugging a shoulder to Wayne’s chagrin.
The printers behind Wayne drum imminently in the drab computer room.
I can’t believe it.
“Are you sure you located the enemy’s servers, Curtis?” Wayne asks. Ice thickens in his throat as he spoke, and he looks away for a short duration. Today was the 27th, and the Jaguars of Apollo have emphasized the fatalities they wished to carry with this cyber-attack. He was confident that Curtis knew what he was doing when crafting his counter-virus, HIT, to revert the malware. Wayne was well assured his efforts were doable enough for the staff to maintain their sanity. That is, until he came upon this issue. The impact of such a failure spreads a cold shiver down his spine. How was he supposed to explain this to the Secretary of Defense?
“I did—I DID exactly that, Director.” The young man beckons his hands in diffidence in an effort to alleviate the Director. He speaks at a rapid pace. “The enemy’s ID….access keys….you name it.  But I uh…I’m clueless myself.” Curtis takes the pencil out of his ear, rubbing it in between his lips. “Wish there was another way. I’m so sorry, Director—”
Wayne gestures a hand somberly, curtailing the supplications. He retreats to the desk and drops on the seat. He stares grimly at the water in his cup, and the liquid vibrates. The Director quenches it, but the refreshment does little to placate his worries. Wayne sets the cup down, enduring an ache inside his temple. He found it challenging to wrap his head around the notion that malware couldn’t be existent for the Central Intelligence Agency to crack on the enemy database. They were setback.
Nevertheless the issue, a lightbulb beams on top of his balding head, leading him to speculate on an aberrant hypothesis. Wayne’s hand rests on the rusty knife, and the device pierces on his palm like a snowball crystallizing in the freezer after many hours have passed. If the virus couldn’t be detected in the base systems, then this meant that the virus has been implanted into a spot where not even the most savant code-cracker can divulge.
The virus…could it be inputted inside the NI of a Virtual?!
An evocative diamond bead on an operative’s head flashes on the cup’s glassy exterior, but Wayne shakes the cup. The Director arches his shoulders, releasing air out of his nose. His thumb leans on the dull edge.
“Uh…what should we do?” Curtis asks with uncertainty.
“No other options left,” Wayne says. He sighs. “In two minutes, I will get in touch with Craig at the Pentagon.”
Wayne had no choice, as reluctant as he was. Hiding will only be detrimental to the Department of Defense and federal branches. His goddaughter, Soriana, floats in his mind like a maverick flag gliding over the forest trees, and his jaw stiffens. The two haven’t engaged in two days. The troops were still in place nationwide. Whatever havoc comes their way, they weren’t going anywhere.
***
The clashing of scrap and metal beats like drumsticks inside the dojo’s chamber. Eva’s hair whooshes as she tilts her body to an incoming star. Fanged stars arch in between Hai’s knuckles, and Eva bears her sight toward the meticulous motion of her partner’s hands. He flings his arm freely. The shurikens spiral toward her like a band of dragonflies. Their crooked razors bolt toward the cyborg, but to no avail, all movement decelerates.
The air in the dojo plummets, and Eva’s blood rushes. Her body lightens, disintegrating into vapor once the first star passes. She constructs herself until the last four come forth. The Virtual evades like a specter, letting the ninja stars bypass her temporary mist until the moment she reappears and staggers to a steely edge ricocheting to the side of her bionic shoulder. Eva looks over her, observing the number of shurikens planted on the wall. She nods.
“Impressive,” she approbates Hai. 
Eva had little to veil in her gray collared halter top tucked in her camouflage pants. She’s been awakened many hours ago since recuperating from the input of the Infernal Python. Eva strolled like a silent cat into the studio, using the last remnants of her time in sharpening her clarity and harnessing Hai’s practice inside the dojo. Meanwhile, Felix rests on top of one of the statues, eyes sealed and head lowered. 
Eva steps aside, allowing Hai to reach a hand, and the ninja stars shake. They yank from the wall and magnet simultaneously into his grasp.
“I wanted to say,” Hai mentions. The helm erases from his head, giving air to his eyelashes. The last shurikens attach in his clutch, and his mouth opens. “I’ve located a suspicious drone coming forth into the city during your recovery.”
She frowns and gazes at the question until her interface buzzes. Hai catches Eva’s attention, bringing forth a wavy but sunny scene revealing camouflaged aerial debris floating on the city’s bay. Eva pinches her chin, struggling to discern this situation.
Where did this even originate?
“Doesn’t seem aligned with us,” Hai says aloud, blindly answering her concerns. “So I shot it down from a distance.”
The digital view deletes from her vision, returning her back into the dojo, and she steps on the floor. Eva spots Felix glide toward Hai’s shoulder, and the bird croaks at her as if acknowledging the cyborg in his esoteric tongue. Eva gives a suave smile.
“This Violet Garden reality you talk about,” Hai says. “I’m trying to imagine, but I’m not like you. Deep.”
“I just happen to be a visualizer, perhaps it came down since I draw so much.” Eva raises her hand, witnessing her bionic fingers motion gently. She holds her tongue to the damp purple and yellow dye trickling down to her palm before concealing the sight with her right hand.
“Not as often now. Violet Gardens isn’t just…another simulation reality, Hai.” Her voice reaches an emphasis that draws Hai’s gaze. “This IS our reality. The future. So much we’ve lost to these regulators we can finally get back. I know what and how these regulators think. I know what KILLS them inside. Not even their military can stand a chance.”
Hai looks across his shoulders before beckoning toward Eva. His hand swings dully.
“Oh.” The cyborg’s helm conceals his head again and his breath taps against the visor. “Ottoman’s expecting you in the Cyber Room.”
***
Ottoman escorts Eva into the vacant Cyber Room. She frowns upon a chair twirling and a bead of dust floating above the cerulean lightings. Humming with the cigarette tucked between his lips, Ottoman sets his fingers onto the keyboard stand, activating the computers before setting his thumb on a large flat key. A slot cracks open to where the large key once stood, and an object in the shape of a fragile remote ascends. Eva turns halfway to see the door close automatically, leaving the two alone in the room. She takes a deep breath, vividly spotting a butterfly over the top of her nose, and its iridescent wings sparkled. The ultimate day has finally arrived as promised, and Eva had nothing to hide. Why would she? What else was there for her to lose at this point?
Finally, the opportunity’s here.
“How you’re feeling right now?” Ottoman asks her curtly. His glance reflects on one of the computer screens, and the cyborg can feel his hawkish gaze scan her like a ravenous vulture. Smoke snakes above the ceiling but gets dispelled by the lighting’s ray.
Eva draws out her handle, unleashing the long blade, and she brushes the surface neatly against her bionic hand’s wrist. She thrums.
“So it begins,” she says pensively. Eva wields her sword, glance blinking almost salaciously at the crimson waves blossoming on the edges before inserting the Neo-Oni away. “Are the PMCs on notice?”
Chuckling half-heartedly, Ottoman replies. “Oh, they are, Moreci. And funny is that we had an unidentified virus come in on our servers yesterday.”
She rubs the diamond on her temple, confused. So much unknown intrusion she’s heard of today. Eva has definitely missed much.
“Technicians took care of the barren material.” Ottoman curls his lips, blowing away steam. “Whatever it was finding, no harm was done.”
Eva’s attention locks on the SMART icons disseminated worldwide on the screen, but they fail to divert her bitter focus from what stood in the east of the United States map. Her hands press against her hips.
“How long it will take you to activate the malware—”
“Who said you need to wait?” Ottoman puts down the cigarette, and smoke slithers from his nose, obscuring his mouth. “Hm. You’re exactly where I want you, sweetheart.”
Eva flinches to locks hooking within the door. The cyborg fails to process once she tumbles, grunting to an instant snag bending in her neural interface. Her nerves pound to raucous waves surfing in her brain. Aching, she glowers at Ottoman slipping his fingers from the intact remote and the viral signals alarm on the computer. He stares down at her with a cool superciliousness, as if laying eyes on a callow lizard wriggling on the ground, and his hunter counts until the animal draws its last breath.
No! This can’t be!
“Ah the wonders technology can do,” he muses.
She bares her teeth as she jitters. “What…is—” Eva gasps to a convulsion. Blurry scars overwhelm her sight.
“You and I are very far in value,” Ottoman says slyly. “But to come to think of it, I’m actually quite thankful. You’re a sharp tool, but my hands are too full to respect accommodations.”
“How will they respect us? Then Ottoman…”
Pain pierces into the flesh of Eva’s cerebral matter, and her fogged vision fluctuates. Hai’s words from two days ago boom like a storm roaring in the sky. That’s what he meant all along, and she missed every cue to it until now. Eva’s made a deal with an enemy far greater than whom she’s at war with, and she walked right into his den. She’s gone through too much sorrow and perfidy for everything she vowed to end like this.
Ottoman lets go of the cigarettes, shaking off the scorching scrap at her before tossing it like bubble gum into the garbage bin.
“Now, remember then?” he continues. He chuckles deviously as he straightens the knot on his gray necktie. “It’s my mission to terminate our American government and its puppets. Soon I succeed…time we open the doors to corps no longer being bound by empty mandates. I’m the TRUE boss now. Thanks to you and your expertise, I’ve made it possible.”
Eva’s muscles constrict, rendering her stiff. She spots her sword’s handle underneath one of the tables and draws a hand. She bites her lip until the Virtual bolts to a voltaic fork hissing and its claws tear a hole on the floor. Her hand trembles. Eva looks up fearfully, witnessing the tube tucked in Ottoman’s hand and dark streaks envelope in her eyes. Sweat builds on her temple, and she flashes to the power pole descending over her. The wires lashed like octopus tentacles careening on their prey, shriveling her body in a ring of lightning and her skin scorching to the current. Her nightmare rears its grin. The panic in her melts, gradually forming into a vicious snare that leaves the fibers in her bionic arm to ignite. 
Damn you for this!!
“I’d watch, Moreci,” Ottoman taunts.
“You tried to…KILL me?!” she hisses. The cyborg’s voice breaks as if on the edge of slipping. Her veins protrude like tears around her eyes. A muffled voice calls out to her, but it’s suppressed by the agitation howling in her neural mind.
He blows at the tip of his stun tube.  “Oh, please. I’d be a fool to do so.” Ottoman returns his eyes on the computer, typing on the keyboards and the icons on the US map beam. “With you being the viral source, I’ve got your neural interface fused indirectly into this computer, and I’ll command the Infernal Python any minute from now. No limitations.”
Eva’s mouth drops. She became Ottoman’s ultimate device now. The moment she came to this country, and she was blind to this? Meanwhile, she remains stunned in this room, enervated from the virtual linking while Ottoman unleashes her own craft at the Western regulators.
You’re already a shell of scrap at this point,” he continues. Ottoman shakes his head. “Will be…I mean. You cyborgs can last but are disposable with a swift decision.”
The face of Ottoman merges like synchrony with Soriana, Wayne, and the plethora of disingenuous faces and rioters she encountered. Her hometown, if it was home, was nothing more but an asylum that raised her until it found the chance to strike at her vulnerability. Clarity splashes at her like a clean breath of cold ice, waking her into the climate she walked on since her initiation a long time ago. The world loses its color, and red blankets her view, making her discover that she was surrounded by enemies disseminating further than a single degenerate unit at an exclusive and perverted hemisphere. Since she was a child, she always seemed somewhat peculiar from the rest, and Eva never knew why until then. What difference has she seen in her entire life? She had always been lectured to trust them, learn from these humans. But where did it lead her, and so many cyborgs? She couldn’t share the world with them. Ottoman was another regulator, and she would be damned to see him prevail.
You’re no better than the rest. None of you in this place!
Eva heaves, holding onto her head as the numbers and pixelated blocks rain continuously. A beat claps on the door, followed by a sudden break. She and Ottoman jerk to an intense screech, and Felix swoons. In a panic, Ottoman swings his tube, hissing a bolt of electric upward. The falcon evades the strikes and dives. Eva pants upon hearing Ottoman swear to talons gnashing at his face and the human staggers.
While a furious Ottoman clutches to his right eye, Felix lands on the computer keys. The bird darts his beak at the remote’s central mark, and a small gush of euphoria swims inside Eva. Enraged, she slaps a hand to the ground and lunges. Claws spike at the tip of her knuckles as she glares at her enemy, but Ottoman bounces aside. Her body slumps against the wall, and she mounts a hand toward her sword. The Neo-Oni snaps in her possession, and she mauls the handle at the remote, shattering the piece. Stars twirl in her head, but obstinate she was as she summons the blade and swipes. Her efforts fail her once again, and her strike glides toward a chair.
Felix flies over her, taking over and flapping his wings at Ottoman as he scurries his way out of the room. Sirens bark from outside, leaving Eva shivering in vexation. The haziness in her head obliterates once she raises her head upon her eyes temporarily glinting. A transparent cloud showers her, stabilizing her stance and bringing her glance at the vibration dancing in her fingers. The virus, now activated, has found its rightful owner, and a blaze seethes in her heart.
Where are you?
Eva’s eyes rise to a howl. Undoing the spikes and numbing her ears to the alarms, the cyborg staggers her way out and freezes to Hai sucking away the ninja stars out of the superior’s stomach. Ottoman’s back hits the ground, and he wheels. Bloodied scars dishevel his blue dressing shirt, and a vertical cut portrays over his right eye and cheek.
Hai looms, visor lowered, and face moist. The two Virtuals maintain eye contact for two seconds until their gaze falls on Ottoman. Eva gives Hai a nod, and he steps back once she stalks. The sword’s handle heats in her grip and a tear of sweat streams down the posterior of her ear. The blade rumbles. Her vision fluctuates into a crimson hue. Ottoman skids until his blood halts him, leaving him coughing to his wounds. Eva’s shadow looms over him, and she levels her to handle. Ottoman seals his lips, and the color surfs in his eyes upon trailing his focus to the crimson luminosity sliding all the way toward his tie like a snake.
Eva halts her direction at the center of his chest and tilts her neck. Ottoman looks over the cyborg’s shoulder as if quietly seeking a plea until blood gurgles out his mouth. The Neo-Oni’s scorching blade drills into the fresh surface of his neck, and a small inferno slithers. Eva bends her knee halfway, pressing and twisting the katana further, seething and clenching her teeth at her newfound foe. Ottoman’s eyes bulge, and his mouth motions, causing him to utter silent gibberish. Eva ends his misery by thrusting the katana around his throat and draws it out angrily.
The CEO’s head cocks sideways and gore squirts from the round gash in his throat. The red streaks disappear from his eyes and his right wounded eye seals halfway as the oxygen leaves his body.
Eva utters a gasp, struggling to take her contemptuous glance off the corpse until she turns to a step behind her. Hai stands next to her, wiping his head and gaping toward what remained of Ottoman. The glow illuminates on his fingerprints. The alarm’s ringing inundates the space, and Eva closed her eyes, processing the vapor rushing in her nose. She couldn’t visualize her fate if Hai had not arrived unbeknownst to her. 
“Notified the network?” she asks.
“They know.” Hai grimaces to the exact whitish twinkle ticking in his bionic fingers, and he twists his hand curiously.
Eva falls quiet for a brief moment, letting her actions sink in, until she blurts, “Thank you.”
She spots Felix gliding toward the two, followed by two UAE Virtuals and a Martial rushing from the bridge. Sunlight reflects from the windows, illuminating the android’s steely plates as they ran. The officers paused, laying eyes on the cadaver and trudging fastidiously. They advance forward like wanderers walking onto the frigid ice, tip toeing before the crack catches them.  The Neo-Oni keeps intact in Eva’s grip, even as one of the foreign officers approaches the Virtual and her partner. The quaking in her hands continues.
Ready when I signal. 
Okay.
“What happened?” Martial questions urgently. He lowers his rifle, stepping foot back from the blood streaming toward him.
Felix lands at the top of the bridge’s window, maintaining a sharp focus on the small gathering. Hai gazes at the two cyborgs without any word while his eyes flutter anxiously. A beat pumps in her chest, and the air loses temperature. The noise plummets, leaving her stone-deaf to whatever sound except the boom of her pumping heart. What doubts she had has incinerated like paper tumbling in the fire. Eva attracts Hai’s attention, and she nods.
Eva nails the blade to the ground. The Martial has no chance to react as Eva walks and plants her hand upon the android’s lateral skull. Light slithers within her fingers as her grip deepens on the victim. The Martial staggers, wriggling to the scatter in its digital eyes. A shrieking Virtual attempts to aim, but Hai locks his hands around the cyborg’s neck in seconds. The foreign Virtual yowls to the blur raining in his eyes. Shooting a look at Eva, the last uninfected Virtual steps back and bites his teeth to what’s initiating. The officer bolts, but Felix swipes at him. Eva teleports her way behind him as he staggers and the Virtual gulps to the snap of her spikes.
“I’m begging—”
Eva closes a hand over his mouth, hushing him as she overrides the victim’s neural interface. The foreign officer convulses, patting a hand against her organic arm, and the strikes fall dead on her bones as she squeezes. She licks her lips to the final minutes of his agitation until the victim’s pupils fluctuate. Triple signals zap like blood flow into her brain, and Eva lets go. She witnesses the host raise his head gradually, and his expression congeals like a remolded Terminator at the hands of a brand engineer. The red washes away on his face as he turns toward his now infected allies.
Eva’s nerves sharpen to the identities absorbing inside her brain. The three hosts stand sharply, fist clenched, and anticipating their next move. The Neo-Oni glides toward her possession once again, and she points toward the hall.
“Follow.”
The hosts do as told. Felix croaks. As Eva storms, she moves aside to her hosts, rushing toward one of their own Virtual officers. The uninfected cyborg pulls the trigger at the kneecap, and one of her victims staggers. His resistance fails to sustain him as two of the hosts tackle him viciously. The screams get muffled in five seconds as his body succumbs to the viral corruption, and they trudge alongside their newly possessed comrade. While Felix glides over the two like a phoenix, Hai returns, walking side by side with Eva. His azure eye gleams almost cruelly.
The world’s finally going to feel our wrath. 
“Attention to the JOA Network!” she dictates. “This is from Eva Moreci, your new chief. CEO Aiden Ottoman has committed treason. Objective has been reverted and set for the Final Phase.” 
She gazes outside at the window to humans scramming from Gorillax pilots storming the bridge leading to the Al Noor Island feet below. Flares flash in the human’s direction, and visitors careen over the edge. An explosive shell rams and annihilates the Butterfly Pavilion’s infrastructure into a ball of scorch.
Hearing the edifice and structure crumble, Eva continues, “The Infernal Python’s active in your hands. Now locate and compromise all Virtuals and Martials in the districts. I repeat…COMPROMISE!” 
The PMCs inundate the hall. Several of the marching JOA soldiers gloss over their shoulders toward her, nodding without question. A human visitor in a hijab drops her orange as she bolts down the corridors. The contractors catch up to her, neutralizing and riddling her body with plasma bolts. Blood flows down the staircase, and the fruit boils.
Hai looks up at his pet, signaling a finger. “Try finding targets, Felix.”
The falcon glides away, nonchalant to the shrill, and Eva draws a finger delicately to the blood in her blade. The two Virtuals approach an open elevator. The door closes, and the commotion amplifies as she descends.
“Know who your enemies are,” her voice booms. “Know who’s left you for dead! Every human on sight is a regulator.”
Gunshots and cries dance like lullabies in her ears as she snakes her soaked fingerprint onto the wall, portraying a kanji that stains saucily on the car’s glass. Felix dives in a circular motion, showering the place with his screeches. Prowlers lunge at several bearded visitors a floor below, and their fangs tear at the fabric of their gowns. An infected Martial descends five feet below, landing on top of a young man and thrashing its fists onto the human’s chest bone like an enraged primate. With each croak Felix elicits, another human descends many stories below.
“The world is NOT your ally. Leave nothing standing in the regions!”
Hai scans the chaos, squeezing his wrist and sighing underneath the visor’s glass as if somewhat unsettled. The elevator makes its halt, opening the door to a human supplicating randomly in his jargon. Eva scowls and plunges the Neo-Oni into the man’s mouth. Her victim repeatedly gurgles even as the blade sinks downward and the cyborg kicks aside the body.
Choppers glide over the dome’s glass, and their shadow looms over the tension. Agents advance, rifles at hand as they rush behind her. A lean man struggles to carry an older woman, most likely his mother, toward the door until two gunshots plow behind him. The dead son careens in his mother’s arms, and she raises her hands. Eva storms quick enough to slash the horrified woman’s lower limbs before nailing the katana at the core of her temple. Blood squirts against her face, and Eva licks a piece of the clot on her lip as she moves on. Felix returns, falling into his owner’s shoulders again.
The entrance shatters. What became a band of her operatives storming transforms into a full-fledged stampede of not only the JOA, but her infected hosts storming the sunny platform of Sharjah. Eva’s shoulder jerks to the number of her allies bustling frantically. Missiles rain down at the edifices, and boats implode in the bay. Uninfected cyborgs in the grassy park field attempt to scurry, but hosts overpower and pounce at them with ease. Pedestrians rush to the streets, where callow drivers open their vehicle doors to fleeing. Gorillax mech pilots storm the streets, trampling them. No amount of police trucks coming forth held the goliaths back.
“Moreci! Your gear set!” a PMC alerts her. An armored box swings in her clutch.
Eva seizes the box from her, nodding. The sun’s heat flows like juice within her veins, and she espouses the rising temperature.
“Let’s go,” Eva says to Hai. “Call forth the strike. Aircrafts and infantry ready for DC and the states!”
“All set and clear,” he declares. “Our ship’s getting set!”
Eva directs her katana at a mosque not far off. Cyborgs breach their way into the mosque, signaling in the wave of quad drones that flash fire at the plethora of humans rushing from inside. Whooshing echoes in the clouds, and Eva’s eyes trail to the jets bolting like hawks locating their prey. The turmoil surrounding her was tantamount to the scenery at view, almost like a façade tumbling like a melting glacier in the Arctic Circle.
How tides turned so easily? How pathetic.
Humanity has failed her in many ways, Eva couldn’t count, and she could no longer stand for their mendacity to continue while Virtuals and Martials yield to their partial policies. They will rise above this, regardless of their fears. History and the institutions were nothing but trivial in her eyes. What morality in them existed in the first place? They needed to be obliterated, buried for good alongside the pathetic politicians and the purported philosophers. Eva wanted no part of it, much less carried forth in the future. Her past was dead. The power of the Infernal Python was in her hand, opening her to the myriad of possibilities at store. She couldn’t cogitate of tranquility in the Violet Gardens coming close to existence if humans continue to walk on this earth. As long as she was alive, her enemies wouldn't see the light. 




Chapter 25
Alana cracks her eyes open, motioning her arm gently away from Troy’s bare chest. The light glints from the blinds, giving spark to the darkness in her bedroom. Troy’s bandage wraps rest on top of her drawer to where her lava lamp stands inactive. The cyborg’s hand over hers slips; she rises, letting the blanket slide from her cleavage. Her nipples sting slightly from last night. Alana stretches down on her damp hair, and while rubbing her eye, she looks down mesmerizingly at Troy in his slumber. His body heaves on the mattress, and his breath whistles soundly. The light shines on his visible abdominal muscles. Bubbles foam inside of her, knowing she couldn’t get enough of his sight.
She pats his member gently, leaning to kiss him on the lip before skidding down from the bed. The sheets release away from her body as Alana lands on the carpet and stalks. Her feet press down inadvertently on one of her heel pairs from yesterday, and she bends, picking and dropping them behind a silver sneaker box of hers in front of the closet. Troy’s boxers rest on top of her storage handler, where the sun shines light on her dark high waist panty and the red color blocks emblazoned on her wireless bra inside. The stains inside of her molded cups have dried, leaving an immaculate layer on the garment material.
The room’s gentle air strokes her skin. She turns an ear toward the door to where Troy and Alana’s clothes hanged together, loitering on her feet as she nears her table. Her chest cools to the fan rotating in a circular position. She couldn’t walk out like this, not with uncle spotting Troy inside by random. It was mere coincidence that she and Troy managed to share a space without notice at least yesterday, and she didn’t even consider the time the two arrived that night.
To her amusement, Alana glosses to her left, spotting Troy raise his head from the pillow. The Virtual, blanket veneering his lower body, leans to stroke his eyelids. His prosthetic hand cradles the sheet like a wanderer attempting to taste the substance of sand in his palm. Alana leans her arm on the table, fixating her gaze on Troy gathering himself. 
“Aye,” she greets in a light tone, moderating her voice.
Troy let’s go of his eyelids, and blinks surprisingly to Alana’s stare. It changes once he relaxes, offering a sheepish smile that is interrupted by his yawn. 
“Must be in a goddamn dream,” a dozy Troy mentions.
Alana shakes her head, baffled. What went down was as close to reality as it can get, and the alluring memories rush like a swift river in her head. If only she could initiate it once more.
Troy hops from the bed, but not before sitting in place and locking glance toward the bedroom door. His pupils glisten, and he remains in place until he nods.
Guess we safe again.
Alana opens the drawer, grabbing the soap inside all the while her tongue salivates to her boyfriend’s naked body striding peacefully from the mattress’s edge and toward her. He wheels his upper arm, and a crack pops. A strong odor permeates the room, but nothing to nauseate Alana’s senses.                 
“You’s condom bust,” she teases, nose tickling to the dense air and her small prints on Troy’s member. She sets a hand to her chest, cajoled. No doubt the two needed another shower, and it was a shame she wouldn’t be able to massage the soap on him this time. 
Troy stumbles onto his black underwear lingering on the handler. He glosses at the door and murmurs. “Guess I need my boxers.”
Alana’s cheeks redden. She examines the drawer, locating her soap inside. Her mouth opens to warm hands smacking her buttocks. The sound of the slap resounds in the room. Alana shoots him a glance as she slants back to his body pressed against hers, preceding his sultry hands groping and caressing her rear end. His lips dart on her neck.
Oh naw, Troy. You doing it all over.
She attempts to say his name, but Alana lets it vanish without protest as she gives in to the furor drowning her. Alana seals her eyes to his lips, sailing across her upper neck. Melting to the torrid sensation of Troy’s hands skidding and pinching on her jiggling bottom, she rocks an arm around his neck. Arbitrary pictures and colors shift at a rapid pace. His hands snake toward her breasts, nuzzling them and eliciting respiration that rushes out of her mouth. Her thighs tickle to a light drizzle all while espousing such a gentle fever running down her. Her brain rushes and she hears her breath vibrating into the bathroom once again. Her dopamine bubbles in as his hands peel away her bra forcibly, gaining his hands access to her supple and dewy bosoms. Her hair pulled and swirled to his grip. What a day to wake up to, something she couldn’t forgo so obliviously. 
Alana lets away her grip off Troy’s head once his palms pinch and stroke her bosoms one last time, preceding his lips releasing from her skin. She rotates, meeting his mesmerizing gaze as her chest pounds. She pulls her hair and slopes on the table. 
Stars twirl around her. That alters once she spots Troy’s rising member. Alana bites her finger, trying to hold back a chuckle and she pants. She shoots a gaze nervously toward the door. 
With one hand grappling his boxers, Troy winks his eyebrows at Alana, but she can only reciprocate with a slow shake of her head. Troy sneaks a hand over her shoulder and takes the new soapbox. She taps her hands at the now upraised and rigid phallus, attempting to bring it down while biting her lip. Troy freezes and stares at her like a naïve puppy frolicking on his lap. His cybernetic hand catches her hand gently to where it sealed on his manhood.
Brushing her hand away, Troy gestures with the soap and looks directly at her even as he stalks out of the bedroom. The air causes her thighs to tremble, and she rubs her hind foot against her ankle. Alana catches her breath upon the door creaking, but not one disturbance hits. The sighting of his organic shaft stimulates her nerves. The fan continues to spin and the light air tickles her erected nipples.
***
Alana rests on top of a boulder, head snuggling on Troy’s shoulder as her hand connects to the small Virtual icon on the panel. The two sit on top of their coats. The verdant leaves on the tree shake to a squirrel landing on the bark, and an acorn plummets on her knee. The park’s shallow river streams behind the two, and her ear alarms to a sudden PLOP into the water. Several cicadas mingle on the narrow dirt pavement. Despite the eeriness, the sight was nothing for her to take the threat of. At least to her, that was tolerable to adjust alongside rather than anyone else passing by.
“You’re already getting used to the platform, I see,” Troy comments, resting a hand on her shin. Chewing on his mint, he brushes a leaf off his newly white shirt’s sleeve, a shirt she bought him yesterday. The cyborg’s shaved chin gleams like a washed cup in the kitchen sink after days of being left in the dirt.
“Yeah,” Alana mentions. She tickles his chin. “Not many around here, you’s seeing boo?”
Troy shrugs a shoulder. To this very hour, Alana had only encountered up to three Virtuals on the platform, and the paucity created a question that burrowed in her mind like a bone hidden deep in the soil. She surmised she was putting more analysis on the situation than she needed to.
His hand brushes its way upward between the upper thighs of her cerulean mesh biker shorts. Alana plants her lips consecutively on his cheek, and the mist elevates around her. The human reminiscences to the warmth flowing inside the bathroom, gasping silently to the sky to Troy pressed on her rear, caressing his jolting fingers over her soft groins in exhilaration and his lips sailing graciously on her neck. Her nipples were erected. Her naked body moistened to Troy’s own pressed to her haunches, thrusting inside of her rapidly. Her hands stretched against the tiled wall with his chained around her neck tightly as she moaned before the shower rained over their unionized bodies. 
No one in the family, not even her uncle, knew about Troy and her. In fact, the silence was the only way to keep the two partners secure at hand.  Unlike her family, she couldn’t say the same for the anathema that was still alive and well in her people. Alana couldn’t be so assured. Nevertheless, she couldn’t step back, no matter how apprehensive. This relationship was all the more authentic to her, and Troy was going nowhere. She loved it.
“Only between us,” she says gently. Her breath beats against his lips, even from a distance.
Troy nods, having already let the notion sink in long ago in the bedroom where she slept with him. Alana returns the tablet in Troy’s hands and uplifts the lower band of her snakeskin sports bra. Its frontal neckline crossed comfortably in a deep and smooth V cut on her breasts, the kind of sporty aesthetic she adored secondary to the range of Latin textures she dazzled in. Dual-rooted braids planted on the side of her hair. Stretching an arm of hers upward and alleviating the strain in her muscles, Alana removes her indigo sneakers, placing her feet into the pair of roller skates Troy once loaned her on the grass. The human wobbles in her stance until she reaches for Troy’s hands. A smile snakes on her lips, and Troy’s eye twinkles to her expression as he mounts.
Troy sets a hand on her round buttocks as he leads her toward the pavement. Something she feared for long since almost tumbling over a bridge has become another recreation she embraced in gratitude to Troy, who broke her from that past. This has to be her third time strolling alongside Troy, albeit in the absence of a fitness center, and she enamored the moments of his cybernetic hilt skidding on the ground.
The breeze plays alongside her as the two sway in the park. Her blades skate on the concrete and the dust settles like vapor. Her legs tremble to an incoming chill in the wind, but the torridity spreading in her chest undoes the minor discomfort. Skidding, Alana twirls her body like a ballerina on the ice. Set back by his boots, Troy looms to take her by the hand, and Alana cyclones toward him. She yelps excitedly to her boyfriend’s hands ascending her by the hips, and Alana rolls smoothly over Troy’s back.
Alana makes a landing, and her breast bounces. She rotates, settling her soft hands onto her boyfriend’s shoulder as she motions backward with Troy. Her hips sway in a swagger fashion, and their gaze holds onto each other. She gazes up and chortles to a hand of his, massaging her firm rump, and she tingles to the titillation. They were like partners, ones in their own silent tango. The clouds move aside from the sun, giving way to the light raining on the park.
***
The green light activates, and Alana presses on the pedal. Her jeep drives untrammeled on the vertical road on the way to Pelham Parkway, and a gamut of cars remain parked in the lots. The ice within the soda cup clatters as she rotates the wheel. She frowns to a faint orange glow blazing from a distance in the neighborhood, and she grimaces to a transitory engine growling in the night.
No damn ass clue what this means.
Alana catches Troy grunt cautiously, attention focus on the window on his right and unzipping his bag.
“Catching a bad signal on my end,” Troy admonishes.
“I’s feeling it also, Troy,” she tells him. Alana looks at Troy, but the cyborg still has his gaze directed at the window. She catches his reflection on the glass staring at her, somehow eager to clear her doubts but unable to do so in a transparent manner.
She reaches for Troy’s hand, caressing it as her knees shake. His attention diverts from the window, tightening her grip. Alana’s speed augments, and her mouth hangs, quivering to a bright tangerine flare as she nears. Piercing wails roar outside the car.
“Goddamn,” Troy swears.
“You good, boo?”
The Virtual turns down the phone in his grasp, all while the pistol rests between his legs. “I’ve gotten a terror notification.” He pauses. “There’s been a riot—code red.”
“Code red?”
“Ottoman’s been killed. One large scale attack just hit the entire Middle East—”
Alana’s head thrashes to a crash. The impact causes her world to spiral, and she loses the stability of the car wheel. Her grip on Troy snaps. Shards beat against her car window. Her jeep skids until it halts, and she slaps a hand to her temple, panting rapidly.
She exchanges a horrified glance with her boyfriend, witnessing a blood streak swell in his eye and his shoulder rising from the door stand. The pistol held like a hammer in his grasp. Not one scratch on his skin. The Virtual gazes at her deeply, loading a magazine into his arsenal and signaling her to stay calm. Her mouth shuts. He ushers her off the car, and Alana opens the door reluctantly.
Alana shakes to the blaze’s heat flowing in the streets and her skin reddening to the dense humidity. Troy lowers, and she follows his gaze downward, catching her breath to a hideous blemish that tore toward her frontal car light. Three aerial warships whoosh above, startling her. The cacophony howls clearly in her eyes, and a chilling presence catches her attention.
Troy levels the pistol, stepping back. Civilians scram across her. The doors on a truck sling open, and she blinks to the lights aiming in her direction. Alana’s hair rises to two bones crackling, and she gulps to bare steely hands liberating from the wobbly head of a tattooed civilian. A cyborg, wearing torn pants, eyes frozen in place and conspicuous in his augmentations, sets his foot on the corpse’s spine, as if pondering on the worth of the life he took.
“I see him, Ezra!” a female’s voice calls out. “Right there with that human!”
To her oblivion, two other intruders, heavily armored and bionic arms glinting, shoot their attention quickly at her. The agents stood three inches above her, and if it weren’t for the shadow, she could’ve judged them to be twins. A rifle locks in Ezra’s hands and the female cyborg’s fingers glisten. Alana takes a step back, and her blood becomes frigid to a familiar emblem emblazoned on each of their single shoulder plates.
Oh naw…them PMCs.
Spotting the corpse, the images of the bodies from yesterday snap in her vision. Her eyelids turn heavy upon the correlation coming into place. It all made sense.
“Pretty uncomfortable out here, isn’t it?” Ezra remarks aloud at Troy. He wanders his glance at the scorching tree and barks tumble onto the cars in the parking lot. Cries flood the neighborhood. The agent shoots a plasma bolt at a random stranger, tripping him off his feet. Silent, Troy levels the pistol sharply in his direction, but the enemy stalks in a nonchalant manner. “How about you come down with us quietly for a brief cha—”
Alana bolts to a crackling POP. The second shot forces her to duck, and an astute edge plunges into her ears. Troy seizes a hand around her arm, forcing Alana on her feet.
“Get inside, Alana!” he warns. “Get in!”
Alana rushes her feet into the driver’s seat. Her boyfriend opens another fire, hitting the disarmed PMCs shin, and the enemy groans. Radiating energy lingers in the air. The bullet protrudes into the rifle’s energy reactor, and the moment it rumbles Ezra juggles with the weapon.
While Alana covers her eyes to the brightening flash, Troy pulls the trigger toward the agent’s partner but the latter flips sideways, evading the bullet like a cat. Despite the darting gunshots, the agent manages to scurry her way toward the giant vehicle unscathed. 
Swearing, Troy races elsewhere, returning to the passenger’s seat on Alana’s right. She rotates the key, giving life to her jeep until two consecutive bullets ricochet from her car door. Her attempt to close the door gets thwarted by a sudden lash. The Virtual, in the exact torn pants, raises his fist until Alana grabs her cup and hurls the cold drink at his face. Once he flinches, Alana thrusts her foot at him, and she shuts the door, all while driving at a rapid pace.
She looks over the rear window and the disarmed agent is no longer in sight. Alana pants and her trepidation only ascends to the inferno shrouding at her side. Civilians stagger from the blaze and tumble, raising a hand in plea as they disintegrate. The truck storms her way, followed by a series of buzzing tailing her way.
I got a call tio and Gabriel right now!
“Leave the quads to me!” Troy states as he reloads and directs his pistol outward.
Alana spots her phone on the holder and dials her uncle’s home number without a glance. The phone rings, meanwhile her chest flutters.  The line activates.
“¡Tio!” she cries. Alana gulps to a storm of shots jabbing at the car glass. She dives to the rapid-fire drilling and the sound of Troy’s gunfire clash like an explosive synergy. Her grasp on the wheel slips once again, and her body shifts to her car skating laterally. Troy fires a shot at the eye of a quad, and the combustion implodes the piece to where the small debris scraps his shoulder. Another scrap stains on his shin.
She witnesses Troy fire behind, targeting the anterior of the enemy truck. The first shot lands upon the wheel before the second round prevails in shattering a hole in the front window.  The JOA chasers endure an abrupt halt that elicits a vile screech on the road.
“¡Tio!” Alana calls out. She continues to drive, hair flying as she sped. Her voice turns crisp, and a lump trails down her throat.  “¡Tio!! Gabriel!!”
The connection cuts and Alana lands her head on the seat, moaning. The tension tailing her and Troy ceases with the exception of the tumbling debris in the streets. She didn’t love where this was leading her, but Alana couldn’t hold back. She can hear the voice urging her as she raced. On the other hand, there was no deceiving to what Alana witnessed. She flashes to the iciness she seen in the last cyborg’s eyes. Something about him was barren as if he were possessed by a very minacious substance. She couldn’t understand it. This destruction, the cyborgs have shown themselves, and Alana could only imagine how far their rage has taken them. Now they were after her inamorato. 




Chapter 26
The car dashes from an aerial missile crashing onto the street’s concrete. Troy’s head knocks against the surface as the car tilts upon speed, and he covers his eyes to the blacken dust spitting his direction. His shirt stains to the ashen material. The vehicle enters a halt. Alana calls his attention and Troy lowers his wrist to find her uncle’s apartment tainted in flames. Debris descends onto the corridors leading to the entrance, and Troy’s stomach churns.
Let’s just pray they’re alive.
Troy gets off alongside Alana to sirens flood the torn neighborhood of Pelham Parkway. Alana tucks her arm onto the last sleeve of her cropped denim coat. Police cars scatter in place, and a human NYPD officer leans on one of the derelict cars, head waving to the blood streaming in his abdominal wound. The Virtual steps back to a resident’s body descending on the ground. The young teen, arms scarred in burns, raises an arm around his head, doing little to prevent the freezer from landing flat on his skull like an asteroid. Blood splashes on Troy’s pants, leading the cyborg to look up at one of the balconies and grimace to an evanescent shadow disappearing on sight.
Alana exchanges looks with Troy, and swallows. Troy opens a hand, and his girlfriend takes it, squeezing it onto his grip. He gives the nod, to which a shaken Alana beckons in return, and he leads her down the steps. A fiery glow ignites inside the lobby. The crimson flakes breeze by, landing like a cool snowflake on the tip of his lips. This is what Soriana had tried to warn him about yesterday. Nothing compared to what he faced in the Amtrak. With Ottoman dead, Troy had no inkling of who's permeating the Jaguars of Apollo’s madness at this point.
He tosses aside the wrecked door, and the cyborg’s skin rumbles upon stepping foot inside. Troy’s body and blood go numb like a polar bear marching into the sub-zero field as he trudges past the inferno. The flames rain and snake down at him, whirling over his shoulders and boots, leaving marks that tear on the fabric of his shirt. Despite this resistance, his muscles twitch as he paces. Any effort for him to get Alana to call Gabriel and Ricardo again would be vanity. Time could only be this magnanimous before it can bend against his favor. Either it was push or never, and Troy couldn’t afford for the latter, not for Alana.
Troy grits his teeth to the smoke bellowing from where the elevator once stood. Before he can transition to the right of the hall, the cyborg frowns to a sudden cough. His grip loosens, and he directs his attention to Alana. She staggers to the firestorms and whoops to the conflagrated clouds swamping the ceiling.
Goddamn. No.
Troy rushes his arm around her, setting Alana close enough to him that she takes heed to his eye contact. Dots swarm in her pupils. The Virtual pats a hand to her coat shoulder before signaling it to her nose. She takes the hint quickly as she raises the collar over her nostrils, and Troy takes her hand immediately, knowing where her limits held her.
Their feet clamp on the ruby puddle that flooded the hallway’s floor. Disfigured bodies of residents lay slouched on the wall, and craters plant on the walls. Troy locates and opens the door leading to the stairwell, leading to imminent waves radiating in his vision as he storms the stairs. Water drops downward, tapping against the railings. Adrenaline kicks in his blood as he continues to rush. The pistol seals inside his holster. He jerks to a scorching police officer crying out to him. Troy growls at the human on the ground clinging to his ankle until Alana kicks the officer’s head twice, tumbling her out of the way. Alana curses under her breath.
The Virtual takes the tablet from the bag, attempting to diagnose the issue only for the panel to signal a visible MALFUNCTION alert to his chagrin.
“Watch out!” Alana alarms.
He freezes to a drone coming his way, but the cyborg cracks a scar into the quad’s digital program, shaking and revamping the algorithms until the quad elicits a gauche buzz. A blue bead flickers at the two, and the quad turns it back. Alana looks at Troy, raising an eyebrow in uncertainty, but the cyborg pays no heed once his reprogrammed quad guides them to the fifth floor entrance.
The two make haste toward the unit, and the quad glides like a vigilant eagle in front of the pair in unison. That is, until the machine halts to what appeared to be Ricardo’s door unit, and Troy’s mouth drops halfway, releasing a soft gasp to the door in a bundle of charred ruins. 
“¡Tio! Gabriel!” Troy hears Alana as the cyborg let’s go of her. “Aye!”
Dead silence. Troy steps in, spitting out a flaming chunk falling from the ceiling’s surface. Ceiling pipes and totems slump into the inferno that sizzled. The beating in his heart quickens to Alana’s cry echoing to the damage surrounding the living room. His heart stops, witnessing blood prints on the ground, and there laid Ricardo’s unconscious body tilted sideways. Soak drenches over his burnt ankle, and his anomalous baton twinkles in fresh blood.  The drone whimpers as Troy trudges gradually. Ice courses within his fingers, freezing them in place.
We’re too late.
“Oh god. My fucking God…” Alana burrows her hands to her lips, eyes watering as she gazes in aghast. That is until a gag startles the two.
“Alana,” a voice calls out. “Troy? Is…is that you?”
Troy takes a step back, assuming it was coming from Ricardo, until he turns around. He inhales to see Gabriel grunting as he struggles to pick himself up. The Virtual rushes but Alana’s quick to raise her brother despite his opposing mass. Alana pulls Gabriel over to her, embracing and patting her brother as the dust settles away from his clothes. She holds him by the arm as he stumbles. The contract ends once Troy steps in.
“They came,” Gabriel says rapidly under breath. His curly hair dishevels from the mattress's cotton, and his cheek’s blighted in ash. A round lump swells on his chin bone. Sweat dripping on his skin, he shoots a strange glance at Troy, mounting his eyes and opening his mouth. Whatever thought in mind struggles to release on sharp ears, and Gabriel blurts, “I couldn’t stop them before they…”
Gabriel darts his nose to where Ricardo laid still only to recoil and turn elsewhere. Alana stares up and strokes her hands over his shoulder, soothing her brother as he sniffs. The fiery dust settles on Troy like blossom petals and his blood sinks. Troy looms close to Ricardo’s body, gulping to a light heave gushing out of the human.
There’s still a bit of life in him. I hope.
Behind Troy, Alana inhales vehemently. “Knew something was up. I tried calling y’all.”
“I’ll check his pulse quickly,” Troy says to Gabriel. “Best you and he get out of here with us before anything else.”
Gabriel catches Alana's signal to him, and the former nods. Imagine how much Troy could’ve spared to flee from this horror. Oblivion caught up so soon, even to Troy. Now they had to redress the burden in their hands.
Troy kneels and turns Ricardo on his back. He holds his breath to the blood streaming down the tunnel of the human’s nostril and the visible slashes on his sleeveless shirt. Ricardo groans, and his mouth shifts. Despite the wraps intact, Troy’s prosthetic fingers sparkle, and the cyborg sniffs the voltaic scent in his hands. When he pushes his fingers onto the chest, a voice calls from behind.
“So you…” Gabriel states lowly. “So you and my older sister finally got together.”
The shock dies immediately in his hands, and the air turns still in Troy’s ears. The cyborg gazes to the wall’s brick, incinerating. Gabriel’s words scatter like fragments in his head, and his NI buzzes to the confusion at hand.
Troy forces himself to look into Gabriel’s eyes. The Virtual rubs the side of his neck, unnerved. “I uh…I didn’t get that.”
Gabriel lets go of Alana, stepping in his own space and wiping his forehead. The human’s cynic expression cuts clean into Troy’s purported disbelief, leaving the latter vulnerable. He never expected the possibility of this to come, especially in a dire hour like this. The moment he locked lips, pierced, and caressed Alana’s body inside the hazing bathtub, Troy realized that he opened his arms into a new reality, and he and Alana could never return.  The shadows carried the two partners safely until its eradication.
Damn. We’re fucked.
“Okay,” he emphasizes. His tone spoke in a casual essence, despite the tension stirred. “Alana. You. Prove ME wrong, you two. Yesterday night and—I’m not going into all that fruity detail, though. But, I didn’t want to believe it until now.”
“Aye. Aye Gabriel,” Alana urges her brother diffidently. She looks briefly at Troy, sharing in his mortification. The drone wobbles, causing Troy to grimace at the unusual behavior. Alana takes a step toward Gabriel, even as her arms shake. “Listen. I don’t be thinking this the time to—”
“Alana. I know this. I clearly heard voices—you and HIS, last night in my room,” Gabriel eggs on. He takes a distance from Alana, whose eyes rise. Ruby dust gushes from the exposed balcony, whirling into the space. “I don’t want to brush it off like that. Clearly, he wasn’t sleeping in mine…OR with uncle’s that night. Seems like your history with Troy shares a lot for you to hide. But at the same time…I’m not mad Alana. I’m not.”
Troy strokes his elbow. Alana barely moves as Gabriel’s words trail like a bird’s chirp in the forest. Gabriel’s eyes narrow at Troy’s direction and then his elder sister’s. He continues, “Not like I’m going a stop you or anything. That’s not in me. I’m saying this because I just want the best. It’s okay. I’m just as fed up with the angry people controlling and running things to the ground. ” His expression loosens. “Let’s say something goes between me and tio—”
“Naw Gabriel,” Alana says nervously. She steps close. “Stop.”
“But you and Troy…that’s all—”
“Step out!” Troy barks.
The drone pervades a red beam at the three individuals, and its minigun twirls. Rising, Troy snatches and fires his handgun, combusting the quad’s wings. Troy catches Alana pull Gabriel three feet back to shadows approaching, and the cyborg’s ears shrill to the presence of two armored enemies that he noticed all too well.
They’re back? Thought I got them!
Alana calls out. “Y’all got NOTHING he need—”
The formerly armed contractor, Ezra, signals toward the humans, and before Troy can even interfere, the contractor’s associate skids in front of him. She swipes, but Troy thrashes it aside. His veins twist to two unaffiliated Virtuals, cyborgs like him, trudging at his girlfriend’s direction, but she takes an obstinate stand. The two JOA soldiers stroll, unmoved by Troy’s pistol leveling at the two anxiously as he steps back. His position shields Ricardo as he groans.
“So noble of you for the cause,” Ezra taunts. A vertical scar crosses his right eye, and a face mask conceals his lip. Scratches squally at his dense golden breastplate and kneecaps to where the radiating blast first hit him. His glance levels at the tablet drumming in Troy’s hand.  “That thing came in handy. But you won’t need that anymore.”
The moment Troy raises the SMART panel, he staggers to an immediate thump in his chest. He wheels his gaze from the screen. The scarred agent’s associate glosses over caustically to the battered Virtuals surrounding Alana and Gabriel. Not one rationale existed in their eyes, and Troy visualizes himself sinking. The abyss pulls him, darkening his view and Ezra’s words flow.
Crestfallen, Troy’s grip on the panel cracks, and he flings his hand aside. Motion loses its momentum. The ground rattles to the shattering of the tablet, and the shards erupt. Gravity reverts to normality as the remnants lay in scatters.  Troy’s throat soars.
What did I just do?
“What’s it going to be, my friend?”
Troy’s view obscures and the room around him jiggles. Every concept he stood and carried forth in this harrowing week disintegrates like a palace sinking into the mudslide. How could he do this? Troy’s ignited something that will never alleviate, and he brought so much to it. The project he retained was nothing but a leeway to a grand insurrection. He was more than a fool to bring Alana into this.
Ezra’s question rings in Troy’s brain, aching signals in his nerves. Hesitance sweeps as Troy shoots a glance at the mindless cyborgs from afar and then the two agents cornering him. His veins ignite, aggravating him. He clocks his pistol, and blistering grime lands on the muzzle. The recoil booms in his hand.
The bullet sprints like an arrow into the neck of one of the cyborgs cornering Alana, and the victim’s stupor crumbles as his eyes bulge to the splattering of blood. Troy lunges, thrashing the hilt of his pistol at Ezra’s head. His associate, eyes veneered by her helm’s dark red lens, throws a kick, but Troy seizes the leg, whirling her weight against Ezra. 
Alana pounces onto the Virtual before Gabriel bashes the gaming console toward the head. The cyborg staggers, and Troy shuts him down with two rounds that implode a voltaic sparkle from the head. Adrenaline rushes in Troy until a swift motion advances. He grunts to a deep blow plunging his stomach, and Troy’s body rams against the totems. He attempts to rise, but his knees hit the ground. His pistol’s nowhere to be located.
“Make the traitor submit Riza,” he hears Ezra command. “I’ll deal with these miserable humans.”
He holds his breath to the blocks surfing in his vision, slightly obscuring his view of Riza in his way.
“Should be fun,” she says in a whisper.
Troy readies his stance, nearing his fists close to each other. Riza charges and Troy rolls away. Her fist inserts into the wall’s concrete, delivering Troy the chance to strike. His concealed knuckles clash toward Riza’s jawline and her left lens cracks. She stumbles to the impact, and Troy rushes in, honing his fist that hits flat on her pentagonal torso plate. Her illuminating palm thrusts against his chest, and stars bolt in his eyes. Troy guards the second blow, but it bypasses his defense, and a sharp pain ignites in his abdomen. 
Clutching to his hip, Troy heaves to violet blocks obfuscating his sight. Material and glass collide behind him. The effects leave him vulnerable to where a tight grip sends him kneeling once again. Riza closes her foot near her target’s chin, and her cybernetic hands clutch around his non-bionic arm, caging and twisting it gradually. Light triggers in her muscle fibers. Troy grits his teeth to the piercing in his bones as his arm bends. His interface unravels, flooding his world with indistinct pixels and incoming iridescent blurs. Folding his hand, Troy swats only for Riza to shift her head aside. The pain and dysfunction amplify, and his muscles arch. 
What is she even inflicting on me?
Meanwhile, Ezra grabs Gabriel by the throat, hurling him toward the television like a ragdoll. Alana jumps at the PMC before he can even raise his foot.  She pounds the flaming pan, but the agent catches her wrist, swinging and slamming her shoulders on whatever debris that stood.
She yelps. “Troy!!”
She throws the broken disk toward his way, and Troy seizes it. Riza had little time to counter as Troy jams the blazing edge at her temple. Troy breaks loose, grabbing her throat and casting her to the ground. Morphine flows in Troy as he catches her rise, hands blazing as he connects two deliberate jabs. Blood red particles splash against Riza’s battered face, and her skin lacerates. Soon the ceiling’s debris tumbles, catching the two off guard, and they pounce away. Lamps and wires sparkle.
Troy growls and clutches his temple to the digital clouds plastering in his eyes. Currents penetrate his nerves as he taps his head. His sightings cleanse, and his tongue numbs to Riza on her feet inside the kitchen. His pistol trapped in possession of the contractor, the PMC laces her finger on the trigger and levels it upward. Blood streams down her left eye, and her teeth clench.
“No!” Gabriel cries as the shot fires.
Smoke bellows from the muzzle. Troy shields his arms, pushing back as his heart whisks. His apprehension cuts short to a thick arm shoving him down, and his shoulder hits the pavement. Gabriel’s body, leaping in mid-air, grunts to a bright red hole puncturing his shirt. The air escapes Troy’s mouth as he witnesses the shot blasting through Gabriel’s chest, leaving nothing but a soaked bullet sinking to pass his spine. Gabriel’s head lands below Troy’s feet, and he gasps softly. His pupils shuddered until there was but an empty vessel behind them. Silence grips the collapsing living room and stabs tear Troy from within his gut. Troy shoots a flummoxed expression toward Gabriel’s killer, and blood rushes from his nose to the smugness on her lips.
Alana’s choke breaks the deafening sound. In spite of her tears, she clenches her teeth.
“PIECE OF FUCKING SHIT!!” she vituperates. Alana charges at Riza, but her ally hurls the human by the collar, whipping her coat away in a fury as she lands prone on the ground.
Riza aims in Alana’s direction until she jerks to debris missing her by the head. Lowering his hand, a brand wave of energy circulates in Troy’s muscle fibers as he rises. More debris tumbles, showering his lower body in flames, and blazing steam bellows out of his nose. Hissing, Riza unleashes the trigger, but a charging Troy waves it off with shrewdness. The bullet deflects from his prosthetic arm, nailing a hole on the shelves, and Troy lands his blow.
The PMC swears to the inferno lashing like a sting of whips at her nose and plate. The drive reaches its peak, and Troy’s fists jam simultaneously at her body. With a single kick thrusting and cracking the armor plate, Troy spreads his arms, mauling his scorching palms upon her head.
The impact booms to where a wind wheezes by them. Flakes dance in his vision. Her helm crumbles as she wobbles. Snatching the pistol, Troy inserts and fires the last three bullets deep in her now barren stomach. He grabs her by the back of her neck, rushing her from the kitchen and toward the balcony, tossing Riza’s wizened body over the railing’s edge.
Ezra’s mouth drops to what’s done, and a bloodied Alana rushes with a kitchen knife. He catches on immediately, slashing a cut that lacerates horizontally at Alana’s arms, and she cries. Catching her throat, the PMC raises a blood-tainted needle, fused at the midline of his bionic wrist, at Alana’s chest.
“Moreci sends her regards—”
Troy lays hold of Ezra’s arm in a heartbeat. The contractor shoots a grave look at his grappler as he’s held in place. Euphoria disseminates like a crack in Troy’s nerves as he tightens his hold. Glaring, Troy lets the fire in him pervade, twisting and crackling on the soldier’s cybernetic arm. The PMC gulps, eyes widening in apprehension to the burn sizzling like stars in his eyes.  
The moment Troy breaks the needle apart, the PMC pulls away. His screams flood the living room as he dances and flaps his arms to the blaze gnawing his limb. The more he sways, the room’s inferno continues to devour his armor. Pieces rain down his breastplate and shoulder. Staring coldly at the long needle in his hand, Troy sprints and pierces it into his back. 
Ezra stumbles, agonizing to the affliction until he howls to Alana, inflicting the kitchen knife into the sheer fabric of his breast. She bites her lips gravely, screwing the edge further, and Alana draws it away before the flames can get to her. The torment ensues as Troy draws the needle out, inflicting the tip in between the ribs. The color rushes in the victim’s face. Gazing fiercely, Alana nails the final stab, thrusting the knife into his unveiled chest bone. All expression falls moot in Ezra’s face as he stands, quivering like he was ready to explode. He loses stance, and he plummets. The fire’s claws scratch on the remains.
Troy’s lungs dilate, and the glint inside his muscles vanishes. The silence returns, sinking him in an opaque contemplation. He stares down at the wraps disentangling from his hands. His skin tickles, and the remaining wraps slide away from under the Virtual’s torn shirt and pants, incinerating away into black particles. The cloak finally obliterates, and Troy observes and tilts his barren bionic arm, having no longer to be confined to the chains of concealment. Nevertheless, there was no rapture or a sense of rejoicing. What was there to cherish? He directs his blank gaze upward, and the evanescent blurs blind his view of the scorching dust.
Without glancing, Troy feels Alana’s warm hands lean gently on his back. His shoulders arch to her weep. He strolls halfway with her, pausing a few feet from Gabriel’s body. Pain pounds in his head. Alana stalks to her brother’s corpse, letting tears drop at the center of his shirt as she kneels. Linear scars lace like a bracelet on her arms, and blood drizzles. She seals his eyes, all the while sobbing. Meanwhile, Troy looms sanguinely toward Ricardo still lying on the floor. As he moves, one of his boots dissolves. He kicks away the remnants off his foot, revealing the lower cybernetic limb that he’s kept away for months and a break cracks on the floor’s surface.
Emptiness numbs inside of Troy like a hallow vortex storming in the field, leaving nothing in its wake. His cheeks solidify in place, and the Virtual stares down at the second body. Saliva streams from Ricardo’s mouth.
“No more,” Ricardo says in an attenuated tone.
The shadow creeps on top of Troy’s head, gripping him in his melancholy. Even as Alana’s presence steps close, sobbing lightly, Troy never breaks gaze. His lips seal tight, and he brushes his organic palm down his bionic arm as if mortified to the sight.
“No more.”
Ricardo’s lips curl as he says those last words. His eyes seal, and the drool stains as the fragments settle on his lifeless body. 
I’ve caused this.
Troy looks away, closing his eyes. Who was he? Who was Moreci? He didn’t know who he was anymore. He thought since coming into this city, he could find solace, and use whatever goodwill he had to bring other Virtuals into its domain. It was no longer the case. The moment he came to this place, his presence brought nothing but omen. To be bald, his damned existence to the public, a myriad of humans that loathed him with sadism, was an omen. He eradicated whatever hope Ricardo had left in cyborgs, set Gabriel’s life in limbo. The last ones of her family were next, and he was the source. Alana didn’t deserve this pain. She dealt with the weight of his burdens just to accept him and look where it led. He, a Virtual, was truly a lethal entity, and it was moot to keep concealing among a society that wished nothing but harm on him.
“You see, buddy? When Neo died, he died knowing, armed with the knowledge of this cruel reality we live in. Each one of us Virtuals is Neo inside, at arms against a society that hates us.”
The posthumous words deliver a beat in his brain. He opens his eyes and turns left to see Lu’s presence. Troy shivers. However, the mirage shimmies, and he looks at no other but Alana beside him. His eyes rise to her hands, taking each of his peacefully. Cinders brush at the surface of her temple and skin, and a tear of blood oozes from a cut on her lip. A final tear sheds before the rest dries up on her face, leaving her eyes swollen in red. A hideous graze shows visibly at the loose surface of her sports bra extending to her midriff, protruding a piece of her breast.
Letting a lump slip down her throat, Alana nods weakly at her boyfriend. Somehow her gaze sees through the affliction inside of him, begging to dissuade him out of it. Many wanted to be stated behind the sorrow in those eyes of hers. Part of Troy wanted to recoil, step aside, possibly shout, but his spirit was in shambles to enact on such irrationality. He shares in her pain, but his eyes were caked like ice, rendering him insipid. 
Once Alana wipes off the blood on his chin, Troy blinks at footsteps clamping from outside the door before reverting his glance at the balcony. The temperature reaches its apex. Troy signals to his girlfriend, and she follows. In the nocturnal chaos, an airstrike lands its mark on a capacious tree, and the shrub lands on the top of a SWAT convoy. Troy stops to take a glimpse five stories below the balcony, and he frowns on Riza’s cadaver. Her flesh discolors to the wounds inflicted. Nevertheless, his options were scant.
Confirming his choice, Troy trades a glance with Alana. She rubs her right shoulder anxiously until the reassuring cyborg takes her hand, pulling and gesturing her behind him. He raises a foot on top of the railing, letting Alana arch all the way behind him until her arms wrap around his neck. The Virtual levels his balance on top of the edge as he grapples her ankles in place, and his spine throbs to her weight. Bracing, he lunges.
Vapor whooshes underneath Troy’s bionic cleat as he hovers. His shirt flaps to the detonation roaring above his head. Troy lands on the ground, allowing Alana to gather herself.
He shoves a magazine abruptly into his secondary, seething to several provocative pedestrians nearing Alana’s vehicle. The blurs rush concurrently, aggravating his turmoil. Laughter from hecklers in the train thrusts into his eardrums. Their jeers rattle like ghouls roaming inside the abyss, and “scrapdog” is all that resounds underneath. Then Lu’s vanquished voice lands through, clashing with the human’s censuring. His brain spins. The weapon shakes in his hands as he aims abruptly, and everything snaps.
POP. POP. POP.
“Troy! Troy!”
Alana’s plea falls null as Troy continues to shoot simultaneously. Flashes burst at all sides, dazzling Troy’s view like a plethora of camera lights. The recoil bounces. His veins froth. Suddenly a hand grabs onto his arm, shaking him. 
“Troy!” Alana supplicates. She shakes her head anxiously. “Please! Please.”
The air returns within Troy, and he looks around, grimacing at the five corpses surrounding him. Blood drains from the puncture in one of his human victim’s eyes, and her head slumps from the car’s wheel. Ice creeps on his face.
“It’s alright, boo. It’s alright,” she begs softly. Her grasp on him soothes, pulling her boyfriend close. “It isn’t on you, please.”
Troy stares down at Alana, letting her words sink in. Nonetheless, the gray fog stood in place. He follows her into the jeep. The hand he fired with vibrates on his lap. As she closes the door, Troy takes a hard look at what stood of the apartment that Ricardo sheltered in, watching with tremulous pupils at a balcony tumbling down the surface. His pistol heats in his hands. 




Chapter 27
The sound thrusts sharply like a bird's talons into Wayne’s ears as he rushes his way toward the stairs. Alarms beep at all sides, giving a fair chance of lighting through the darkness that imbibed the foyer. He glances vacillating at both his shoulders to the sand spilling from the ceiling. Quad drones glide, watching over him and the others without pause. Curtis follows, panting and tapping a finger rapidly to his watch. Officers storm pass their way, and their frantic murmurs stir cacophony. Portraits collapse to the sinister vibration clamoring the floor they advance on. A fairly aged officer stumbles on his feet, and the Director motions him up, scurrying the man forward. The officer, setting on his glasses, doesn’t look back as he blends into the crowd. 
“More bad news from one of the safe houses,” Curtis says imminently.
“Yes,” Wayne says quickly. His eyes flutter to the number of people flooding his way, diverting whatever glance he can shoot at his officer. Nevertheless, he maintains his tameness. “Proceed?”
Light draws from the hacker’s watch, drawing the Director’s attention. Esoteric symbols portrayed were so diminutive to the eyes of Wayne that they didn't even near his nose at the sight.
“Ottoman uh…he’s dead.”
Wayne’s nose reddens, and an icy sensation quakes his bones. The window beams to an explosive aura outside, and infrastructure crumbles behind him. His palms flush as he clutches on the knife. He didn’t know what to make of his demise, but this could only lead to one thing.
Curtis fidgets with the watch, stating, “Aha. I see where I had my problem hours ago.”
“Tone the pace Curtis,” Wayne advises sternly.
The hacker shoots a glance, coughing. “The virus—the bad guys call it, the Infernal Python. It’s running actively as a mother AI inside of a Virtual.” He ducks to a stentorian rumbling shaking the marble area. “Okay. Thanks to this, the PMCs are acting as its carriers, hosting whatever Virtual or Martial they can get on their site...programming them against us.”
“Where’s the suspect now?”
“The boss had just left the Emirates a couple of hours ago, along with the JOA after they ravaged the cities. Hundreds—thousands and I mean, THOUSANDS of cyborgs, starting all out mass invasions Director, even outside the country. They took out their President previously. Now they’re storming their way to Asia.”
Moreci! She’s here! She’s in this city now.
“Tell the operatives to get out of there now!”
The weight in his ankles rises, hearing her past warnings boom. His sixth sense has been ticking like a nuclear explosive over the days, crying aloud and opening his ways to the true perpetuator behind this war. The pictures form into a crystallized sphere. However, his fears couldn’t be anymore short-sighted. Moreci took out Ottoman like a dog for slaughter for whatever vindictive reasons in Emirates. With the corporation now in her hands, she’s crafted a cyber-attack that wouldn’t extirpate only his nation’s federal government. With the world falling into this pervading mutiny, Wayne found it an endeavor to recognize Moreci anymore. She was something that not even Soriana could save.
Rushing, Wayne raises the earpiece settled in his ear. He clears his voice. “All employees must evacuate the HQ! We’re under code red. Everyone abdicates the compound immediately.”
“We got a grave situation Director!” an agent notifies.
“Go on.”
The air ignites as he nears. Wayne’s fingers tingle around the knife’s crusty handle, and his speed slows to kerosene consumption like a swarm of bats howling above. Despite the stone mask concealing him, his apprehension rises. The uprising revealed itself to Wayne like a ghoulish yeti, unleashing what blow it can inflict on its surroundings, and the Director stood in aghast. There was no way for him to cease this hour, no matter his reluctance.
Nothing good can come from this.
“Multiple cyborgs are barraging the entrance!” he rants. Sound begins to fluctuate in the background. “Infantry! Dammit! They’re coming in—”
He blinks to the instant cut in his ear. Wayne’s chest takes a blow to the bodies of his agents inundating the vast floor, and smoke lingers. The Director looks around him, signaling others to a halt as gunfire mounts and their quads make their advance at the scene. PMCs tumble to bullets barraging into their armor, but the enemy’s pressure intensifies. An armed officer scurries from the railing near the escalator, clutching his bleeding thigh and a shot cut clean like an arrow above his pelvic spot. A Prowler lunges from the steps, tackling another victim and casting him downward.
Curtis gulps behind his Director, whose expression struggles to remain intact like a totem. That can only last as he spots one of his officers among the crowd rush erratically toward her dog fleeing out of her leash. Shocked, Wayne paces and calls out to her, but a fatal impact throws him back. The hacker reaches to get him, but he recoils to a swift wave gushing at his direction. Wayne’s blazer stains to the grime spitting at him like a blizzard, and his eyes probe to the particles and glassy shards. 
Wayne raises his glance, skidding back to an eight-foot goliath rearing its head. Behind the screen of fog, the cannons plastered on top of the shoulders gyrate at his direction, and the giant grumbles. 
“Mister big guy,” Curtis blurts anxiously. He gestures his hands pleadingly. “Uh…we just kindly want to—”
The odds prevail. The Gorillax pilot fires one of his cannons, hitting the hacker squarely in mid-air, and Curtis’s limbs splatter. Horrified, the officers scatter amok, leaving the pilot to glares at the one vulnerable human behind the v-front lens as it raises its gargantuan hands. Wayne rises and screams out of way, and the ground vibrates to the plowing of its fists. The Director swirls around the giant, confusing the pilot’s movement until he stumbles to the corpses contaminating the floor. He hears a man scream to a blast rattling feet from him as he locates and whips off a dead officer’s explosive gear belt containing two grenades and a revolver. Wayne’s stomach cries to a shadow trudging his way, and he finds a grenade at hand.
He tears the spoon away and makes his leap once he tosses that frag. The goliath activates the glow in his cannons, but the explosion beats him to it. The combustion slams at the pilot’s face, and he loses balance.
The moment he rises, Wayne sighs to the figures charging. Virtuals, long sleeves, and jeans shredded, trudge like a pack of wolves. Blood prints stain from their bare feet, and a soldier lets a sparkling hand go off one of the cyborg’s shoulders.
The virus. It’s transferrable!
He staggers to a missile landing on the floor, and Wayne coughs loudly to the smoke. The second and last frag jiggles on the belt, and his nails throb. Wayne flings the grenade, watching it detonate and pervade a wall of fire at the band. His luck shatters once a number of cyborgs advance from the fire. His nerves twirl. Wayne snatches the revolver, stepping back as the arsenal rings in his hand. The magnum splits smoothly at the top of a host’s skull. The second host charges, but the Director evades contact before firing two rounds at the back. The cyborg continues to charge, for all the wounds and clutches his head.
The air in Wayne stiffens to the host’s pressure. As the two engage in struggle, the Director manages to thrust the tip of the revolver at the core of the cyborg’s throat and release two rounds that leave a flicker of matter on Wayne’s cheek.
The body slumps and the Director takes aim at the other foes. However, the revolver falls vacant upon sudden trigger release. He inhales. A sudden knock rams him, and his back skids through the bodies. Wayne looks up to a spear bolting his way in mid-air and hurls a body its way.
He gets on his feet to see an imposing soldier skate his way. Panic bellows into Wayne’s brain. Despite the pain on his side, the Director reaches for the flagpole, but a slash splits against his abdomen. He grunts to the sting, and Wayne draws his knife, readying for the plunge. The Virtual seizes the blade, and the Director’s mouth hangs to the strain flowing in his bones. Before Wayne can get a glimpse of his enemy, the rusty dagger disintegrates. Shock transfixes in Wayne’s face to the blocks raining at him, and a strike whacks him aside.
His back crashes onto the wall, and Wayne grunts to a seething roar throbbing in his spine. His cheek aches to a sharp pain, and soon as he makes a twitch, blood drips on his shoes. Wayne’s cleat wiggles to a brand knife resting underneath, and he grimaces. Wiping away the blood flow streaming down his chin, Wayne’s expression twists to the dark skinned soldier, natural hair done in cornrows, unraveling the bandages away from his face. Lumps and scars plant on his rigid face, leading speculation to a severe blow he underwent. Notwithstanding the sustained injuries, a lightning bolt ignites toward the enemy’s familiarity taking shape. 
“Your time’s up Director Wayne,” the PMC spoke in a deep cutting accent that carved like marble to Wayne’s ears. He angles the two sharp flagpoles in his grip, and one of their tips glisten with the Director’s blood. “Nowhere to run.”
Delgado Hernandez. It’s you.
Wayne was certain that he would never have to come across Hernandez again after the discipline Soriana inflicted on him. He couldn’t be any more erroneous in his assumptions as he stood at eyes with the nemesis who failed earlier in his takedown. His voice, his intentions, though differing from his allies, was all too transparent to Wayne. Hernandez was right about one notion, Wayne was indeed locked down.
Catching a whiff of panic coursing through his breathing, fragments rush like a train bolting during the rush hour within Wayne’s mind. He gasps to the grime in his fingers as he flexes the knife’s bladed tooth in between them. He makes the throw, and the howls echo all the end until he relocates to the present. Wayne glances down at the combat knife wheeling on the ground and nearing Hernandez with brewing tension. His face pales.
Hernandez thrusts the pole but Wayne races in time in snatching and clashing the dagger upon the sturdy surface. Baring his teeth, the operative wields his second pole until Wayne deflects it away with a painstaking swipe.
As the shots rain far from them, the two circle each other callously. As Wayne strokes his thumb at the knife’s rubbery hilt, more of the fragments return. He initiates a prowling stance, tilting the blade away from the renegade’s direction. His veins and brain sharpen to the vivid implants flowing in, alleviating the pain in his lower body. Wayne’s gaze falls intact on the soft components concealed by the operative’s breastplate, and his eyes squint.
Losing patience, Hernandez claps the two of his crafted javelins and pounces. His edged poles cyclone toward the human’s direction and Wayne catches one immediately. The Virtual lunges at the other, but the Director easily halts it. Wayne’s knees throb to the ensuing struggle as Hernandez forces him back. That is, until the cyborg thrusts his foot against the human’s chest. Wayne retches to the burn on his ribs, and the processing curtails as Hernandez raises his weapon. The Director counters in a panic, slashing a tear that elicits a howl out of the operative.  Blood fountains in mid-air.
Hernandez wobbles to the blow. Patting his hand to the scar oozing down his cheek, fire rumbles in the contractor’s gaze as he swings down a javelin. Wayne eschews from the attack, watching the tip descend on thin air. The Director advances back, swiftly dodging the rampant slashes. Soon Hernandez brings his javelin down, leaving him open, and Wayne rushes in. He knocks the cyborg’s head, jailing his throat, and thrusts his dagger into the open back. The second stab plunges into the lower midline of Hernandez’s spine, and flesh disintegrates in Wayne’s ears.
The Virtual, withstanding the pain, spins the human off the ground and away from him. Wayne retains stance as he taps a hand on the floor. He retrieves his combat knife, spotting his aggravated expression through the reddened surface. The Director redirects his focus on the opponents, nodding to the sight of a bending Hernandez grasping to where the wounds were inflicted. Sweat streams down his chin as he tightens his grip on the twin javelins. A patient Wayne witnesses the cyborg muster everything as he charges until the world brightens.
Rockets from above make their landing on the floor, eradicating whatever tension that played among the officers and JOA operatives. Wayne careens about the impact’s devastation, and the ground implodes. His body slides all the way until he finds his feet dangling. Blood rushes in his tongue as he encounters his fingers pressed against a crippling edge. Screams get muffled by the combustion. Dust blows above him, puncturing his pupils like a traveler trapped in the dune’s sandstorm.
No.
The minute he arches himself is when gravity takes its toll. His knife descends with him in his collapse. His blazer slides from his arms, and his throat roars. Wayne lands on a hard flat, jerking to the soreness rising in his thigh bone as debris tumble, circling him in its pile. Two minutes pass, leading to a sudden stillness in the disquietude. Wayne bites his teeth upon removing a medium-sized scrap away from his ankle, and the mass subsides. He crawls to where his knife rested below the pile, grabbing it cautiously. Wayne heaves to the strain stinging on his side as he rises, coughing to the dust settling.
Wayne wanders his eyes curiously, grimacing to the darkened air of the underground and the water leaking out of the pipes sealed against the walls. Red lights glisten in the space, and his arms dance to the chilly whisper. This had to be an underground zone, he assumed. It was best for him to escape if he can.
The Director takes his step despite the ache in his shin. He pants slightly to bodies of his fallen officers, and the wires dangle. Wayne, aghast, continues to meander, and that’s when he spots a number of destroyed quads and cyborg agents. The air humidifies.
He startles to a host descending from the slippery slope of a crippled pavement above. Once the cyborg lays eyes on his prey is the moment Wayne buries an arm to the host’s mouth. His edge carves a gash into the Adam's apple, neutralizing the cyborg into a shell. Wayne plants a hand to his upper chest, feeling it thump upon hearing a splash from afar. He paces forward, flinging aside wires and blinking to their sparkle. Clutching to a marble column, Wayne advances to his right until he freezes.
Surrounded by the myriad of ruined Prowlers and corpses stood one of Hernandez’s javelin laying. He squeezes his lower lip, unnerved yet intrigued. The mild splash clicks for a second time, and Wayne looks roundabout until stopping at one of the cadavers and the gear plate.
Might not be the only one here after all. 
Wayne kneels, rummaging through the set and raising an eyebrow at the twin miniscule mines and the remote. He redirects his attention to the pole, grunting with a strange interest at the idea arising. Wayne inserts a mine onto the handle, witnessing its tentacle imbed like a seed burying into the nest, and he places the rest of the accessories into his pocket.
The Director motions on and glosses halfway over his shoulder as he does. Steam hisses. A minute goes by, and the graces bestow upon him as an exit stood six feet from him, being slightly blockaded by debris. That hope vanishes to an ominous air creaking in the space. The hair in the back of his neck crawls, and the Director stands in place. The echoes cease, leveling his anxiety into a crescendo. His thumb presses down as he maintains a firm grip on the knife.
He takes a sudden swing, and his eyes bulge to a quick snap grappling the human’s wrist. Hernandez’s prosthetic arm squeaks as he raises the Director’s arm, and the latter’s expression distorts to the burn pooling on his muscles. The air escapes his mouth to a steely fist drumming into his stomach. Sodium taints his mouth as he bends until he catches the Virtual release of a javelin out of the back of his belt. Adrenaline takes over him, and Wayne lands his right foot toward the cyborg’s hip.
Grunting, Hernandez let loose his grasp on the Director. Wayne flips his knife, slashing vertically at the operative’s breast plate, and the fabric rips. Once he impales his lateral abdomen, the Director whips out his second mine. He plants it at the PMC’s back in time before Hernandez attempts to swipe at him.
Wayne wobbles toward the wires and grabs onto them. Pulling out the roots, the Director wheels, and knots the ropes in improvisation around his neck. He flings an erratic Hernandez to where his tainted javelin rested. Regaining balance, the Virtual throws down the wires angrily. He hisses at the weapon and picks it up, oblivious to what Wayne draws out of his pocket. He leans the device to his rear, thumb leaning on the button.
No reprisal takes place as Hernandez picks up the sharp pole. The apprehension in Wayne drains, and he stands inert. The Virtual bolts, seizing a purported opportunity at hand until a conflagration impact of the spear chucks him against the wall. Steam bellows over Hernandez as he howls at the wreckage kindling of what was his cybernetic arm. Voltage gushes out of the artificial muscle fibers, and once Hernandez shoots his foe a vicious gaze, Wayne reveals the remote coolly in his hand.
He lets the remote drop as Hernandez glances wildly in his confusion, slapping his hands around him in his struggle to locate the ticking mine. The Virtual swears as the mine delivers its final beam. The eruption’s rays pop out of his torso and mouth like newborn plants ascending to the sunlight. Wayne rushes from the scene and toward the exit as the underground quakes.
His shoulder thrusts at the door, swinging it, and the night’s chaotic air greets him hotly. Two brazen tanks trail on without the aid of their fallen brethren, and their tentacles deliver a thump on the ground as they unleash cannon fire at the Gorillax’s marching in the field. Swallowing, Wayne’s legs brush the bushes and scorched bark as he runs without notice toward the parking lot of abandoned convoys. Rocket engines cry above him, followed by heavy metal screeching behind him.
He encounters an open door and hops onto the driver’s seat, but not before hurling down and splitting the enemy driver’s throat does he close the door all the way. Wayne gives life to the vehicle with a twist of the key, and he takes a deep breath. Dense seething grips his shin as he twists a foot. A dark screen overrides his thought process, and whatever safety he had in mind falls short. Langley, the sole place no enemy has dared laid hands on, has fallen. It seemed like fiction, something any pedestrian would envision out of forbidden imagery. Unable to look at what he lost, doom sweeps over his head until one comes to mind, snapping him out of his anguish.
Salazar. I better get to her. 
Wayne presses on the back pedal, ramming against the horde of hosts fleeing his way. The wheels screech on the pavement as he rotates and advances onto the road. 




Chapter 28
Birds flood above the sky, obscuring the moonlight. Honking cars bolt past Soriana on the road of Rock Creek Parkway as she drove under the bridge. A gray blight circles in her eyes to the distorted screening destabilizing on her drone panel. She lost whatever bridge that would’ve led her to the answer she’s been seeking. Yesterday was a triumph that was abrogated so soon upon notice of an abrupt Connection Lost.  What could’ve she missed in her steps? What could have possibly gone wrong when her drone had finally made sight?
She deactivates the panel on the passenger seat and hurls it at the back seat. Soriana groans, reaching for the water sitting inside of her holder. The lemon jiggles as she seizes the cup, but the cup’s edge halts close to her lower lip as a chilling scene unfolds, followed by growing shrieks.
What in the world? It can’t be. The JOA’s here?
Her doubts have answered once several rockets descend from afar, illuminating a pool of simultaneous eruptions that flare in her eyes. No wonder for the evening traffic. She’s been fluctuating route after route, trying to make way to McLean until this sinister moment greeted her.
Panting to multiple shadows speeding above her, the cup drops out her hand, splashing on the fabric of her leggings. Her acceleration picks gain. Soriana whips her phone out of her blouse’s front pocket, praying for it to turn on until she grimaces to two missed calls and a terror alert on the screen.
How could I even think of turning off to this?
Haste takes its toll on her as she attempts to reach Wayne on the line. The ringing leads to muffling in the background. She raises her voice.
“Wayne!” she calls. Soriana wipes off the red out her lips. Nothing arises out of her contact. “Director! Is everything—”
The line connection crumbles before she can say further. Her teeth clench in place to the trepidation taking over. A bright shadow looms over her, and Soriana has no time to react as her body bounces to a clamorous bang.
The officer’s head rings as it hits the car ceiling. The goliath’s fists pound like a furious prime ape onto the anterior, igniting a crater immense enough to thrash Soriana forward. Her chest booms. She unbuckles the seat belt, wide eyes bulging and fluttering to the thumps. She shoots a panicked gaze at her right, where her twin pistols rest on the passenger seat. Behind the webs obfuscating the anterior view, several stars sparkle in her direction. Engines growl, and Soriana’s hand folds.
She snatches the handguns and rolls back in time as the glass showers her. The chain of calibers tears a scratch across her back as she lands into the back of the seat. Something sharp peels the right side of her blouse by the shoulder. Soriana swears to the blistering howling down her spine and glimpses at the fabric torn from her now sleeveless arm. Stripping away the torn blouse, she had little to ponder as her vehicle jams to the gatling rounds, preceding the massive claws gnashing their way in, craving for a bone to crack. Blood gushes inside her car, splattering over her hair and skin. Folding behind the tumbling seat like a timorous dog hiding from her poachers, Soriana cradles on the bracelet. A Gorillax reaches a hand underneath but the dome seals in seconds, blockading the pilot’s grasp with a spark. 
As the car quavers, Soriana fires at the knuckles and slams a fist on the box’s lock. The top opens to two steely gauntlets inside. Soon as she inserts a hand into the right component, the car rises, and the slope tilts gradually. She gasps, catching onto the last gauntlet and tucking it in. A sheath snakes upward on her arms like liquid, hardening her muscles with a neon plate, nulling whatever impact as she descends. Soriana glances down at the pilot, firing at the temple before her shield careens into the lens.
Soriana descends, locking an arm over the pilot’s facial. The whirling Gorillax growls in a demonic tone, shifting his shoulder minigun at all sides. She swirls. Gunfire and clashing bodies scram into a sully synergy into the streets, and the ashes spit like rainfall on her. The cannons boom at all sides, inadvertently decimating the dense exterior plate of a fellow Gorillax. Scorching calibers slash vertically on the street’s concrete, tearing into the midline of a MPD car, and soldiers leap out of the way. The pilot growls one last time, hunching and prevailing in throwing the diversion aside.
The officer’s back slams against a convoy’s frontal surface. A strange substance grips and placates the pain on her spine. Soriana gulps to the fluctuation surrounding her shield, then the Gorillax. The titan, having retained his focus, draws his cannons at the prey, and the barrels spiral. She aims closely at the throat until a rocket touches base. She startles to the pilot’s head slumping to the blistering impact, and the mech plummets.
Rising, Soriana looks down at herself, stroking a hand in astonishment at the smooth but tense exoskeleton that surrounded her. Neon plates structure her breasts, abdominals, and legs. Her muscles flow to the layers.
The shield loses strength in its flicker. The human shoots a shocked glance at her armored savior storming from inside a convoy with a stinger at hand. The two exchange alleviating glances, but the respite falls short as they turn their heads toward a wild automated roar. The Prowler stalks above the convoy and lunges at the RPG, but Soriana stops the mobile drone short in its tracks and fires a round. The same fate comes her way once a swift sight barrages its way into her dying barrier, and Soriana releases a howl to fangs bearing down at her wrist.
Soriana slips. The Prowler’s teeth gnaw at the layers shielding her arm, eliciting a radiation that kindles a piercing throb in her bones. Its mouth glows. Hair rising, the officer jabs the mouth of her pistol into the jaguar’s eye, firing the trigger simultaneously until the drone’s head rattles.  She peels out immediately, sighing to the pain in her bones. 
F-22 Raptor’s wings tumble and a road bridge shatters, showering debris over the unfortunate police officers underneath. Women wail inside the red vehicle as a Gorillax raises it. Never minding the shrieks inside, the PMC hurls the mass aside, clashing at a driver struggling to reach out of his car, and Soriana blinks to the vehicles rolling in unison. The officer’s stomach blackens to the sight. The madness has come to light.
Soriana jerks to bullets deflecting on her torso plate. Two quad drones glide over the body of wrecked vehicles, and she fires upward at the pest. Nonetheless, that can only be aggravated when a meteoritic blast shoots her way. She tilts her body out of the way. Her cheeks flush as she rounds her foot onto his chest. The strike swings flat, and the cyborg twists his head. His steaming hands cage her ankle. Soriana presses the trigger, but the magazines fall empty.
She mutters a silent swear upon looking at her shirtless grappler. Molten scars glisten on his gray augmented arms. Marks likened to the stings of a baton lacerate on the Virtual’s hairy chest, but something about his fixated expression and icy gaze shook Soriana. Thorns mount on her skin. Delgado’s voice looms. This was no mercenary.
His NI…it’s not normal. The virus has taken over!
Euphoria and fear take their toll as she activates the battery on her abdomen. The possessed cyborg raises a hand. That is, until the ivory cocoon envelopes on her leg, and he wiggles away to the fuel bursting out of her cleat.
Soriana sets her foot down, and the pavement cracks to the bluish vibrancy caking downward. She heaves to the final component of her exoskeleton, taking power on both of her calves, and voltaic dust sizzles. Indifferent, the Virtual trudges but pays dearly for his blinded risk once the human plunges her foot. Blood splotches out of his mouth and the cyborg’s cervical spine flops, ending his misery until a slash sweeps at her face. 
Gulping to the staggering burn, she dives from another strike. A brown falcon looks coldly over its shoulder at her, screeching sharply in the streets as it glided unscathed to the flying bullets.
She makes one turn and CLASH. Soriana’s heart stops to razor knuckles swiping at her shoulder. Skidding, Soriana catches the second fanged fist rushing in. She catches it in time and plows a quadruple of consecutive kicks at the plate. The last blow drills deep into the crotch, and the electrical gust rushes in.  Stumbling, he grabs onto his region. The PMC raises his head and breathing stains within his helm’s large blue visor.
So this is my brand enemy?
Raising her fist, Soriana shortens his recovery with a charge. She lowers and wheels her foot. The JOA soldier swiftly jumps. He leaps over the officer’s head, and Soriana finds arms wrapping and closing her from behind. Sweat trickles down her nose as she stomps and jams her head until the pressure prevails. Soriana’s feet rise, and her head slams into the ground. Her hair rumples as she rolls. Her skull aches.
She regains stance nevertheless, lunging and shooting a punch straight at the contractor’s Adam’s apple. The cyborg elicits a chilling gurgle. Startled, the agent cartwheels backward, easily evading Soriana’s kicks. The officer can get this far as the agent exposes several sharp disks in his hands and wields them away. 
The air rushes out of Soriana as she skids back. The stars overwhelm her, and she raises her arms in proximity to the face. Her armor clings to the scraps like bullets spitting out of a chopper, hounding the target till she nullifies.
Soriana lowers her arms upon spotting the last of the wave, but her relief turns to an evanescent moment. The agent beckons with his arms upward like a fantastical magician summoning forth a storm. His hands quiver. The minute he brings them down, the wind wheezes. The ice cracks within once Soriana turns around to the swarm of stars speeding her way once again. She skids hurriedly to the side, and the officer slumps to what happens to be an eruption arising out of the pavement. 
Whatever tension brewed between the two comes to a halt. The human’s eyes squint as she levels her gaze at the fiery rocks rolling. Rising nervously, Soriana raises her glance to a lean and armored operative dangling unscathed with one hand on top of a light pole. Twin horns mount on top of her helm. Pictures splatter in Soriana’s brain upon sight of the smoke whistling out of the cyborg’s hand. The bones in her wrist ache.
Oh no. Oh NO!
Soriana opens her mouth, wanting to scream her name, but a gasp belches instead. Helpless even as she witnesses the dangling operative turn and leap, leaving the pole to collapse as she lands like an acrobatic ape on top of a tree. She looks over at her left, but the cryptic operative is nowhere in view. The force of her feet ignites a minuscule crater on the concrete. With one step, she races to a twisted miracle behind the mask.
Debris surfs as Soriana accelerates. Her hair flutters, and chest tightens to the speed. She bolts in mid-air, racing on top of a skidding gun truck before it can hit her. Meanwhile, the ninja pounces from one street pole to another, transmitting like a phantom as she did. Soriana’s ears rip to multiple splashes rippling into the Potomac River. VTOLs glide and flood the sky, showering their rockets onto the streets. The gas station combusts, and as soon as the last pedestrian closes the store's door, the inferno devours the edifice into its storm. Undeterred by the tremor wobbling the ground, the human continues in her pursuit.
A horde of possessed Virtuals throngs their hands onto the upper plate of a staggering spider tank. Soriana bites her teeth, skating low enough underneath the tank’s belly before the large shadow can crash. The ninja’s ghostly shadow trails to the Watergate infrastructure, and Soriana follows. She pounds a finger at her bracelet but not one radiation sparks. Anxiety’s skeletal hands gripped her as she hastened. She wanted to cease. Flash a pause to the commotion in this cyber-attack. Nevertheless, whatever Soriana was being led to, her adrenaline wouldn’t allow any breakage.
Soriana, having reached the large complex, decelerates and skids abruptly in Virginia Avenue. Smoke hisses from inside the hotel’s shredded entrance, and her attention hooks to a cyborg’s body resting supine on top of a burnt truck. A puncture lays visible on the scalp and shock hisses. She presses a hand to her throat, attempting to placate herself. Another cyborg lost to a virus she had to divulge. How would she stop it Soriana was eager to find it now. The more she cogitates, her apprehension levels burgeoned. She flashes to her phone conversation from yesterday.
Troy!
She takes shelter in front of the hood. She whips her phone, dialing the numbers rapidly. After brief ringing, the line activates.
“Troy,” she cries.
What’s up with connections?
Distorted noise surpasses whatever normalcy that can be spoken. Soriana stares downward, glancing over her shoulder. “Okay. Troy. Be safe and hide. Whatever this cyber-attack is, it’s coming—”
Her brain jumbles, and the human loses her thoughts as she cuts the line. Whatever this is the last between the two or not, she’d be wholesome to hear a snippet of Troy’s voice. At this point, Soriana could only wish him safety from afar.
She rushes inside the foyer, but her pace wanes to a scorching trail on the pristine floor. Stalking assiduously, Soriana shivers to the thawing aura inside the byzantine lobby as she glosses at the butchered corpses and inert explosives littering the floor. The numbers were too vast for her to count. Glass ticks underneath her cutting edge boots. A pubescent cadaver’s torso, severed from the abdomen, plasters like a sticker onto one of the metal clad silver columns. He looked no older than twelve from his frail features, but his common monk-like head stirred a cut that released a storm of maggots out of Soriana’s chest. A knife juts deep inside the dangling corpse’s mouth, holding him in place, and teardrops stream from his pitch white eyes.
Ugh. This is beyond unimaginable.
Soriana shakes her head, catching blood rushing in her chest as her gaze jails at the grisly detail alarming her nerves. Moses’ face beams, overshadowing her perception of the corpse. The level of suffering inflicted drawn her in a twisted way that left her rueful and nauseous. Her chest jabs so rapidly that her pupils shake. The water in her eyes refrains once her attention draws to a morbid cry. A swaying city officer, devoid of his arms, kneels toward a renegade standing without a single flinch. The officer displays his teeth angrily. 
“I won’t…” he spits with attenuation. “Crazy…scrapdog, BITCH—” 
He’s silenced by the protrusion of a very bright, ruby longsword screwing into the base of his lower jaw and reaching past his skull. The policeman’s cheeks puff. Soriana’s mouth drops. The weapon’s critical resemblance snaps like electricity, and Soriana steps her foot rearward. Her left hand slumps, and the pistol touches the ground, creating an echo that lures the operative’s gaze. Displaying over the azure face mask, the Virtual’s stone-hearted eyes catch onto Soriana, likened to a shrewd tiger creeping upon the herbivore as the latter’s wounds satiate her hunger. Peeling the sword and splitting the policeman’s head like a slab of meat, the renegade disperses away from the helm and vanishes. Her long dark hair knots in a bun. Soriana bites down on her tongue as the operative divulges her identity with a peel of her mask.  
“I knew you’d be here.”
Eva’s voice echoes. The stygian edge in her tone stung Soriana like a wasp’s bite, eradicating any sign of bonhomie and longing lingering. Twin lines, crafted from human blood, embellish like feline whiskers on the rogue agent’s two cheeks. Her Oni, now crystallized in infernium, drags gently. Sparks buzz on the ground and the blood drizzling down the tip goes unnoticed. 
“Eva.” Soriana supplicates. Her ankles were numb as she struggled to move. “Please—”
“That’s dead to me,” Eva dismisses sharply. “I’ve WARNED you days ago Soriana, remember?”
Tangerine lines glow like molten rock on her polished armor plate and pads. Blossoms rain within her long red drape tied to her waist, and her bionic legs gleam underneath. Soriana could not believe what she was seeing. She wanted ammunition and fire at this parlous mirage, but the agent was powerless. Even if she were to press the trigger, she still remained on edge. 
Eva. She’s a terrorist.
Soriana touches her shoulder plate upon drawing her gaze at the bodies and moist cranial matter bubbling inside the policeman’s cleaved head.  Her fingers throb. “This doesn’t seem real. It doesn’t…”
“Humans can be so gullible. Always wanting to live a lie to absolve yourselves from the trash you’ve made.”
Eva impales the Oni into the ground. Circling her foe, her lips curl into a devious grin that lasts briefly. “Yes, Soriana. YES. I’m that forsaken ‘scrapdog’ you’ve been looking for this whole time! I incited this war! TOOK down Ottoman. YES! I created the Infernal Python!”
Drips tap onto the reception desk, exacerbating the tension. The Virtual gestures to her temple. “Thanks to what I’ve implanted into my mind, the Virtuals and Martials, the system you’ve forsaken to your politics. I’ve united them all to rise up.”
She’s controlling them? She’s acting as the new SMART.
Soriana’s eyes crack like a hypnotized host drawn in panic to her urban predator as she draws her attention to her former companion’s every step around her. She couldn’t blink. Ringing stings inside her ears as the realization sinks its fangs into the layers of her skin. Then her brother’s voice sings warily. 
“She ain’t got good intentions. Take it from me though… nothing beats anything in this world like the familia.”
“I assumed at first that you and your nation’s culture were anything but diabolical,” Eva continues. A glare tightens within her gaze. “But, when Ottoman played a deception—and I’ve made him PAY greatly for it—it made me realize I was facing a problem far more pervasive than I thought.” Pause lingers as she stalks. Her sharp heels clamp on the auburn tiles. “It told me, humans aren’t just simply flawed. They’re thirsty for power. You crave it because, deep down, you’re pathetic. That’s why regulators enforce so many laws and standards that are so selective against us. You and the sexes’ been manipulating and exploiting each other for centuries until the year you discovered advancement. Now you’ve found another victim to prey on.”
The renegade takes and whips out her sword. She wheels her Oni, and blood squirts. “Humanity’s a mistake. But I’m here to eliminate the poison.”
“You’re trying to clean the house with the world population?” Soriana questions under pants. The truth behind the fate of her drone comes full circle. Eva is no longer the agent Soriana once accompanied. She’s been pursuing a death wish this entirety; how more nonsensical she can be? Soriana attempts to glimpse at the child’s corpse, but a block withholds her. Sweat rains down her temple.
Lifting her face mask over her lips, Eva raises and aims the edge of her blade at the human. Her hands cradle the sword’s butt. She scoffs. “You should know the answer to that.”
“I can’t let you do that then.”
Eva delivers the first sweep. Tiles burst. Dust and cinders cloud Soriana’s view, and she covers her eyes to the steam. The human looks around rapidly and coughs. Eva was nowhere to be seen. That is, until a torrid sensation skimmed behind Soriana. The mist hisses, and the Oni charges like a lance. Inhaling, Soriana dodges, catching the sword between her hands.
Thunder bolts in Eva’s eyes as she bends her blade, nearing it to her foe’s temple. Soriana holds her breath and her glare matches hers in the ensuing struggle. The effects vanquish steadily, and Soriana cries to the scorch gnawing on her palm. She flings the Oni, eyes twitching to the gash sizzling in her hand. The officer shoots a glance at the dead child and draws a hand to the dagger. That soon backfires with an instant BOOM.
The knife detonates, and its impact thrashes Soriana rearward. Debris tears from the column behind her as she rolls on top of the corpses and luggage. She heaves to a joint pain on her shoulder, and a plate of hers lands. Her blood circulates to the tray of grenades, and flash bangs scattered before catching Eva skid her way.
Ascending, Soriana scurries for the explosives. She throws the first frag, cutting Eva in her tracks with the crackling explosion. The human hurls the second and third explosive, but the cyborg twirls her sword like a fan, deflecting the combustion and heightening the former’s shock. The blade ignites. Stalking, her legs shake to fleeting imagery of the agent, standing on top of the streaming river and positioning her palms like a gracious bird against her ex-superior. Soriana glosses downward at the flash bang cradled in her right hand. Cracking away the spoons, Soriana trudges at the fiery vortex and shatters the mirage once she hurls the explosives. The balls swirl like aerial missiles toward the renegade’s direction.
Eva whirls her scorching sword persistently, absorbing the frag, but she overestimates as soon as the bang trespasses its way into the wheel. She roars to a flare slapping in her eyes and staggers.
Soriana bolts, seizes a luggage, and wheels the box. Despite being blinded, Eva swings flimsily with one hand. The human’s mouth drops as the longsword arbitrarily rushes pass the hardened material, and cosmetics and outfits splatter into a blaze. Regaining vision, the cyborg swings a second time until she jerks to a parry. Eva grunts to a shin, driving sharply into her stomach.
Euphoria booms as Soriana twists and winds her leg at the Virtual’s head. Her foot collides into Eva’s skull, and the cyborg pushes to the voltaic impact. The column shatters to her weight, and the Oni twirls in mid-air, impaling into the wall of bottles. Glass and wine descend simultaneously, pervading a boiling that screeches on the ground. Eva manages to regain stance as her knuckles pierce onto the ground, bringing herself inside the bar, and she calls forth a hand. However, the force of the combustion forces her heels back, and the two agents recoil to the tangerine roar winding through. The cement buries the sword in its bed.
Soriana shakes away the breeze, and her eyes sharpen at her enemy in agitation. Soriana skids. The floor rumbles to the vanishing electricity. However, Eva’s senses kick in, and to Soriana’s chagrin, the latter gasps to her foot rushing into a vanishing cloud. Halting quickly, her heart speeds as she gazes like a madwoman at her surroundings. Blood streaks glow in Soriana’s eye sockets as she clenches her fist. Soriana’s reaction slips too soon as a shadow swats at her cheekbone. The claws swipe immaculately on her skin, and a dense pain grips her jaw.
She gulps to Eva’s hands, clutching her throat, and squeezes the cyborg’s steely arm. With a light rise, Soriana’s head thrusts flat onto the vast bar table. Her legs slump onto the red chairs, and wine bottles splash at her. A bright burn overwhelms her brain, and blood trickles pass her lips like a stream of tears. Wiping the smut off her skin, Eva reaches a hand toward the hill. Her spine cracks as Soriana manages to rise and dive a foot at her back. Eva stumbles onto her knees. Soriana, sealing aside the throbbing in her skull, charges. She bends to three knives shooting her direction and Soriana’s hair flies to the melee sweeping close on top of her head. Soriana flips forward and smacks her leg onto Eva’s temple, sending her nose down onto the ground.
Fire surges in her muscles as she rolls and crosses her ankles around the renegade’s neck. Eva grits her teeth to the pressure closing on her, and she stomps her foot. Soriana yanks further, glaring at her foe as she consolidates her grip until she loses momentum. Eva’s veins glimmer as she ascends on her knees and pounds her fists onto Soriana’s chest. A plate cracks from her torso. The human gyrates, followed by a violent impact sending her careening onto the puddle of glass. As Soriana coughs to the boiling stream, Eva lands and pins her. Soriana raises her arms to the terrorist’s fists, pummeling consecutively. Her bones sting to the impact. Breathing rapidly, Soriana reaches for a sharp scrap near her and drills the piece into the soft layer above her augmented palm like a nail.
Eva’s eyes bulge to the blood popping as Soriana screws the scrap further into the organic veins flowing in her forearm. Soriana catches onto the renegade’s throat, pulling the latter close enough to toss her weight aside in mid-air. Eva’s blood trails as gravity rolls her back. She clutches her arm, whooping to the burn as she reels. Meanwhile, the flames accumulate behind Soriana, and she leaps from the circular wall tumbling. Her skin boils to the temperature until she storms forward. Her nerves continue to ache despite the ascension in her adrenalin. Eva scrams as Soriana rushes to raise and slam her foot. The cyborg’s hair flies as she upturns like a wheel, rising on her feet once again.  
Soriana transitions her stance. Her fists tighten. The scene alters once again, and she finds her ankles sunken on a shallow but roaring stream. Eva ducks swiftly from Soriana’s rounding leg like a clock, and the water gushes out of her bare feet. Swallowing down a lump, Soriana holds back her right calf and thrusts her foot upward into the scenery like a flamingo. Eva manages to deflect the blow, but the force inflicted brings the hilt of her feet skidding. With each twist and shout Soriana initiates, several forceful kicks barrage into Eva’s guards until a galvanic throb touches her abdomen. Shattering her enemy’s guard, Soriana skims onto a column, and her cleats radiate as she descends her way toward the cyborg.
The terrorist pants behind the mask, and Soriana finds her foot rocketing toward a vanishing particle. Soriana catches the terrorist reappearing, albeit four feet away. The two find themselves in a far more capacious area. An inactive escalator leads to the second floor.  The ceiling’s gigantic lamp dangles above, giving a grisly lighting of the corpses and used grenades lying. Soriana’s eyes redden to the strain tearing in her lungs and sodium chloride rushing in her sputum. Even with her disintegrating armor; these boots were all that’s securing her at this point. 
“I always thought of you as a sister,” Eva barks. Blood drips from her eyelids, and she positions her arms upward. “Now, I’ll take everyone and EVERYTHING away from you!!”
That CAN’T happen!
Shaking her head in disgust, Soriana advances, but Eva beats her as she lunges in mid-air. Soriana grimaces upon looking up at the terrorist swinging on top of the crystal lamp. A swear spits out of the human agent’s mouth once Eva gestures her spikes downward. She pounces aside from the raining knives, only to soon discover none of them aiming her way. Soriana scratches her head, dumbfounded until her face whitens to the six knives jittering on the grenades that extended from the bar and to the floor where she stood. 
“Say goodnight!” Eva taunts.
The ground shakes to simultaneous explosions. Several debris bolt toward Soriana, and she scurries out of the way. A rupture snakes its way toward the wall and onto the ceiling, shooting rocks and dust. The firestorm surfaces like a tidal wave, engulfing the bodies in its path. Soriana’s heart twirls endlessly to the cacophony, and she leaps toward the escalator. She rushes before the quake can get to her and gets knocked aside to a blow.
Soriana rises, discovering herself on a floor surrounded by derelict malls. However, the sight of Eva reconstructing elevates her fury. The ache in her temple amplifies, and blood sinks downward. All the while Eva stands vigilantly, eyes fueling with bloodlust. Her alternatives vanish. Soriana was on the brink of committing the unspeakable.
“You’re giving me no other options!” Soriana confronts. She stalks toward the renegade, but the quake causes a stumble in her tracks. Her bracelet vibrates once again. The thunderous current wraps around her calf, congealing her stance. “Enough—”
A strike pushes the human deliberately, and her foot stomps deep into the floor’s surface, withholding her. Soriana looks up to Eva wheeling her foot but Soriana counters with a retaliatory kick. Their ankles clash, and a discharge stirs, hurling the two away.  With one step, Soriana jerks to a split, snapping on her exoskeleton calf. As the malls begin to obliterate from inside and bring forth smog, Eva doesn’t hold back once she swings. Catching it with accuracy, Soriana shoots a dark glance and welcomes her enemy with a punch socketing to the nose. Blood soaks Eva’s mask as she reels. Soriana brings down the final kick to the skull until firm hands halt her by the ankle.
Soriana yelps as she whirls clockwise. Upward and her spine screams upon crashing onto the ceiling. She lands with a groan until Soriana spots life returning in her bracelet. Shivering to a dark arm rushing downward, Soriana reaches a finger toward the crescent, and gravity slows. Time beats her once a shining hand squeezes onto her wrist, and Soriana stares at Eva with a mounting shock. With one simple twist, the material shatters. The color surrounding Soriana’s view plummets to a dense gray as the pieces glide. Visual images shower of her parents rushing forward with the sealed white box in their hands as she prepared to move into McLean. The bracelet gleamed within the cotton bed.
No!!
Her dismay overcomes her as a whiplash bolts her off the railing. Soriana pitches until the floor greets her body with an impact. She struggles to raise her chin as her ribs roar to a sizzling pain. The plates in her armor absorb the blow’s effects, and her mouth hangs to her now broken bracelet, landing next to her. Her worries aggravate as she glimpses above at a blast piercing the cord holding the lamp.
Soriana, shoving the bracelet into her pocket, ascends and scrams before the giant lamp tumbles. The ground bounces, and she steps back to the soot fogging her landscape. Her cough transitions to a cry as a scorching edge rushes from the blaze and sweep onto her abdomen. The battery eradicates, followed by a piercing yowl surging inside her muscles. Clot rains downward, soaking the lateral shell of her boot and sparks hiss. She lands on her knees, quivering to an arcane entity floating downward and sucking away the energy in her system.
The flaming Oni latches onto Eva’s hands like a pet reuniting with a lost owner. Soriana watches like a helpless pig as the cyborg initiates a solid wield of her sword. A blazing gush storms at her like a raging dragon and swats her torso. The residuum of her breastplate crumbles, incinerating to the aura. She rolls, pressing her fingers onto the ground as the unbearable pain suffocates her. Ruby specks float from the tip of her blood-stained skin.
Soriana sighs weakly, gazing at Eva one last time, showering a flare above. Unfortunately a shadow overrides the former’s visioning. Her ears fall in tune to a loud boom rippling from above. The wind settles in like a hurricane as the debris buries the human, obscuring the hotel’s climate in a tangerine vapor. 




Chapter 29
Troy flinches to a hot glow penetrating his view inside the jeep. An unmanned aircraft plummets, crashing like a meteorite on the road and trapping whatever driver that stood in its path. Vehicles screech on the interstate, skidding to the fulmination’s bang. Screams flood outside as drivers lose grip on their wheels and their cars tumble over the upper-level bridge.
The breeze bolts its way toward Alana, and she swears upon dross spinning forward. Troy yelps to the sudden motion kicking him forward as Alana spirals to her right. In defiance of the bullets bouncing above the top, Alana persists. Troy catches her jeep butting with a gun truck, and their doors sizzle upon contact. She jams her foot onto the acceleration pedal and she reaches forward. Once the truck sinks to a random blast is the moment three rockets from the right dive onto the bridge’s surface. 
Troy swallows to the crevice consuming the Alexander Bridge and the giants dangling on top of the gliding jets, firing in a scatter. Once Alana manages to speed through the crumbling pavement, Troy stares down and seals a hand over his right ear. The fog distorts his sightings, and the booms transmute to obstreperous growls. His nerves constrict, and he forces his head upward, despite the strain.
It’s happening again. What’s going on?
Catching speed waning, Troy witnesses a red scan highlight from within the vehicle. He snaps away from the illusion with a thrust of his elbow against the seat.
“Shit! Don’t stop the goddamn car!” Troy blurts out.
Alana jerks to the boom in his voice and glances at him. Tentative, she twists her lip, nonplussed to this anomalous reaction. Troy darts his gaze at the window where a glowing smoke consumes the sky. Not a blast touches base, exception of the sirens trailing past his side. A cold weight rests on top of his chest as he strokes his lip, abashed.
“Aye…” Alana calls out. She juggles with her gaze on the road. “You going okay?”
They reach inside a tunnel, and the bridge above them pounds. Alana rushes past the dust settling in, and Troy coughs to the steam.               
“Uh…it’s complicated to explain.” Troy states reluctantly. He shakes his head. “Something—getting weird glitches tapping into my mind.” He looks downward to where his phone laid on the ground and picks it up. Coolness sinks into his vessels. He had no concept of this error. Ever since fighting his way out of Pelham Gardens, his neural interface has been knotted in a struggle to keep afloat. He was dubious of the fate between him and Alana as they fled. Nonetheless, Troy could only pray his ephemeral clarity could carry him long enough to reach that haven if there was one. How far didn’t matter.
“I’ll be fine at least.”
“Naw Troy.” Shaking her head, Alana reaches and sets a hand to his shoulder. An urgent expression carries forth on her face. “Please, boo. Don’t FUCK with this. Don’t. From how it sounds, this something that can worsen. The last I want a see is you—”
Alana is halted by a block, and she swallows. She knew saying it aloud would break her, and Troy knew it. He knew her enough. Troy looks at her pensively, taking her hand off his shoulder and squeezing it. Even as she races into another crumbling tunnel, his girlfriend consolidates his grasp, and the tension wears away from her. He lets go, assuring her alleviation. Mutual consensus passes among themselves.
Troy glimpses at a notification on his phone screen. He frowns at Missed Call. 9:47 pm.
Soriana. Did she call?
Not one ring he heard, a notion that unsettled him. How? Connections have been fluctuating over the following hours, leaving everyone wallowing in their predicament. Anything could’ve gone wrong with her, and Troy was several hours away from Soriana. He couldn’t be any more powerless.
The Virtual raises his eyes and recoils to an illuminating combustion. He looks over to the back, catching a gargantuan radius giving way to a basin that cripples the road. Police cars and escapees slide downward, and collision ensues among drivers as they knock each other into collapse. VTOLs override the sky, and a shot makes its land. Alana turns quickly, but the aerial fire tracks her without hassle. Troy ascends from his seat to a jarring slash underneath, and his brain spins. The two grunt to a spiral that skids them forward until it halts.
Alana shoots glances with Troy until she bolts to a bionic foot bursting its way out the ceiling. Troy’s nerves alarm and he unbuckles his seat belt. He draws his pistol. Before he can load a magazine, Troy leaps to a swift noise barraging the door. He struggles to react on time as a bionic hand seizes his collar and drags him.
“Holy shit Troy!” Alana cries out. Shards rain over her, and she swears. She grabs onto an intruder’s arm, and they engage in a tug.
Rolling onto the pavement, Troy looks up in horror, mouth hanging to a broad, fellow Virtual in sunglasses trudging his way. Recollections strike upon spotting the radiation in the cyborg’s arms.
They’re trying to neutralize me!
Troy crawls away hurriedly, panting until he retrieves the handgun. He aims, and a crackling flash freezes all action. The sound catches the cyborg off guard, and the intruder turns his head at all directions until the lenses break out of his glasses to a bullet piercing his nose.
Troy rises on his knees and heaves to another fellow cyborg charging behind him like a feral beast.  Alana hops in the way, and her arms bounce to the recoil of the round. The magnum travels its way like a worm inside her temple, and matter splatters on the human. 
Goddamn.
Alana steps back, eyes bulging to the vapor coughing out of her revolver. Red and blue lights flare on her skin. Breathing quickly, she steps toward Troy, but he has already risen. Troy and Alana share unnerved glances, shaken by a massive tentacle trampling on the road, and the ground quivers. Trudging, a steaming spider-tank ignites its railgun, and its coral gale zaps toward a throng of ghostly entities behind the smoke. The steam dissipates, revealing the shadows of enthralled Virtual pedestrians marching their way in numbers blockading the bridge.
Troy’s eyes blink rapidly, inundated by the shadows magnifying in his view. Aiding the frenzy, Prowlers skid downward on the steel arch, firing freely at the recalcitrant tank and officers that took cover behind the scattered cars. The blast makes contact with one of the trucks, and its impact throws an armored federal soldier aside.
“Cyborgs still blockading the bridge!” an officer barks. He spins his cannon on top of the gun truck. Pellets boom upward on the hovering ships but not one scratch touches the surface. “They’re dropping in infantry! Tank’s not going to last long!”
“Well, someone gets their tails on it, will you all!” a strange voice declares. “Before these scrapdogs tear the place!”
Troy grits his teeth till he wobbles to the quake on the road. His hair arches to a sharp wave landing against the tank’s tentacle, but it continues to fire relentlessly, inflicting a gust that thrashes several cyborgs upward. Troy rips a door out of Alana’s dead jeep, raising it as a shield with one hand and gesturing to Alana behind him. His sights lock at a vacant and heavily dense truck five feet away, tilted on the edge of the bridge. A turret embeds on the top, wheeling dully. Bullets sparkle and deflect on the plates.
Oh shit. This has to be my only bet now.
Troy advances, trailing behind the spider tank as it storms. Panting, the cyborg raises his shield, jerking to the bullets ricocheting on the surface. He hears Alana curse aloud as he recoils to a shot averting on his barren bionic shin. She clutches him by the armpits, and a Virtual pedestrian crawls on top of a burning car. His heart stops as he leaps, but a magnum to the chest stomps whatever fervor boils in the victim. Smoke amplifies as they march forward, clouding his vision until red clicks. Reloading his last magazine, Troy exchanges rounds with a mercenary aiming his or her laser from behind an open car window. Blocking away from the rounds, the Virtual steps a foot close behind one of the tentacles. He presses the trigger simultaneously, but his shots miss. Alana assists, firing her two magnums sporadically until all ammunition ceases. 
The strife is interrupted as the enemies exacerbate their blow, greeting the humans with a storm of missiles. The gunner grunts to a crater splitting in his chest, and his rib cages blotch. Troy seizes and brings Alana downward, mustering his strength in obstructing the strikes, and his eyes burn to the impact. Troy observes giant figures storming in the mist. A woman rushes recklessly for her bag but a projectile lands on her left thigh, and her torso glides over the bridge. Lumber careens, and firing from both sides clash, unraveling the cyborg’s head.
Kneeling, Alana grabs onto Troy’s hips from behind. That can simply last as a thick thunderous gale zaps toward the tank’s tentacle. The ignition’s impact roars like a seismic wave on the ground, and he and Alana flop back.
We’ve goddamn lost it.
“Officer’s down!” a cop cries out faintly. His voice screeches in the mic. “Emergency needed! Multiple officers down!”
The policeman’s warnings wane in Troy’s ears. The Virtual coughs aloud and lowers his arm. He shakes his head at the inferno circling underneath the bent tank. Bodies of pedestrians and officers litter the road. He catches Alana lifting her spine from the ground slowly. Her hand seals to her mouth to what was lost. Witnessing a flaming dot land on his finger, Troy glances at the derelict gun truck still angled in a gauche position. His gaze shifts, grimacing to a tinge of light flickering inside the tank, then the giant arachnoid strolling in the blaze. His lightbulb glows.
Troy turns and seizes Alana, catching her attention. He gestures to her to the seemingly malfunctioned tank, but she grunts questionably. Those doubts crumble as Troy squeezes her hand, and his gaze consolidates. The fog clears as Alana nods urgently, and Troy turns his back, kneeling.
Once Alana leaps on top of him, Troy rushes and lunges on one of the fighting vehicle’s tentacles. Brushing off the censoring outcries, he climbs upward and spots the shattered pentagonal hatch, raising the glassy platform and hurling away the dead gunner’s corpse. Troy glosses upward at the bolting rockets before sealing the hatch immediately; meanwhile, Alana hunches close.
“Got this?” Alana asks with a hint of concern.
“I’ll do my all,” he assures quickly. 
The seat moistens as Troy straightens himself and examines the keys on the vehicle’s stands, starting with the pilot’s stick. The warzone in his view draws his focus, and a sour taste oozes in his tongue as Troy confronts the swarm. Their manned spider-tank continues to march behind the enemies, drawing its cannon in a clockwise position.
If I can get a hold of this thing long enough? 
Soon when he attempts to draw his hands toward the stick Troy’s head yanks to an invisible click. Light reignites inside the platform, and Alana grimaces. His eyes bulge to the computers arranging on top of the stand, and keys synchronize within his neural interface. The last component synergizes to his nerve, and the tank’s engine roars like a proud lion reclaiming his stagnating territory. The bridge shatters.
“Pilot detected,” the automated male voice declares. “Virtual in sync.”
I’m in.
The cords in his brain dilate, and Troy’s concentration sharpens. The twin computers scan landscapes surrounding the anterior and posterior of the bridge. The railgun swirls gradually. The rivaling tank, taking notice of what’s been restored, hones its own cannon at the Virtual and Alana. Its circular mouth glows.
Troy sets a hand to his pounding chest as he levels the activating railgun at his massive target. He shares an acute glance with Alana before directing his eyes at the foes. With one faint whistle, Troy releases the grip.
The cyborg thrusts backward on his seat. The blast bypasses its way through the horde’s incoming rockets, countering the spider-tank’s nascent strike with a blow to the ankle. Troy heaves hastily. A sapphire storm obscures the swarm in its shadow until a demon eye protrudes from the mist. Alana gasps. Arch careens.
“She coming up!” she cries and points. “There!”
Troy clenches his teeth to the seconds counting down to the railgun’s regeneration. Sparkles kindle around the vehicle’s cannon, and it fires. Nonetheless, Troy retaliates, and the two beams rush to a clash. Sweat accumulates in him as he flinches to a bright dazzle that aggravates his view. Dust settles in the window, and a truck careens in mid-air. Its weight crashes like a meteor onto the enemy tank’s hatch.
Airstrikes topple downward at the bandits and goliaths, scattering the road into a plethora of blazing bubbles. Screams howl. The inadvertent assistance cuts once Troy alerts to a rumpling in the engine. He witnesses a fighter jet spiral downward, coming in contact with the bridge’s arch until he sinks into the Hudson River.
Fire sullies at all sides, but the heat numbs gently like an icicle to Troy’s skin. His troubles ascend as plasma fire jets its way. His tank wobbles to the consecutive strikes. He dives to a vertical beam, and the air escapes him. Troy shoots a glance at Alana, the latter pinned and gulping to the melting puncture scarred on the wall. The tip of her shoes is two inches far from the line. 
Their horror escalates as the automated intelligence announces, “Aerial contact ahead.”
Troy rises, perturbed by a large, V-shaped black ship nearing its way into the bridge. He observes closely, stunned by the lack of a pilot operating inside the aircraft. White fuel crackles underneath its belly. Head ringing, he rushes into the seat, tracing the railgun to the drone’s every motion above until Troy’s stomach rots to a secondary ally storming in the sky.
The tank’s interior jams to a wave of spherical bolts gushing out of the secondary drone’s wings. The two quiver. Shards rain downward, piercing at the back of Troy’s neck. The cyborg, steadying his confusion, keeps his eyes on the sky, all while his cooling railgun rises steadily. The crosshair fluctuates to each UAV that swoops, and the interior tilts to each strike that lands.
His apprehension escalates as he locates a marking on the crosshair, and the cyborg unleashes the bang. A deadly zap recklessly cripples the arch, and its steely lumber severs. The drones attempt to hover away but are immediately caught in its plummet. Troy swears to a seismic wave dropping its foot on the surface, forcing him to ascend. 
“Come on!” he cries.
Troy leaps out of the tank in a blitz. Hopping, he frowns at debris piling near the abandoned truck. He looks around and musters the quivering underneath as he bolts. That moment changes when his head pounds to an abrupt whack.
The cyborg gasps to a fairly aging man wielding a book at hand.  Troy’s mind scrambles to the red glinting at the tip of the individual’s nose, dark curly hair laced with gray, and creases surrounding the politician’s face. The libel echoes forth like a rippling shock wave, and the shock transmutes into a contemptuous glower. Troy’s fist solidifies.
Fuck! Governor Jeremy Milano?!
Milano steps back hesitantly as Troy stalks angrily despite the shake. His grip on the gun hardens. Yelping, the governor raises his book but misses recklessly past Troy’s chest. Milano grunts to a slap connecting to his jaw. Alana pounces like a puma, grappling the staggering governor by his violet necktie as she throws a number of jabs at his face.  
A shot travels, deflecting against Troy’s shoulder. Furious, Troy turns to a cop raising a gun his way. The cyborg aims his pistol, but his thoughts vacillate in an instant as he seizes and kicks the broken door forward like a disk. The piece knocks him to the helm, and the human drops, unconscious.
Milano yanks, but an incensed Alana persists in swinging her hands consecutively. The struggle subsides once Troy lunges for the politician’s neck. Raising him, the Virtual slams the governor’s spine into the ground.
The politician groans, but his enemies waste no time as they pull him upward. It doesn’t take long when Troy snatches the politician’s traditional autobiography and tosses it over the edge. Alana steps close and presses her empty revolver into the rear of her fellow human’s scalp; meanwhile, Troy leads to the vehicle. Milano looks over his shoulder, eyes wide and abashed.
Reaching his hands and inserting his power as he brings down the truck’s wheels, Troy shoves the politician into the driver’s seat.
“You got to be jok—”
“Get your bitch ass in! ASAP!”
With that said, Alana slams the door, refusing to take heed to his protest. More debris tumbles, burying the scurrying Virtuals in a pile. On the other hand, Troy and Alana rush and open the passenger door, hopping inside the vehicle’s spacious and cubic area. While Troy closes out the piling dust, Alana looms toward Milano’s seat.
It didn’t take minutes to pass as Milano activated the engine. Alana maintains the revolver behind him. The gun truck swirls, and Troy stumbles until he catches onto a bench.
The governor races before the arches can squash him. Troy’s nerves circulate as the bridge shifts, and dust obscures the window.
Are we done for?
Troy holds onto his throat until twelve seconds pass. The fog deterges, and he sighs when he encounters himself on the right side of Interstate 95. The green sign dangles above, giving the three individuals entry to the narrow streets of Fort Lee. Several drones glide in unison, but none pay mind to the manned truck. A couple of trucks advance past Milano, and their turrets scrutinize the grisly view outside. Folding his arms, Troy’s muscles dilate only for his respite to be impaled by an acerbic scoff.
“Let me get this straight, young lady,” Milano states with askance. His soft New York accent was as translucent as pure water, nothing antithetical to his television appearance. The governor’s nose reddens like a reindeer. “You’re still going to keep standing here grilling? Threatening your governor—”
Alana smacks the side of his temple so hard his head bobs. He groans.
“Start off,” Alana lashes out. She sets a hand to the top of his seat. “You isn’t my governor. Two though. Don’t be calling yourself shit!”
Milano mimics her last words before rolling his eyes. Bruises stain his cheeks and lip. “If I’m ever going to take a trash-mouthing nobody like you seriously?”
Troy storms before halting in his third step. He levels the pistol’s muzzle in the fallen governor’s way. So much vituperation was said from this human’s mouth that Troy wanted to put discipline, but it could only jeopardize Alana and himself. Milano raises an eyebrow.
“That’s what you people always say once you’re done costing our goddamn lives,” Troy states coldly. His vision flashes to Lu’s suicide, and he presses his lips darkly. “Now, I’d watch and reconsider my words.” 
Silence holds them back. Still driving, Milano holds onto Troy’s gaze, having ignored Alana’s presence near him. The politician, blinking repeatedly, looks away, muttering gibberish that proved to be too indiscernible to Troy’s ears.
“Don’t matter,” he says snobbishly. “You know there’s obviously a cyber-attack. Your pack of cyborgs is being led by a mentally ill terrorist igniting a Skynet to start a world purge on mankind. What reason? I DON’T know. But look what you dogs did to this city. Quebec. To even Boston—of all places. Boston.”
Troy grumbles. A vein pops in his skull. Alana glosses over to Troy, expression riddled in distress.
“Common sense, cyborg,” he continues. Milano rubs the sweat staining on his armpit. “So don’t get me started on this so-called moral intellect excuses.”
“’Cause of fucking ass frauds like you!” Alana cries out. She trudges close enough to stare down at the politician. Alana points angrily to which Milano jerks. “I’m straight up serious! Y’all make me SICK!! These people are pissed cause of the bullshit done! Know what? They was your guardians. But y’all proved your colors when y’all stripped them away from ever feeling safe. Treated them like SHIT.”
“You don’t know the last thing about my committee, kid. Step back.”
“Oh.” She slams a fist at the stand. “You—you turned elsewhere to fucking MS fools and shit policing the streets 24. Making they lives hell. Yet you and your crew want a tell ME—somebody from the Magic City—that you’s doing community progress? You and them still the angels though?!” She sucks her teeth. “That shit far from cap!”
The space darkens as they drive their way underneath an interstate tunnel. Troy soon witnesses fiery forks arching from a blaze consuming a large traffic stand above. Nevertheless, his pistol locks at Milano’s direction, even as the strife wages between Alana and him. 
“Y’all so called professionals united with social media and fucking Twitter to keep these agents trapped.”
He screws a finger to his ear. “Call me a warlord or whatever awful nonsense you can spit.” Milano shrugs. “End of the night. I…don’t…care. Policies are made and you don’t like it, GET out. Keep crying pity stories. Fact that you’re even keeping company with this disturbed deity here proves—”
“Facts? Listen, stupid ass!” Alana cuts out. She gestures to where Troy stood. “This guy with me…he my boyfriend! But know this Milano. As much times you and the rest be like to paint them as scrapdogs all damn day…I trust my life with him ten times over the rest of you. I...” Alana chokes, but she looks quickly to Troy and holds it. “I done lost a quarter of my family tonight, and that won’t change shit!”
Troy looks downward at the stains sullying his prosthetic arm before swinging it from sight. He looks up, swallowing a tinge of saliva. Troy could only see black clouds gathering, nothing else.
Looking away in vexation, Milano throws a hand. “Okay. Are you finished? I’ve been listening nonstop to two obnoxious—”
Alana slides the door, and a jam rings once it locks behind her. Milano’s voice can be heard ranting in the background, but it turns faint. Alana glimpses at the door as if bound to catch onto any insult spewing, but Troy waves his hand, retracting her attention from the door. His scalp stings to a jolt screwing in his brain. He’s heard enough banality hissing out of this charlatan’s mouth. It would simply exasperate him further.
The space jiggles, and the tranquil quietude brings her a step closer to the Virtual. Troy witnesses the seething in Alana’s eyes drain, and water builds in them. Soon when he takes her hip slowly and leads her to the window on the right, Alana leans. Troy sighs gently, doubt shrouding him until he closes it aside. His lips connect.
Troy’s arms wrap around her, and the two of them lock in that position, allowing that spark of serenity to sink in until their lips pull briefly. Alana rests her temple on his chest, body trembling as she keeps the cyborg tight in her embrace. His blood cools like a spring breeze. Their gaze follows the vehicles trailing in the eviscerated beltway. Not one honk echoes in this soulless drive. Whatever this path leads to, it would speak for itself. Meanwhile, Troy couldn’t say the same for his own being as digital blocks sway once more.
What’s their left for me?
Seconds pass, and Troy’s focus breaks elsewhere. His glance falls onto Alana, who unbeknownst to him, has since had her eyes locked on him. Her chin presses on his chest bone. Her arms still rest around him, and Troy’s chest releases a single pound. Pulling their chests away slightly, they let their lips commit. The placid moment takes its momentum in their snog. Troy’s cheeks tingle to Alana’s torrid hands caressing over, and stars scatter to the gentle dance of his lips. Swayed to the stroke reaching through and Alana’s fingers now trailing and stroking his broad shoulders, Troy snakes his hands away from her forearms, circling them sensually around the rear of her midsection. The car bumps, but the two retain stance in their canoodling.
The two break gracefully, but a flagging Troy inhales the gush into his nose as he endures Alana’s lips dabbing at the lateral side of his face. Her hair smoothens against his head, and he beams to the aroma still lingering within. The cyborg, taking his girlfriend’s hand, escorts her to the bench. Virtual cubes swarm briefly like a band of cicadas. Oblivious to his mounting dysfunction, Alana takes a seat and drags Troy next to her, making herself comfortable in his proximity. 
Troy shifts upright in the seat. Taking off her shoes, Alana stretches her legs, and a small scar cuts below her knee pants. Troy tilts sideways, and Alana crawls forth, snuggling in. Troy leans to plant his lips on her one more time, cradling her neck as he did, and Alana caresses his hand. She rubs his face, sighing compassionately, but Troy nods reassuringly. Nothing needed to be said. Nothing. He allows her to shift her back close to him and the moment he snugs his arms close to her bare thighs, a storm of automated bugs crawl forth with him in his slumber.
He no longer had anything to offer. This existence was nothing but an omen. Everything he’s done in his lifespan, meant nothing to this contemptuous modern society. Nonetheless, their animosity no longer mattered to Troy. His back faces them. Soon grey fogs his view. Troy finds himself gazing at the void field, and he floats in its groundless substance. The scars vanish away from his skin and prosthetics. Its warm ambiance greets him with magnanimity, something that’s become so foreign. Suddenly an arcane and unseen force takes him by the hand.
Delineations swarm his sighting as he glides. Troy’s mouth hangs to the casket, closing over Uncle Joey’s body. It transitions, and he shuffled in the mat, connecting his jabs onto a fellow trainee’s ribs, and sweat flew in midair.  In his right, a mirage displays his cybernetic form storming alongside his newly found allies in the wilderness. Latin politicians raised their arms over their heads, scurrying into the ship he stood in while the vanishing faces of Jin and Taylor advanced behind the hostages. Those same hostages have forgotten about him and the rest, bringing their entire ethnic community against his own. It didn’t matter at this point. 
He grimaces to a striking black Miami Heat cap floating. Troy seizes it, and he gasps to Alana’s vision before him. She brushed her ombre hair aside as she stalked gracefully alongside him in the park. Her smile glinted. He draws his eyes to his own towering frame lifting her ankles and swinging her body in his grasp. His sharp heels sparkled on the ground. The savor of solvent builds as he nears. Her beaming family flashed behind her, waving inside the living room, and a slash cuts through the moribund cyborg’s heart. Troy sinks his gaze downward, and the cap slides from his grip. The hat descends, vanishing like a teardrop. Alana. Of all people, she reined her head when stakes rose against him. When most humans unleashed their perennial enmity toward him, she never faltered. Respecting his girlfriend’s humility, Troy had to pull the plug. Alana suffered too much. He had only himself to blame for constructing this tragedy. Without his presence, he hoped that she would discover a way to persevere in her bereavement and pain. There will be a way.
Step foot. Close away the void. Be at tune to the petals grazing in the grass. Cast your doubts. Cast your hatred. You’re now in the Violet Gardens.
Everything spoken merges like a cloud. These words weren’t meant for nothing. Time seemed to be everlasting as he flew. As Troy’s hours dwindle away, the environment brightens gingerly to a large bird-like shape. It finally made sense.
I’ve found it. I finally found it.
This pain, it was not meant for suffering. This entire time he’s been resisting an essence that only wanted to offer its wing. He’s found it. Solace in its whole form. He’s gone through external measures, being misguided into creating a concept that never existed in this world. Now here, solace, the very thing he searched aimlessly for, opened his arms. The light contracts, and Troy rises on his knees. He wanders his gaze with curiosity, taking a staggering step at the vast grass surrounding him. His pistol was nonexistent. His bare organic foot presses on the cool soil, and purple petals float. Once he catches a fluttering piece with two of his fingers, Troy witnesses a number of violets swaying on the tree branches like cherry blossoms. The light gleams over the light blue sky, trailing over the greenish hills from afar. Not one human stepped foot. He couldn’t believe it.
I’m finally here.
“Welcome home, buddy.”
Troy gulps. He turns to see Lu stepping close. Not one weapon laced in his hands, and the two of the cyborgs stood barefoot. His previous hoodie was now replaced with a crimson polo. Troy stood in place, shock coursing him upon this unexpected surprise.
Grinning, Lu offers a hand, and the glass cracks. A wave of relief surges as Troy raises his own. Their hands clasp in unison, and petals blossom over them. Troy doesn’t look back. 
***
The truck shifts in its drive. Green lights blaze temporarily. A movement brushes Alana’s legs, followed by a creaking sound rocking on the floor.
THUMP.
Taken aback, Alana opens her eyes weakly, forcing her to raise her head to the strange noise. She caresses her hair, yawning. Alana pats to her left, and freezes. Her enervation diminishes once she rubs her eyes rapidly. Her adrenaline kicks. Something was missing.
Where he go?
Alana gasps to Troy, standing in an erect position and his back facing her, loom toward the door isolating the two and the driver. His hands curl into fists. She grimaces. 
“Troy,” Alana calls out dryly. “Troy…you okay?” 
The cyborg barely makes a glance. Her words go moot.  He makes another step until he pauses. Alana shakes her head, unable to tame the thumping in her chest. This is antithetical to Troy.
Hopping off the bench and trailing, she repeats, “Troy. Aye. There something—”
Alana cries to a whack lashing against her face, and she plummets. Pain grips her eye, and she looks up. The human crawls back, breathing loudly to the horror that stood awake. Troy’s bulging pupils fixate at her like a prowler, and not one blink displayed in those hollow eyes. Lighting pervades within his bionic limbs, and his left palm stood upward as if bound to strike her. Blood drips from his thumb, and she touches her lower lip, trembling to the fresh wound lacerated.
The cyber-attack! It’s gotten to him. 
Tilting his head on both sides, Troy’s palm curls into a fist. The temperature rises. Alana’s fears spiral once the Virtual reverts direction. She raises her hand.
“Troy!” she cries. A cut breaks in her throat. “Naw! Naw! PLEASE—”
His fist plunges at the door, and the impact ignites a sound wave that wiggles her bones. A crater plants at the surface.
Naw. This isn’t the Troy I know!
“STOP! STOP! PLEASE—”
It was too late. Her pleas crumble once the infected Troy delivers the second blow. He unleashes the door and storms. Milano shrieks.
“YOU PSYCHOTIC SON OF—”
Alana rolls to the abrupt shift. The governor squeals like a pig as Troy slams the former’s head repeatedly against the wheel. Her world spirals, and she careens about the commotion. The car collides on a dense surface, and her spine crawls to a bone twist. Alana glances too soon, and she holds onto her breath upon Troy’s shadow yanking a spinal tail violently. A blood fountain splashes on the window and she stands, obscuring everything until a decapitated corpse slumps from the driver’s seat.
She bites down on her hand to Troy trudging, carrying the spinal cord that attached to the head of Milano in his hands. Blood taints the cyborg’s arm and shirt. The dead governor’s lips droop like a drunkard. Gazing callously at her one more time, the cyborg throws the head in Alana’s direction, and she leaps. He barrages his way out like a jaguar.
This can’t be Troy. It can’t be. Kicking aside Milano’s head, Alana cries out his name helplessly as she runs out. Her eyes moist as she watches the cyborg pounce in mid-air toward one of the armory convoys on the road. He jams his fist onto the door and flings a screaming driver into the traffic. As the vehicle skids and collides with another truck, Troy leaps once again, rocketing his foot into the truck like a missile. With the cyborg’s plunge, the vehicle fulminates into a ball of fire. The madness continues until he breaches inside a driving camouflaged vehicle, leaving bodies tumbling on the interstate. The truck drives.
She lands on her knees, sobbing. Her thighs wobble in turmoil. Her gut instincts have warned her the moment he shot those five pedestrians. She knew something was wrong then, but she just could not detect it properly. At this point, she found herself against someone, a ruthless entity whom she had no recognition of. Troy’s mind is one of theirs now.
A tear drops down and sparkles on her painted nail. Alana’s glance trails at the skidded vehicle. Biting her lip, Alana rises and races her way. The tears rush rapidly down her cheeks.




Chapter 30
Dust settles as Soriana releases her eyelids. A dark layer rests on top of her nose until she raises her arms. A strain ensues in her muscles as she shoves aside the debris. Soriana gasps for air, and her bones throb. The air reaches into her nostrils, piling the drizzle coursing down the pits. She observes her left hand, shaken by the blemishes on her skin. A crevice ignites a beat in her chest.
No.
The moment she removes the second debris off her chest, the agent groans to a bright pain surging on her ankle. Soriana bends forward, witnessing a brick locked on her lower leg. She grabs the brick, thrusting it to the side until she grits her teeth to a sharp stick under the belly of the debris plucking from her ankle joint. Blood trails from the puncture as the chunk tumbles. With one twist of her hip, Soriana jolts to a whole new pain piercing her body, and her spine slumps on the ingot.
A big portion of the plates shielding Soriana’s torso and legs were no longer visible, giving vulnerability to the scars that scraped her bare upper shoulder and thighs. Panting, she stares downward at her chest, setting a hand anxiously at the burnt gash. She reaches a finger underneath her tank’s blue spaghetti strap and adjusts it, palpitating in her shock. Soriana’s view dims as she gazes at her surroundings. A dull light illuminates above.
Water drizzles on what used to be the foyer of the Watergates. Mist surrounds the derelict area defiled by the horde of scrap. Soriana’s ears cry to a grisly flickering of a blaze, but it diminishes in seconds. The eyes of failure glimpsed mockingly at the wizened agent. Eva is gone, forever slipped into the hands of darkness. Soriana failed miserably. After everything she vowed and gave in stopping, it spat at her in return. Failure never seemed so fatal until now.  The agent leans her head, closing her eyes and inhaling to the shrilling agony until she shrieks. 
KAK-KAK!
Dopamine rises to its peak as she shoots a glance at a bird flapping its wings on top of the broken ceiling. Her eyes rise to its astute beak and feathers, which the latter is as almond as her hair.
That falcon! No way!
Soriana reaches for a rock to her left. Her sights outwit her as she halts to the gray barren sky motioning above. The bird’s presence was nowhere detected. 
Her heart speeds to the point its pounds echo aloud in her chest. Realizing she couldn’t linger any further, Soriana ascends on her knees and hastens. The fourth step brings her stumbling and a faltering Soriana coughs. Water drips down her chin and eyebrows. Red dots flash around her, and she clutches to the throbbing on her hip.
She begged to herself not to collapse just yet. Imagine having her prayers be answered right now. An ounce of gusto returns as Soriana rises once again, marching forward and tolerating the pain that stung with each motion she took. Jet engines rumble, followed by a man’s scream that is silenced by two faint shots in the distance. Bolts snap in Soriana’s brain. Her steps carry her far to the entrance, and her mouth drops gradually.
Her view scans in dismay at the eviscerated wasteland that was once her home city. Smoke spouts from the plethora of smoldered infantry and vehicles. Bodies of civilians lay in waste at the street, releasing a noisome odor that sours her nose. Soriana’s blood rushes at an arm hanging from out of a burnt vehicle, and a Nintendo Switch rests on the ground in pieces. Upon first sight, an evocation of Soriana and her brother together at the table strikes.
My home. My home…it’s finished.
She slumps, and water soaks her eyes. Head faced down, Soriana stood mortified as she sobs, unable to tame the tears flowing down her cheeks. This tragedy, it didn’t seem real. Her childhood, the memories she cherished, have been struck down to where she couldn’t locate the ashes. The agony was tantamount to a lost child scanning the ruins of her village after taking shelter in the wilderness for so long. This destruction, done by the untamable demon she once considered a sister. As her loss takes a toll, Soriana was left with one question. Wayne comes to mind, forcing more tears to arise. How could she continue in the CIA? It would be suicide. She’s been so committed to maintaining the integrity that its lead to this catastrophe.  Wayne’s looked out and showed her so much over the years, but she knew it would be insanity to pursue that same path. Who was she, Soriana no longer knew.
“Nothing beats anything in this world like the familia.”
Moses’ voice calls forth like a spirit looking out for her in the shadows. Soriana wipes away the tears, despite gulping.
He’s still out there. He has to be.
The odds were at an all-time high. Communications were dead. Vulnerability swept over her. She’ll have to find a way home, whether the options appalled her or not. That’s all she hoped.
***
Dead air wheezes by the derelict vehicles on the road. A baseball plops from out of a shattered car, rolling its way toward a tilted jeep until its door swings. Wayne lands on the ground, but a sharp pain grips his ankles, and he kneels.
Stars dance over his head as he glimpses the fog. His chest numbs. Spotting his knife on the floor, Wayne snatches it quickly and rises. Not one eye peeps at him. He looks over his shoulder, grimacing to the defunct tanks residing over the dismantled Pentagon and their damaged tanks aimed at the edifice’s way. Wayne sighs.
How long it’s been? How I’m even alive?
Hours passed since the night the hijacked drone landed its thunderous strike on the interstate. Wayne couldn’t remember anything else once the storm swatted the front of his car, and he hurtled. Waking up never felt so harrowing.
Wayne trails his way at the 14th Street Bridge, perturbed by the aerial wing debris floating at the Potomac. A bearded victim’s face hovers before succumbing into the deep. He picks up only to be hindered by the number of cadavers in his way. Wayne shakes his head, dismayed at the bodies of what appeared to be fellow officers. A large basin carved at the anterior of a uniformed victim’s face, and matter drizzles. Cybernetic limbs and heads inundate the area, and kerosene lingers. Nothing good can arise, he told himself.
Suddenly a familiar presence piques the former Director’s attention. His bones freeze. Wayne’s foot crunches on a torn bionic palm as he bolts to a crippled and pallid haired official hunched to the bridge’s railing. The elder officer’s gaze faces downward, and his battered head rocks weakly. Three spikes plant deep into his torso. Wayne’s face reddens.
Craig. Craig.
“SecDef!” he cries. Wayne looks at both his shoulders, reluctant to catch any cyborg on his tail.
Craig opens his right eye. The moment he manages to raise his head, blood floats from the back of his neck, staining his yellow collar. Wayne approaches, shoving the knife inside his pocket, and places a hand on the Secretary’s shoulder. Craig swallows in return.
“Stick with me now,” Wayne advises in a hushed tone. His hand lands on the first spike to the left until Craig sets a hand on Wayne’s elbow.
“No need, Wayne,” Craig says with enervation.
Wayne looks pensively at the Secretary, struggling to process his words as his hands still locked on the spike. His skin glistens to the sweat building.
Wayne shakes his head. “You can’t—can’t stay here like this, sir—”
“I understand,” Craig conveys. He coughs. “But I’ll already be a burden long before you even make it.”
A chill settles uncomfortably inside of Wayne, and his grasp on the spike falters.
“Listen close, Wayne.” Craig’s face pales like a vampire as he speaks gingerly. “The system’s fallen. Our members are gone. The President and his family…they’re dead. It won’t take much until she finds you.”
Moreci. 
The thought of Moreci’s name permeates a numbing in his veins. Wayne reminisces to the Virtuals marching mindlessly and the walls of his headquarters tumbling. So much damage done in one night it was sickening. Soriana’s face flashes like a fresh plant that’s arisen from the earth’s soil, and his anxieties accumulate. He was still far from her. The same could not be said for the myriad of cyborgs sunken into Moreci’s control.  
“It’s all on you, Wayne,” the Secretary of Defense continues. “You may have done much to move on from that past, but today is something different.”
“I can’t remedy this alone.”
“You may not have much in your favor, but it isn’t doable.” Craig points to where the knife resided in Wayne’s pocket. His finger shakes. “Use it. He’s your only friend here. I have faith.”
The minute Wayne looks down at the knife, Craig tilts, still as a hardened rock. The stains pervade on his dressing shirt and his hair blows. A stygian blanket lingers around Wayne, and he shivers. He gazes at Craig’s corpse, struggling to figure a way to placate the empty soul that stood. Sighing, Wayne reaches a hand over Craig’s eyes, pressing and sealing his eyelids before rising.
Wayne turns to a stentorian boom from afar. He steps back hesitantly, witnessing the last of the Monument crumbling to smithereens till a tangerine smoke was all that belched into the achromatic sky. The fabric of his shirt flaps to the dull breeze, and an omen sings its way like a lullaby. Craig was right. Wayne was truly isolated. The consideration of himself going at toes with an enhanced legion didn’t suit him. This means that Soriana was in imminent danger. She needed him. There was no way they could prevail in living and ending this onslaught if they didn't find each other soon.
If I’m lucky to just connect a line with her?
Putting aside his doubts, Wayne draws the knife. With his first step on the concrete, his path was clear.




Chapter 31
Residents, kneeling handcuffed on the ground, cry out to the Virtual captors. Their empty pleas fall deaf to Eva’s ears as she trails them. There were over twenty of the hostages behind the gates guarding the scorched Embassy of Cuba, but they stood checked by the PMCs on the other end. A chubby young man with spectacles and a fade on his natural hair mumbles gibberish toward a stern Hai in his tears. But the cyborg gestures his arm defensively.
Fog disseminates on what was supposed to be a sunny day in Columbia Heights, delivering a tinge of coldness that had no bearing to Eva. Her head bobs to their cries like an archaic tune drawing her to its rhythm, and her drive fuels. She spots one of her two hosts drag a woman by one of her twin blue ponytails. Her eyeliners soak. An agent seals the cuffs on her wrist.
“This mini activist—lawyer’s been a hassle,” the agent remarks. The woman cries as he raises and knocks the butt of his rifle at her head. “I bet she’s got much to say about her campus speeches.”
The fair-skinned activist whispers a “no” under her breath, face flushed like an apple. She looks up at Eva, shaking her head, but the Virtual scolds at her with peevishness. The temerity of these humans to entreat her after the dirt they piled on her. They could not be this pathetic.
“Leave her alone,” one of the victims begs next to her. Eva rests a hand on the rear of her blade inserted inside the sheath that is attached to the side of her belt. “She’s…”
Eva draws her Neo-Oni, initiating silence with the sword’s glow. Meanwhile, the two dogs with leashes tied to the small tie bark anxiously. The cyborg lowers her katana.
“Unbind them,” she orders. An agent storms to where the dogs locked and the animals scurry from the contractor’s presence. Snubbing their fear, the agent undoes the lock, and the dogs refuse to look back as they scram, leaving two of the hostages sobbing in silence.  
“No law or enforcement will AID you this time around,” Eva rebukes. She directs the edge at several humans near her, and their noses twitch to the blade’s sting. “You wanted to keep pushing us to the edge, and now you see it! Now start confessing.”
“You don’t know what you’re doing,” an elder victim supplicates. His breath croaks to the inhaler bound around his head. “I’m sorry. Please. I’m sorry.”
Eva swings her sword downward. She approaches the disabled hostage, respiring, and kneels to his level. Her armor’s drape whips to the soft wind. The senior, shaking, glosses downward, struggling to make eye contact with his main captor. That changes when she glimpses at a small puddle of blood and dabs it. Eva paints a kanji with precision at his temple, and his body shivers. Hostages swallow.
戕
“Know the meaning of free will?” she questions aloud.
The senior raises his head reluctantly, blinking upon meeting her gaze. The kanji drizzles down his flurry eyebrows. Silence ensues among the others.
Raising her voice, Eva asks, “Anyone knows?”
Answers were met with muffled sniffs. The truth was waiting to show its head, but the denial was far too great. Eva knew much from looking into each hostage’s eyes. They wanted to be oblivious to the notion. She can only be transparent for so long.
Eva sets a hand underneath the elder’s chin, saying, “Here’s a demonstration.”
Without a glance, she yanks the inhaler from the hostage’s face. His expression twists as Eva throws the tool on the ground and impales the inhaler with her blade before he can get it. Humans cry out once again. The victim’s effort goes in vain, and he wiggles in a prone position, gasping while his wrists remain locked.
“Oh no,” Eva taunts. She stabs the inhaler a second time. “How does it feel, old man?”
“I can’t…” The hostage heaves, staring at her with bulging eyes. “I can’t breathe!”
Ignoring his desperation, Eva rises and says, “See, the thing is…free will’s lavishing. It’s a privilege.” She glosses down at the elder gagging and lays her sword at his hip. “But like all else, it has its limits.”
“You can’t keep doing this!” someone begs before a PMC swats him.
“And it can be used at any time as a WEAPON of destruction.”  Eva’s tone darkens. “History never taught you humans much, hasn’t it? Societies RISE AND BURN, because of one typical bastard’s insane ego. It’s a cursed cycle. Aristotle and the innovators you model so much…they’re just as deluded.” Eva sheathes her Neo-Oni, trailing her glance at almost everyone. “As death hits all over the world, know that every turf and conflict has a reason. The same reason, I’ve started this uprising.” She stops short at her gaze and looks down at the disabled victim panting. Snot flows from his nostrils, and Eva grins. “Least you’ve learned something new today.”
The elder opens his mouth, and a deep cough belches. Eva signals to a host passing behind the hostages. Hostages protest as the cyborg grabs the elder by the collar and seals his hands on top of the human’s head. The hostage mutters something that she couldn’t decipher before a bone crushes with a twist of his head.
Gasps settle among the victims until Hai gestures, encouraging the agents to lock their weapons their way. Silence falls in Eva’s favor again.
“Ugh! THAT’S ENOUGH!” she snaps. Eva rests her bionic foot on the dead elder’s head. “Enough! Too late now! I bet each of you were the same trash rallying behind the system who took our lives for granted. Now it’s gone. Can’t you believe in karma?” The pressure on her heel augments, and she hears cranium splatter. The hostage with the fade shuts his eyes to the matter splashing on his face. Eva glances to see one of her hosts drag away the headless carcass like a rabid dog satiating for meat.
“So tell me this!” The cyborg’s face flushes. “What good has politics and education done for us? What good have modern humans done for this society?”
“Why would you do this?” the lawyer queries. Her lavender eyeliners dampen.
The human’s baseless question strikes a nerve in Eva’s temple. The Virtual rotates, leaving a bloody print on the concrete as she approaches the lawyer.
“You volunteer…what have you—today’s women, done besides being fed by the system?” The agent behind her nudges the human close to Eva. The lawyer looks away until the ninja kneels, startling the lawyer with the protrusion of her spikes. “What’s the matter now? You’ve boosted your miserable lives on weak ideologies and trends, but you can’t stop self-destructing.” Eva’s blade rumbles as her glare at the hostage lasts. Her palm vibrates and she lunges her fingers toward the human’s cheeks, holding them in place and leaving stains. “Heh. Those EXACT things you’ve used to keep people like me defenseless and isolated…they come with a price. Understand?”
The lawyer heaves, shaking her head. Rising, Eva glances and beckons at one of her agents equipped with a shotgun, where the operative plants the weapon into Hai’s hands. Her ally steps foot, and Eva moves away as he activates the ammunition.
With Eva raising a hand, the lawyer begs aloud as the shotgun levels at her face and commotion barks among the hostages. However, the supplications were futile, and Eva snaps her fingers. The lawyer’s misery ends with a sonic wave eviscerating the flesh out of her face. Her faceless body wiggles in a bent state until motion ceases.
After ushering a host to drag the carcass away, Eva glimpses coldly at the victim’s on the ground. Moans wail among them. She thrashes the activist’s corpse with the sweep of her foot and claps her hands.
“See the pain you’ve all put yourselves into, no?” she lashes out.
Her victims refuse to speak and snot drips from the human’s nose. 
“Still can’t find an answer?” The cyborg’s greeted to a series of murmurs that made no sense. None of the hostages look her way until she turns toward her PMCs, gesturing a slit on her throat.
Okay. That’s the end.
“Solid copy,” a JOA contractor approves.
She’s wasted enough lessons with them. With that said, she signals to Hai, and the cyborg follows next to her as they leave the howling hostages in the hands of the PMCs. Eva’s lips break into a nervous smile as her nerves hold her from laughing to the screams. Simultaneous zaps beat behind her as she walks, stopping at the intersection. Two hover-bikes park near a derelict space. Eva and Hai exchange glances.
Her eyes beam to the nooses bound to the necks of executed humans dangling on two of the street poles standing. PMCs ram their foot into a gated entrance of an apartment and rush in with guns clicking into the lobby. Hosts scram after a fleeing resident, tackling him into the bushes. His screams echo as they strip his sneakers. Two Gorillax pilots blockade a street area, showering a beam of fire that radiates over the three victims cornered. That is, until her agents toss a shrieking young girl and others from the building’s balconies.
The executions call out to her like wolves howling in the night, bringing her back to the darkness surrounding her as rioters jeered into the streets with batons. Cyborgs and Martials shook in the saliva and scars thrown their way, until today. Today is a golden achievement. It flattered Eva how circumstances can reverse so easily. With the march initiating within a couple of minutes, these residents had no hope in ensuring survival. They chose this path.
Hai’s gaze at the twisted scenery breaks as he looks up, sighing. Eva grimaces.
“Any global updates?” she questions.
“Units hit China and India’s nuclear reactors…” Hai’s azure eye gleams when he gazes at Eva. He nods. “Fatal meltdowns annihilated a great chunk of the population in Asia but infantry and drones’ still ongoing against the islands.”
Eva hums interestingly. “Africa?”
“Hosts from the Middle East have already breached north of the continent before advancing to the other regions.” He’s distracted by a cry in the bushes. Jersey shorts scatter. Cyborgs can be seen stripping the shirt out of their victim until one plunges the knife deeply. Hai coughs. “Word from an agent abroad. Resistance is unlikely.”
“Latin America?”
The engagement gets interrupted by a commotion. Eva turns her head to a JOA operative brandishing his weapon at one of the residents with a pendant, and he staggers. A mother among the group grabs hold of her son and steps back to the contractor’s approach. Prowlers growl at the humans. The group hollers at their armed Virtual attackers in Spanish.
Well, here they are.
“God will come for you!” the short man with the pendant swears, pointing a finger at her. She hears Hai grunt. Eva crosses her arms, rolling her eyes at the recrimination. “¡Monstruo!”
“Think you can stop me with nothing?” Eva declares proudly. She raises her head. “We’ve carried your community’s burdens long enough!”
Execute.
The covert command signals to the first Prowler on standby, and the jaguar wags its tail. The short man drops his mouth when the drone lunges at his belly. The members scram but are caught swiftly by the PMCs gunfire. Plasma bolts past the mother’s throat. Her attention is diverted by a looming atlas in her view. Crimson flares radiate at the blackened regions across the continents and islands. Eva strokes her pierced earlobe, amused by what she’s seeing.
The rest’s self-explanatory,” Hai says. He nods. “Eight hundred million more lives till we succeed.”
She sighs. “I don’t care to control this world.”
Hai looks at his superior temporarily and smiles gently. Eva rests a hand on his shoulder, with a few minutes passing, and the gang of hosts leaves a half-naked corpse bleeding in his mutilation. She catches many of her agents, heavily equipped, gathering gradually from the other sides of the intersection. Voices break about.
They must be ready.
Just when Eva ponders about Felix’s whereabouts, she and Hai grimace to a screech. Eva lets her hand off Hai, looking upward to Felix gliding downward. He croaks, once landing on the owner’s arm.
“There you are,” she says, nearing the falcon. It’s been a few hours since she last saw him. The sight of him alleviated her worries.
KAK-KAK-KAK-KAK.
Eva grimaces.
“Seems he has news to share,” Hai translates. 
“Like what?”
Hai scratches his dark, unkempt hair. “Seems like your enemy Salazar survived.” He catches Eva’s expression crack, but Hai continues, “She’s weak enough. Our drone’s caught her driving to her family’s place around the Rock Creek area.”
Eva glosses at the bandages still intact on her forearm, and she strokes her finger at the fabric. A moment of clarity rushes in. She found it challenging to be unsettled, much less disappointed. Soriana had little time to last with the damage inflicted.
She looks up to the number of agents burgeoning in the streets, following with the throng of hosts alongside them. The footsteps of bloodied goliaths thump on the concrete. Hai signals her, and Eva nods. The two race to their individual motor vehicles until a soldier calls her name.
“Moreci!” an almond-bearded agent alarms.  “That’s all of them.”
He steps two feet away from the eight hosts until he points to a towering host to his left. Blood smears their shredded shirts, and their skins glaze chillingly. Their hollow eyes lock in place as they stood. Eva’s gaze sparks. Her subordinate continues, “He’s been collecting a number of useful hosts on his end, Moreci. Thankfully I was lucky to find him.”
Eva pulls aside a hair streak of hers, rising and gazing closely at the fairly built Virtual. He stood feet above her and an inch over Hai. The host looked somewhere in his early thirties judging by his face, in contrary to Eva who was in the middle of that range. The moist lingers on his almond skin, but his striking features stood out among the other cyborgs, piquing her curiosity. The host’s hazel eyes sweep over the damaged landscape like a beast roaming the woods for its intruders. Scars lacerate on his tightly pallid shirt and dark pants, giving visibility to his blood tainted bionic leg and arm. A white fire mark emblazons on the rear of his right cybernetic palm. Her interface rings. Eva reminiscences about her presence with Soriana in the air base and the former laying eyes on an ex-FBI agent with former dreads locked in a ponytail. Then the two identities synergize into one mirror.   
“I owe him,” she hears Soriana’s voice say. “He’s been a notable resident of mine studying abroad in Cancun, and we happened to just see each other at the bridge after a decade pass.”
So this is the Troy she spoke highly of, Eva ponders. As those words repeated like a bass into her mind, the Virtual scans her infected agent once more. A pistol plants in his possession.
Hello.
Eva’s greeting travels like a channel wave, and she touches his shoulder. Troy cocks his head gingerly until his gaze falls on her. His chest heaves, but not one flinch. Despite the little knowledge she has of this host, Eva cannot renounce that he’s been prey to the regulator’s perfidy. It was a shame it had to be like this. Like every one of her hosts, he will be liberated. 
Glancing at the bearded subordinate another time, Eva motions back to her hover-bike and an astonishing revelation comes to mind. Soriana was a shell ready to diminish. But as broken as Soriana maybe, did Eva want her to keep agonizing in this misery? After all, she may enjoy a chance of company before it ends.
“Network’s ready,” Hai informs into Eva’s NI. He activates his vehicle, and it gyrates. “All allies worldwide.”
Setting her feet in place, Eva interfaces with the vehicle’s ignition and the engine growls gracefully. The hover-bike ascends from the ground, followed by a blue storm whipping on the surface, and she advances.
Felix glides from Hai’s reach and ascends with a valorous screech. Meanwhile, Eva can hear the myriad of steps storming behind her as she races. Her neural interface clicks simultaneously.
“Virtuals and Martials standing in this nation and beyond,” she declares into the network. Eva’s hands curl on the vehicle’s throttle bar, and her hair whips to the swift motion. Her voice booms like an incensed spirit declaring war from above.
“Today’s a special moment in our lives. For too long, we’ve been pawns to our regulator’s destructive purposes. We’re the forsaken majority. Abandoned by those—those who we all thought had our best interests.”
Eva rushes past olive-skinned humans huddling among themselves and adjoined to doors of what seemed to be a destroyed high school. A teen, somewhere around eighteen, crawls away in fear from the line of cyborgs standing like static trees with guns hooked at hand. She struggles to take her small eyes off the threat that stood. The minute the child cries in her Spanish dialect collides with the moment of Eva signaling to her allies. Without a glance, the cyborgs aim their fletcher guns, firing darts that plant preciously at the wailing victim’s skins. The needles ignite, preceding the combustions and organs erupting. Eva’s nose tickles to the fire powder.
A shadow looms above the sky, welcoming the metropolitan area with a thunderous ball plummeting onto a capacious mall several feet behind the abandoned institution.  Ash engulfs the crumbling building. Civilians careen many feet from the apartment balconies to her left. A host, standing above the edifice’s upper floor, dangles a resident by the throat before she lets loose. A detonation shreds the human in seconds before his bones can hit the pavement.
“Humans had centuries—decades to make a difference,” Eva continues. Her heart starts to race as she trails the dismantled 16th Street, leaving Columbia Heights. “Chances to STABILIZE the world! But they gratify themselves in power. Tear each other down!”
On a bridge, Felix draws his talons on a human pedestrian, flailing and fleeing until his pants sag, forcing him to trip in the middle of the street and yelp. The man pulls away from his red hoodie and scrams helplessly under his sagging pants. Eva’s vision reddens to this nauseating presence. 
“Now they hide behind virtue signals, false icons, and doctrines to control us.” Eva positions the pores on her cybernetic hand.
Her expression sours. “Indoctrinate their masses against us.”
“STOP!” the young man pleas. He raises his hands up. “I just want to go—”
He howls to a slash passing through the rear of his hairy thigh. The hooded human staggers and gets met by a star slicing a chunk of his tongue. Hai gestures and snatches the shuriken between his fingers.
Scorching the body underneath her bike’s jet, Eva announces, “No. NO. Now they’re hearing us! The truth’s out! The power’s in your hands! Rise and destroy the last of their societies. KILL IT. Undo the world that’s been tainted by their rigged cultures. Political agendas!! Perverted affairs! Anything in their hands!”
Her speed rises on the vertical street, and feet behind her follow in unison. Jets storm above the stampede. Their shadows over watch Eva and the army like eagles checking their territory. The cyborg grimaces to a woman’s cry, and she nears the sight of three hosts inside a gated tennis court yanking at the limbs of a naked woman.
“Solace’s all I demand.”
With one turn of her head, Eva witnesses flesh spill in the court as the cyborgs peel the victim apart. Roof tiles tumble from the gamut of dilapidated houses. Mutilated bodies swing on top of the light poles. Several minutes pass, and she inhales the barren air. She could smell the nascent spark of the Violet Gardens forming. The intoxicating aroma rushes in. Eva was like a sailor carrying the living and the dead behind her shoulders to escape the sinking realm. Soon this big score will end, and every one of these fallen cyborgs and Martials claimed will get a taste of fresh air in this new world.
Her relishing cuts when Hai alerts, “Multiple targets. Felix senses her down left below the bridge!”
Soon as he says this, Felix croaks loudly. Murmurs linger. Eva’s mask conceals her upon spotting notifications on her vision. She hits the brakes on her hover-bike, surrounded by a throng of scouts gathering in the middle of the bridge’s intersection. Their eyes draw on the army, and they kneel timidly. The street rumbles. One of the human officers rushes in front of the unarmed survivors, threatening the ninja with her stinger. Lumps contaminate her brownish skin. Soon second thoughts rush in, and she looks at both sides of the Virtual force, gulping.
Eva exploits the chance with the quick draw of her Neo-Oni. Hell unleashes as she aims the blade at the wandering people’s direction. Figures race past her in vast numbers and she doesn’t move an inch. The human’s attempts to flee are thwarted by the speed of her cyborgs charging their way. The brazen officer falls prey at the hands of a Gorillax, and she glimpses at Eva weakly one last time before her eyes pop to the goliath’s squeeze.
How pathetic.
“Send over the location spot to him!” Eva notifies Hai. A heavy shadow zooms pass her right.
Hai’s eye ticks upon making contact with Troy until he nods. As the rampage ensues, the infected cyborg flexes his fingers, transitioning his view on the left side of the intersection’s slope leading to Military Road. Eva smiles as Troy trudges down the road with ease, taking no mind to the fellow hosts and PMCs invading the upper and lower bridge area. Fire accumulates, overshadowing the last of his presence.
“Ahīdi!” a man wails in the background. “Ahidi!”
The screams and gun clicks dance in Eva’s eyes like a clan of butterflies gliding above the grassy plains. Humans overestimated themselves that it seemed jovial. Still intact on her hover-bike, she can lavish the turmoil without laying a finger, knowing full well that nothing can be done to reverse what’s done. 




Chapter 32
One of the seven refugees rushes with a bar at hand, planting it over the senior house’s entrance. Dense layers protect the windows, blocking whatever sunlight giving illumination inside the lounge. On the ground, Soriana rests her back against the wall, panting to the sweat snaking on her skin. The water jiggles, and it warms inside the plastic bottle as she maintains a hold. She was only eight minutes away from her family’s place at 32nd Street, but the Mustang she stole didn’t make it far with the life left, forcing her to walk till the strain reached its peak. This place was her sanctuary, for now.
“It’s locked properly enough?” a lady refugee asks. Her long soft hair, as silver as the charcoal scales on a dragon’s body, rests still on the back of her white blouse. 
The refugee shifts the door before gesturing to her with thumbs up. Displaced residents rest their rear on the carpet, rocking themselves and heaving. The same couldn’t be said for the journalist intact on his wheelchair, motioning the camera in his direction. His legs shake as he mutters indistinctly. Soriana’s gaze trails at the dust rushing its way from the inactive fireplace, settling in mid-air like snowflakes. Her phone attaches to the plug below the shelf, and Soriana’s heart thumps. Reaching for it, she lowers the volume as she begins to replay the audio she sent Moses four minutes during her arrival here.
To Gran Moises:
“Si me pilla todavía por ahí, ahora estoy en el lugar de Atención domiciliaria. No en mi mejor momento para alcanzar.”
The failed attempts in connecting a line delivered a twist in her gut, and this option alone was all she had to bring a signal to her family. It was a god sent to Soriana that the audio reached. The same applied to her previous message to Wayne, albeit the absence of her secondary dialect. The basement’s hideout at home never stood violated when chaos stepped foot, but her hopes can only last this long as she lingers here in this state. Nowhere and no one in the neighborhood is safe from the mutiny.
“Keep taking these,” the gray haired refugee advises the attenuated operative. She beckons a hand to her lips.
The woman’s geniality soothes the operative like a humid gust in a field. Soriana glimpses at the two palliatives offered on the ground. She takes and plucks one in her mouth before imbibing the water, swallowing the pill. Her veins throb, and she whistles to the pain surging from the gash visible on her abdomen. Upon gulping, her throat cools to an alleviating sensation streaming in her blood. She knew none of these refugee’s names, but Soriana couldn’t be any more comfortable in their haven. Despite her failures, she didn’t seem so thoroughly hopeless in the midst of this turmoil.
“Live here in Northwest,” the journalist says nervously. His fair skin flushes as he steadies the camera. “Day two of cyber-attack. I’ll be ok—”
“Enough,” the lady interrupts politely. She waves her hand dismissively. “We have an agent struggling here. There’s been enough people dead in this city.”
Soriana’s lips twist to a dull smile. Swallowing, she says, “Thanks to all of you.”
Some of the refugees gloss at her, responding with a grunt. The lady turns her head, returning the appreciation with a reassuring nod. The sullenness inside shatters as a wave of roars bellow like a thunderstorm. Frowning, Soriana chokes as the water enters the wrong pipe, and she looks in both directions to her surroundings.
That noise isn’t normal.
Refugees exchange glances among themselves, uncertain of what to make of this anomaly until the roar picks bass. Soriana and the others rise at once, with the exception of the journalist, who conceals the camera right away. Soriana staggers back until she presses her hand against the fire chamber. Her head spins at a clockwise angle, and she struggles to conceal her mounting apprehension. She wasn’t in any way ready for this. Not by a mark.
The commotion diminishes. Nevertheless, the silence still held the eight humans on their toes. Soriana holds her glance at the ceiling as if wishing for something arcane to rein and sweep the madness plaguing the town. The surface cracks, dropping forth a tiny brick that’s followed by a jam at the door. 
She shoots her eyes at the entrance. Her ears ring. Soriana spots a refugee stalk carefully to the locked door. He shares glances with the other humans before nearing his hands on the bar. All efforts for inspection get terminated by the second impact that hurls the man backward.
A tide of fire whips, and she recoils. Soriana’s eyes mount to the refugee howling to a scorching hand bending his forearm until a crimson laser bolts into his mouth. The jarring sound gnaws her eardrums, and she swears.
Terror sweeps in as the Virtual trudges over the corpse. Soriana calls out her name upon seeing the lady rush and shield her own body with a chair. In one second, the cyborg claims her life with plasma that arrows past her breast. Her body hits the ground. The journalist pushes his wheelchair back, hoping to scurry, but he’s no exception as his wheelchair spins to a plasma fire. A hole sizzles at the upper portion of his pink shirt, and blood trickles from the journalist’s nostrils.  
Twisting her tongue, Soriana jerks back. Grunts and flashes overwhelm the space. Her blood pressure heightens to the bodies dropping simultaneously as they fail to flee. A refugee’s corpse can be heard stumbling against the shelf, and glass breaks. The cacophony of the gunfire rises, forcing her to look down at a shrieking man slumped on the ground. He crawls toward her, arching a hand out as his calf drenches in blood.  That is, until he gulps to a direct energy beam zapping into his scalp and the crimson blade protrudes to his temple.
The cyborg’s presence becomes more visible as he withdraws the pistol’s muzzle. Steam hisses from the cooling weapon at hand. Soriana sets a hand to her mouth, examining her gaze upward at the elevated killer standing. Ice consolidates her heart as she locks eyes with a face all too unexpected. Scratches lacerate his salient black pants. Fireflies dance from the surface of his bionic limb and arm. His natural hair, a simple short cut, fizzles. Deep within the void seething in his hazel eyes and bruises on his almond skin, this was someone all too familiar to be undeniable. A semi-Virtual she wouldn’t ever imagine executing. This could not be fathomable.
I don’t want to believe this! I can’t believe what they…
“TROY!” Soriana cries out. Her voice breaks as she steps back. Trepidation overruns her awareness. Numb, the infected Virtual looms, and the human’s eyes water. “TROY!! NO!!”
Troy lunges, but she dives from his grasp. Pain arises as she ascends and bolts for the entrance. She screams to a sharp hand grappling the back of her neck, and her legs rise. Her throat lumps upon, locking into Troy’s glacial eyes. Her neck twists.
“St—st—STOP IT,” Soriana begs aloud. She coughs, letting loose two teardrops as she dangles. “Troy! I don’t want to—”
She reaches her legs around him and plunges her fingers into the sockets. Troy’s grip breaks, and her spine hits the ground. Panting, Soriana scuttles back. Sweat racks upon her breasts, and hot saliva rushes out of her mouth. She grunts to a boot pinning her shin and the human halts. Shaking her head with apprehension, Soriana raises her hand. She spots too late to a booming blow setting her nerves ablaze.
BOOM!
Her head takes a landing. Ringing overrides her ears, tarnishing any sound beating around her. Whatever scream she wanted to elicit seizes to the mounting affliction constricting and howling in her muscles. It was extraneous. She glimpses at the puncture crackling on her bleeding ankle, and her lips quiver upon trailing her eyes upward. Troy stood intact, hand set at the vaporizing pistol, and meets her crippling gaze in silence. Steam bellows from between his lips. Blood streaks swell in his eyeballs, but a source of sorrow, fear and rage were nonexistent. Soriana turns her glance gingerly to her phone still plugged. The ringing lingers, preceding her dwindling vision. 
Hermana…hermana.
Moses’s voice calls out like an unseen angel, and Soriana gulps. Fighting never seemed so trivial till this point. The air egresses slowly from her mouth, and her reality alters. She witnesses a child no other but herself looking up to Wayne stooping her level at the doorstep, the very young former rushing with the apple at hand. She giggled upon witnessing him bite down at the icing on the surface. It transitions, and the green leaves glide in Rock Creek. Soriana finds her hands clutching to Moses’s own as her hand hangs onto the tree bark. She sighs toward the sight of take long when she sees her present version rushing with the Pokeball replica attached to the chain. She wrapped the pendant around the now towering Moses’s neck, leaning to plant her bright red lips onto his bald temple. So many moments she will never embrace again with him. 
You’ve been right. Stay strong, Moses. Always.
Soriana’s gaze falls on the infected Troy. His pistol’s muzzle locks at her sight. Whatever fear she had subsided like sand dissolving to the sea’s tidal wave. She had no reason to run. Her world transmutes, and she steps foot inside the CIA’s Museum. Her flat heels tramped. Her mouth moves excitedly, but her voice unheard as she spoke. Soriana glosses over her shoulder. She frowns at a pallid shadowy figure inches taller strolling alongside her. Minus the ghostly shoulder-length hair, not one feature or expression existed. The empty feeling in Soriana breaks to the disintegration of the colorless veneer, visibly revealing a wholesome Troy by her side.
Memories rush forward, and tennis balls race in both directions. She finds herself in the body of a resident advisor, escorting Troy and his mates into the suite next to hers. She trudged casually, catching a hint of the former human’s smile blended with bright tinkering and amiability as she lectured. Her cheeks reddened as Troy gestured at her boldly in the residential and their hands clasped as they tangoed in the evening. Her sleeveless dress twirled, concealing the advisor and the resident until it whips away to a present-day Soriana alongside a modern Troy in the pathway as the voltaic shield sheltered the two from the rapid gunshots. Outside in the JOA’s airbase, Soriana stopped in her steps, struggling to let her smile go as she observed the Virtual from a distance make his leave into the truck and the sequences fade.
Soriana didn’t regret one-bit meeting eyes with Troy. He’s evolved so much that it was hard to gloss over. She yearns that he will find a way out of this nightmare, with or without her. From there on, Troy will find that clear vision to recover and restore his future. Some day or years passed, he will make a difference again. As she processes everything, Soriana realizes how much she’s let flawed principles determine her judgment, even her own mortality. The Central Intelligence Agency lost its meaning to her. She’s beaten herself too much on errors that were out of her control. That factor was left to be judged by those who held her dying existence at hand. Whatever this world recuperates thereafter that was now out of her reach.
You’ll find a way, Troy. I promise.
Soriana seals her lips to the ruby sparkle illuminating from the eye of the pistol sealed in Troy’s hand. The trigger snaps and the inner clamor concludes. 




Chapter 33
Wayne’s foot locks on the acceleration pedal, looking over the vent glass anxiously as his truck speeds. Mist slithers around him. Charred trees scatter the verdant creek’s road, forcing his vehicle’s wheel to bust through the wood and tiny rocks descend at his front window. If it weren’t for this cyber-attack, he would’ve assumed this creek has been inhabited by specters.
He was fortunate enough to hijack this vehicle from the cyborgs when he had the chance a few hours ago. Regardless of this fortune, Wayne’s far from respite. Salazar’s audio message replays on his phone, raising his blood and the reddening on his face with every word she spoke.
“If you catch me still out there, now I am at the Home Care facility. Not at my best to reach. I’m sorry Wayne."
She’s still out there. Yes.
Realizing himself nearing, he initiates a right on Broad Ranch Road. His dopamine ascends as he rotates the wheel. Corpses disperse on the road, and the noisome odor fusing with fuel taints his scent. Wayne glances at both sides hastily, hearing the shallow stream stride quietly. He ends the replay, nodding quickly before pressing the call icon below Salazar’s identity.
The ringing vibrates on top of the car stand while Wayne drives. The mist dies gradually, giving way to the loud chirping of birds in the forest. His palm humidifies on the wheel. The line lingers on, and his pressure on the pedal lessens, slowing his speed. Few minutes go on. He shakes his head, perturbed by the sound waning.
His heart races like a missile bolting its way to the clouds. Wayne halts, staring at the screen still vibrating till all he hears is grim silence on the phone. Gray shadows cloud Wayne’s view, and his arm leans on the wheel. He witnesses a bead of water drop from above, landing at the top of his vent glass. A sharp scorch sizzles within his heart.
Salazar. She’s…she’s…
Wayne’s unable to complete his thoughts as his chest thumps rapidly. His pupils shorten like a set of stars fading in the night sky. Salazar’s final words sing to him, silencing the twitters in the woods. Closing his eyes, Wayne steps out of the truck morosely and leans against the hood. His head sinks.
Leaves rain down, concealing the cadavers of deer in the grass, and the temperature in his blood thaws. Cicadas soar. He couldn’t even inhale. Salazar, his goddaughter, is gone. She’s been taken. So has her family. Wayne’s mind reminiscences to a child with soft brown hair rushing to his legs, and his lips form into a gauche straight line at Manuel and Carmen smiling from the living room couch. Her fingers dabbed at his then brown mustache. He gestured her with the silver jet fighter replica, and the moment Wayne tossed it, the scene morphs. The elder found himself seated in his office while Soriana cracked the door open, waving politely as her heels stepped foot.
“She’s doing fine with you?” Wayne asked.
“No worries. She’s adjusting well to the community,” his goddaughter replied with a smile of reassurance.
Wayne warned her. He admonished Salazar long ago about Moreci and her malicious intent. He wasn’t persistent enough. Salazar wasn’t the same then. He could see the burden of her former companion’s defection had taken its toll on her. Wayne never got the chance to share a piece of his word with her. Here he stood, numb to the blood that was spilled in his arm from a distance.
“This isn’t the end, Brett. It isn’t.”
Even with Robert’s spirit chiming in, Wayne sighs. His bones become frigid until Wayne shifts to the ringing of his cell phone. Wayne grimaces at what’s in view.
Unknown Caller
He clicks, saying darkly, “Speak.”
“Oh Wayne,” the renegade greets with cold sadism. Her chilling but striking voice spikes a nerve to his head.  It’s been quite a while.”
He rises, catching his feet tremble. “Moreci!”
Pause falls between the two, with the exception of Wayne’s breathing. The silence shatters once Moreci rebukes, “Sound like a broken man who’s lost much, have you? I understand. You can only hold onto that moral persona for so long till it cuts you in two.”
I was right all along.
“It’s true,” Wayne questions. His deep voice picks bass. Leaves continue to fall, and his hand seals a leaflet. His glance trails at the corpses and decimation of the creek. “I KNEW all along, Moreci. This was your whole plan for retribution! Warranting my bounty! Hijacking SMART to start a GLOBAL cyber-attack? Annihilating everything in your path?” Wayne’s palm crumbles the leaf and his nostrils flare. “Now you’ve killed Salazar…my own goddaughter.”
Moreci’s laugh booms and Wayne’s ears shake to the sound waves. His blood fumes.
“So delighted you’ve pieced the puzzles,” Moreci taunts. “As usual. Reality is…yes, Wayne. She was far too broken last night that I HAD to end her misery today.” She snorts. “This time around, I didn’t have to lay a finger.”
Wayne heaves furiously. Fire forms within his veins, reddening his fair skin.
“Even intervening, it wouldn’t have changed a thing,” Moreci continues. “Now SEE what you’ve done. She and everyone else on this planet…they chose this path! 1.5 billion lives in this world you won’t ever get back from hell! A government you got no chance of restoring.” She breathes sharply. “This outbreak you’re seeing Wayne…the forsaken majority—the majority you’ve snubbed, is rising against all of humanity. Shaping this world to something that won’t ever be inhabited by your regulator’s machinations. The end’s nearing, and I have nothing to lose killing you this instant.” 
Shadows linger, clouding Wayne’s eyes, and one hand of his draws the knife steadily out of his pocket. His jaw clenches behind his sealed lips, triggered by the bullet entering into Robert’s skull and the ground shaking to the thump of his comrade’s lifeless body. His vision repeatedly clicks, envisioning Salazar’s body substituting that of Robert’s resting like an empty vessel onto the jungle’s muddy soil. The tearing of bones and muscles roars like trumpets from a distance. Meanwhile, Moreci’s disparaging words blend into the echo, kindling an inferno that brightens his pupils. She’s gone too far. This entirety, he thought he could bury the demons. Let it drift behind him, but Wayne grips with uncertainty. 
“No,” Wayne says in a whispery tone driven by an ascending fury. His eyelids seal, even with the knife clutched. “No matter what you say…no matter what you got. I will find you. And I’ll hunt you with everything.”
Sulfur consumes the forest’s air, and Wayne seethes in his contemplation. He refuses to open his eyes. Moreci grunts and says, “If you get the chance to survive…I’ll be waiting at the Military Road bridge. Catch you in hell soon.” 
The line ceases, and the phone drops, spinning on the floor. Wayne twirls the dagger. His shoulders arch to the intoxicating whiff lingering closely, and his nose stings.
“Found him,” a hostile voice declares.
His eyelids rise, and a surge of energy kicks in. The forest evolves into a tangerine sight as Wayne wheels and slashes the dagger angrily at his first victim. The PMC grunts to the tip screwing at the core of his Adam’s apple, and the blade tears vertically at the skin. Numb to the splattering of the organs, Wayne shoots a critical gaze at a bolting shadow.
The human raises his dagger, deflecting the rogue soldier’s crowbar as he swung. Sparks clatter. The cyborg whirls his melee, and Wayne dives, causing the latter to jam his arm against the foe’s ear. The soldier stumbles against the car until he looks upward. Blood splashes on his sleeve as Wayne plunges the knife at the rear of the soldier’s bumpy neck consecutively. Adrenaline roars like a power juice within him as he ends it with a split to the scalp.
Wayne’s senses tick, and he levels sight at a battle cry roaring from the last soldier advancing. Bolting his head from the magnum shot, he throws the knife, watching it spin forward like shuriken and impale the Virtual at the center of his mouth. Wayne snatches the crowbar, sprinting at the coughing soldier and ending his pain with the twist of his dagger. Blood gushes like a hot fountain from the cyborg’s lips.
The human rises on his feet, seething in his distorted view and glancing like a wild boar at the gadgets and arsenals scattered. Kneeling at the victim he last killed, he glimpses at the gray armor suit, peeling it away hastily. Wayne sets on the armor, hoisting a silver shoulder plate to his left until he glances at the hover-bike’s lights flashing.
He advances and opens one of the vehicle’s small trunks, sighing coldly to the fletcher guns, needle ammunition, and barbed wire inside. Wayne reaches for the wire, and with the tap of a button, the spikes zap. Blue lightings flash to a number of shocks hissing consecutively from the thorns, and Wayne ushers his crowbar. Wayne nods with keen curiosity.
He encloses the wire around the tool, and a vibration spreads in Wayne’s muscles to the hissing charge till it became his own embellished replica. Gathering the material needed and strapping the blades between the bands laced around his legs, Wayne reaches for the phone on the ground and hustles. Blood trails as he storms inside his truck, shutting the door without another glance. Vapor rushes from inside his ears.
Let’s do this.
With the hit of the pedal, the lone hunter speeds relentlessly. Wayne’s truck’s wheels screech on the road. The demon opens his eyes from the darkness, creeping from the tomb and floating its way upward. It ascends until it fuses at one with the man inside the car. Wayne’s muscles harden, making him realize that he had nothing to be abashed with. He’s been trying to bury a substance that proved to be all too inevitable in his lifetime. Something far too ubiquitous to be tamed, and Moreci was right about that one thing.
The cloak’s been lifted. He wasn’t far. Moreci’s dominance still flowed in the cyborgs she possesses globally, and Wayne had one way to end it all at once. He will not go back on his word.
***
He drives forward. Infected cyborgs open fire, and their bullets deflect against the sturdy window. Their work does little to hold back Wayne as he clashes onto their limbs. Scrap crumbles, and a bionic hand mauls the truck’s hood mercilessly till Wayne skids his wheel left, flinging the cyborg at a fallen tree. The human jerks to a number of rounds bolting at the anterior window, obscuring his view until he dives to the first shatter.
Oh dear.
Wayne grabs hold of his fletcher gun as calibers bolt, tainting him in shards. The space rattles to the heavy fire.
“Frag that damn truck!” a JOA agent barks. “DIE!”
He pants, chugging his cube of needle ammunition inside the arsenal in time before the rattling grenade surfs its way inside the seat opposite. Wayne’s blood rises, and he lunges out of the car. The combustion blazes, touching a speck on his boot, and he rolls. Coughing, Wayne winces to a hand grasping his neck and raising him. The PMC can go this far once Wayne plants the gun on his plated torso and clicks the trigger. The cyborg recoils to the needles blaring on his body, and his scream gets muffled by a sudden detonation. Various material splashes.
Wayne races from the blasts that bypass the ball of fire, and he stumbles to the implosion on the street.  He cowers behind the scorching barrier of his shattered vehicle, avoiding the cannon fire that whooshes. His skin bites to the scorch’s proximity. A bird glides above and toward the bridge, leaving several titans to stand statically on the road like a barricade, and smoke obfuscates their presence.
Several grenades roll, and Wayne seizes two of them. Branches plummet behind him. Rising, Wayne tosses the grenades one by one. The explosives bounce at the parlous band, and the hunter makes his dash to the sight of the erupting fire absorbing a Gorillax.
The second explosion ignites, and soldiers tumble to the fire cloaking their bodies. A sizzling pilot raises a dying hand till it drops, leaving an air of white smoke surrounding the street.  Nevertheless, Wayne storms. Streaks darken his eyes upon spotting a short road bridge steps away. His reality twists, and the roars fuel his adrenaline. A wounded cyborg, staggering from the steam and picking up her riot shield, steps forward. The human raises his fletcher gun, firing a set of rounds that dart at her shields surface.
The impact severs her grip on the shield, and the moment the insurgent rolls down the grass, Wayne fires once more. Her life cuts savagely to an ignition annihilating her head, and cranial matter oozes on the ground.
Retrieving the shield, Wayne counters an impending agent’s strike. He wields the shield toward the side of his jaw before unsheathing his dagger. The PMC clutches the human’s wrist in a panic, but his struggle doesn’t last. Wayne draws his crowbar, thrusting the electrifying fork immediately into the howling cyborg’s cheek till the edge protrudes from his mouth.
Throwing the corpse aside, Wayne sheathes his crowbar and near toward an infected insurgent rushing with arms out like a feral beast. Knife tilts, nearing to the tip of his lips as he looks in both directions.
Wayne races toward the host’s bionic arms and halts the cyborg with the plunge. The dagger screws into the enemy’s chest, and Wayne hears the victim’s sturdy skin peeling as the former rips downward.  The fleshy layer of skin on the cyborg’s stomach dangles.
Stay out of my path!
His armor’s sleeve moistens grisly to the blood. Fire growls inside his eyes. The human charges toward a throng of shadows repeatedly vanishing at the bridge and slows to a screech. The railings scorch. Sweat slithers from his neck, and a drop lands on his boot. Wayne raises his dagger in time to be met with sharp nails swiping the back of his head.
Wayne glares at a falcon shooting a venomous glance from the side as it flaps its wings above. Its talon drench in a smock of blood, and Wayne touches his head. The human draws his fletcher till a cut knocks the weapon off his hand.
A soldier concealed by an anomalous helm swings in Wayne’s direction. However, Wayne raises his shield, clashing it with the PMC’s strike. Sweat drips from his skin. Wayne steps back, unleashing his blade and gesticulating his enemy. The soldier’s stars protrude between his fingers, and he lunges. Wayne slashes relentlessly, deflecting every single blow with the surface of his knife until he finds an opening. The soldier jerks to a strike, and guards raises, letting the blade pass and cling to the bionic surface.
Wayne grunts to the soldier’s foot careening on his ankle. He raises his dagger, but the soldier flips back. A bluish light illuminates behind the insurgent’s visor as he regains stance. Wayne witnesses the foe toss the gleaming stars, and the former raises his shield to the clatters. Sparks hiss. The ninja stars glide until the soldier gestures, holding the stars afloat.
What’s going on here?
The ninja stars bolt downward like arrows, and Wayne heaves. His pupils motion in a rapid pace to the whirling razors nearing until a slash rounds. The stars halt once again in mid-air and eschew a startled Wayne as he frowns at his rattling shield splitting suddenly. His expression perplexes to a scar skidding on his forearm. The surreptitious shadow mounts over his head, and he evades from the cyborg’s attack. Wayne’s mouth drops to the draw of the renegade’s crimson katana, and the air’s particles redden to the swing.  Two nerves protrude on his temple.
Found you!
Wayne hops back one more time, enduring his grasp on the bloody dagger tremble as he gazes at his goddaughter’s killer. Horns arch from her crimson helm, and the face mask undoes on her lips. Moreci glosses to the helmed contractor walking toward her until she waves her katana warningly.
“Leave him to me Hai,” she states. Orange scars gleam over her armor’s plates. Her ruby drape slings between her bionic legs and blossoms dance virtually on its silky fabric.
Wayne spots Hai’s visor deactivate, revealing a worrisome face. His left slanted eye shines with a bluish hue. “Eva. I—you’re sure this will work?”
“Don’t worry for me.” Moreci lowers her sword, transitioning her glance toward her former Director. Her eyes squint darkly. “You and Felix get going. Execute. I’ll settle this dirt.”
Her companion stares pensively at the ninja stars in his hand then takes a step back. Turning his back, Hai glances at Moreci one more time before hopping away. The wind settles, traveling its way toward the small blaze rumbling at the forest on Wayne’s right. Wayne’s veins consolidate, and not one blink sets in his eyes as Moreci briefly sets her sword inside her belt’s scabbard and steps foot. 
“You’re quite a WILD bastard to face me with nothing Wayne,” Moreci ridicules. She gestures with arms raised proudly, untroubled by the knife in Wayne’s hand. “Understand. Your death…it will only finalize my duty on this land.”
“I’ve been dead a long time ago, Moreci,” Wayne says. He slides the blade on his wrist, removing the blood.  “Amassing a mindless army under your command to initiate insurgencies on the globe? You’ve lost whatever conscious you had. This isn’t liberation.”
“You know NOTHING, old man.”
“It’s nothing but a genocidal cause… destruction of the whole ecosystem itself! Just like you’ve done to the Jaguars of Apollo! Your logic’s a twisted one. Unjustifiable! You’ll leave them lost! Your world…it will die faster than the billions you’ve claimed worldwide.”
He catches Moreci’s spikes arch threateningly on her knuckle’s pore. Wayne’s cheeks shrivel as he glances at his agitated expression on the blade’s surface. “I may be human…but one who’s aware of the things in my past. Doing what’s necessary.”
“You still don’t get it,” she claims. The rogue cyborg shakes her head. “I know…because I FELT those things before! I did…but oh no. You and all else just wanted to bring me down. I don’t care to think about conquering this disgusting world!” Moreci releases her Oni, and the sword vibrates. The circular bands embellished below her eyes glitter. “Keep underestimating us Wayne…because our numbers vast equally in numbers to you damn humans. The PMC’s done for. And in a few hours, so will my Infernal Python.” The face mask lifts, and she directs her blade toward Wayne. “Hope we’re clear.”  
Wayne glowers and threatens Moreci with his own weapon in return. Stepping forward, the renegade’s upper face conceals to a beaked-shaped visor. Sighing, Wayne braces to her mounting speed till her body disappears. The hunter’s ears ring loudly on his right, and he turns anxiously. His breath holds.
WHOOSH.
The specter blitzes with the spin of her sword. Wayne blocks the swiping attack, but the impact of the enhanced Oni sends him skidding. His bones jiggle. Wayne struggles to bulge as Moreci sways her sword meticulously. He deflects the consecutive strikes, and his knife quavers to each blow. His eyes linger on Moreci’s sword rushing downward, and Wayne motions.
Wayne’s heart accelerates as he counters with the arch of his blade. The edge glimmers, bolting to her armpit till a bionic arm chains his forearm. Moreci growls coldly behind the visor, and her shoulder bends. The human grits his teeth to a throbbing pervading around his arm, and he struggles to lean his dagger in. His blood boils, keeping his feet static on the ground. Yet the struggle intensifies, and water streams from his nostrils to a gleaming facet frying at the rear of his spine.
Moreci raises her shoulder and plunges her fist into Wayne’s stomach. The spikes puncture their way into Wayne’s plate, boosting him back, and he grunts. Wayne staggers, looking down at cracks hissing in his plate till his glance draws on Moreci’s pores whistling. The three knives zap like bolts, but he manages to parry the first two before flinging to a blazing burst.
His body rolls on the concrete, coughing. Wayne breathes to a piercing pain on his back and rises to reach a hold of one of the purple labeled knives. Spotting its label, Wayne throws it her way, interrupting her advancing as the knife inserts close to her pelvic arm. Moreci gasps, bending before she whips away the kunai. Wayne rushes.
Poison effect.
Wayne charges with knife set but a pale stricken Moreci leaps in an instant. Gathering herself, the Virtual sheathes her blade, and a voltaic ignition stirs. Her wobbly posture crumbles to a slash upper cutting her face. Wayne looms like a prowler, blade raised to the shattering of Moreci’s visor and residue of her blood reaching at the tip. Moreci catches his wrist, but her grasp wanes quickly. Wayne resists, grabbing her throat and butting the side of his balding head toward Moreci’s own.
The cyborg stumbles, and a red drop spills from her nose. Despite the throbbing in his skull, Wayne advances. Suddenly he’s knocked by the swift flip of her legs, and Wayne groans to ironclad toes ramming his chin.
His body surfs in mid-air till dropping on top of a van’s hood. Wayne’s jaw yowls to a bright sting. He frowns at a strange emanation consuming the terrorist.
“Had me Wayne,” she compliments with an edge of derision. Moreci presses a hand to her chest, and an azure radiance flows in her fibers. She pays no heed to the bloody tear streaming down her mask. “But our bodies regenerate from toxins within a few seconds.” 
With that said, Moreci plunges her Oni into the ground. The fire still kindling on the railings whirl and flakes soar. Wayne rises, gulping to the blaze slithering downward onto the sword like a swarm of bees craving newfound honey, stoking the blade’s power. The human draws out his barbed crowbar quickly once Moreci swirls her katana. A scorching cocoon engulfs her presence like a barrier, and Wayne leaps away in time as a crimson wave bolts.
The strike slices its way toward the van, and Wayne jerks to the flare. His nose stings upon seeing a crater residing where the terrorist once stood. Then the fire opens its gate to a charged Moreci sprinting. Wayne blinks at the scorching flakes and hops from the thrust of the renegade’s blade. His skin tingles. The second sweep lands but gets parried by the touch of his crowbar. Wayne’s forehead bubbles to the Oni’s grueling proximity until he sets the charge. 
Moreci’s glare wavers to the voltage popping from the crowbar’s spikes. The shock reflects chillingly inside her eye, and she ceases struggle with a spiraling kick. Her heel skids toward his abdominal plate, and Wayne skids back. Meanwhile, Moreci leaps upward on car debris.
She lands further on the bridge, posed with her sword, and the cyborg bolts with arcane speed. Wayne rolls from the scorching comet and shivers. The road’s debris rips as Moreci changes angle. She speeds, catching and sending Wayne twirling to a piercing slash before he can evade again. He clutches to a split on his bleeding shoulder, but Wayne’s forced to snub the pain when the terrorist dashes with full force.
Flames swoosh wildly, clouding the cyborg’s presence. Stalking back, Wayne’s view obscures the blossoms. He shields himself from the blows, but the inferno takes its toll with the third. Blisters scar his fingers, shattering whatever guard he had. His affliction aggravates to a tear on his shin, and gravity leaves him. 
As Wayne slumps forward helplessly, his eyes sharpen to the vanishing of the blazing petals. His lower muscles crack. Moreci’s defiant presence stands visible, posed with sword sealed in the scabbard. Her hands clasp on the handle, then steam hisses with the arch of her katana.
NO.
SLASH.
Wayne grunts reverberates in the air to the thunderous dash. His body hurtles backward on the concrete. Red consumes his visioning, and his brain jangles. He struggles to raise his eyelid before an edge impales the concrete. The street implodes. Wayne descends, and his nose lands with a loud splash. 
Rocks can be heard splattering behind him. Pops snap in his brain. Wriggling, Wayne raises his head, but at a cost. He gulps to his blood flowing onto a stream of murky water. His nerves seethe gravely to a squirting cord dangling, and the minute Wayne touches his left eye, he mutters in shock.
A thump makes landing, and a number of splashes echo. Black organisms scatter, blurring Wayne’s view like a digital distortion as he gazes around him. His hands repeatedly tap on the rocks underneath the water. A light chortle booms, spiking his temperature.
“Never should’ve tested me. Bastard,” Moreci spits out.
Wayne’s neck sores upon turning his head. His mouth hangs to the cyborg’s hands clutched to what appears to be the eye he lost. Moreci consolidates her grip, and the socket splashes, leaving nothing but a dark smudge oozing between her fingers. Her one-horned helm floats, leaving her hair slinging as she advances.
In contempt of his crippled perception, Wayne looks away and crawls, managing to find sight of his knife and crowbar. He collapses, grappled by the biting pain in his chest. Then his hands press on several beady pieces lying, and he draws them away. The darts swirl below the water’s shallow surface. His rifle surfs.
“That’s right,” she continues. “Go ahead and reconsider your life! Your service! There’s only this much time once I reunite you with Soriana.” 
Chunks tumble from the divided bridge and the river quakes. Panting, he pounds his fist on the water and shimmies his numbing hands on the needles. His blood blends into the creek. Inserting the shells into the cubic magazine, Wayne’s mind wanders. He seethes to the flames incinerating the wildlife that stood neighboring his goddaughter’s place. Soriana sat idly on top of the tree, reaching a hand to the brown leaves blossoming to the gentle wind till a slash rips though. The world has lost its grip. Wayne’s lost much, but his spirit was too relentless to give in to this monster’s satisfaction.
I can’t end like this. I can’t.
He finally plugs in the last needle into the clip and bites down on his jaw to astute shrapnel stabbing into his calf as he inserts the magazine into the gun. Wayne’s dopamine burgeons, snubbing the exertion and turning to aim the weapon toward Moreci. Her spiked hand closes on the rectangular muzzle like a crocodile bite. 
“Time to go, Wayne.”
Wayne does not hold back once he pulls the trigger. Smoke spits upon him as the darts scatter, preceding the moment Moreci crushes her hands onto the arsenal’s barrel. The human gasps to the bursting of scrap, and they plop into the river. Moreci’s spiked hand curls into a fist, and she arches it for the kill till she grimaces to a strange ticking. The cyborg glances at needles alarming onto her arm, and the final signal hits, unleashing a morbid flare onto her face.
Fear evolves to shock in a heartbeat as Wayne witnesses the renegade stagger crazily. The forearm to where her pores once extended gushes smoke. Azure liquid sprays clockwise from the muscular tubes. Her cry screeches into his ears, filling the creek with a noxious commotion.
Adrenaline kicks into his system, fueling Wayne’s growing fury as he musters to raise himself. Blood streams down his ankle, and his face dampens to the ocular pain. Nevertheless, Wayne sweeps up his blades and lunges. The one-armed terrorist catches her elder enemy’s presence mounting in her irises and teleports. The color around Wayne wrenches, but he trails his nose to the fuel. His feet twist slowly on the watery surface. He rotates to a rising growl and makes his move. Moreci lifts her longsword, but Wayne disarms it with a precise sweep. The blade ascends several feet, and the river plashes to the Virtual’s chagrin.
Buying his chance, Wayne plunges his crowbar. He hears her howl to the electricity pounding onto her byzantine torso plate. With one push, the fracturing of the dense plating thrusts Moreci back, and the heaving cyborg looks down at the material crumbling from her breast and abdominals. The shadow advances. 
The human comes in with the gyration of his body. The knife’s tip spins its way on Moreci’s cheek, and she bends. Wayne persists, initiating a ruthless cut at the chest and knocking her with a tear at the temple. His blood elevates with every jab he brings, tantamount to a bear punishing the degenerate whom invaded his territory. The mutilated cyborg wobbles, grabbing tightly at the right on her bleeding neck, and her lips quiver. Wayne catches her cowering with her intact arm lifted, and he brandishes the surface with his spiked crowbar.  The shocking impact surges onto her shoulder, eradicating the plate. Releasing vapor from his nose, Wayne unleashes his boot against the renegade’s body and witnesses her body flop onto the stream with a splash.
Moreci groans as she struggles to raise her head. A scar gleams visibly on her lateral skull, moistening a piece of her soaked hair in a dark crimson. Wayne makes his first step, feeling the small hair on his skin rise to the charge humming on the crowbar’s spikes. His right eyesight dithers, but the morphine in him continues to flow. He stops upon seeing Moreci spew liquid from her nose and lips and shoots an anxious glance at him. She beckons a hand outward, and Wayne winces to the swaying in the stream.
No. Not this time.
The human’s right ear stings, and he follows to the sensation. Wayne’s eyes mount to the floating Oni spinning its way at him. Swallowing, he flings the charging crowbar toward it, and a collision ensues. The sword flies clumsily over his head, and Wayne vaults. The water whooshes. Moreci rushes, and her drape whips in drench. Her mouth moves. Wayne’s chest pounds consecutively as he launches. The pallid sun shines its way over the leaves, obfuscating his view till his fingers touch base at the black handle.
Wayne growls as he dives and plunges with the sword. The blade passes over her last intact arm, severing the bionic component from its host. Moreci’s mouth plummets as the limb drops flat on the river. He straightens the katana, arching his shoulders back for the instant blow. He sinks the ruby blade into the core of her chest, and the world goes silent.
The Oni protrudes pass her body, and Moreci looks up at Wayne. Her face pales, and she gulps, forcing blood to linger from her lips. The human shakes upon meeting her attenuated gaze until she blinks. Sighing, he whips away the sword abruptly and steps back to the fountain of blood flowing downward. The cyborg moans, sinking onto her knees, and her chest lands.
Wayne stares down at the sword in his grasp and tilts it. He tosses it aside and sets his rear against the ground, indifferent to the soak wetting his buttocks. The human turns his head to the cyborg croaking softly as if fighting for whatever life she had left. His cheeks sink. The adrenaline loses its effect, leaving him strained and numb. Wayne’s eyelid manages to open slightly, and he glimpses morosely at the cyborg’s blood befouling the stream. Her head rocks in a tilted position, and her armless body heaves in its still position. The human looks upward at the sun briefly, now gleaming than ever, and its shadow sets over his head. He holds his breath.
“You chose this path,” Wayne says abashedly.
His eyes never strip from the renegade who was once his subordinate operative. Wayne’s heart envelopes into a knot, being visually reminded of the discreetness she carried herself in his headquarters. His nose tickled to the strong fumes inside his office, and he raises his chin at the iridescent stains covering her prosthetic hands. There was no other way. This could not go on any longer. None of it.
Moreci opens her mouth slightly, releasing a choke rumbling in her throat as if about to sob. A tinge of vapor scales from her back. Her eyes slant at him, and a blood drop streams pass her eyebrow.
“We’ll…” Moreci gulps. The lethargy in her voice lingers like a broken tune. Silence follows, and she bites her lower lip. “We’ll never be united.”
The last of the air flees its way from the cyborg’s mouth. Moreci’s eyelids seal, and her head slumps sideways. The shallow river skims past her lifeless body, somehow willing to claim her fallen soul into its gates. The blood vanishes. Water beads drip from her face, the only source giving serenity to her corpse. Trees dance dully to the breeze’s gentleness.
Wayne closes his eye and buries his temple into his palm. His blood thaws, sealing him in its frigid sphere. He wheezes until he raises his head to a throng of high-pitch hums. Wayne glosses upward, spotting cicadas gliding peacefully. Several of the insects land on the boulders, basking together in the creek’s shadow despite the grueling minutes that passed.
“Get on up Brett,” Robert’s voice calls out. “Let’s go.”
The human looks over his shoulder, sighing anxiously toward Robert’s being. The latter beckons his wounded companion with the nudge of his shoulder. The two now stood alike in their late sixties, letting time rest its hands without reluctance. Cicadas glide past his light short-cut hair, not being held back by the man’s arcane presence. 
Wayne shoots a glance at the Oni. The vibrancy stood nonexistent underneath the flat watercourse, and his melancholic reflection, minus Robert, flutters visibly. Taking the blade in his hand, he rises but moans lightly to the piercing throb in his shin. He stares downward at his laceration, taking a couple of breaths, and drags himself.
“It’s been a long time, Robert,” Wayne acknowledges quietly.
His boots splash with each trudge and the Oni drags. Meanwhile, Robert leads upfront, scanning the creek’s stillness, and his lips twitch behind the bushy beard, giving him semblance to a modern-day Viking. Wayne’s skin cools, and he looks over his right. Robert grunts repeatedly.
“Don’t look back, son,” Robert advises in his stroll.
Wayne holds his gaze, letting Robert’s words sink in before drawing his eye ahead. Whatever pain that existed in his ocular has diminished. Leaves descend. He motions, letting his ears tuned to the creek’s buzzing. 




Chapter 34
Driving warily on Glover Road, Alana turns her head leeward around the woods, hearing her stomach grumble to the number of cyborgs on the grass, crawling on their bellies. One of them leans on the side of his shoulder, enervated and heaving to the strange entity that’s drained the chakra out of him. Silence creeps its way in the unnerving street, and she shakes her head.
It’s over. Damn.
Her eyes stung, and she sniffs loudly. What happened last night perturbed her like a storm, and Alana struggled to escape its clouds. It shook her to how far she came to situate herself in the eviscerated wasteland that was once the District of Columbia. Hours without laying her head down, and this is what her infected boyfriend’s footsteps have led her to. The terror has ended, and she had no idea how. Perhaps Alana should be thankful she ended intact, a lucky woman, or a survivor at best. However, the thought of respite seemed asinine to her. What was there for her to rejoice? She could not even bring herself to tell about the loss she endured yesterday. 
Alana’s throat twists as he mutters Troy’s name constantly. That gets interrupted when she shoots her glance at an alarm. The computer stands to where the radio is planted, and she holds her breath to the swift varnish of the orange signal on Military Road. Discovering her reach, she presses down on the acceleration pedal, and her truck rushes past the trees. Light reaches in, and her head gleams.
She exhales what she witnesses. Blocks away at Military Road, soldiers, most likely human, march at the derelict street, rushing toward others on the ground. A throng of dire voices claps from afar. White quad drones trail behind them and circle around the bodies. The color around Alana’s view disappears, and she shoves a hand over the panel’s blank screen. Her eyes pierce with glass.
Oh god. They’s got him!
Touching a hand to the bruise on her lip, Alana’s throat chokes. She leans her arms on the wheel, letting the tears flow as she sobs uncontrollably on the seat. Her lips drench in the sodium, and the drops plunge onto her palm. Wallowed in her pain, she sinks to Troy’s wraith standing next to her in the pallid zone. Alana takes an eager step, arching a hand until her heart shatters. The Virtual draws away, drifting from her view like a phantom, and she found herself isolated in the space. Moments recollect in a flash, and her lips tingle to the reminiscence of their kiss, darkening the area around her. She’s done and cherished so much only to end like this. Troy was finally gone. The inevitability didn’t seem fair. It angered her to the core.
Snot flows from Alana’s nostrils, and she sniffs. She looks away from the anterior view and buries her head. Alana never seemed so vulnerable, a child once more against the very thing that spat at her; the very same thing that ousted Troy, her own boyfriend, like trash. Nobody could change that.
***
Surviving troopers scatter the wasted streets on Military Road. Barging from one of the ram shackled homes, several armed comrades follow behind a soldier carrying a mutilated resident’s body in his arms. Ash riddles the trooper’s bleak face.
“Don’t worry. Cyborgs are all worn down in the city as well,” a soldier behind the lead carrier states, with phone pressed near his lips.
Meanwhile, Wayne stood motionless like a statue that’s lost its purpose of expression. A quad drone flashes its eye and floats inside the senior care home that was previously invaded. The wrap conceals where his left eye once stood, and a small ounce of blood stains the fabric. He looks down at his bandaged hand, glimpsing at the broken remnants of his fallen goddaughter’s bracelet and his chest thaws. Wayne raises his head, balling his hand softly, and looks at the back of a young, bald towering man, standing about six and four inches and in khakis, shivering. Protruding from his gray polo’s collar, a forked scar glistens visibly at the side of his neck. The two men stood not too far from each other, and the young man’s back faces Wayne.  
So this is her younger brother.
Soriana lauded about her brother’s name to him then, cherishing the games they played at home.  Now here that young man stood and torn from the one adorned family that was lost.
Cicadas glide over Moses as he stood in place, neighboring with his elder sister’s soulless body on the bed. Manuel and his wife stood nonexistent next to the sibling. The Pokémon pendant around his neck swings, and water drops dripple on the sheet. Wayne witnesses Soriana lying like an empty shell, upper body barely armored. Her eyes sealed and olive skin barren in ash and bruises. A scorched puncture displays above her bosoms and wrist. Her hairstreak flies to the street’s short breeze. A white sheet covers over her calves. Muffling in his stiff lament, Moses cradles Soriana’s cold hand, allowing his tears to stream down his chin and slither onto her palm.              
The sun opens halfway in the clouds, and the concrete illuminates slightly. Wayne lowers his head, staring at his reflection mirroring at the sword till he winces to someone’s tap.
“Sorry about that,” an armed soldier pardoned rapidly in a raspy voice. Her almond hair’s a cropped cut, giving her a slight boyish feature. Rips reveal at the shins of her camo pants. She closes up the pistol on her belt and nods her head reluctantly. “You must be the CIA—I mean Wayne.”
Wayne turns his head, and his lips sink as he dimly responds, “Yes.”
“Jennifer.”
Behind Jennifer, two federal agents lay a fellow man on top of a car hood, and one of them mends his bleeding foot with a wrap. A helmeted soldier steps back from a cyborg’s unconscious body and drags him by the bionic ankle. Blood snakes on the concrete. The damage seen was ubiquitous, and infrastructure crumbled. Wayne didn’t know what to make of this.
Wayne catches Jennifer’s focus direct forward, facing a grieving Moses. His back still faces the two officers as he wipes his face, followed by another series of snivels. Jennifer takes a step near Wayne and strokes her forehead. 
“He was with me,” she says, facing Moses. “The suspect—the killer’s been dealt with. It…”
She sighs and looks down to wipe her eye. Moses never retracts his gaze even as the two spoke. Wayne and her exchange glances. The former sets his boot on the blade, moving it away, and he steps close. Wayne looks up at the grieving man’s elevated frame, raising a hand and setting it on his right shoulder. Glass disintegrates, and he sets a hand at his facial bandage. Without a glance, Wayne can feel Moses’s body vibrate, and his teeth are clenching in his sobs. 
His goddaughter lays still and supine on the roller bed, with the life having exited out of her physical existence. The sun gains radius above, illuminating Soriana’s body, and her face meets the light. No matter the memories that rush by in Wayne’s head, nothing will undo the severance that was done. Life can be so fragile to the point where all that mattered was the value left behind. Soriana suffered enough. As excruciating as the realization is to Wayne, she’s in a better place now.
You can rest. The fight’s over.
Wayne grabs the blanket with one hand, concealing Soriana halfway over her lower body. He witnesses Moses’ tears land on the sheet, and the material soaks. Wayne hardens his grip on Moses, realizing he had an onus. He may not identify with the human giant that well, but tomorrow or soon, that will change. Moses was lost now, a loner without filial foundation. No amount of tears will revive the sister he adulated. It was up to Wayne to lead the way.
“What’s next?” he hears Jennifer question with uncertainty.
Silence lingers. Moreci’s final words reach, causing Wayne’s muscles to shrivel. Wayne turns his head, letting go of Moses shoulder and meeting Jennifer’s sorrowful gaze behind him with cogitation. The two stood in proximity. A white fog obscures his mind, and he grunts. Wayne glances at the cicadas flying about above the recuperating people, with one landing near his shoulder and then downward.
He opens his palm. The bracelet’s pieces scatter visibly, and its ruby crescent shines in the mounting sunlight.
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