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 ONE

 


Most of them didn’t know what a Luddite was.
The word had a solid sound and they knew it had something to do
with resisting technology, so they appropriated and adapted it
because they were on a deadline to print up some merch. Not
everybody approved. The amateur historians among them made noises
about economics and looms and said a more appropriate term was
needed, but the armchair generals said it was familiar and iconic
and made them keep it. The generals said their movement must always
be associated with the idea of revolution. The historians countered
by insisting they should be associated with the idea of a
successful revolution, but that argument didn’t get much traction,
either. Facts and branding have never played nice.

That fight had happened ages ago, when
meetings were packed full-on asses to elbows. These days, their
members were few and far between. It had been almost four years
since OACET had gone public, but…almost nothing had changed. None
of the dire prophecies had been fulfilled! The monsters with their
fingers buried in the global economy stayed on the sliding scale of
bankers, politicians, and thieves. The biological weapons and
nuclear arsenals and other weapons of death lay sleeping in their
bunkers. The politicians who had once dripped poison and spun
stories of the impending apocalypse now openly courted the man they
called the Cyborg King.

These days, some people—not their people, of
course, but people nonetheless—had begun to complain the Agents
weren’t doing enough to change the world.

It was hard to keep their anger up. First,
it was the members with jobs and families who drifted away. Those
who watched too much television or spent too much time online
stayed, as did the young firebrands, but the meetings became
shrill. Those who remained were the ones who took comfort in
inevitability: they just knew the Agents were biding their
time! The Office of Adaptive and Complementary Enhancement
Technologies might be a threat as yet unrealized, but it was a
threat nonetheless. Those cyborgs were proper wolves among the
sheep, good manners shining brighter than their teeth. Someday,
they told each other, those highly polished manners would fall
away, exposing the true danger that good God-fearing Americans had
allowed to wriggle into their population. It was cold, hard,
unavoidable fact, and when it finally happened, the Gen-Luddites
would be proven right.

Vindicated, whispered the man in the
corner.

The others rolled their eyes and pretended
he wasn’t there. He said he had money and connections, and he
brought beer that came in bottles instead of cans. Aside from that,
he was part of their group in name only. They assumed he was a
government plant, someone from the FBI or a different acronym
agency who was paid to sit in on their meetings and make sure they
did nothing but beat their chests. They surrounded him with empty
chairs and told him, loudly, that all meetings were recorded for
everyone’s protection.

They assumed he was a plant because he said
horrible, monstrous things in the unconcerned voice of a professor
resting on his tenure. No one in their right mind talked like that
anymore. You spoke in code or not at all. Even the media pretended
they no longer tolerated blood for the sake of blood; there had to
be more of a reason for murder than how certain people simply
shouldn’t be.

Eventually, he became more than just a
droning noise in the back of the room. He embodied escalation,
talking openly of murder, of bombs.

Of fire.

They ignored him until they couldn’t, not
for all the free beer in the city. He was told to leave. He looked
at them, as if judging them and finding them wanting, and then
stood and walked out. They had expected him to have the last word,
some dramatic moment when he was framed in the doorway and cursing
them over his shoulder. Instead, he slipped into the night and
disappeared.

They wondered if he would come back with a
gun, or if the feds might use the excuse to swoop in and clean
house. They lived in strange times, they reminded each other, and
for the first few meetings after he left, they drew lots for
someone to stand guard. Sure, they said, it’s not as though they
expected anything to happen but, y’know. Strange times.

After a month, he dropped out of their
concerns. After another month, he dropped out of their memories: it
was spring and March Madness only came once a year, and their small
group of anti-technology patriots had no internal consistency when
it came to anything that let them watch sports.

April came and went. May broke hot, and the
men complained. The basement they used for their meetings was
somewhat cool, but they were on the Virginia shore and the humidity
was always brutal. They cranked up the air conditioning and
complained about what they could do to get away from the heat.

The night it happened, they were still
complaining about the weather. Too hot. Too humid. Most of their
members weren’t bothering to show up at all. One of them, a kid in
his early twenties with a lot of tattoos, came inside, glanced
around, and slipped back out again before anyone could catch his
eye. The others saw this and wondered if they should leave off
meetings until autumn when the ocean would stop hurling damp all
over the place.

Then the bomb went off and the building came
down, and this ended everything about them, complaints and all.
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She didn’t know her own name.

There were other things she didn’t
know—Why can’t I see anything?—but the lack of a name, the
lack of identity, gripped her as she thrashed her way
towards consciousness.

Not again!

There were sharp movements around her and a
solid surface beneath, with straps across her chest and arms and
legs to restrain her. No strap to stabilize her head; huge, thick
hands supported her instead.

The smell of smoke.

A cloying mess all over her, thick and
filthy.

Too many sounds. A shrill roaring, snapping,
crackling. Panicked men shouting orders. A woman’s soothing voice
telling her over and over that she was safe, they were here with
her, she was in no danger.

She knew that voice: she seized that
knowledge and used it as a lifeline to haul herself back to sense.
She tried to speak, failed, wet her lips and tried again. Her own
voice came out like a crow’s harsh bark. “Jenny?”

“Rachel!” Right, yes. Rachel Peng, that was
her name, and now she knew it was Jenny Davies’ slight, strong
hands clasping her own. “Don’t move, okay? Stay still. We’ve got
you but don’t try to move.”

Those hands moved from her wrist to her neck
and forehead to check her vitals, prying open her eyelids, carrying
the modest heat of a small flashlight against too-tender skin. But
she couldn’t see the light at all.

“There’s something wrong… I can’t see…”

A pause, and then the woman—Jenny—said,
“Rachel, everyone here is OACET.”

OACET!

While her name had unlocked a chunk of her
self, that single word unlocked her entire world, bringing with it
the added knowledge that she was that world’s biggest dumbass.
Rachel forced herself to concentrate and activate the tiny
cybernetic implant in her brain, and reality crashed over her like
a tsunami returning to shore. Visuals: the four cluttered walls of
an ambulance; a man large enough to take up half the space; a
smallish woman busy with a penlight.

And she couldn’t see because her eyes hadn’t
worked in years.

She tried to sit up, found she was still
strapped down, and began to shake in panic. Jenny said, “Mako, keep
her still, please,” and those thick, heavy hands pressed against
both sides of her face again. Skin brushed against skin and his
pain roared through her—Mako had a broken jaw.

Someone finally found a way to keep him
quiet, she thought, and started laughing uncontrollably.

“Shit, she’s got the giggles. Mako?”

Another gentle pressure, this time against
her mind. She felt a tight link open, and Mako’s soothing mental
voice flowed into her senses. “Calm down, Rachel. You got out,
but you need to remain still until Jenny is done. You were…we don’t
know what happened to you.”

“Got out? Where was I?” Her fear-fueled
giggles vanished, as if Mako had swept her mood away. Maybe he had.
Mako’s abilities were strange even by OACET’s standards. “What
happened to your jaw?”

Stunned silence paired with a quick flutter
of surprise, and then Mako said through their link, “Jenny’s
going to put you to sleep, so you’ve got to deactivate your implant
again.”

“No!” She struggled, pushing against him,
shouting with her crow’s voice. Why did it hurt to talk? “Wait!
I’ve got to—”

“Mako, I need you to take her offline.”

She didn’t hear what Mako said to Jenny by
way of reply as her world dropped back into the dark, followed by
the chill of alcohol and the prick of a needle against her
shoulder, with Mako gently cradling her head until she allowed
herself to slip into unconsciousness. She knew she could have
fought against it, but there was such appeal in ending all of…all
of this.

When Rachel Peng next came back to herself,
it was with the slow purpose of waking. This time, the sense of
being immersed within a hospital was suffocating, with the smells
of chemical cleaners overlapping the harsh feel of the sheets
against her cheek. There was the silence made from the white noise
of machines and the nervous energy of bodies forced into stillness.
The foul sensation of her skin smothered in paste was gone, but her
right arm felt suspiciously heavy and her fingers refused to bend
more than the smallest arc before a sharp ache zinged through her
wrist. Probably broken, definitely stuck in a cast.

What happened to me?

There was an empty spot in her memories. A
large one, but nothing as scary as that moment when she had come to
in the ambulance and couldn’t remember her own name. She remembered
a breakfast, a perfectly normal breakfast with her perfectly
abnormal household, and then nothing.

Rachel poked at that spot as if it were a
hole from a missing tooth. It was a void without even the
suggestion of a blank page to write on. She might as well have
blipped ahead in time from slathering a bagel with cream cheese to
being strapped to a backboard in that ambulance, and that meant
trauma. Bad trauma, the kind that would take her time and distance
to process. Trauma her brain felt that she couldn’t deal with at
the moment, and considering the sampler-sized chocolate box of
unique and distinctive traumas that had defined her life just a few
short years ago, that implied this specific traumatic event
was…

Well, it was probably very, very bad.

She spent another moment in the privacy of
her own head before she turned on her implant. Such a tiny thing,
not even the size of her pinky nail, and it had redefined her life.
Everyone’s lives.

“You’re awake!” A man’s deep voice, too much
like Morgan Freeman’s to make any other comparison. A voice that
was heavily slurred from a wired jaw, causing her to wonder how
long she had been out.

Rachel flipped frequencies to so she could
look at Mako Hill. Being blind still had its challenges, but her
cybernetic implant helped her navigate most of them. Through the
microscopic computer implanted in her brain and the devices
hitchhiking along her optic nerves, she had found that different
frequencies in the electromagnetic spectrum could be turned into
something similar to sight. There was no single frequency which
mimicked the abilities of the human eye. No, that would have been
too easy. Instead, Rachel’s version of sight required her to flip
back and forth between different frequencies to use the ones best
suited for the task at hand. Her go-to frequencies allowed her to
navigate the environment with the fewest problems. In those,
stationary physical objects were the easiest for her to perceive.
Buildings, for example, stood out as clear as day. Cars and other
moving objects gave off jittery signals which required her to
concentrate to make out their details, but they were still
relatively solid.

People? People were complicated. As people
were always in motion, they carried with them a rich wealth of
energy which nipped away at clarity. Faces were almost always
moving, constant twitches of muscle which reduced them to
featureless blurs with rough facial expressions. But people also
carried emotions, and to Rachel’s senses, emotions registered as
colors. Running a particular frequency through her implant caused
these emotions to bloom into a complicated rainbow in which color
was a primary indicator of mood. These colors moved and shifted
around the body, and Rachel had gotten pretty good at reading their
meanings. The region around Mako’s jaw was the dull, throbbing red
of pain that was still fresh but was also managed. Three-day
pain, she thought, and glanced down at her own broken wrist.
She couldn’t perceive her own colors, but she imagined it would
look about the same as Mako’s jaw, the kind of persistent ache that
you didn’t notice too much during the day but still kept you up at
night.

Mako caught her looking at her cast, and his
conversational colors went the sickly pallor of guilt.

“Fuck,” she croaked, as she pushed herself
up. “I broke your jaw?”

“It’s okay,” he said, as he touched his own
puffy cheeks.

Rachel shook her head as she took a personal
inventory. Voice? Still raw. Body? Fine, except for the arm in the
cast. No noticeable head injuries. There was acute weirdness in her
lower decks, but that was most likely a catheter. She opened a
direct link with Mako so they could both avoid the challenges of
physical speech, and asked, “What happened to us?”

He blinked, surprised. “What do you
mean?”

“This.” She gestured to herself, to
his face. “I can’t remember anything from before the ambulance,
and even that’s fuzzy.”

His conversational colors slowly bleached
white as he realized what that meant. “You’re…you’re joking,
right? You remember breaking my jaw.”

“No, I don’t,” she snorted, and held
up her fresh cast. “But I am a detective.”

“Oh shit,” he whispered aloud, which came
across their telepathic link with the sensation of pulling away. He
had scooted his chair close to her bed, but now he stood up and
backed away to put distance between them. “I gotta… You stay
here. I’ll tell the duty nurse you’re awake.”

He slammed their link shut like he had put
all of his considerable strength into closing a steel door, and
fled the room.

“Very, very bad,” she whispered to herself,
and sank back against the nearly comfortable bed.

Time to take inventory, then, and maybe
figure out what had happened before she had to be told. Rachel sent
her scans out, through the walls, and into the building, and
learned she was in an expensive private room in one of the top
floors of a hospital. Not much evidence to uncover there, as
Rachel’s girlfriend was the kind of wealthy who bankers knew by
name, Rachel’s boss was the kind of wealthy who could buy his own
bank, and the Office of Complementary and Enhancement Technologies
intimidated anyone with enough brain cells to require at least a
few connective synapses. Any one of those would have gotten her a
private room. But the fact that she was in a hospital in the first
place meant whatever had happened had been public, as OACET had its
own medical suite secreted away in the basement their headquarters
in downtown D.C., and they would have whisked her away if it had
been possible.

Wait, was she still in Washington? She used
her implant to ping the computer attached to her IV drip, and
learned that she was at Walter Reed. The computer had useful
information about how long she had required its services
(sixty-four hours) and the current date and time. She wiggled the
fingers on her left hand, counting backwards. Nearly three days
spent unconscious in the hospital, and that last memory of
breakfast was exactly a week ago. That meant—

I’m missing four days of my life.

She shivered, trying not to think about
missing days—missing years—and slowly eased herself into the
wide open mental space of the collective’s group link.

It had taken nearly eight years for them to
understand how a hivemind could be formed of individuals. The link
which connected her to the other cyborgs was always active when she
used her implant, but they were all getting better at staying out
of each others’ minds unless they were invited. Instead of the
great crashing sea of emotions that had once formed the collective,
they had learned to draw themselves back, to lurk on the
peripherals of presence. When Rachel’s implant was active, she no
longer felt like four hundred people were trying to occupy her
single body. Now it was just her, Rachel Peng, a single person with
four hundred bodies she could occupy if she chose to be very rude
about boundaries.

As she made her presence known, there was a
great rush of excitement, an unnatural clamor of thoughts and
feelings that pushed and pulled against her. Buffeted in a storm of
different minds asking the same questions she was asking
herself—are you okay how are you what happened what happened
what happened what happened WHAT HAPPENED—Rachel felt the edges
of her sense of self begin to blur.

“Stop.” A calm harbor of a voice,
undeniable in its authority. The idea of a sea wall in the shape of
a man slid between Rachel and the rest of the collective. That
single word was enough: the others felt Rachel pushing back, trying
to force her own identity into place, and they slunk away in guilt
and grief. Before Rachel could ask herself why four hundred people
were in mourning, the sea wall turned towards her and pulled her
into a private link before it fell into the familiar mental
patterns of her boss, Patrick Mulcahy.

“I’m glad you’re awake,” he told her.
“Don’t talk to anyone until I get there.”

He waited before she sent him vague feelings
of assent, compliance, before he broke away, leaving
the impression that he was running for his car at top speed.

Rachel shook herself as he left her head,
and backed out of the link as much as she could without going
offline and losing her visual abilities. She slammed an away
message in place to ward against the collective, and then curled up
around herself in a loose ball, her right arm and its heavy cast
cradled against her chest.

Whatever happened was extremely bad,
she thought, followed by a moment of irritation that the stupid
catheter wouldn’t allow her to go fully fetal. She loved
mysteries—you couldn’t be a good detective without a passionate
love for solving puzzles—but not when they were hers.

A knock at the door, and the entire hospital
seemed to discharge into her room. Mako had gone for a nurse but
Rachel’s monitoring devices had alerted her doctor to her status
change, and she was suddenly lost within endless questions. Jenny
Davies was OACET’s own quasi-neurologist and she had already
declared Rachel free from serious head trauma, so the medical team
quickly diagnosed her memory loss as temporary amnesia, likely
stemming from emotional trauma and high body temperature brought on
by proximity to the fire.

“Wait, what’s this about a fire?” Rachel
shot Mako a look. “I was in a fire?!”

He shrugged as he shook his head, and then
opened a loose link. “Pat will explain everything when he gets
here.”

Caught between the twin impulses of wanting
to know and never wanting to know, ever, she took the
coward’s route and instead asked if the catheter could come
out.

Five minutes later, she was still confused,
but the nurse had insisted she use the bathroom on her own to make
sure the plumbing still worked, so she was also raw and edging
towards furious. When she popped out of the bathroom, she told the
medical team to clear the room. They pushed back—they had to push
back—but they’d have had better luck arguing with a sack full of
wet mules, and she told them so.

“It’s supposed to be wet cats in a sack,”
groused the nurse who had caught catheter duty.

“Guess you didn’t get a good look at the
size of my sack while you were down there,” Rachel shot back at
her. The nurse didn’t dignify her with an answer.

As Mako tried to slip out with the medical
team, she grabbed his shirt sleeve with her good hand. “Not
you,” she told him in the tightest private link she could
hold.

He stared at her hand, small and pale
against the dark green of his shirt. For a brief moment, she saw
herself through his eyes: a half-Chinese woman in a hospital gown
with short, spiky black hair and an oval face. Taller than most
women, as her father was a Scottish giant and she had inherited his
overlong legs. The type of athlete who could run five miles or
climb a rock wall without breaking a sweat, as long as you didn’t
throw some weight training in the middle. Decent shape, yes, but
there was no way in hell she could beat Mako Hill and his nearly
three hundred pounds of solid muscle in a fistfight…except
apparently she would try, and he really didn’t want to go
through getting his jaw rewired again.

He nodded towards the chair. Rachel dropped
his arm and returned to the bed, sitting so her legs draped over
the edge. He pulled the chair up to the bed again as he sighed, his
conversational colors falling into anxious yellows, oranges, and
grays. Not just the grays of stress, either. No, this was the
miserable cold fog of loss and sorrow, with lightning flashing in
silverlight streaks.

The colors of mourning, she
realized.

Suddenly she didn’t want to do this. Rachel
wanted to stay here in this moment where reality lurked outside the
door, waiting to be fed so it could move in and take up space in
her mind again. She was living in the now, and while this was bad
enough, it wouldn’t be anything like living in the after. But
avoiding this news hadn’t been a conscious decision, and she
refused to allow her subconscious to make her choices for her. The
last time that had happened…hadn’t ended well.

“I know it’s bad,” she assured him.
“But I’m missing time.”

“Shit,” he whispered aloud, the word muddy
through his teeth. He took off his sunglasses and covered his eyes.
Most of her fellow Agents were photosensitive, where even the dim
lights in a hospital room with the blinds closed could trigger a
headache, but she didn’t think he was fighting against that.

He finally gave in. “You were working a
case.”

“Me alone, or me plus the others?”
Rachel was part of a team of four who worked out of First District
Station of D.C.’s Metropolitan Police Department. Mako would know
if her team had been with her: his cousin, Matt Hill, was their
interrogator. His partner, Jacob Zockinski, managed expectations, a
job which sounded easy but one which Rachel would gleefully remove
her own teeth with a rock to avoid. Raul Santino, her best friend
and former roommate-slash-current roommate, was an absolute nerd,
smart as anything, whole libraries in his skull even without a
cybernetic assist. She was the team’s knight—point her at a problem
and she would solve it or die trying. The four of them made a solid
partnership, their strengths complementing each other, their
weaknesses minimized.

Mako’s grief intensified, with sparks of
light and darker gray rolling through it. She didn’t say anything:
he still picked up on her mood, her rush of panic through their
link. “They’re okay,” he said quietly, even as they shared
an understood “but,” and the stormcloud of his emotions
settled around them both. “You were chasing an arsonist. He blew
up some buildings. All of them were owned by OACET fanboys...a
computer store, a gaming group. You know, the pro-technology folks
who are terminally online and love us more than anything.”

Rachel nodded.

“I don’t know much else. You were
searching abandoned buildings—” He paused and looked towards
the door. She followed his lead, sending her scans out and down,
finding nothing of note within five hundred yards.

“What?” she asked him.

“Mulcahy’s here.” Some surprise
traveled across their link at her missing the obvious. “He’s
parking in the second garage.”

“I’m running nothing but localized scans
and emotions.”

“Gotcha.” He slid his chair away from
the bed, his relief at no longer having to break the bad news an
oil-and-vinegar mix of reluctant gladness against her mind.

“Just tell me,” Rachel said, nearly
begging.

“It’s not like ripping off a
Band-Aid,” Mako replied, the silver and grays of his stormcloud
wrapping tightly around him as if he couldn’t let it go. “I
don’t want to do this. Not with you in my mind.

“You don’t want to do this, either,”
he added, standing. “If you did, you’d already know. You’re the
best of us at reading what we can’t say.”

Mako very carefully touched her hand and
allowed his pure emotion to move into her—sadness, loss,
mourning, love—before he went to meet Mulcahy on his way to her
room.

Leaving Rachel alone with herself again.

Not entirely alone, though.

“You were there,” she whispered to her
implant. “You saw everything I did. Literally. Are you blocking me
from my memories?”

There was no answer. There wasn’t supposed
to be an answer. Her implant was intended to be a part of her, its
organic components cultivated from her own cells to prevent
rejection. Jenny had told her to think of it as an organ as
critical to her continued functioning as her lungs or kidneys. But
thoughts didn’t pass through the lungs, and her implant wasn’t
attached to her kidneys. And there was always, always! her
suspicion that there was no way in hell she would have chosen to
sit outside and stare up at the sun for two days straight.

“I don’t like this,” she told it. “If you’re
doing…whatever you’re doing, you need to stop.”

No reply.

“You can’t take over my life.”

Silence.

“I’ll name you,” she threatened, out
of ideas. “Something dreadful, like…like Fannigan. Do you want to
be Fannigan? I can start calling you Fanny.”

Nothing.

Rachel sat back in her hospital bed and
waited. Maintenance tasks required some attention: texts were sent
to the most likely concerned non-OACET parties that she was
conscious and doing fine, yes, just fine! with the exception
of mild laryngitis and a broken wrist, no need to worry, will call
later. Her girlfriend got a lengthier text which said more of the
same, plus an apology as she was still in the hospital due to some
mild neurological symptoms, and because she was a cyborg they were
going to watch her for another hour so she didn’t accidentally nuke
downtown D.C. or something.

Becca, who considered Rachel’s implant to be
the equivalent of an expensive smart phone with a whole lot of
bonus features, sent back a promise that she’d be right over, along
with a dozen heart emojis and a laughing smiley face.

Then Rachel sent two words to Santino:
“I’m up.”

What else could she say? She still had no
idea what had happened, but his wife had given birth to twins a
little over two months ago. Mako had said Santino was all right, so
unless something had happened to the babies—

“Oh, God!” she whispered, feeling sick to
her stomach.

A text from Santino flew across her mind:
Fuck. Followed by a second: Don’t move.

Are the kids okay? she sent back.

Yes they r fine. brt.

You don’t have to come down.

She was told that texting for non-cyborgs
came with ellipses all over the place while you waited for the
other parties to finish typing. Those didn’t translate through the
link. What she got instead was a choppy feeling in her stomach, as
if she were trying to maintain her balance while sitting in the bed
of a moving truck. After a small eternity, Santino finally gave up
on finding the right words and finished with: Shut tf up
brt

She grinned and waited.

He typed: <3

She copied his text and sent her own hash of
a heart back to him.

“Okay,” she croaked, relieved. “Okay.” It
wasn’t as though she had actually thought that Becca or Santino or
the babies were in danger, but when you chose to wrap your heart
around someone, there was never a moment when you weren’t
exposed.

Now came the hard part, as Patrick Mulcahy
let himself into her room and stood, watching her.

The Army had it wrong. After she had joined
the Criminal Investigation Division, she had received training in
kinesics, the idea being that body language was universal and they
would be able to pick out the threat in the crowd based on posture
and movement. This was bullshit, of course: body language was
informed by culture as much as any other form of communication. But
one of the first things she had been taught was that when a man
stood with his arms crossed, he was on the defensive. That was more
bullshit: here, Mulcahy, arms crossed, was simply waiting. His
surface colors were the same as Mako’s, a storm cloud of dark
woolly grays shot with silver lightning. These nearly swallowed the
core color she used to define him, a cerulean blue so vibrant it
was almost an assault against her senses.

Core colors were what she used to identify
different people instead of traditional visual cues. As far as she
was aware, no core color was identical to another, and she could
use these to mark her friends better than their faces ever could.
Becca’s core color was a rich jade green, while Santino’s was a
smooth cobalt blue. Her own core color was the distinctive
blue-green of Southwestern turquoise, something she had realized
only after she wondered why it kept popping up in surface colors
when people mentioned her name.

She locked eyes with Mulcahy for a long
moment. Usually she’d win any staring game, an ability she’d
cultivated in the Army’s CID, and then leveled up once her vision
was gone and eye contact with another person made them nervous. Not
with Mulcahy. She liked the guy—she did, really—but he was her
boss, and he…

He has secrets.

Rachel looked away first.

“Mako says you have some memory loss,” he
said gently. “What do you remember?”

“Almost nothing.” Rachel flinched as her
throat burned, and switched to the link. “Breakfast with Santino
and the kids, and then…” She shook her head. “Nothing after
that. Not until the ambulance.”

He held out his hand. “Show me.”

That hand hung there, almost a challenge.
Mulcahy had been in her head before. While he had never shared his
memories with her, he had shared his own thoughts, and it didn’t
get much more intimate that that.

Instead of taking his hand, she asked,
“Who died?”

He closed his eyes as a fresh surge of
sadness moved into him, and the dark woolly grays and silver
flashes which made up his surface colors deepened. In that moment,
she realized that he and Mako hadn’t been caught up within matching
storms of grief, but were wearing the names of the lost.

The grays of a fine wool coat.

The silverlight spark of a joyous soul.

“Jason and Phil,” she whispered aloud, and
quickly slapped her bare palm into his so she could let her last
memories flow.
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Life was good.

Relatively speaking, of course. Her small
house was packed to bursting with four adults and two newborn
twins, the sounds of construction kicked off at seven in the
morning no matter what, and there was a psychopath lurking on the
back porch, but when such things were taken into consideration,
life was good.

As Rachel Peng stared up at the ceiling of
her bedroom, she vowed she would remind herself of this every
single morning until things changed or she was arrested for
homicide and thrown in a nice, quiet prison cell, and then she
would make goddamned certain her cellmate understood she had an
immutable definition of personal space.

She stretched out a hand to check beneath
the nearby pillow. It was still warm. On weekdays, Becca timed it
so she could escape to her office, which wasn’t under renovation
and full of babies, before the chaos ramped up to epic poetry
levels. Rachel had a vague memory of a gentle kiss and a promise to
bring home dinner.

Life was good.

She had set her alarm to go off at three
minutes before seven, so she threw back the covers and marched
towards the shower right as the power tools fired up. It was a very
nice shower. Gray marble chased with flecks of colored stone had
been laid in pleasing patterns behind a floating glass surround.
The rest of the bathroom was white porcelain, with double sinks, a
toilet, and a standing tub nestled within the soothing pale grays
and those small but dramatic pops of color. A bathroom worthy of a
magazine photoshoot, most likely, or at least an extra thirty grand
if she ever decided to sell her house.

Which she wouldn’t, ever, because she
had endured eight straight months of renovations to get to this
point, and now there were babies in it so they were all good and
truly trapped, and Sartre was right when he said that Hell was
other people but he should have specified how most of those were
subcontractors—

She clamped down on those thoughts before
they could turn thoroughly sour. “Life is good,” she assured
her shampoo bottle. It didn’t reply, which was probably for the
best.

Five minutes later, she was clean and
dressed and ready to punch the morning right in its mouth. She
slumped down the stairs and into the kitchen, and held out her
arms.

“Gimme,” she told her partner.

Raul Santino pressed her screaming nephew
into her hands, and laid his head down on the table. “Kill me,” he
said.

“And get stuck with these kids?” she asked,
as she checked in on her niece in the small emergency crib they had
set up in the kitchen. Lindy was, as always, smiling to herself,
reaffirming her status as the sweetest, happiest baby in the world.
“Absolutely not.”

Santino groaned and let himself slide from
the chair to crumple in a lump on the floor.

Rachel prodded him with a toe. “Get up.”

He gave a negative grunt.

“Drama queen.”

Affirmative grunt.

She began to pace, rocking her nephew up and
down in gentle waves. It didn’t help. Henry was inconsolable. At
nearly eight weeks, the twins should have been through the period
where they cried incessantly to build lung capacity. Lindy, who
seemed to have inherited her mother’s sunny personality, had passed
through that phase and become a true joy. Henry, on the other hand,
took after a caveman. He had rock-hard fists and kicked hard enough
to crumple a mastodon’s skull. He lashed out with a foot and
planted it square in the center of Rachel’s left breast, and she
hissed as she squeezed her eyes shut to blink back the sudden
tears.

“Are you running emotions?” Santino asked
from the floor.

“What are emotions?” she asked, as she
pressed the flat of her arm against her breast to kill the pain.
“Exhaustion is all. Hail exhaustion.”

“Can you check on him? Maybe there’s a good
reason he won’t shut up. Maybe he can’t.”

She sighed and sat down beside Santino, who
held up his hands for his son. “Henry’s fine,” she assured him.
“He’s probably mad you named him Henry.”

“It was Zia’s grandfather’s name,” he
muttered, as she passed the infant back to him. Henry renewed his
screaming and bashed his father in the teeth.

Rachel laid down on the floor. It was a very
nice floor. The kitchen had been the first room to get a full dose
of Becca’s remodeling efforts, as she had sworn a vendetta against
the flippers who had sold the house to Rachel and promised she’d
foot the bill to scourge all traces of them from the property. The
pressboard painted-over cabinets were removed and replaced, the
paint-smeared tiles chiseled off in favor of a neutral greige
backsplash, and all the countertops turned to soft white limestone
laden with fossils. The floor was a lovely natural stone to
complement those counters, with enough hand-inlaid wood accents to
ensure it was hellaciously expensive. It was also surprisingly
comfortable, and she thought maybe she could sleep, just for a—

“Rachel?”

“Right,” she said, as she flipped
frequencies.

She had found that babies didn’t have unique
core colors. They started life as a soft, dreamy blue. As they
matured and their own personalities bloomed, this would fade,
replaced by a color that… Well, Rachel wasn’t sure what core colors
meant, or if they meant anything at all. Maybe they simply were.
The emotional layer? Now, those colors had meaning, and as she
looked at Henry’s emotions, she saw the prismatic maelstrom of
tantrums.

“He’s fine,” she declared, and let her arms
flop wide across her very nice stone floor so the chill could sink
into her, and, maybe, if she was lucky, fold over her and sweep her
down into the center of the earth so she would never have to deal
with another human being ever again.

“Are you sure?”

She pushed her scans through Henry a second
time, a purposeful process which took in his soft blue core and the
layer of orange-tinted grays and greens which churned around that.
She knew that particular combination meant irritation, but it
didn’t have a target. It hovered over Henry like a portable storm
cloud, growing more or less intense along with his screaming.

“Yes,” she replied, and decided that if she
was extremely lucky, the center of the earth wouldn’t even have
mole people and she could become Queen of the Geodes.

“But—”

“Santino, I would love to help fix your kid,
but he’s not broken. He’s just a baby.”

“But—”

“Jenny says he’s fine,” Rachel reminded him.
While Jenny wasn’t a pediatrician, her own superior medical scans
would have detected anything abnormal down to the cellular level,
and she had done the usual tests for that.

“But—”

Rachel lurched to her feet and stumbled out
the back door before he could finish, grabbing an untoasted bagel
and a tub of cream cheese off the counter as she went.

It was a very nice door. No, if she was
being honest, the new door was splendid, a fancy double affair
which opened onto the new back porch. The porch framed the gardens,
which were now twice their original size as they were no longer
confined to her own yard. When Rachel’s quasi-unlamented neighbor,
Mrs. Wagner, had passed away, her heirs had put her house up for
sale. Santino and Zia had bought it sight unseen. They had already
torn down the fence between their two properties. Rachel couldn’t
deny that when the renovations were finished, the four of them
would be living in paradise. Two houses, side by side, sharing a
massive half-acre private garden.

Unfortunately, Becca had standards, so
Rachel had agreed to do some light renovations to her own home
before Becca sold her condo so they could move in together. Why
not? There was already a crew working next door as they gutted the
old lady’s house to bring it into the current millennium, and the
company was happy to throw more workers their way. But once Becca
had seen what the flippers had concealed behind the drywall, minor
renovations had turned major, and then there were delays due to
weather and materials and supply chains, and Zia’s lease had come
due, and Becca’s real estate broker had made her an offer on the
condo she couldn’t refuse, and the twins had come early, and the
contractors had needed to rebuild most of the Wagner house’s
framework due to water damage, and…

And, and, and.

Now it was the four—no, the six!—of
them, living in Rachel’s mostly finished house, while the
contractors hammered and drilled and sawed and smashed away at a
pace that would have put a sloth to shame.

“Want me to kill them?”

And then there was this guy!

The psychopath sitting just outside her
splendid back door was sipping a tall cup of coffee, contented
blues layered over a core of sandalwood brown. Those blues were a
lie: Marshall Wyatt might be calm now, but he could fire into
action like a bullet from a gun. Wyatt was an outcome, an
unforeseen consequence of her job as the first cyborg liaison to
the Washington D.C. Metropolitan Police Department. Untenable
choices had led to unforeseen consequences, one of these being that
she now had her own personal psychopath to do with as she
pleased.

It had taken her the better part of a year
to realize that he wanted her to be his conscience. Sociopaths knew
right from wrong but didn’t care; psychopaths cared but lacked the
ability to make the distinction. Wyatt was smart, vicious, and
practical. For him, violence and murder were tools in his kit,
methods he could apply to different situations to get the outcome
he wanted. But Wyatt had spent his time in military Special Forces
and in private security nursing an uneasy feeling that something
was…off. He had finally decided that if he didn’t have a moral
compass, then he would attach himself to someone who did. As
strictly moral people were excruciatingly boring, he chose people
like Rachel instead. She had gotten him a job on the security team
at OACET mainly so another Agent would be forced to watch him when
she couldn’t. Wyatt knew she kept trying to ditch him, but the job
suited him. There was always something fairly sneaky happening in
or around Washington, D.C., and OACET made sure he put his skills
to proper use. As long as someone was there to point him in the
right direction, Wyatt didn’t go around murdering people for
convenience’s sake.

He still liked to joke about it, though.

When she didn’t answer, Wyatt’s eyebrows
went up. He delicately placed his coffee cup on a side table, and
cracked his knuckles as he looked towards the workers slowly
grinding away on the old Wagner house.

“Knock it off,” Rachel told him. “The kid
was crying most of the night. Kept us all up.”

Wyatt, who had learned seven weeks prior
that any wisecracks about murdering babies, sincere or not, would
be met with a swift kick to the dick, quickly changed the subject.
“You check your messages yet?”

“What are you, my secretary?”

“Executive assistant. And yeah, I am. You
didn’t notice?”

She glared at him, watching his colors move
in the slow purples of good humor at her expense, as she used her
implant to open her phone’s inbox. Messages spilled into her head.
OACET had the best spam filters in the world, but she still had to
forward through the mess until she found a familiar voice.

Then, she sighed.

Wyatt picked up his cup and took a noisy
sip.

“God, I hate you,” she muttered beneath her
breath, as she dunked the entire bagel into the tub of cream cheese
and ripped into it.

“I’ll drive,” he replied, grinning.
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The memory ended.

Rachel dropped her hand from Mulcahy’s and
pressed it against her eyes. She backed out of their link, the
experience as vivid as if she had relived it. One week ago, Phil
and Jason hadn’t been anywhere near her, at least not on the
morning when this had all started.

“How did they die?” she croaked aloud.

His conversational colors turned the color
of flames.

“Oh, God,” she whispered. “Please tell me it
was fast.”

Mulcahy never lied, so he couldn’t answer,
which was answer enough. She imagined she could hear the blaze of
his colors scream.

She turned off her implant. The echoing
presence of the collective disappeared, as did Mulcahy’s fiery
halo, followed by Mulcahy himself.

More memories, though…

Jason Atran. Extremely handsome in his
stereotypical way, with dark hair and smooth polish. Antisocial and
arrogant to the point of offense. A brilliant computer programmer
who had specialized in digital forensics for the DEA before he was
recruited to the Program.

He had scooped up her worst secrets and held
them close, protecting her, protecting OACET. She had taught him
how to talk in the language of colors, and they ran feelings
between themselves in the form of hues and movement. There were
ideas that could only be shaped by knowing, and Jason had pushed
himself to learn, so he could know, so they could communicate in
her own new language for no other reason than because it was
important to her.

Phil Netz. A halo of short blond hair over
fair skin and dark glasses, always ready with a joke and a
supportive shoulder. Slow to anger, quick to forgive. An explosives
expert who had taken a lesser version of Rachel’s scans and adapted
them to save lives.

Their scans blending into one, transforming
music and color and movement into new ways of experiencing the
world. Singing in the rain. The hard thump of boxing gloves.
Watching him bond with Santino over a tragically ugly painting of a
duck.

She wouldn’t cry in front of Mulcahy. “What
happened?” she asked, and this time she barely felt the words move
along her scorched throat.

“You were in the building with them,” he
said. “You got out in time.”

Rachel thought her heart was breaking. “Did
I leave them?”

He chuckled sadly. “Penguin, you ran back in
for them.”

“Then how did I get out when they
didn’t?”

Mulcahy took a deep breath. “That’s part of
the mystery.”

She flipped her implant back on and stared
at him. Her boss wasn’t lying: lies were marked by dimples within
conversational colors, and he was still wearing a shroud of fire
and grief. But while Mulcahy never lied—it was a point of honor for
him—he chose his words too carefully when he should have simply
lied instead. “That wasn’t an answer.”

His surface colors weighed against each
other as he decided what to tell her. The pallor of guilt appeared
and the rest of Mulcahy’s colors faded in intensity as he crushed
his emotions down, down, draining them to get them out of his way.
She didn’t want to deal with what that meant: if he needed to go
into robot mode, then that was his choice.

“I didn’t act fast enough,” he said,
dispassionate. “And I will leave it at that.”

There wasn’t any dimpling within the thin
overlay of professional blues and the mourning storm, the sum of
what remained of his emotions. Rather than navigate Mulcahy’s
persistent sense of guilt, she gritted her teeth and let her inner
cop take over. “All right,” she said. “What was in the
building?”

“We don’t know,” he replied, his voice an
artificial steel. “Your team doesn’t know. It was you, Jason, and
Phil, the three of you going into an abandoned hospital. You didn’t
leave any messages.”

“No,” she said. “Phil’s an explosives guy
and they live and die by communication. Plus, Jason documents the
crap out of everything, and I’d let Santino know where we were
going.”

“Not this time.”

That’s a clue, she realized, and
added it to her growing mental stack. “Mako said we were chasing an
arsonist.”

“Yes.” He reached into the interior of his
suit coat and pulled out a small pad of spiralbound paper. She
instantly recognized it as her own, the miniature pocket notebook
she started at the beginning of every significant case. “We didn’t
find anything of use in this.”

“You could read my shorthand?

“As I said, we didn’t find anything of use.”
Mulcahy was still keeping his emotions wrapped up tight, as he
would have cracked along the edges in purple humor at that. He
dropped the pad into her waiting hand, careful to avoid touching
her skin.

“Give me a moment,” she said, and shut her
eyes. Why? Muscle memory, mainly, a preconceived notion of how she
was supposed to interact with her own version of Braille, coupled
with her crappy handwriting. She removed the heavy cardstock she
used to keep pen impressions from digging through multiple pages,
and flipped the first page over to its reverse side.

Now for the tricky part: Rachel had
retrained herself to read with her right hand. Fingertips poking
out of the cast, she carefully pulled them across the lines she had
carved into each page with an old ballpoint pen.

“You write on the front and read on the
back.” Mulcahy sounded like a well-programmed AI making clinical
observations.

“Yup,” she replied absently, concentrating
on zipping through her own notes. Reading through visual channels
required too much effort. It gave her headaches and forced her to
focus on the construction of words and phrases, rather than their
meaning. Right now, she was searching for meaning.

(She didn’t ask herself how she could write
in what was essentially a highly specialized code and read its
mirrored version. She never asked herself why she had decided this
was easier than the normal methods of reading and writing she had
done since she was four years old. And she made an aggressive
effort to never ask herself if this was something she would have
been able to do at all before she had volunteered to have a tiny
organic quantum computer grafted to her brain.)

There were two hundred and thirty-nine pages
of notes. That was a lot for four days of work, especially as she
had been doing legwork all over the city.

“It started with a fire, too,” Rachel told
Mulcahy, summing up what she read as quickly as she could.

“I know,” he said. “You were investigating
an arsonist.”

“Glenn Telford,” she said as held up her
good hand to cut him off. “That’s our arsonist. Better known to his
fellow inmates as the Rat King because, according to a former
cellmate in a California federal pen, he was—and I’m quoting here—a
‘giant fucking rat.’ Used to be a chemical engineer before the
fire’s song got too loud for him to ignore and he began to feed
it.”

“I’ve seen the video,” Mulcahy said.

“I’m going as fast as I can,” she muttered,
flipping forward through the notebook. Eight days ago—No, it was
fifteen days ago, and you’ve got to stop forgetting how you’ve lost
a week.—at midnight, Telford had stood before a security camera
on the other side of the street, stared up at the lens, and made a
big show of pressing a button on his phone. When he did, the
windows of the computer store framed behind him had gone bright
with fire. The security footage showed him watching the flames
until people from the upper floors began to crash down the fire
escapes, and then he had walked off into the night.

As she read, she could almost feel the scene
unfold around her. That neighborhood wasn’t the best. There were
definitely worse: move a few blocks to the south and east, and the
residents stopped being treated as people and were instead reduced
to mere statistics. The street where the arson had occurred was on
the knife’s edge of gentrification but it hadn’t yet made the cut.
The burned-out ruin had been an apartment building with a ground
floor business occupant, a computer repair company which had been
thoroughly gutted before the fire moved upwards to take out the
rest of the four-story structure.

She had been there. She had investigated
that building with Phil Netz. Phil was trained in explosives while
she was trained in investigations. Between the two of them, they
could apply their unique version of cyborg CSI, blending their
senses into a peerless screening system to dissect any scene down
to the smallest quantities of trace evidence. Her notes told her
that there was nothing for them to learn, though, not by the time
they had arrived. There was no doubt they could have learned more,
probably much more, maybe even enough to catch the arsonist, if
they had been called in before the scene had been wrecked by
thousands of gallons of water and fire suppressants, dozens of
emergency scene workers, and a surprising amount of autumn pollen.
Whatever had been left behind was a damp slurry of charcoal and
ash.

That was all down in her notes, but she had
written nothing about who Phil was. Nothing beyond his name and
that they had been working together to catch Telford. Nothing about
his too-fluffy blonde hair that he kept short or it’d flare out
like an enormous halo in the humidity, or his quick wit and his
tendency to mix sarcasm with kindness to show he never meant to be
cruel, not even as a joke—

Grieve later, she reminded herself.
Spend your energy on learning what happened.

She turned to another page and zipped her
fingers over the text. “Josh was in on this?”

“Yes.”

“Why was Josh on an arson call?” she asked
herself aloud. “Can’t be for that one crime scene. Even if Telford
blew up a fanboy’s store, Josh could have washed OACET’s hands of
this with a sad statement in a press release.”

“He did,” Mulcahy confirmed.

“Shit,” she said, her head snapping back as
she dropped her notes. Josh Glassman had a core color in the blues
of fresh tattoos, wore hideously rumpled clothing, and had slept
with at least half of the women in the city under the age of forty
and probably a third of those who were over. As the public
relations specialist for OACET, Josh was arguably the world’s most
popular cyborg. Mulcahy might have greater name recognition, but
Josh’s job was to be their media presence, no matter what. That
could only mean one thing: “You think this is going to happen
again.”

“That, too,” Mulcahy replied. “But we also
think that Telford targeted other sites that were pro-OACET before
he came to D.C. We’re trying to get ahead of the bad press.”

“Shit,” she muttered again, moving forward
in her notes to find what she had written down about that first
case. A man named Jeff Mackinac had been one of the casualties of
the fire. He had been in his late twenties and had turned a
computer repair shop into a boutique store which bundled sales and
service in a cute, welcoming atmosphere. A neighborhood resident
had described it as an Apple store smushed up with a hipster café.
Mackinac had slept in the basement storage area beneath the store,
built it up like a little apartment, had even cut into the
building’s water lines to make himself a tiny shower. Illegal as
all hell—too easy to get trapped during a fire—but squatting was
how he could afford to keep his store open.

She sighed. She hated codes and regulations
like only former Army grunts and survivors of massive government
conspiracies could, but nobody deserved to go like that.

“Rachel? I’m not in your head,” Mulcahy
reminded her, cracking half a smile. The harsh self-control that
had sealed away the majority of his emotions had faded, and his
conversational colors were moving again.

“Yeah, I know, I’m still reading,” she said,
and then looked up at him. “This feels weird. This
feels…wrong. Going over my own notes? It feels like…”

Her boss already knew what she meant. “It
feels like when we came back to ourselves.”

Rachel swallowed and nodded, forcing herself
to dive back into reading. But she couldn’t concentrate, not after
that. None of them liked to remember what they had gone through,
before Mulcahy had freed them. Every member of OACET had a
five-year gap in their lives, with missing time and lost memories
as part of that.

She shut the notebook.

“Rachel—”

“I know!” she snapped. “Just…just give me a
minute.”

Mulcahy’s colors tinted rose pink in
empathy, and he stepped away, pretending to peer through the window
at the grounds below.

Rachel rubbed her eyes. The same eyes she
had burned right out of her own head—

Once upon a time.

“No,” she whispered. “Not now.”

“Tell me how that memory was so clear.”

She threw her scans at Mulcahy to check if
he was actually holding out a helping hand. He wasn’t—he was still
watching the rolling landscapes of asphalt and scrub greenery of
Bethesda—and he didn’t smile at her. But he was still a sorrowful
pink, and the Southwestern turquoise which served as her own core
color was woven into the edges of the gray-and-silver storm.

“It was Josh,” she explained. “He showed me
how to share memories after I missed a couple of briefings.” Not
entirely the truth, as Josh tended to spend an inordinate amount of
time thinking about sex and she’d needed to teach herself how to
pass on memories that were simple, straightforward, and
uncomplicated by tangential fantasies or lingering appreciative
stares. She wasn’t clear on how her memories were received. When
Josh passed his on to her, it felt as though she was riding along
in his body, but someone else had told her that her own memories
were like watching a highly abstracted animated movie, with
physical sensations and random thoughts blasting away.

And then she remembered that it had been
Jason who had told her that, and she draped her good hand over her
face and had herself a solid cry.

When she was finished, Rachel sat up and
went back to the notebook.

Mulcahy was sitting in Mako’s chair, staring
at her.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“You’re not,” he told her.

“Yeah, well,” she held up the notebook. “I
will be.”

He nodded, the chair scraping against
linoleum as he stood. “You’re officially on leave,” he told her.
“Whatever you need to do to recover from your injuries, do it.”

“I’m thinking of hitting the beach,” she
said, still reading. “Get some sun, meet some new people.”

“Good,” he said, his impression of her
Southwestern turquoise dimpling as he acknowledged her own lies. He
touched her on her shoulder, the weave of the hospital gown almost
thick enough to keep them out of each other’s minds.

Almost.

Mulcahy was rage and fury, anger held in
place by the need to make someone pay! Not her. No, Mulcahy
was angry for her: Telford had killed two of his people and
injured a third, and now the Cyborg King was out for blood. But he
couldn’t act, not without consequences. Not without taking all of
OACET down with him if he fell.

That was why he had her, and that was why
she had her team.

And her own personal psychopath.
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“You’re going to bed.” Becca was insistent.
“You are going to stay in bed, and you are going to
like it.” Rachel’s girlfriend was saturated in the deep reds
of love and compassion, spun through with the dusky purples of
concern. Chunks of orange annoyance floated through this; Becca was
more high-strung than a power line, and she was missing work to
bring Rachel home from the hospital. She didn’t want to be at
work—otherwise the annoyance would be braided into the love and
concern instead of blobbing around in her emotions like the goo in
a lava lamp—but work nevertheless existed and Becca knew it existed
and knew that decisions were being made without her, and that was
unbearable for a Type-A finance broker.

Rachel leaned over to the driver’s seat to
kiss her. “Go back to work.”

“Like hell. The second I’m gone you’ll
be—”

“I’ll watch her,” Santino said, popping up
between the two front seats. Out of respect for Rachel’s recent
ass-kicking, he had insisted on taking her usual seat in the back
instead of playing the much-longer-legs card. “She’ll go right to
bed and she’ll stay there, promise.”

Becca sighed in purples and grays, her
conversational colors rolling like eyes. “You are both lying to me,
and you know it, and you know I know it, so stop.”

Rachel grinned. “How long did you spend in
my hospital room?”

“Two days. You woke up a couple of hours
after they assured me you’d be under for at least another day, so
thank you, all of this is so convenient for everyone
involved. Now get in the house,” her girlfriend said, pointing.

They did, all three of them. There was a
pause in the kitchen where Zia brought in the newborns for the
obligatory cooing before the entire household went down for a nap,
and then Becca went through the motions of making sure Rachel was
fed and showered and in bed before she took a shower herself and
curled up around her, aware she couldn’t keep her girlfriend in bed
by force of will alone.

Except Becca normally slept like the dead,
and the relief of Rachel’s recovery stacked on top of two days’
worth of bedside vigil swept her under like a riptide. Fifteen
minutes later, Rachel was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and had
claimed her usual seat at the kitchen table, waiting for Santino to
pour her a heavy shot of Kentucky bourbon.

“You sure?” he said. The glass sang sharply
on the table as he set it in front of her. “This isn’t going to
help your throat.”

She knocked it back and gestured for him to
pour another.

“Rachel—”

“When I start crying, I want to be able to
blame it on the whiskey.”

There was no arguing with that. Another
shot, a quick break as she went to get a handful of cough drops,
and they were back at the table. When she sat down, they were
aggressively not looking at each other; she had turned off the
emotional frequencies, and knew her eyes were already red.

“Why?” she asked him.

Santino had poured himself a drink, or quite
possibly his second or third: he was taking too much time to choose
his words. “I don’t know. Not the end of it—not when you went out
to that hospital. I was…” He choked up a little. “I was with the
kids.”

“Did we leave you behind?
Intentionally?”

He shook his head, blurring his face in her
scans. “I said I wanted to spend some time at home. Give Zia a
break.”

“So we were off the clock.” That alone was
important information. Zia was on family leave for the first twelve
weeks of their children’s lives, but his leave had barely cracked
ten workdays and this had been his first case back. He wouldn’t
have ditched them if they were headed to that abandoned hospital
during their weird version of office hours, and he definitely
wouldn’t have ditched them cold if they had thought they were about
to go into danger. “Did you know where we were going?”

“Yeah.” He began to straighten up the junk
mail into different orderly piles, something to keep his hands busy
that he could do without conscious thought. “Bell had a lead.”

“Bell?” That was…well, that was ten pounds
of unexpected in a five-pound sack, and Rachel abruptly realized
she should have thought to check in on Bell as soon as she had
learned about the fire. “Where is she right now? Is she safe?”

Santino nodded. “Last time I checked, she
was staying in Josh’s office. There’s always someone to watch
her.”

“Poor kid,” Rachel said, as she returned to
the bottle of bourbon. Bell—the girl’s legal name was Silver Bell,
due to being born on Christmas Day to parents who had obviously
loathed her from the jump—had been in a romantic relationship with
both Jason and Phil. Rachel had never been sure if it was an
equilateral threesome or more of an isosceles arrangement with Bell
as the stabilizing side, but there had been truckloads of love
shared among them. Right now, she was no doubt a sobbing wreck
curled up on the couch, unable to even look at the giant bed Josh
had kitted out in the corner of his office due to the memories.
“What kind of lead did she have? Another maker space
connection?”

“No.” Santino tossed a large handful of
paper into the recycling bin, and then got up to start sorting
through the baby clutter spread out over the kitchen counters. “She
still has friends in the local unhoused community, and they were
calling in with leads on abandoned buildings where Telford might be
hiding.”

Oh. Oh, that made too much sense, and
she didn’t like it at all. The first time they had met, Rachel had
recognized that the girl was in serious financial straits, but she
didn’t realize Bell had been homeless. Brilliant, yes. Spacing out
her meals to save a dollar? That, too. Unable to take regular
showers? Obviously. But homeless? No, nobody as smart as Bell could
be homeless—or so Rachel had told herself, because nobody as smart
as Rachel could have tripped and fallen face-first into a steaming
pile of assumptions—so Rachel had picked up the girl’s meals
whenever she had the chance, and never once asked Bell where she
lived because Rachel assumed she would have been ashamed to answer,
and not that she couldn’t answer at all.

From what Phil and Jason had let slip, their
formal relationship with Bell had been cemented by her lack of safe
housing. She had bed-surfed between the two men’s apartments until
Jason and Phil had pooled their resources and bought out the
contract on Josh’s old condo. Whatever the neighbors might have
thought of the two thirty-something OACET Agents and their lovely
twenty-three-year-old partner had certainly been tempered from
exposure to Josh’s constant weekend orgies. A stable polyamorous
relationship was most likely a refreshing change for everyone in
the building, notably the overworked doorman.

“All right.” Rachel pulled out her notebook
and found where she had left off with Mulcahy. “Go back to that
first building, the arson where…what’s-his-name…Jeff Mackinac was
murdered.”

“Yeah…” Santino said, a filler word to hold
his place while he organized his own memories. “It looked like a
bomb site.”

Those words kicked something loose in her
head, and, briefly, Rachel remembered.

She had seen far more than her fair share of
bomb sites. She had thought she’d left explosions behind her when
she shipped out of Afghanistan for the last time, but no, here she
was, standing beside yet another massive burned-out hole in the
ground, a bare stone’s throw away from downtown Washington,
D.C.

“At least this time they left the rest of
the street standing,” Santino muttered.

“I know, right?” Wyatt clapped them both
on the backs. “Amateur hour.”

“Go,” she told him, pointing down the
street. Her personal psychopath flashed her a mock salute, and then
sauntered away down a nearby alley. “No violence!” she shouted
after him.

“What’s he doing?” Santino asked,
somewhat nervously.

“Hunting,” she said, as she sent her
scans over the shell of an apartment building and the open hole of
the burned-out basement in front of them. “Same as us with
different methods.”

The old apartment building was a skeleton,
broken from the inside out. A gas line had ruptured on the first
floor, causing the flames to move up, up, making a mirrorworld
waterfall which cascaded towards the sky. It was eight days cold,
its bones picked apart by every other law enforcement agency in the
city. It had been arson, a crime that wouldn’t even ping on OACET’s
radar were it not for her suspicion that—

The memory ended, snapping like a broken
thread. Rachel gasped and went to rub her eyes, but forgot she was
wearing a cast so she clocked herself with the thick block of
fiberglass instead. The pain from her wrist was briefly
overshadowed by the resounding bonk! from her own skull, and
she couldn’t help but laugh at herself, which of course turned into
crying, so she let herself sob on the table until she ran dry.

Santino wasn’t looking at her, face down as
he sorted through a laboratory’s worth of nursing equipment on the
kitchen counter. He was utterly silent but she had the distinct
feeling that he was crying, too.

“I remembered something,” she said, once she
trusted herself to talk again, and Santino rubbed his eyes with his
shirtsleeve before he came back to the table. “We were on the
street in front of Mackinac’s store.”

“What triggered the memory?” he asked, his
voice thick and cloudy.

“You were right. It did look like a bomb
site.” She ran the ball of her thumb over Mackinac’s name on her
pad. “It reminded me of bomb sites in Afghanistan, and that got me
going.”

“Tangential memory? Interesting,” he said.
“What else?”

“Wyatt was there. D’you know where he is
now?” she asked, with excessive reluctance. It wasn’t that she’d be
legally, or even ethically, responsible if he fucked off to go on a
massive murder spree, but that wouldn’t make her feel less guilty.
He shook his head, and she sighed. “I need to find him.”

“Give yourself a moment,” he told her.
“Especially since you’ve remembered something. Was it
important?”

“No. Maybe?” She rubbed her forehead where
she had nearly given herself a fresh concussion. “Do you know
anything about recovering memories?”

“A little.” His phone came out. “Let me
refresh my own before I start shooting off. I’m really
sleep-deprived.”

“Don’t bother,” Rachel told him, standing.
She gave him a one-armed hug before moving towards the back door.
“I should call Jenny and check in anyhow.”

The porch was wide and warm in the midday
sun, the new wood creaking slightly and smelling of cedar. The
backyard was still as glorious as it had been in the memory she had
shared with Mulcahy. More so, actually, as the weather was
beginning to cool enough to put some new colors on the perennials.
Rachel bypassed the chairs and took a seat on the wide steps
instead, and then reached out to Jenny.

Their link opened with a snap: Jenny was
pissed. “Two hours. You’ve been awake for two hours before
checking in with your doctor.” Rachel allowed a thin trickle of
her anxiety to enter the conversation. Jenny, however, was hard to
guilt. “Mako tells me you’re experiencing memory loss. That
could be serious.”

“I’m fine, Jenny, thanks for
asking.”

“You aren’t,” Irritation surged on
Jenny’s side of the link. “Do you need the cautionary lecture on
grafting barely tested technology into the human brain
again?”

Rachel shivered. “No, I’m good,” she
said quickly, unwilling to hear yet another description of what had
happened to those poor souls who had been suckered into
beta-testing what would evolve into OACET’s quantum computing
implant. They had gone through different degrees of torture but all
of them were now extremely and decisively dead.

The sensation of pushing a boulder up a hill
slowly faded as Jenny got her temper under control. “Tell me
what you’re experiencing.”

That was a surprise. Rachel had expected
instructions to come into OACET headquarters for tests.

“I would ask but…” Jenny trailed off,
leaving a complicated knot of emotions—sadness, grief, anger,
trust—swirling in the link between her thoughts.

“I’ll find him, Jenny. I’m working on
it,” Rachel promised her. Her friend was slow to answer, so
Rachel added: “And I’m getting some memories back. Just one so
far. It was triggered by another memory, from when I was in the
Army. Is there any way to speed it up?”

Ten years ago, if someone who was only
passingly cute had told Rachel that structure and organization
could manifest as emotions, she would have scoffed and moved on to
the next girl at the bar. That had changed when she was linked into
a hivemind populated with control freaks. Jenny plunged herself
into her emotional support tedium before hedging, “I won’t say
you can’t. You shouldn’t, though.”

Rachel pinched the bridge of her nose.
“Jenny—”

“Brains are complicated. Like most
cognitive processes, memory loss is not fully understood. I can
give you the specifics, but it’ll take hours.”

“Give me the Wikipedia version.”

Jenny’s presence in their link went slightly
sour. “If you diagnose yourself using the internet—”

“I know better.” Rachel smiled in
spite of herself. “That’s why I’m talking to my doctor.”

“Fine.” Jenny sent her a sensation
similar to throwing up her hands in surrender. “The short-short
version is that it’s probably nothing to worry about and you’ll
start to remember things gradually, without warning, like you’ve
already started to do.”

“Probably?”

“Let me finish.” An impression of
clenched teeth came through their link. “Four days ago, you were
sleep-deprived, under a tremendous amount of stress, and had
prolonged exposure to smoke and heat. It was the perfect storm for
temporary memory loss for any normal person.”

Rachel waited for her friend to get to the
closer, but it didn’t come, leaving a whole world of possibilities
out there for people who were no longer, neurologically speaking,
remotely normal. The anxiety she had done her best to
compartmentalize in a scrunched-up mental box and bury beneath a
mountain of more pressing concerns started to ooze out.

Jenny felt it. “I’d actually like to
study this,” she admitted. “Dissociative amnesia in a cyborg
who has developed atypically precise memory recall? This is…this
has implications.” Rachel focused on scratching at the cotton
padding under the cast and did her best to not turn her feelings
into words, but that rarely worked in a link, and never with her
doctor. “That’s what you’re worried about, isn’t it?”

It was a classic Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man
moment: when you didn’t want to answer a direct question in a link,
you couldn’t allow yourself to focus on anything, not even a
harmless memory from childhood. But that wasn’t a real solution, as
you were either left with a void of non-answer which spoke for
itself, or the image of Mr. Stay-Puft stomped his way into the
conversation and you pretended that you weren’t suppressing your
answer hard enough to reference old movies.

Jenny waited, and Rachel cracked.
“Yeah,” she said quietly.

Her friend pushed emotions at
her—sympathy, reason, calm—and said, “Facts are facts,
Rachel. The implant lets us do fantastic things, but we’re still
learning about our abilities.”

Rachel nodded as bile rose in her
throat.

“I’m coming over,” Jenny warned,
followed by a small pop! as her avatar appeared. Rachel had
no problem seeing her, as all interaction with digital projections
was done through their implants. It was kind of wild seeing Jenny
in front of her, life-sized, standing with her hands on her hips.
Except for being wholly comprised of bright green light, Jenny’s
avatar was what Rachel remembered as how it had been to actually
see another person.

God, her life was weird.

“I don’t need a lecture,” she told Jenny. “I
need to remember where I was, what I did, so I don’t waste time
covering the same ground.”

“I know,” Jenny said, as she sat beside her.
“But I can’t tell you how to do that. Brains are complicated, ours
more than others.”

“…yeah.”

“Tell me what you’re feeling.”

Rachel barked out a harsh laugh, a cruel
sound which tore at her throat. “That’s rich,” she said. “Just
billionaire-class, upper-one-percenter wealthy.”

“Humor me.”

She couldn’t. There was a limit on what
Rachel could manage and she was tapped out. If Jenny wasn’t able to
cut through the great Gordian knot of emotions which surrounded the
ever-present shadow of how Rachel went blind—No, shithead, you
didn’t “go blind.” You burned out your own eyes!—then there was
no way that spoken language could fill the gap.

Bless Jenny forever for not pushing the
point. They sat without talking, her friend pretending she was
resting her head on Rachel’s shoulder, and Rachel holding herself
statue-still so she wouldn’t break the illusion. It wasn’t
comfortable. Neither of them had enough internal peace to find that
kind of silence, not now, not with Jason and Phil still in the
morgue. Good enough that the two of them weren’t alone, perhaps, at
least for the moment.

Eventually, Rachel had to move. “I’ve got to
get back to work.”

“Rephrase that so I have plausible
deniability.”

Rachel chuckled. “I’m on leave and should
start planning my vacation.”

“Definitely.” Jenny’s avatar pretended to
stretch. “Rest and relaxation, just what the doctor ordered. And I
should order it…”

“But nobody else can read my notes.” Rachel
stood, glancing towards the door as a muffled sharp cry reached
her, a sound exactly like the one made by an angry walrus trapped
inside a baby’s body who had just awakened from his nap. “If it
makes you feel better, once I figure out what happened to me, I’ll
try to ditch the cleanup on someone else.”

“Good. Any last questions?”

“Same question as before.” Rachel gestured
towards her head with her cast. “What can I do to speed this
up?”

“I dunno. Magic?” Jenny’s avatar
shrugged.

“Thanks.”

Her doctor smiled. “Walk the same path you
did the first time and see what happens. If simple phrases can
trigger your memories, it’s likely that people and places will do
it.” She paused before adding, “Your implant might help you out
with that.”

Yeah, right, Rachel thought to
herself. Jenny’s avatar smiled and pretended to slug her on the
shoulder before she disappeared.

Rachel sighed, drank in the peace of the
garden one last time, and turned to go back into the house before
the screaming baby woke up her girlfriend. She made it two whole
steps into the kitchen, muttering, “Santino, that kid of yours—”
before she realized Santino wasn’t alone and that the two adult
humans with him were neither Becca nor Zia.

She flipped on the emotional spectrum and
recognized both of them instantly. The first had a core of
sandalwood, an unsettlingly soothing color for a serial killer.
Marshall Wyatt’s conversational colors were much more fitting with
his personality: he was an aggressively annoyed orange, a color
that was just a few hues short of murderous reds.

The other person had a core of soft, smooth
gray and, somewhat shockingly, was wearing a plain white
button-down shirt over a conservative pair of slacks. This, coupled
with her conversational color of a brutal red set halfway between
burning wrath and a deep heart’s blood, made Rachel doublecheck if
she had made a mistake.

She hadn’t.

The other person was Bell, and Bell was
furious.
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“Get him away from me,” Bell hissed at
Rachel.

“Why…never mind. Wyatt, move.” Rachel
pointed across the room, stage directions which put Bell safely out
of stabbing range. Wyatt went, the annoyed orange hanging on a
balance point between blue relief and the deeper reddish-orange of
growing anger, this one tinted with Southwestern turquoise.

Bell waited until Wyatt had hopped up to sit
on the only clean area of the counter, and then turned on Rachel,
shouting, “You had no right!”

Hands up in surrender, Rachel agreed. “I’m
sure I didn’t.” She took a breath. “But I just got out of the
hospital and I need to be caught up.”

Bell glared, vicious anger still churning in
a maelstrom of reds. The storm clouds that had haunted Mako and
Mulcahy were there, too, beneath those reds. Close enough to pull
her down and drown. Then, the reds broke, and so did Bell, falling
straight into Rachel’s arms and weeping like her heart was
broken.

“Oh, kid,” Rachel sighed, bracing herself
against the misery. It wasn’t hard. It was always easier to trick
yourself into being strong for someone else instead of for
yourself. Bell sobbed against her chest, and Santino went back to
cleaning up the kitchen while crying softly to himself, and Wyatt
maintained a blank expression in spite of being mildly embarrassed
at all of the emotions happening around him.

“Why, Rachel, why?!” That last word
was a moan.

Rachel steered her outside to the back
porch, away from Wyatt, trying to give Bell the illusion of
privacy. As Bell wept, Rachel tried to make herself remember what
had happened after she had crammed that stupid bagel into her
mouth.

C’mon, she begged herself, her
implant, anyone who might have been lurking in her own head and
listening. Don’t you want to help this girl? Give me something
to work with here.

Nothing.

Fine, whatever. She was a detective. Time to
start detecting.

Rachel sat up and braced Bell by her
shoulders. The girl felt slight, like some of her muscle mass had
been burned away by grief. “Honey, I need your help. You’ve got to
walk me through the last two days before the fire.”

“Josh—” A hitched pause to make room for a
sob. “Josh said you’ve got amnesia?”

“Yeah. I don’t know why or how, or if I’ll
get those memories back at all. So I’ve got to start from
scratch.”

Bell stared at her quizzically. “Josh also
said you’re off the case.”

“I am. I’m officially on leave, but you
think I’m going to let this go?”

The girl stared off into space, over the
gardens, somewhere in the middle distance which landed on the old
chain link fence separating the back of the neighbors’ properties
from Rachel’s own. She said nothing, even as her conversational
colors wrung themselves in uncertainty, a maybe you should let
it go coming through so loudly that Rachel could almost hear
it.

Right. If Bell was going to act like a
reluctant witness, then she was going to get interrogated like one.
Rachel went back inside and came out with her notebook. “Here,” she
said, showing Bell the last page. “The last entry is dated hours
before the fire. That’s an eternity in situations like these…I
stopped taking notes long before Jason, Phil, and I got to that
hospital.” She handed the girl the notebook, speaking softly so
Bell had to focus to hear her. Bell wouldn’t tune out, not over
this, and Rachel’s words would go deep, like drill bits in the gray
matter. “I don’t know why we went there. Right now, you’re the only
person alive who does.”

Bell’s colors froze, Southwestern turquoise
catching fire along the edges of her grief. Then her colors faded
beneath something Rachel hadn’t expected—the sallow, soggy paleness
of green guilt.

“It was my fault,” she whispered.

There was a fresh crying jag building steam.
To head it off, Rachel shoved the notebook into Bell’s hands. “No,”
Rachel said firmly. “This isn’t a two-hundred page summary of your
crimes. If what you know pointed me and the boys to that hospital?
That’s data, not fault.

“And,” she added, turning so she hit Bell
with her full cyborg stare, “I don’t have time to walk you through
survivor’s guilt. I’ll set you up with a counselor after we’re done
here, but it can’t be me. Not right now. I have two dead brothers
to avenge.”

Bell turned the notebook over in her hands,
her fingernails slowly prying out the tiny scraps of paper that got
left behind in the wire ring from torn-out pages. “Okay,” she said
softly, as the green guilt grew thick and hung around her like a
shroud. “We were working with some of my old…friends.”

“Specifics, please,” reminded Rachel. “Can
you clarify ‘we’?”

“You, me, Jason, Phil, and Santino.”

“Not Hill or Zockinski?”

“No.” Bell shook her head. “This
was…sketchy.”

Ah, damn, it was one of those cases,
where they walked the line of what was lawful by keeping
information off the books. She had guessed it was going to go this
way, but it would have been nice to get more details from Santino
before she had to perform a surgical extraction of the source of
Bell’s grief.

“All right, so there was the official case,
and then there was what we were doing. Is that correct?”

“Yeah,” Bell said, the tears starting to
fall. Rachel quickly reclaimed her notebook and tucked it into her
pocket as Bell began to talk in earnest. “I know these…people. They
aren’t friends, they don’t really trust me. They don’t…they all
have their own problems, you know?”

Rachel began to add agreeable grunts in the
right places.

“But there’s this guy setting fires in some
of the old abandoned buildings around D.C., and…and not all of them
were empty when they burned.”

“Holy shit,” Rachel said, meaning it. “How
many murders are we talking?”

“They don’t know—nobody knows for sure. More
than seven, I think? You had started Zockinski and Hill on the
research, checking with different fire departments about bodies
found in burnt-out buildings over the last…I dunno, like, the last
six months?”

“God, this is tragic. Telford’s an arsonist;
I should have guessed—okay, so, you have these friends…?”

Bell began to wring her hands and her colors
followed, twisting over and back again in a pattern that would have
been sure to trigger Rachel’s motion sickness a few years before.
“They don’t like cops, but people have been dying, and there’s this
creeper they’ve seen before each fire.”

“Did they describe this person?”

“Yeah,” replied the girl, nodding. “It’s
Telford. Santino showed some of them the video from when he torched
the tech store, and they IDed him.”

Rachel’s inner goblin chortled at the
possibility of actual witnesses, but she just said, “Did that help
convince them that we were after him?”

Bell’s hands flopped in a futile I
guess gesture. “A friend of a friend called me when they saw
him go into…” She stopped talking, guilty pallor devouring her
colors again, her head falling forward in grief.

Aw, fuck. “You heard Telford was
going into that hospital,” Rachel said, stating what was now
painfully obvious. “You got there before us, and you went in by
yourself.”

Affirmative sobbing, Bell’s head bobbing
with her hair falling to hide her face.

Another thought, this one more grim. “Was I
the one who got you out?”

More sobs, and then—

Smoke.

Smoke everywhere. Her scans were limited;
she had never been in a burning building before, and she was
flipping through frequencies as fast as she could to find something
that moved through particles but wasn’t affected by heat or
airflow.

Coughing. The hard bump of a person shoved
against her: Rachel opened her arms and seized Bell, keeping the
girl upright. She was crying, sobbing against Rachel’s chest even
as her entire body was wracked with coughs.

“Get her out!” Phil’s voice, cutting
through the smoke and the creeping sound of flames. “I gotta help
Jason!”

“I’m coming with—”

“Penguin, you can’t carry a grown
man!”

“Fuck you!” Swearing at him even as cloth
tore, ripping her own shirt into strips for makeshift masks.
Shoving one into Phil’s hands. A quick brush of skin contact:
roaring feelings of fear, love, bravado, crushed down into a hard
ball in Phil’s stomach.

More smoke: Phil was gone, diving deeper
into the building, backtracking to where they had left Jason.

“C’mon.” She was dragging Bell along. The
girl wasn’t quite dead weight but she was definitely useless, feet
tripping over each other. Rachel stopped, wrapped another scrap of
her shirt around Bell’s mouth and nose, shoved her shoulder into
Bell’s armpit, and then hauled her towards the outside, one step
after another.

Down in her semi-lapsed-Catholic soul she
knew she was in Hell, that this was punishment for her crimes. An
eternity of helping someone because they needed to be helped, they
needed her to rescue them, they were almost members the
circle of people she’d gladly die to protect but they weren’t
quite there, not quite part of it, while two of those who
were grafted to her heart and mind needed her, might die without
her, and she was trapped helping someone they loved, they’d never
forgive her if she left her and went back for them, and she’d
probably never forgive herself, so the only thing she could do was
get Bell outside, outside, outside, outside—

The smoke poured out of the hole in the
wall, crashed into the late afternoon sunlight. She followed,
half-dragging Bell over the cracked rubble.

“Wyatt!” she shouted.

The psychopath dropped down from the ledge
where she’d put him on overwatch. “Jason, Phil…they’re still in
there?”

She didn’t waste her breath on an answer.
Instead, she pushed Bell at him. “Watch her—don’t leave her alone
for even a minute. Keep her safe.”

She turned and ran back inside the
inferno.

The memory broke. Rachel leaned forward,
coughing hard enough to retch. It had been so vivid, so intense,
she might as well have stepped out of the burning building just
moments before.

“Are you okay?!” Bell had her hands spread
wide across Rachel’s shoulders, the kind of half-assed comfort that
comes when one person isn’t even remotely sure what’s wrong with
the other. Rachel yanked herself away and hit the girl with a
venomous glare. Bell recoiled, shrinking down behind the defensive
grays of stone walls.

“Fuck me,” snarled Rachel, furious at
herself, at Bell, at not realizing the significance of Wyatt’s
presence in her kitchen sooner. She tore open the back door and
yelled, “Wyatt! Get out here!” This was met by the sudden wail of
an infant who had been coaxed back to sleep and then brutally
snapped awake, followed by quite a lot of cursing. A few minutes
later, Wyatt emerged with a sweetly laughing baby swaddled in a
green blanket, and closed the door against the screams.

He frowned at Rachel, then Bell, and (very
quietly) snapped, “What?”

“I’ve been interviewing the wrong person,”
she said, trying not to snap back, and held her hands out for
Lindy.

Wyatt scoffed and turned away, gently
rocking the baby as he took his usual place in the nearby chair. He
made a little nest for Lindy in his lap, and then jerked his thumb
at Bell. “Go,” he told her. “Talk shit about us with Santino.”

Bell nervously glanced at Rachel. When she
realized she’d get no backup there, she scrambled up and into the
house. Wyatt reached out to catch the door before it could slam and
then eased it closed, all the while staring at Rachel, putting in
not even the barest smidgen of effort to pretend to be human. It
would have been unnerving if his conversational colors weren’t a
joyous rosy purple cradling the soft blues of a sleeping baby, his
core of warm sandalwood set up like a protective stockade around
cloud-hued blues.

I’ll be damned, she thought. The
psychopath likes babies.

She thought back and yes, this was the first
time that Wyatt had held one of the twins. It was the best thing
Rachel had seen since waking up, and she couldn’t keep herself from
grinning.

“What?” Wyatt said.

“Nothing.” She wiped the smile, more than a
little relieved that she could remove ‘prevent infanticide’ from
her caretaker’s checklist, and got down to business. “Catch me
up.”

His body stayed motionless but his colors
shrugged. “I spent your vacation days watching Bell. She won’t
thank you for it.”

“I’m aware. Back up. Give me a breakdown of
what happened right before the fire.”

Now he looked at her, mild astonishment
pushing out the orange annoyance which always hung around him when
he wasn’t actively making her life miserable. “You really don’t
remember?”

“Would I dick around with something like
this?” Rachel kept her voice flat so Wyatt couldn’t scent blood. On
good days, she passed the time wondering where she could ditch his
corpse—there was a defunct cellular store with a giant hole in the
floor not a mile from her house, just begging for at least one body
to be smothered under concrete before a new occupant bought out the
lease, and many an office hour had passed with Rachel holding on to
the pleasant thought of entombing Wyatt during their evening
commute—and today was as far as she could get from good.

He stared at her, sharklike, and then
nodded, his colors going to smooth professional blues and
grays.

“You, me, Jason, and Phil were over at
Jason’s lab, talking to that machine,” he said, falling into his
usual casual relationship with grammar. That machine was Lulu, and
Lulu was…complicated. Jason had built her, and Bell had refined its
AI modules. Then, once it had developed something of a personality,
Phil had come along and uploaded several thousand terrible puns.
Rachel wasn’t sure who had taught it to be a judgy little bitch.
Could’ve been her, actually; Lulu was an observational learner. “It
had finished analyzing chemical data samples from different arson
sites, and Jason wanted updates.

“We met over there. Different cars. You came
with Santino. He dropped you off and left to spend time with the
kids.”

Good, good, that checked out with what she
had already learned. She focused on Wyatt’s words, hoping that they
would trigger another memory.

“Bell called in. Jason put her on speaker.
She said she’d gotten a tip from a friend, guy named Baggins.”

“As in Bilbo or Frodo?”

“Didn’t ask.” Lindy twitched, and he eased
her up to his shoulder so she could keep sleeping. “Baggins gave
Bell an address and she told us she was already in an Uber, headed
over to check it out. You told her to get out and wait. She said
no. I don’t have to spell this part out.”

No, he didn’t. Rachel couldn’t remember the
specifics, but she didn’t have to. Jason and Phil would have
laughed and pretended nothing was wrong as they hurried the four of
them out of the building and into a single car. They’d break all
the speed limits while still feigning a lack of real concern, even
as the usual jokes would start to run dry. The driver would throw
the others out of the car and zoom off, searching for any
convenient place to park while the three who were on foot would use
all the many tools at their disposal to locate Bell.

“The hospital was outside the city limits,”
Wyatt continued. “Old military place. I think it was Navy. Fenced
off, signs everywhere saying it was scheduled for demolition.”

She could see it, but in the same way she
could watch a movie when she hooked herself straight into the
streaming service: too clear, too cinematic, every angle perfectly
chosen. She wasn’t sure if this was a real memory or her idea of
what she thought an abandoned hospital should be. “Were there
arches?”

“What?”

“In the architecture. Big arched
hallways.”

“Hell if I know. You made me stay
outside.”

She nodded, conceding. “What happened after
that?”

“We pull up, there’s already smoke pouring
out. Bell’s not answering her phone. You stayed outside with me,
did your meditation thing as the boys went in.”

Again, that made sense. When it came to
people and places, Rachel’s scans were better than Phil’s: she
could locate Bell and give them directions for the fastest possible
routes in and out of the building. If you ignored Bell’s original
decision to be a total dipshit, nothing had happened that shouldn’t
have happened.

“Couple of minutes after that, you start
freaking out. Someone else was in there, hiding in the smoke.”

Ah, there we go, she thought, stomach
sinking. “Was it a trap?”

“Again,” he said, annoyed oranges starting
to appear like inflamed pimples, “you made me stand outside and
play sentry, so fuck if I know. Bell was the priority—they went
after her first, and then Jason went to see if the other person
needed help. Then you stopped narrating what you were doing, told
me to shoot anyone I didn’t recognize in the ankles, and ran into
the building.”

“Do you remember my exact words?”

He grinned in amused purples. “You swore
about a billion times while you checked your weapon, and then said
to make sure to keep him alive so you could murder him
yourself.”

“Did I use a name? Any specific
descriptors?”

“No to the name, but you called him a woody
cocksucker a lot.”

“Did I say what color he was?” If she had
described Telford’s core color, that might help her track him down
in a crowd.

Wyatt glared at her, less due to her
woo-woo-adjacent reliance on colors to navigate her surroundings,
and more because she never let him forget that his own core color
was a shade of brown on the same paint sample card as beige. “No,”
he grunted.

“What happened after I ran into the
building?”

“I stayed outside and watched. Did some
visual perimeter scouting. Didn’t see anyone or anything until you
came out with Bell.”

“Fuck fuck fuck,” whispered Rachel,
curling over her knees. That was where her own memory had ended.
After that—

Wyatt was staring at her, very like a wolf
assessing the fitness of a passing deer, his conversational colors
gone nearly white. She sat up straight, smashed her posture into
something as close to casual as she could manage, and his focus
faded.

“Did you see how I got out the second time?”
she asked calmly.

“Yeah. When Mulcahy and some others showed
up, you came back out on your own to run scans for them. You hadn’t
gone in too deep. Fire was really bad by then.”

She thought about this. It didn’t quite
match up with what Mulcahy had told her in her hospital room,
unless… “Did I go back in a third time?”

“Punched Mako to do it,” he said, with a
smattering of red pride around her Southwestern turquoise.

“And how did I get out that time?”

“You didn’t.” Wyatt shrugged. “He ran into
the building, and came out with you and Jason.”

“He got Jason out?”

“He got Jason’s body out.” Lindy stirred,
and Wyatt paused to make adorable cooing sounds. Rachel shivered.
“Guy died from smoke inhalation before he reached you.”

“And ‘he’ in those sentences is
Mulcahy?”

“You know it is. You’re fuckin’ annoying
when you’re working.” The psychopath eased back in his chair,
interrogation over.

All right, that explained everything. Almost
everything. She shut her eyes and flipped off emotions, trying to
remember. Trying to see.

Nothing.

Rachel sighed and stood. This time, when she
held her hands out to claim Lindy, Wyatt delivered the baby over.
She paused, and then said, “Thanks for watching after Bell.”

He nodded. As she turned to open the door,
he said quietly, “I liked Phil.”

“Everybody did.”

“Jason was okay.”

“Yeah, he was.” She kept emotions off,
unable to deal with anything remotely like honesty at the moment.
“Why don’t you go home? Take some time off.”

“Nah,” he said. “I’ll stay here. The
garden’s nice.”

Oh, now that deserved a thorough
reading. As Rachel shut the door behind her, she scanned him
through the walls. His colors were quiet, waiting, a barrier of
sandalwood erected around the sweet blues of sleeping babies and
splotches of honeyed purple, jade green, and smooth gray.

Rachel focused on Lindy, on the infant’s
soft breathing and the tiny puffs of kinetic energy which
surrounded her in a pale blue cloud, small and magical. She started
humming an old lullaby from her grandmother, a rolling type of
song, words moving up and down like a boat on the sea. It was
either that or scream at herself for failing to realize that
Telford was still out there, and that Wyatt was protecting her
family because she couldn’t.
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“I still can’t believe you let him hold your
kid.”

“He wants to be a better person,” Santino
replied, as he eased them into the right-hand lane. “He’s not
stupid, and he knows that harming babies in any way is taboo.”

Rachel flipped frequencies so the cars
around them were reduced to blurs. The highway became nothing but
color and movement, the metal shells of the cars devouring all
traces of their occupants but flashes of emotion, there and gone
before she could read them. It was almost soothing. “He makes jokes
about it.”

“Because you’re his new big sister and he’s
the bratty little brother you’d like to murder and entomb under the
old Verizon dealership.” Santino gestured, and she passed him the
bag of chips. “There are lines he knows he can’t cross, and that’s
one of them. He’ll keep them safe.”

She nearly glared at him, but his surface
colors were wracked with weepy green guilt. He didn’t want to be
away from home any more than she did.

“Did you call Hill?” he asked, trying to
keep the conversation rolling even as he turned onto what remained
of an old road.

“Yeah, they’re on the way.” This road was a
cracked and pitted nuisance, but it was still drivable: the
military had invested heavily in its own infrastructure back in the
day. It even had shoulders that were barely overgrown, and Rachel
pointed towards a section that was large and solid enough to allow
him to turn his car around when they were done. “Park there.”

Her partner looked at the half-mile distance
between the spot on the road and the burned-out husk of the ruined
hospital braced against the afternoon sun, but thought better of
saying anything. He pulled the tiny hybrid over to the side, and
they got out and started to walk.

The hospital was the commonplace sort of
abandoned building, one of those tantalizing public nuisances the
size of a warehouse and walled off behind tall fences trimmed in
rusty barbed wire. After the fire, security had been juiced: Rachel
felt no fewer than six different cameras on her, and one of those
was so far overhead that it could only belong to a drone.

She looked up, as far as she dared push her
scans without taking the time to sit down and properly concentrate,
and found the drone zooming around the perimeter of the property.
If a satellite were fixed on this location, she couldn’t tell, not
from this distance. Some of the others dicked around with various
orbital bodies—Josh had a story about visiting the actual fucking
Moon that she wouldn’t have believed from anyone else—but not her,
not good old Rachel Peng, not the woman who went through life with
both feet on the ground and one hand on her gun.

Once upon a time…

No. Shut up. Not now.

They walked towards the building. It took
longer than it should’ve, with Rachel going slowly, scans flowing
from her like an angry river as she tried to reclaim her own
memories from the void. The smell of autumn was unmistakable, with
the scent of burnt wood and baked brick slipping through that crisp
joy like a stiletto.

They stopped at the gate. The Navy had
replaced it after the fire, and it was now a bright chain-link
affair held shut by multiple locks. Rachel had bulldozed through
the necessary security clearances before they had driven over, and
she quickly set the keys to the padlocks holding the gates shut.
These hit the ground, one, two, three, piles of heavy chains
coiling around them.

“Leave ’em,” she told Santino as he went to
tidy them up. He split the difference between what she wanted and
what he could tolerate, grabbing the ends of the chains and pulling
them straight, with a padlock laid at the end of each line like the
head of a metal snake.

It almost made her angry. This place didn’t
deserve any respect, not even this small sacrifice to time
management that would make it easier for them when they left.

Mako had sent her his own memories of where
she needed to go, and she followed these to a door set in the west
side of the structure. She didn’t want to go anywhere near the
other side of the building, where two small cranes could be seen
above the roofline: OACET and two fire departments had brought
those in to reach Phil’s body after the roof had come down on him.
The steel door was set in a dark hollow carved out of the old stone
façade, all of it gone black from soot. There was no police tape,
no caution sign. Anyone who had come this far was either supposed
to be here or wouldn’t care about posted warnings.

Mako’s memories had shown her where Mulcahy
had placed Jason’s body, set flat on his back in the long grass,
arms and legs laid straight to suggest there was still something
left of him besides the meat. She came over and knelt in the same
spot as Mulcahy, where he had carefully laid his brother in the
frost-crisped grass, her hands held out as if she was calling for
Jason’s ghost.

Nothing.

He was gone, gone forever—

The memory came, pushing everything else
aside.

“Someplace that smells like chemicals and
mildew,” Jason Atran repeated.

“And old,” Rachel said. “It’s probably
old.”

“Yeah,” Jason said, utterly orange.
“Sure.”

Jason kept his lab at the Consolidated
Forensic Laboratory immaculate. The expensive computer equipment
humming happily away in the background was part of the reason.
Jason himself was the other. The man was fastidious; dirt and grime
had no place in his world. Rachel loved that about him. Buttons big
enough to push from space were hard to come by. She nudged the
container of ash she had scraped up from the floor of Mackinac’s
firebombed store towards him, pushing it from the top so it
threatened to overbalance and spill.

He glared at her as he grabbed the
container. They had a link open between them, and the other cyborg
knew exactly what she was doing. “Knock it off,” he growled, and
pushed feelings of annoyance at her, along with the sensation of
drinking condensed grapefruit juice.

“Hey!” Rachel fled to the sink to wash
out her mouth. “Not cool.”

“What did he do?” Bell popped up from
behind her monitors like a cork flying out of the bottle.

“He’s still doing it.” The bitter coat of
pulped juice residue lay thick within her mouth, and the fact that
it didn’t actually exist mattered not one whit to her senses.
Rachel stared at Jason as she took firm hold of her side of their
link and shoved the feeling of a roller coaster taking that first
big drop, leaving both stomach and lunch behind them. She wasn’t
sure it would work: Jason had a strong grasp on reality and it was
almost impossible to knock him out of it. She was positively
delighted when he slapped both hands across his mouth and nearly
tripped over his feet in his rush to reach the nearest trash
can.

“The fuck, Penguin?” he snapped, once he
had come up for air.

Rachel was leaning against the counter, arms
crossed. “Don’t bring mouthfeel to a sensations fight,” she
replied, and severed their link before Jason could pick up on her
smug self-satisfaction. Still, she got him a glass of water and
knelt beside him until he could move again.

He glared at her from beneath a styled shag
of thick, dark hair.

“Well?” she asked.

After a moment, he looked away. “That was
really good,” he admitted. “What’d you do?”

“Yeah,” said Bell, her phone out, ready
to take notes. “What did you do?”

Rachel grinned. “Dumped four hours into
riding the Ragin’ Cajun at Six Flags.”

Motion sickness had been a bane for most of
her life, and it had gotten worse when she started parceling her
brain along a network of people who didn’t understand how sudden
movements could be nauseating even when imaginary. Luckily, her
physician was Jenny, and as Jenny also suffered from motion
sickness via the link, the two of them had been dabbling with
medications, visuospatial training, and theme park immersion
therapy for the better part of three years. Rachel had
white-knuckled her way through roller coasters until she no longer
felt like her stomach and her brain were at war. She had wondered
if a side benefit was firming up her muscle memory of that first
steep drop, but hadn’t weaponized it until Jason tried his juice
trick.

“So…” The girl took Jason’s arm, her
phone pointed towards Rachel, as if interviewing her for a news
story.

“He hit me with grapefruit juice—no,
condensed grapefruit juice. Hate that stuff. Tastes bad, feels
bad,” Rachel said, somewhat grumpily. She needed to find something
real to eat to strip the sensation of wet grapefruit out of her
mouth. “Multiple layers of disgusting.”

“So she put me on a roller coaster,”
finished Jason. “No warning. Just that first drop.” He nodded at
Rachel and pretended to mark a tally on an imaginary board between
them, acknowledging her win.

Rachel blinked as Jason disappeared, the
too-vivid memory sliding back into wherever her brain kept them.
She found herself staring down at the grass, crying.

“Remember something?” Santino asked
quietly.

She nodded, head down to keep the tears from
staining her clothes. “Just…just Jason being Jason.” Wait, no, that
wasn’t all. She stood and snapped her pants to cast off the dirt.
“We were in his lab, talking about the fires. Tell me the
significance of chemicals and mildew?”

“We found a witness who said Telford smelled
like that,” Santino replied. “We thought the chemicals could be
from whatever he’s using as an arson compound. The mildew could
have been from anything, but Jason also said we couldn’t discount
it since Telford was a chemical engineer.”

“Right.” She had gotten that much from her
notes. “He was a good one, too. But I don’t see how one is
connected to the other.”

“All right, so…” Santino looked at the
building before turning back to Rachel, as if secretly worried that
Telford was still around and they might be overheard. “Chemical
engineers don’t invent chemicals. They develop processes to
manufacture and transport chemicals on a production scale. Very
different things.”

“Oh, hey, that’s a lead,” Rachel said. “Did
we check out Telford’s past employment history?”

“Both OACET’s research team and Zockinski
and Hill have been running those leads down since before you went
into the hospital. They’ve probably finished the scut work by
now.”

“Be nice if we could find an old coworker
who designed explosives or something. Then we could figure out how
he’s causing the fires.”

“Not necessarily.” Santino took a few steps
towards the building. “If Telford specializes in logistics, he’s
got to know the compounds used to make the chemicals. Can’t really
jump over that.”

“Good point. He could be a one-man crime
wave,” Rachel admitted. “So is the mildew really mildew
or…what?”

“Probably. Mildew odor is distinctive for a
reason. We’ve evolved to identify it as a sign of poor sanitation—a
possible health hazard. Bell said it could come from anywhere,
especially if Telford’s living where he works. She says when her
gear got rained on, it smelled forever until she could give it a
real wash.”

The distant sounds of tires on the crappy
road caught their attention. Rachel threw her scans towards the car
and pinged on Hill’s phone.

“Is that them?” asked Santino.

“Yeah.” She nodded and pulled her attention
back to the scene. “What did we decide about the mildew? How do
mildew and chemicals overlap with an arsonist?”

“Abandoned buildings. Good place to set up a
hideout. He’d wash if he spilled chemicals on himself, right? He
knows the risks, probably has excellent professional sanitation
habits he’s developed while working with toxic substances. So the
smell’s got to be environmental, and strong enough to get into his
hair and clothes. Bell says abandoned buildings can cause that,
especially warehouses, hospitals, and factories. Big places that
get wet and have spots which never really dry out.”

Rough-edged guilt began to wear down
Rachel’s anger at Bell. The girl had been asked questions, made to
feel that her opinions mattered. Apparently she had reached out to
a community she no longer belonged to, just to help Jason and Phil.
Of course she’d want to help, to take a more active role in the
investigation. They’d asked her to, hadn’t they?

God, this was all their own fault, and she
had made Bell feel so shitty.

She walked over to the door and sent her
scans inside. No one had used this entrance since the day of the
fire, as it had burned long after she had gotten out, leaving soot
and ash, charring anything too resilient to burn. She recognized
nothing, but that was possibly because there was nothing left to
recognize, as on the other side of the door was a long hallway
where the ceiling and walls had collapsed.

Beside her, Santino knelt, one hand on the
pavement—

The memory kicked on.

Santino knelt, one hand on the pavement.
Someone had scraped the sidewalk, leaving snow shovel tracks in the
thick mess of charcoal and ash. Santino dragged two fingers through
the stuff and then rubbed them together, as if he could pick out
clues from its texture.

“I need to see the video again,” he said,
wiping his hand on his pants before he realized what he was doing.
He glared at the dirty streaks. “So does Phil. We need to talk
about timing.”

“Working on a comedy routine?”

“Look, I want to go to Hell…”

“…but I don’t want to stand in line with
everybody else,” she finished for him. Santino grinned at her, and
she gave his arm a light punch. “Seriously.”

Santino stared at the burned-out building.
“There was no explosion, right? Just the flames and voomp.”

“Excuse me? Voomp?”

“Technical term. Very scientific,” he
said, as he licked his thumb and tried to blur the sooty streaks so
they blended into his dark pants. “The windows blew out first, and
then the fire ignited throughout the ground floor
storefront.”

Now she saw where he was coming from.
“Explosion first, and then fire?”

“Right.” Santino nodded. “Except minus
the explosion…or at least minus the kind of explosion you’d expect
to find in a small space like this. The store windows were tempered
glass, so once they cracked, they went down, but they broke like
a…like a shock wave punched them.”

“Huh,” Rachel said, staring at the
building. The arson investigator had been extremely thorough and
utterly perplexed, noting there was evidence a very small fire had
occurred before the larger. But if there had been no accelerant to
ignite, why would Telford bother with the tiniest of booms? “How
did that happen?”

“There’s the question,” her partner
agreed.

“Gas leak?”

“No, a gas explosion is combustion”
Santino replied, shaking his head. “A void is filled with gas, and
ignition causes the gas to combust. Here, the fire ignited along
objects—surface area—not the void, but that happened after the
windows broke.”

She nudged a stray chunk of charcoal back
towards the burned-out building with her toe. “What does Phil say?”
she asked, mostly to keep him talking. It had been weeks since they
had worked a case together and this felt good.

He snorted. “You were there. He said, ‘This
is freaky,’ and vanished.”

Phil hadn’t really vanished. He had
carefully bagged and tagged multiple samples of the ash mixture to
run them over to Jason at the Consolidated Forensic Laboratory so
he could put them through the chemical analysis wringer, but facts
were the death of a good turn of phrase.

“So the problem is how an entire first
floor caught fire at the same time without anything to drive it,”
she said, still tapping the chunk of charcoal. It was big enough to
bother her, but small enough to skitter away when she tried to move
it. Annoyed, she gave it a hard tap to boop it back into the
building.

“Yeah…” Santino was staring at the hole,
muttering to himself. “No signs of a known accelerant…if he used
one, it would have to cover everything at once. Telford was a
chemical engineer, so…maybe a chemical mist? That’d be the same as
a gas leak, though…where’s the point of ignition? That fire in the
back room would be worthless without accelerant so there should be
some kind of burn pattern…and there’s none. It’s like this was a…a
sonic boom in a bottle…”

When the memory broke, she found a very
large man’s hand looped around her elbow, keeping her upright. He
had a core of warm evergreen, with Army greens and concerned
oranges holding up her Southwestern turquoise. Rachel grinned up at
him. “Hey, Hill.”

Matt Hill nodded to her as he made sure she
was steady on her feet. He was not as bulky as his cousin but was
nearly as strong: Matt was long and solid, built on a professional
basketball player’s frame, while football teams would have held
bidding wars to grab Mako as a linebacker if he didn’t have all the
athletic prowess of a bouquet of wilting daffodils. The two men had
recently reconnected as adults after being separated in childhood,
and Matt was a regular in the OACET home office. He absolutely
doted on his young niece, and the Agents’ penchant for partying
like civilization had vanished and taken sobriety and clothing with
it meant there was always something to do on his nights off.

“What was that?” he asked her.

“Got memory loss,” she said. “They’re coming
back, but I don’t get a warning before they do. And…” Rachel tapped
her temple. “This makes it an immersive full sensory experience.
Knocks me out of reality for a few seconds.

“Sorry for breaking your cousin’s jaw,” she
added.

“It’s cool,” Hill said, grinning. “You
finally found something that could shut him up.”

“That’s what I said!”

A small chuckle came from outside of the
entranceway. Jacob Zockinski was standing beside Santino. He had a
core of autumn orange, was slightly salty at his temples, and
dressed in the type of cheap suit which functioned as a universal
detective’s uniform. He and Hill formed the other half of their
specialized team at the D.C. Metropolitan Police Department, both
old-school police detectives with the kind of practical bitterness
you acquired from a full decade of being fed a steady diet of shit
from both the people you worked for and the communities you served.
With an extra ten years on his partner, Zockinski was firmly set in
his ways as an irredeemable cynic. He was in his mid-forties,
married to a gorgeous woman, and father to twin daughters who had
just entered second grade. He was also an asshole…except when he
wasn’t, which was nearly always. Zockinski was the kind of person
who wanted the world to be better than it was, was furious it
didn’t seem to want to change, and felt the need to release that
fury in targeted bursts. When they had first met, Rachel and OACET
had been his targets of choice. It was only after they had started
working cases together that Zockinski had gotten his anger under
control and turned into a decent guy.

She tried not to hold it against him, and
was mostly successful.

Mostly.

“You remember something new?” Santino
asked.

“Yeah,” she replied. “Voomp.”

“Ah, yes,” he said, nodding sagely.
“Voomp.”

Zockinski’s colors rolled, but there was no
orange in them to show he was truly annoyed. “Why did you make us
come out here, instead of meeting at a Starbucks?”

“The memory loss,” she explained. “I wanted
to walk the building as much as I could, see if triggered
anything.”

“Or,” Zockinski said, “and this is just a
total shot in the dark here, but how about we go do some actual
work instead?”
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They drove separately, Rachel and Santino in
Santino’s car, Zockinski and Hill in Zockinski’s oldish sedan,
their goal the police department in a small town outside of
Washington D.C. proper, a little north and east of Annapolis. The
new crime scene was in the middle of nowhere, a strip mall stamped
upon a quiet intersection of two state highways, as if local
developers couldn’t abide the concept of a virgin glade. Another
computer store had burned down. Fortunately, unlike the scene in
downtown D.C., there had been no fatalities. The owner of the store
had been arrested and was being held down at the local lockup; not
on an arson charge, but on the strange, semi-nebulous legal reasons
that cops could always find when they thought it was necessary to
put someone away for a couple of days while they shook the local
trees. The scene had been turned into damp slag by the fire
department, while the owner remained safe in lockup.

“Owner has a heavy social media presence,”
Zockinski had told them before they had driven out. “Pro-technology
content with a couple hundred thousand followers. Multiple episodes
on OACET, with public profiles of the most prominent members.”

That, Rachel had assumed, meant the usual
gang of OACET’s ranking officers, the ones who wined and dined
politicians. Somehow, she hadn’t thought that also
included…well…her. As Santino drove, she got to immerse
herself in eighteen minutes and sixteen seconds (minus ads, as
brain computers did have some practical uses) of a video titled
Rachel Peng: Cyborg Sharpshooter!

Normally she would have asked Santino to
watch the video for her. He actually enjoyed watching OACET fan
pieces—his mom loved them and sent him anything OACET-related as a
mother-son bonding ritual which kept her connected to his job—and
she had no willingness to put herself through such highly
customized fremdschäm. But as he was driving and she refused to
watch it in front of Zockinski and Hill, she spent eighteen minutes
and sixteen seconds (minus ads) soaking in her own personal
shame.

If she was being fair, it wasn’t too
bad…well, no, it was bad, but it could be worse. It began with
clips from security videos where she used her firearms skills in a
parking garage, and then moved on to several other high-profile
cases. She actually came off as being quite professional, and
then—

She groaned and paused the video.

Santino glanced over and saw her expression.
“Bikini photos?”

“How did you know?”

“When these things are about women, there
are always bikini photos. How many bikini photos…never mind,” he
sighed. “In the immortal words of Smithers—”

“—I prefer not to know. Frankly, one is too
many,” she finished for him. “Yeah, there was only the one, and
that was one too many. Never considered my career in civil service
would have paparazzi in it, but here we are.”

Most of OACET’s semi-professional stalkers
had adapted to their targets by converting from digital cameras
back to film. Cyborgs couldn’t block those; even Rachel’s personal
shields, which were better than everyone’s except for Josh, didn’t
have a range of frequencies which could shut down a film camera.
Maybe she did. Maybe she simply hadn’t found them yet, but she had
spent ages searching for them and it was more likely that those
frequencies simply didn’t exist. Josh was refining a mobile
personal screen he called a “wonky cloud” which encircled him in a
ten-foot sphere and made electronic equipment glitch
juuuuuust enough to make a plausible argument for hardware
malfunction, but even that didn’t work on analog film. Building a
shield against old tech was a priority for her, as Becca was a
glorious-looking woman who loved the ocean, and Rachel could deny
her girlfriend nothing.

He paused, his colors flickering to
uncertain orange. “You might want to keep watching.”

“Oh, lord,” she sighed. “How can it be worse
than bikinis?”

“If this guy is like the others…” Santino
checked over his shoulder, an instinctive move despite the two of
them being alone in a car, on a highway, in rush-hour traffic, but
he still placed one hand in front of his own eyes instead of
speaking.

“Shit.”

“They always make it clear it’s just a
rumor, but—”

“Shit!” She wiped the video’s link from her
mind and wished there was something nearby in need of kicking.

She’d be outed someday. It was unavoidable.
She still wanted to put it off as long as possible. It shouldn’t be
a big deal, not with her implant—it shouldn’t matter at all! For
her, being blind wasn’t a handicap as much as a different way of
seeing, one in which her eyes weren’t involved in the process. But
you couldn’t be blind and hold a job in law enforcement where you
carried a gun. When she was outed, the best-case scenario was she’d
ride a desk at the DCPD for the rest of forever. It was much more
likely that she’d be told to leave—no, rephrase, she would be given
a dozen polite excuses why she should leave—the department.
Lying to them about her physical status was an unforgivable
offense.

But she liked her job! She was good at it!
She loved riding with Santino, chasing down leads, tackling
criminal intrigue when and where it happened. The cyborg and the
nerd, undefeated by the forces of evil. Or at least the forces of
stupid. If she were outed, she’d be sent back to OACET, and
then…

Well, it’s not that OACET wasn’t in dire
need of an in-house detective-slash-problem solver. Some days it
felt like half of the cases she worked on for the D.C. police were
related to OACET in one way or another. But it was nice to do her
job without an entire hivemind looking over her shoulder. And while
Santino would love to work for OACET, he didn’t have an implant. He
was family in the way that a beloved in-law belonged: he’d always
be slightly on the outside, always welcome but forever apart. If
her contract as liaison with the Metropolitan Police Department was
terminated, he’d have to choose between a career he had before he
knew OACET existed, or a family that could never fully welcome him.
If he came with her, he’d never mention how much that hurt, but
she’d know, and he’d know that she knew, and it’d always be a very
small splinter under the thumbnail.

Then again, after the events of the last two
weeks, maybe none of this mattered.

Once they had reached the station, Zockinski
led the way to the side door. The man standing guard, stout and
pale, made them sign in, and then they cooled their heels for
another half an hour in the waiting room until Rachel and Hill
flipped a coin to decide which of them got to play bad cop with the
locals. Rachel won; Hill sank back in his chair with a tired
sigh.

Rachel stood and marched over to the
receptionist’s window, boot heels clicking hard. “Mornin’,” she
said, smiling.

“They’re moving him for you,” the older
woman behind the inch-thick acrylic wall told her. Her
conversational colors were a jumbled mess of orange-red annoyance
and blue-gray boredom. From the feel of it, Rachel thought the
woman was head-down in data entry, no doubt filling the needs of a
cut position, no doubt with no additional compensation added to her
normal salary. Ah, the public sector.

“It’s just we’re very busy,” Rachel said,
allowing her native Texas accent to slide forward. “We just gotta
get back to the city before midnight, y’know?”

The receptionist looked up from her typing,
but barely. “They can’t move him any faster than they are,
hon.”

That ‘hon,’ delivered in the same
no-nonsense tone an overworked diner waitress would use with a
truculent customer, cinched it: this woman wasn’t going to play. It
was either scorch earth or pull rank. Rachel glanced at Hill and
gave him a little shrug before she dipped into her pocket for her
badge.

“I don’t mean to be a bother,” she said,
still dripping with pure Southern honey. “Could you maybe make a
little phone call, see if they got held up?” She pressed her badge
against the acrylic, a soft thack! which drew the
receptionist’s full attention. The lurid greens and golds of
OACET’s badge had been designed to be unmistakable, and the
receptionist’s jaw dropped. “Agent Peng,” Rachel told her. “Office
of Adaptive and—”

“Let me get on that for you,” the
receptionist said hurriedly, already slapping buttons on the old
phone on her desk.

“Thank you so much!” Rachel smiled and
returned to her seat.

Hill leaned over and whispered,
“Coward.”

“She’s doing, like, four different jobs,”
Rachel whispered back. “Not going to nuke her over someone else’s
problem with you asshole city cops.”

Hill’s colors wrinkled slightly and then
smoothed, relenting.

“Tell you what,” she said. “You can handle
the locals.”

“Always do,” he told her, folding his hands
behind his head.

Five more minutes went by before the
receptionist rapped on her side of the acrylic. “They’re ready for
you now,” she said, and hit the button that buzzed them into a
second holding room. She met them on the other side of the door to
collect their weapons, and raised an eyebrow at Rachel as she
processed Rachel’s nonstandard gun.

“Used to be a Warrant Officer in the Army,”
Rachel explained. “Got my old service weapon shipped to me after I
left Afghanistan.” A lie, of course, but you didn’t admit that you
had stolen your own gun for sentimental reasons. Besides, right
before OACET had gone public, she had digitally added the
depreciated value of the gun to the Army’s coffers while
subtracting that amount from her own account, and then changed the
paperwork to show the gun was now officially hers, and if the facts
supported her story, didn’t that make it the truth?

She put a pin in this line of thinking as an
ethics problem to discuss with Josh and Santino while astonishingly
drunk, signed and dated the clipboard, and moved down the hall to a
second waiting area. This one was much smaller and held a single
chair, a holding pen for lawyers before they met their clients.

Zockinski pushed Santino towards the chair.
Rachel considered complaining for the hell of it, but when
Zockinski had learned her partner was about to have twins, he had
gone full white knight. When Lindy and Henry were born, Zockinski
and his wife had shown up in shifts. Rachel wasn’t sure that it
took an entire village to raise a child, but newborn twins
definitely required a couple of battle-hardened survivors to make
sure the next generation of parents survived.

More standing around, and then a local cop
poked his head into the holding room. “They’re ready for you,” he
said, and led them down a small gauntlet of hallways to the freedom
side of the one-way glass. On the prisoner’s side was a large man
with light brown hair and glasses, blinking at the mirror as if
trying to see through it. To Rachel’s eyes, he was orange through
and through: he had a core of muted saffron and was smothered in
layers of anxiety.

“What’re the charges?” she asked the
officer.

“Criminal endangerment,” the officer
replied. He was watching her intently, his conversational colors
OACET green and sharpened to a brilliant point. “Drove away from
the fire like a bat out of hell. Hit five parked cars before he
crashed into a school bus. He says that the fire was an accident,
but…” He waved a hand, a gesture which might have meant lack of
evidence or perhaps it doesn’t matter.

“The fire probably wasn’t an accident,” she
said, pressing one hand against the glass. “But that doesn’t mean
he’s responsible.”

His colors shifted, the blue of police
uniforms swimming over the OACET green. “Got something?”

She kept her mouth shut and let Zockinski
pick up what she had thrown down. “Can’t say just yet,” he told the
officer, his tone saying everything he couldn’t legally put into
words.

The officer muttered something foul.

“Hill?” Zockinski looked to his partner.
“You’re up.”

“Wait.” Everyone turned to Santino, who was
leaning against the wall with his eyes closed while pointing in
Rachel’s general direction. “Rachel should do the interview.”

Fuck. Santino was right. She had assumed
that Hill would be the one picking apart the computer dude, but a
tactical advantage was still an advantage. “OACET fanboy,” she
explained to the others, with a jerk of her head towards the
interview room. Hill leaned back against the wall, crossing his
arms in feigned disgruntlement.

Resigned to buying Hill dinner as penance,
Rachel stepped back into the hallway. She paused with her hand on
the knob to the adjoining room, thinking. The last time she had
done an interrogation was five months back, and that was because
Hill had been on vacation. She was rusty, she knew she was rusty,
and interrogation wasn’t like riding a bicycle. Not to mention how
her usual interrogation technique was vulture-adjacent: she liked
to learn all she could about the suspect beforehand and then tear
straight into their lies until all that remained were unusable
scraps.

Oh, well. Time to sink or swim, and she
loved the water.

She popped the knob and entered the room,
locking eyes with the man across the table. Her eye contact was
egregious—Go ahead and spread rumors about me now,
asshole—and the man flinched before his conversational colors
flashed into OACET green and Southwestern turquoise.

“Hey!” He squirmed in his seat, trying to
surreptitiously clean himself up, tugging on his clothing to
straighten it. “You…Peng—Agent Peng?”

She nodded and sat across from him. The
table was worn wood, smooth from time and anger. “Have you asked
for a lawyer?”

“Yeah.” The man’s anxiety was bubbling up:
when she had watched him through the glass, it was orange on a slow
simmer, but she was turning up the heat.

“Then I’m not going to ask you any questions
about your case,” she told him. “That’s not why I’m here. I want to
talk about your social media activities.”

“Okay,” he paused, and his orange anxiety
pressed in on itself, crunching down into a little ball which he
then pushed aside. He pulled himself together, the dark blues of
professional business suits climbing up his body and steadying him
like scaffolding. “Everything I post is legal. I vet it with a
lawyer before it goes live.”

“I know.” Rachel hated lying during
interviews. It always came back to bite her in the ass. “It’s not a
legality question. So…” Jesus, did I forget his name? Did…did I
even learn his name? She sent a quick text to Santino’s phone
and pretended she couldn’t hear his muffled burst of laughter
through the mirror. “Has anyone come into your store and wanted to
chat about OACET recently?”

The man shrugged. “Got people coming in all
the time,” he said. “We do a monthly meet-an’-greet.”

Rachel was about to ask a follow-up question
when Santino’s reply appeared in her mind. “Mr. Silberman…or, may I
call you Art?” she asked.

He was watching her intently, his
professional blues and her OACET greens sharpened to a point and
aimed directly at her. “Were you talking to someone?”

Rachel raised an eyebrow.

“Just then,” he clarified. “Your eyes went…
I mean, your face looked blank.”

“Really.” She stared at him, almost glaring,
and flipped frequencies so the features of his face burst into
clarity. She blinked, surprised: the man had an offensively
flawless complexion. “What’s your skin care routine?” she
asked.

His hands went up to touch his face.
“What?”

“Sorry, I thought we were asking irrelevant
questions.” Rachel switched back to her usual frequencies and
watched as his colors took on more of that anxious orange and
fluttered in uncertainty. She leaned back in her chair to give him
the illusion of distance. “Let’s try this again, Mr. Silberman. I’m
Agent Peng, and I’d like to talk to you about your social media
activities. Specifically, whether anyone has come into your store
to talk about OACET who pinged your spider sense. This is a matter
unrelated to your arrest, and you’re under no obligations to answer
my questions. However, it might help me in an investigation, so I’d
appreciate your participation.”

Silberman looked down at the table and gave
a slight nod. “Okay.”

Just like that? Odd. “Thank you.”

“I’ve profiled you,” he sighed, resigned.
“You wouldn’t be here without a reason.”

“Right.” Rachel made sure her face was a
blank page before she asked, “Do you always put bikini shots in
your profiles?”

Silberman’s colors didn’t change. “Whenever
possible.” At that moment, Rachel envisioned the two paths the
interview would take, and the first ended with Zockinski hauling
her off of Silberman’s bloody body. As if sensing his impending
beating, Silberman quickly added, “Not for ratings. The most
popular segment in any of my videos? Mako and Carlota, slow-dancing
while they’re waiting for their order in Firehouse Subs. They’ve
got Avery between them. She’s standing on her dad’s feet and
hugging one of his legs, the cutest little kid—cutest family—you’ve
ever seen.

“I’m not exploiting OACET,” he said. “I’m
humanizing you. People love to see how you’re just like them.”

Slowly, carefully, Rachel unknitted the
muscles of her jaw. “Have you met anyone who doesn’t share this
opinion?”

“Yeah.” Silberman didn’t have to think about
it. “I know exactly who you’re looking for. White guy, few years
younger than me. Thin. Really, really pale, like paper-white. And
black hair.” He leaned forward. “Didn’t get his name, but…okay, I
deal with online crazies, right? All the time. Death threats,
doxxing, swatting. Say they’re gonna break into my house, poison my
cats, bags of cement down the drains. After a while, you get used
to it.” He broke off, as if thinking, before adding, “It’s strange,
what you can get used to. Freaked me out in the beginning, like,
how could people say those things?!”

Rachel nodded, glad that nobody in that
building could read her own colors. She was certain she was the
monochromatic rainbow of reds found inside a volcano about to blow.
Silberman didn’t know shit about harassment. He didn’t work with a
hundred armed men who hated his guts for different reasons, or have
neighbors who painted slurs across his garage door. He didn’t—

Stop, she ordered herself. Keep
this up and half the collective will pick up on your mood.

Another moment, another breath, and then she
asked, “What made this particular man stand out?”

“Came into my shop one day, little less than
a week ago? Maybe three days. It was right before the fire… Wait.”
Silberman seized on a thought, his colors flashing bright red with
a hot white center of shock. “Did this guy burn down my shop?”

She didn’t reply for a very long several
seconds, allowing the silence to speak for her before she said,
“You know I can’t answer that.”

Silberman’s colors were twisting over
themselves, OACET green pooling within a turbulent sea of
astonished red rage. “Okay,” he replied, his body beginning to
shake in anger. “Yeah, okay.”

“Do you need a minute?”

When he nodded, she stood and let herself
out of the room. Next door, Santino, Hill, and Zockinski were
staring at Silberman through the one-way mirror.

“Session’s being recorded,” Zockinski
replied when she asked where the local cop had gone. “Told us he
didn’t need to wait around.”

“His loss,” Rachel chuckled. “Silberman’s
going to have a lot of new instructions for his lawyer.”

Hill looked at Rachel and rapped on the
glass, so lightly that Silberman couldn’t hear.

“Go ahead,” she told him. “Throw him a
really juicy bone as an apology.”

Hill gave her a thumb’s-up and left.

She grinned: when it mattered, Hill could
talk.

They watched as Hill went into the adjoining
room, smiling gently. “Hey,” he said, leaning over the table to
shake Silberman’s hand. “Peng needed to make a call. I’m—”

“Matt Hill!” Silberman leapt up, smacking
his palm against Hill’s and grasping the big man’s hand tight with
his own. “Hi, yes! You don’t know me, but I’ve profiled your cousin
and you’ve come up. I’ve also followed your work with Agent Peng
and the DCPD. You’re their best interrogator.”

Hill didn’t waver, so only Rachel knew that
his pleased smile hid how his emotions had gone to sharp steel at
the word ‘profiled.’ “Then it’s good to meet you. I don’t have any
interrogating to do today, just some questions to ask,” he said
easily. “Gotta collect some notes about the man you saw, and that’s
all.”

“Whatever I can do to help,” Silberman
assured him, and then looked towards the door. “Is Agent Peng…”

“She’s talking to her boss,” Hill lied
smoothly. “You gave her…ah.” He chuckled. “Friend, let’s just say
we don’t regret coming to see you.”

“Okay.” Silberman’s colors went gray in
disappointment, her Southwestern turquoise falling away, out of
reach. “Well, I guess that’s—”

“Hope an interview with Josh Glassman will
make up for it.” Hill’s grin was blinding white and aimed straight
at her.

From the other side of the glass, Rachel
gasped and then muttered, “That’s not a bone. That’s the whole
damned rack of ribs.”

“Should’ve let Hill handle it.” Zockinski’s
colors were also smiling, purples and turquoise and Hill’s green,
bumping up and down in a silent chuckle, while Silberman lit up
gold and white and started answering Hill’s questions, one after
another, as if the promised gift would be yanked away if he didn’t
meet quota.

As Hill gracefully manhandled Silberman into
the conversational woodchipper, Rachel rested her head against the
window. Hill has a deep voice. Not as deep as his cousin’s, but
Hill’s voice still resonated through the glass. A green-gray
sound, she thought, a French countryside in late winter,
and just as quickly determined that analogy would never leave the
tiny part of her brain that kept insisting on writing terrible
poetry.

Silberman’s voice felt a little like walking
barefoot on sand, a rough grit that felt fine while you went along
unthinking, but once you started paying attention, it began to
chafe. What tumbled out of him was a long list of nearly private
information about everyone Rachel knew and loved. Stories she had
heard over drinks, rumors that had passed along the
link…relationships, ideas and dreams, even hard data wrested from
experiments done by their science teams. This man—this utter
stranger—knew so much about OACET that he probably could have
stepped into the collective link and no one would have noticed
anything out of the norm save for an overwhelming sense of
giddiness.

Worse, Silberman thought he was
helping. He earnestly believed that what he did was
beneficial to OACET. He was passive paparazzi, sifting through the
information that had somehow made its way out of OACET’s inner
circles and repackaging it for resale. Rachel had thought she had
finally come to terms with her life as it was, but this felt as if
she had opened a box full of entirely fresh and fascinating
psychological violations.

Even worse? He might have been right.
Feeding the public’s curiosity did help to humanize OACET. That was
Josh’s entire job, really, slipping bits and pieces of sanitized
gossip to the media and letting them go wild. Now, three years
after going public, there was enough information out there for
people to start manipulating what was known, musing over the
remaining mysteries, turning the scraps into patchwork cloth.

Whatever. They had been careful, so very
careful! Anything Silberman and his ilk put out had already been
run through Josh’s vetting machine. It wasn’t that Silberman was
saying anything sacred or dangerous, just…

Whatever.


She tuned out, trusting Santino to catch
anything she missed. And if he was too tired to focus, her implant
would pick up the slack. That thing was always listening,
processing, cataloging, a more efficient subconscious than her own
lizard brain on its best day. It had never actually intruded in her
waking thoughts, never done anything to suggest that she was being
hijacked by her own enhanced processing power, but she wasn’t the
same as she was before. Her reflexes were better. Meditation was
easier. She could drop herself into deep sleep and wake rested in a
quarter of the time. She was almost sure she healed a little
faster…or maybe that was a science fiction-level bridge she still
wasn’t ready to cross, and she merely deluded herself long enough
to sit still in one place long enough for her injuries to start
knitting together.

Tonight, it never nudged her, not so she
noticed. Even so, Silberman’s words turned from rough background
sound into razor-sharp knives in the space of a moment: “Is she
back yet?”

Rachel kept herself frozen in place:
Zockinski was there, and Zockinski missed nothing. In the interview
room, Hill pretended to check his phone. “No, she’s still
outside.”

“How can you tell.”

“OACET tracking app,” Hill lied.

“Good, okay,” Silberman said, as he leaned
towards Hill.

Zockinski’s colors sharpened. Ah,
balls, Rachel thought, as she straightened up and said aloud,
annoyed: “Oh God, what now?”

Silberman was nearly whispering. “Does she
ever talk to you about the real secret stuff?”

“Sometimes.” Hill grinned. “When she’s
drunk.”

“Hey now,” muttered Rachel.

“You ever hear about the missing fifty?”
Silberman asked him. “The empty graves at Arlington?”

“Oh, yeah.” Hill laughed, a careless you
idiot sound. “Old news. They didn’t find every dead OACET Agent
so it means they’ve gotta still be alive, not crushed and buried in
a landfill.”

“Could happen,” Silberman said defensively.
“An Agent decides to fake their death and disappears…”

“Yeah, could happen,” Hill agreed. “Except
they’ve found a hundred bodies, give or take, after searching for
three years, and they find another one every couple of months.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Hey,” Hill said softly, gently, the
quietest suggestion that he wanted to pat Silberman on his head and
assure him that the grownups had everything handled. “The coverup
was massive. Why make it bigger than it already was? If they can’t
find the dead, it doesn’t make them any less dead.”

As the earnest blues of Silberman’s colors
faded slightly, Rachel promised herself she’d pick up Hill’s bar
tab for at least a year. Zockinski’s colors, however, had gone
sharp and pointed.

She rolled her eyes at him. “Knock it
off.”

“Y’all do love your secrets,” he said,
casual except for his emotions.

“And y’all grew up in Dupont Park, and it’s
a federal violation for you to drop a ‘y’all’.”

“Not an answer,” murmured Zockinski as he
turned away.

“Are you kidding?” She didn’t have to feign
anger. “Do you know what would happen to OACET if it turned out
some of our Agents went into hiding? Our entire schtick is full
public disclosure. If we lied about something like this, the
normals would burn us at the stake.”

“Yeah?” Zockinski waved his hand at her.
“How many fingers am I holding up?”

“Dunno, boss, how many am I holding up?” she
snapped as she flipped him off.

“Guys?” Santino finally opened his eyes.
“Can you not? I’m already dealing with two screaming babies at
home.”

They relented, half for Santino’s sake, half
because they were inside an unfamiliar police station and how could
they know who was listening?

(Rachel, actually, was the one who knew who,
what, when, where, and how, and she already had a shield ready for
deployment which would erase her details from the station’s
surveillance equipment entirely, just in case. This wasn’t ideal,
as any playback would show a blurry void stomping about, with
unintelligible hissing in place of her voice. Blatantly obvious
tampering, something to be avoided if at all possible. Josh’s wonky
cloud would come in handy now—Oh, so sorry I don’t show up
on camera! I’m still getting used to this whole technological god
thing, and all that. Rachel had acquired his script and was trying
to adapt it to her own needs, but whenever she tried, she destroyed
the equipment instead of giving it a little glitch. Josh believed
that said something about her subconscious: Rachel said there was
nothing subconscious about it. Until she could master her own
perpetual wonky cloud, she was stuck mastering herself, which was
much harder but at least she’d had three decades of practice.)

But Zockinski wasn’t done. He was never
done; always friendly, never truly a friend. She wondered how far
she would have to push him before he broke. To his credit,
Zockinski was as loyal as they came, and it seemed as if it would
have to be pretty goddamned far.

Ah, well. Rachel shoved the perpetual
problem of Zockinski to the back of her mind and refocused on Hill.
Having sucked all of the blood from Silberman, he was wrapping up,
running through the same questions to see if his interrogation had
shaken anything loose. This, Hill had told her, was the get-in-
touch-with-your-feelings phase, where the facts were already
established and what was left was to learn how those facts made the
subject feel about themselves. Namely, when Telford walked into
Silberman’s store, how did Telford make people feel?

“Awful,” Silberman told Hill. “There’s
something wrong with that guy. You can tell just by talking to
him.”

“Do me a favor and walk me through what
happened when he came in, one last time,” Hill said. “Was there
something about how he looked? What he said…”

“…no. It was how he smelled.” Silberman’s
colors went from a comfortable blue to an uncertain orange. “He
smelled like chemicals. Christi, she was there with me? She noticed
it, too. Said he smelled like rubbing alcohol and…” He trailed
off.

“And?” Hill prodded.

“And her grandmother’s house.” Silberman
lifted his head to look at Hill. “She’s right. When Telford was
threatening me, he got up real close and he smelled…stale.”

“Talk out what you mean by stale.” Hill was
compassion incarnate. “It’s okay if you need a moment. Don’t have
to be fast when you want to be right.”

“Like a…” Silberman shut his eyes, as if
thinking, and his conversational colors condensed to the focused
yellow-white of concentration. “Not like an old folks’ home. More
like a garage or a basement. Unused, old…stale. He smelled like
chemicals and…and mildew.”

“All right,” the detective said, smiling. “I
think we’re done.”
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Rachel couldn’t figure out if she was
kicking mad or silent mad. Kicking mad meant she could burn off
steam stomping around like a ripe old crank. Silent mad meant…

There was no coming back from silent
mad.

She had left the police station as quickly
as possible, straight out the front door to rage around the parking
lot, chewing on the knowledge that if Telford was still smelling of
chemicals and mildew after the fire, then that old Navy hospital
hadn’t been his center of operations. Not only was he still out
there, rolling free after his murder streak, but they hadn’t shut
him down.

And I still don’t know why we went in
there!

Knowing Bell had been there and in danger
was certainly enough reason to go inside and rescue her, but none
of this struck Rachel as being a good reason for Bell to have gone
inside in the first place. Rachel’s entire brain was constantly
soaking in every flavor of genius, and Bell was up there with the
best of them.

Kicking mad, then, and her heart sank as she
realized she was a tremendous dumbass, and had been cruel to a girl
who had just lost the most loving and stable parts of her life.

Time to put the needle and silken thread to
the severed pig’s ear: Rachel reached out to Bell’s phone. One
ring, two, and a strangely atonal woman’s voice said, “BELL’S PHONE. LULU SPEAKING. HELLO, AGENT PENG.”

Goddammit. It’s that fucking computer again.
I don’t have time for this bullshit.

A long pause, as if the fucking computer in
question wanted to show how it had far more manners than a mere
augmented human who couldn’t even modulate the language in her
internal monologue. This was followed by a cool, “MAY I ASSIST YOU, AGENT PENG?”

Rachel shut her eyes against Lulu’s silent
judgment. “I’m trying to reach Bell,” she told it.

“OF COURSE, AGENT PENG. LET ME CHECK IF
SHE’S AVAILABLE.”

Okay, that was interesting, and maybe a
little scary. Not too long ago, Rachel had been in Jason’s lab, and
on a rant about the near-universal choice of using “seeing” as a
synonym for “checking.” Just something she had noticed, due
to…well. She knew she was sensitive about this, but come on!
Obama’s verbal tic of prefacing everything with “Look” drove her
positively bugnuts. That was the sensory equivalent of someone
starting a sentence with “Smell”—maybe that was how dogs spoke, and
who could say, other than dogs?—a conceptualization of language
centered around the primary role that vision played in their
worldview.

These terms zoomed out of the brain and
rolled easily off of the tongue, deeply embedded within the way
that people moved through her own English-speaking culture. Rachel
never failed to notice. Hell, she used them herself!
Worldview? Hah! So she was acutely aware that Lulu used to
phrase its search queries in terms of vision. Natural, really, as
it learned the speech patterns used by those who held conversations
around it. But it had changed its terminology, at least when
communicating with Rachel…which meant the fucking computer had
listened to her conversation with Jason and realized that Rachel
was emotionally invested in certain forms of language, and it was
trying to be considerate, and now she needed to be polite to it
because there was no way she was going to be outhumaned by a large
box of wires.

“Thank you, Lulu. That’s very kind of
you.”

“ANY TIME, AGENT PENG.”

There was no sound to indicate that Lulu had
logged out of the call, so Rachel stared fixedly at her own fingers
as she alternated between the peace sign and Spock’s Live Long and
Prosper, an old habit she had picked up back when her mother
dragged her to church and she was sure the priests could read her
mind. Concentrate on making one symbol, and then the other, and
then the extra-tricky step where you make one symbol with the left
hand and the other with the right, and then switch, and then go
faster, and faster—

“Rachel?”

“Yeah, Bell, hey!” Rachel shook her
head as she pulled back from where she had smashed her nose on the
metaphorical dashboard. “Listen, I am really sorry for snapping
at you earlier.”

A long pause, followed by the heavy sound of
breathing as Bell tried to keep herself under control. “It’s been a
hard couple of days,” she said.

“Yeah, but I was cruel. That wasn’t
right.”

“Can I help you with something?” It came out
hard and sharp.

All right. Nothing but business, at least
for the moment. Good enough. “Yeah,” Rachel replied. “I
never asked you why you went into the building in the first
place.”

“Yes, you did.” Bell’s annoyance started to
crest.

“Right, but why did…” Rachel quickly
replied. “Oh lord, what was his name…Baggins. Why did Baggins
tell you to go inside?”

“He said he had found something that looked
like a lab, but his ankle was bad and he’d wait there to show
me.”

“Thank you,” Rachel said, shivering
in premonition. “Do you know why he reached out to you?”

Bell sniffed, relenting. “No, he called me
cold. Hadn’t talked to him in months. Didn’t even know he had my
new number.”

“Well, I need to talk to him. The sooner
the better.”

Silence on the line, and then Bell asked,
“Did he set me up?”

Rachel smiled. Life was slightly easier when
you were brain-deep in geniuses. Slightly. “You know I can’t
answer that.”

“Don’t cop at me—You know I don’t effin’
care! Did he set me up?” The heat in Bell’s voice seared
across Rachel’s mind.

“Easy, Bell. Let me rephrase: I can’t
answer that until I talk to Baggins.”

“…all right.” Bell’s anger cooled: not an
apology, but willingness to hear reason. “I’ll send you his
number.”

“Thanks.” She mentally backtracked
through the usual legal wrangling required to track down the
physical location of a phone, and added, “If you know anyone who
might know where he is, it’ll speed up my search. Y’know,
officially.”

“Yeah.” There was sorrow in her voice. “I’ll
call around, see what people are saying.”

Rachel focused on her mental voice instead
of Bell’s word choice—See what people are saying?
What?—and replied, “Thanks. Again, I’m sorry for not respecting
your loss.”

“Yeah, well…” Bell bit back a sob. “It’s
yours, too.”

“Are you somewhere safe?” she asked,
unable to help herself. Bell’s phone was one of those she had
permission to track, but concern had a mind of its own.

The girl—Woman, Rachel reminded
herself, her long-running internal argument where she tried to age
up Bell in her own mind still going strong—choked out a laugh. “I’m
in your guest bedroom,” she replied. “Wyatt told me I shouldn’t be
alone until you catch Telford.”

“I’m not going to be the one to catch
him,” Rachel said, hedging her bets. “I’m off the clock and
there’s a whole team over at the DCPD working this case since the
fire.”

“Sure,” Bell scoffed. “Come home when you
can. Becca is pissed you snuck out.”

“Trust me, I know.” The phone calls
and text chains with her girlfriend had been flying fast and
furious. The only reason Becca hasn’t packed a bag and gone to the
Four Seasons to sulk was because she knew this was how Rachel
processed grief. “See you soon,” she said to Bell, even as
she rolled her useless eyes at herself.

Language. What a bitch.

The doors to the station opened, and Santino
came out, followed by Zockinski. “Hill’s wrapping up,” Zockinski
said. “You done with your tantrum?”

“Oh, Zocki, so considerate!” Rachel said,
smiling at him. “Bless your heart.”

“You want the Dupont Park translation for
that?” he replied.

She ignored him. “How’d it wrap?”

Santino shrugged. “Silberman kept talking,
but you heard the good stuff. The contact for the local CSI will
send samples of the ash they collected from Silberman’s store over
to the DCPD in the morning.”

“Did you wrangle samples for OACET?”

“Of course not,” he replied, as his colors
dimpled beneath the lie. He patted his coat pocket. Rachel didn’t
toss a scan that way; her mind bumped against too much junk in the
course of the day as it was, but she nodded to him in thanks.

They broke for the night, with Zockinski and
Hill riding back to the city together as she and Santino headed
home. Rachel used her partner as a sounding board to churn through
her fury at the Rat King—How dare he still be out there,
when Phil and Jason weren’t! It was…it was like Telford had
won!—and by the time they reached their own domestic
destruction zone, she felt slightly closer to normal.

Later, after the chaotic snarl of
homecoming, Rachel found herself sitting on her kitchen floor
again, with Henry swaddled carefully in a blanket and laid along
her legs to keep him from tipping over while he howled. She jiggled
her feet, forming the world’s most primitive rocking chair, while
she slowly read through Telford’s file.

It was honestly fascinating. Not Telford’s
family and work history; those were stale and tired fare. Parents
who had done their best, siblings who had gone on to be productive
members of the middle class. Telford was an abnormality, but of a
kind she had seen a thousand times before: sometimes a wire got
crossed in the most mundane of nature-nurture scenarios and the
result was a person who developed a socially incompatible
definition of fun. No, the fascinating part was Telford’s journals,
which had been painstakingly photocopied by one of his
psychiatrists. Handwritten in a chemist’s scribbles, Rachel would
have preferred to toss the mess of papers straight into the nearest
bin. However, the headache that had set in as she slowly made her
way through the pages was worth it, as Telford’s entire manifesto
was there, spread out before her in snarls of laborious prose.

It wasn’t just OACET. No, OACET was a small
but highly visible cog in an enormous machine. At first, she
thought Telford was anti-cop. As she read further, that evolved to
anti-government, but as she really dug in, rocking Henry and slowly
reading aloud to ensure she grokked the depths of Telford’s
message, she realized that he thought of himself as…anti-hero?

“Is that a thing?” she muttered to herself,
flipping back and forth through the dog-eared pages with her
fingers as she used her implant to search the internet. Wikipedia
was no help: she was plunged into a swirling wordstorm of semantics
about the motivations of classic film and literary characters.
Google, with its cartoons in spandex and skintight leather, was no
better. She pushed through, cross-referencing Telford’s babble
against what she could find online.

“How’d you get him to sleep?” Santino,
whispering through a huge yawn, quietly set himself onto the floor
beside her.

“I thought you went in bed,” Rachel said,
mostly to buy herself time. She hadn’t realized Henry had finally
stopped crying. You really could get used to anything.

“It’s been two hours.” Santino waggled his
fingers, and she obliged by nudging the file towards him. “What’d
you find?”

“Didn’t we do this already?” She glared at
him. “I refuse to believe this is the first time we’ve gone through
these papers.”

“Nah, we did.” He stifled another yawn. “I
want to see if you caught it this time around.”

She told him, quietly, breaking down
Telford’s central premise: the power of the individual, pure and
untouched, standing against false gods.

“…and?” Santino asked.

“And what? What am I missing?”

“The part where he’s a Nazi,” he
replied.

She would have smacked herself on the
forehead if it wouldn’t have woken the baby. “Oh, he’s a Nazi!”

“Yeah, the rants about how the elevation of
augmented humans is a perversion of the true natural order are a
dead giveaway.” He skimmed the text, looking for the familiar line.
“Quote, ‘They call themselves a collective, but they are nothing
but an amalgamation of the many manifestations of
corruption—societal, technological, and now political. Worshiped by
the weak-minded and set up by their masters to serve as the latest
circus, all we need now is the bread.’ Unquote.”

“You don’t need to say the quote-unquote
parts.”

“Apparently I needed to say that he was a
Nazi, so it’s best I be specific.”

Rachel pantomimed stabbing him, but slowly
as not to jostle Henry. “Is he a real Nazi?” she asked between
stabs.

“Like, double-eights-and-fourteen-words
Nazi?” Santino flipped through the pages like a well-oiled reading
machine, and Rachel squashed her jealous urge to stab him for real.
Braille was fine—Braille was great!—but oh, how she wished
she could get her police files transcribed without kicking off a
billion questions, ending with a single statement and a final,
“…but thanks for all your hard work.”

“No,” he said. “We didn’t find any mention
of Hitler or World War II. Telford is a bog-standard white
supremacist. Superior race mentality, destined to survive the
coming socio-cultural apocalypse, totally okay vilifying
marginalized groups to fire himself up.”

“A Nazi by any other name,” she sighed.
“It’s strange to think that…” Rachel trailed off, not entirely sure
how to unpack the Lament Configuration that was her adult life,
which was knotted inside a childhood as one of only two Chinese
girls in a small town in Texas, and chained to the anchor of her
late adolescence and early adulthood as a gay woman in the Army.
“Eh, fuck it,” she finally muttered. “It’s all connected
anyhow.”

Santino was grinning. “You caught it
again?”

“The Nazi thing?”

He blinked. “You’re not running
emotions?”

Rachel rubbed her eyes with her good hand.
“Santino—”

“Sorry,” he said, “I thought you caught
Telford’s connection to Hanlon. You were on it like a starving
tiger the last time.”

He kept talking but she couldn’t hear him, a
great expanse of shock blowing all thought clean out of her mind
except for the that truth, that singular truth, the one truth that
lived within every molecule of her being and would define her until
brain and body were blown back to dust and her soul went winging
away.

Once upon a time—

No! Not now.

“Help me out,” Rachel said, on her third
attempt to put words out into the world. “I didn’t see any
connections between them.”

“Really? You took a ton of notes on it.”

She flipped her notebook open and dove back
in, just to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. There was
nothing. Nothing at all about Hanlon. Not his core color of
water-hardened wood, not the thick layers of trauma from years of
panic, of small and personal deaths, of freedom hard-won but still
precarious.

Once upon a time—

“Shut the fuck up,” she whispered to herself
as her fingers shot across the paper. No, she was right, there was
nothing about Hanlon, but some of her notes on Telford were
underlined: California. Prison. Right time?

“Telford was in Pelican Bay State Prison…”
she said, and gestured for Santino to pass her the folders spread
across the floor beside him. She found the Pelican Bay documents
and made sure she had the dates correct. “Right time, right place,
but there’s nothing about Hanlon in here at all.”

“Really?” he said, in a tone she associated
with purple-gray bemusement. “You might want to double-check.”

“Two hundred and thirty-nine pages, Santino,
and I’ve read them all twice!”

At Rachel’s harshly whispered statement,
Henry twitched. The two adults froze like deer in headlights, and
then Rachel slowly started rocking the cradle of her knees back and
forth again until they were sure he was fully asleep.

“My son is a live grenade,” sighed
Santino.

“Here, take him,” she said, slowly moving
the baby into his father’s arms. “I’m going to eat something and
then go to bed.”

On cue, Henry awoke and set to shrieking.
Rachel rolled to her side and scrabbled towards the fridge in a
military crawl, not even bothering to wish Santino good night as he
rushed his son to the quietest corner of the house for a diaper
change.

She found bagels and cream cheese in a
crisper drawer. The bagels had gone fuzzy on the bottom but the
cream cheese seemed fine, so she grabbed a knife and went out onto
the back porch. Wyatt wasn’t there, and she couldn’t seem to muster
enough concern to track him down, choosing instead to spend her
energy on slicing off the green fluff and flicking it into the dark
garden.

“C’mon, memories,” she said, as she chopped
off the fuzzy parts. When that didn’t work, she dunked a chunk of
bagel into the cream cheese and swirled it around like it was
fresh-made guacamole.

Nothing.

Once upon a time—

Well, not nothing.

Memories were flighty things: powerful,
fragile, often wrong. Some lingered like vile scents; some burst in
a flash and disappeared. Others lived on, perpetual, eternal, the
news crawl of the mind that was always running even when ignored.
Those memories shaped each new moment, each new experience, as if
it were an old cast-iron mold which caught and formed raw materials
into something horrible but familiar.

“Once upon a time,” Rachel said to herself,
low, throwing that particular memory away as hard as she could, and
she hurled the rest of the bagel into the garden with unnecessary
force before turning to go back to bed.
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The next morning, she went looking for
Baggins.

It didn’t start that way. The morning was
nothing but swimming upstream through delays. Unless Rachel wanted
to jog into the city and hope that nobody had popped open her
locker and borrowed her spare suit—or, worse, borrowed and then
returned it without first sending it to the cleaner’s—she had to
catch a ride to OACET’s new headquarters, and nobody was headed
into the city this early but her. Santino was sleeping late, and
Zockinski and Hill planned to meet up with them after lunch. Wyatt
had decided to spend his workday lurking around her back yard,
pretending to water the flowers. If Telford decided to go after
Bell or Zia and the kids, that would…well, that would be one
problem solved, at least, and Wyatt would be very specific about
where Santino should plant a large tree which required heavy
fertilization.

She called her usual cab company and stomped
around at the end of her driveway until they picked her up. A
memory surfaced almost as soon as she got into the cab, worthless,
just Wyatt and this same driver bantering about how Wyatt had his
own car but (the heavily implied) This Bitch wouldn’t let
him drive her anywhere. She remembered how she had spent that
entire ride engrossed in the fantasy of shooting the psychopath in
the head and leaving his corpse to rot in that old cellular store,
and dissecting her own hypocrisy kept her occupied during this
morning’s drive.

Traffic was a rabid bear, grumbling along in
angry fits and starts. The driver let her off at a Starbucks a few
blocks away from OACET’s headquarters. Coffee and an old muffin
that was on the squishy side of stale kept her company until she
reached the refurbished postal distribution center set in the
middle of the bureaucrat district. It was a large building with
more space than the three hundred-plus remaining cyborgs needed to
manage their affairs, but location was everything. The building
took up its own block, and was surrounded by four-lane roads and a
buffer of wide sidewalks. It was strategy from top to bottom:
OACET’s leadership pretended they didn’t realize that the building
could be easily cordoned off, the other agencies pretended they
didn’t have contingency plans for simultaneously eradicating as
many cyborgs as possible, and everyone managed to smile at each
other during cocktail parties.

Fake, all of it fake, all of it a
participatory lie. The moment they needed someone to help with the
digital dirty work, those other agencies came knocking on OACET’s
door. Rachel—probably all of OACET, but certainly Rachel
herself—took deep satisfaction from how there was nothing better
than quietly but firmly assuring an asshole that no, OACET really
meant it when they said they wouldn’t break the law. No, not even
for you. Sorry.

Some days she was sure that pure undiluted
spite was the fuel which kept civilization humming along.

Into the building, down the stairs, and
along a marbled corridor to Jenny’s lab for a mandatory post-coma
checkup. OACET’s resident doctors had been given one of the larger
rooms in the basement, the equipment changed over from mail-sorting
hardware to medical equipment that wouldn’t be out of place in
Harvard Medical School’s research division, along with computers
which were capable of running high-level AIs. Sometimes Lulu
dropped by, assisted Mako and Jenny in processing some tricky data,
and blipped back home to the Consolidated Forensic Laboratory with
no one the wiser. Which was completely fair, in Rachel’s opinion:
the DCPD might have paid for Lulu’s hardware, but the software was
all OACET. Lulu should have been treated as a shared resource
between the two organizations, and not the property of the police
alone.

Today, Mako was in the medical labs but
Jenny was not. Rachel felt giddy relief that the two of them
weren’t in the lab at the same time, as they could fall into the
language of science without even noticing and leave her feeling
like a fish that had shown poor judgment by crawling onto the
land.

Mako was sitting in an office chair built
for giants, his jaw still red with stabbing pain and the sharp
edges muffled by a Percocet cloud. He pointed at her cast as Rachel
opened the link. “How’re you doing?” he asked.

“Better than you,” she replied,
nodding towards the small mountain of empty protein shake bottles
overflowing his trash bin.

He sighed. “I really miss
solids.”

“I’m sorry—” Rachel started to say,
but he waved her off.

“Shut it,” he told her, and stood,
gesturing for her to follow him. “Jenny left orders to scan your
head if you got in before her. Memories aren’t back?”

“Some of them,” Rachel glared at the
white hulk of the MRI machine in its own shielded chamber. God, she
hated that thing. She really should have done the math on how much
medical testing was required before she had donated her brain to
science. At the minimum, she should have qualified that she wanted
to be done using it first.

They made small talk as she stripped and
subjected herself to the cold, clanking tube, chatting about the
progress that Mako and Jenny were making on recreating the cyborgs’
implants. The original blueprints and experimental technologies for
the implants were gone, utterly gone, destroyed by Patrick Mulcahy
and his wife as the two of them laid waste to a government
conspiracy…once upon a time. But as the science already existed, it
stood to reason that the technology could be rebuilt. Jenny and
Mako, along with Santino, Bell, and most of OACET’s science
research teams, were working on the next generation of implants in
their spare time.

Rachel, who used her scans in ways unlike
anyone else in OACET, was one of their favorite test subjects.
Jenny was collaborating with Dr. Gillion, one of the people Rachel
hated most in the world. Gillion was a neuro-ophthalmologist who
studied how the eye communicated with the visual centers of the
brain, and Rachel and Gillion would have gladly murdered each other
if the promise of a greater good hadn’t kept them away from the
knives. For Rachel, working with Gillion was marginally bearable as
there a very good chance that the end result would be a universal
adaptive device for the blind. For Gillion, Rachel was his future
Nobel Prize.

It infuriated her, knowing she was being
used. But she gritted her teeth and let herself be drawn into the
open maw of the clanky tube as she muttered “…greater good, greater
good…” until Mako told her to keep still. She complied and ran
through the usual cognitive tests, telling herself that if it was
ever necessary to prove that her memory loss wasn’t correlated with
permanent brain damage, her defending counsel could trot out these
images and put on a lovely presentation.

“Greater good,” she told the ceiling as the
tube spat her back out. “My own greater good, too.”

She redressed and joined Mako at the MRI’s
digital display. “How’s my brain?”

“Eh.” He waggled his hand in the air.
“Your blood circulation is up, so you’re healing. Don’t push
yourself, pet some kittens, get more sleep, all the usual
advice.”

“As if I can get more than a few hours’ of
sleep in a house full of babies.”

Mako snorted. “Don’t let Becca hear you
talking about her like—” He cut himself off when she bopped him
on his shoulder with her cast, both of them trying not to laugh.
“Seriously, you need me or Carlota to come over and
babysit?”

“Nah, we’re good. Just…you know. Brutal
couple of days, plus we’re still adjusting to life with kids.”

Mako’s colors fluttered, with Santino’s
cobalt blue making an appearance before it was overwhelmed with
Southwestern turquoise, entwined with a honeyed violet and fresh
jade green, and these all sank into a vivid OACET chartreuse. If
she had to guess, he had been about to say that the need to divide
and conquer sleep was on Santino’s shoulders before he decided
that, yes, all of the members of the small and frenetic Peng
household shared some responsibility for childcare. Accountability
in hive minds—even among hive minds by proxy—was absurdly
complicated.

He held out his hand.

It was tempting. Too tempting: Mako’s
daughter was four and she slept through the night. She clasped his
hand in hers, skin against skin, and let the somehow
uncontradictory sensations of contentment, rested, awareness
flow into her.

The skin contact wasn’t strictly necessary.
Transferring sensations could be done across a link alone, but
physical contact juiced the process, made it so easy that they
didn’t have to concentrate. Mako was risking his own equilibrium by
offering to help: if she couldn’t keep a tight hold her own
emotions, she’d pass them to him.

Not today. This was a gift. Temporary, yes,
and it would start to dissipate as soon as they broke contact, but
better than hot coffee and donuts in the meantime. She realized,
almost too late, that she didn’t need to be a selfish bitch and
take take take! and lifted some of the pain from his
jaw.

Mako gasped from the unexpected relief, then
relaxed, and that sensation flowed from him into her, and she
passed it back, turning it into a slow whirlpool of peace.

“Thanks.” Feeling roughly eleven billion
times better, she pulled her hand away. “Thanks so much.”

“No problem,” he said, and grinned as
he felt her poke around the edges of his emotions. “Seriously,
no problem at all. There was no backlash. You’re getting good at
holding yourself out of directional links.”

“Living with Zia has helped.” Sharing a
house with Santino’s wife meant Rachel was now sharing her personal
space with another cyborg, something that she hadn’t thought would
matter save that Zia’s natural curves had…uh…thrived… during
her late pregnancy. Rachel had kept her own thoughts locked down as
tightly as possible so she wouldn’t turn into the world’s worst
creeper. She had learned there was nothing more awkward than
accidentally bumping against her friend’s hand during a dinner
plate handoff and then praying that Zia hadn’t felt how intensely
Rachel was not thinking about boobs.

“Yeah. Now that I think about it, it was
the same for me, after moving in with Carlota.” He paused.
“That’s interesting. We were all sharing the same house, back
when Mulcahy brought us back to D.C. Wonder what changed?”

“Experience and context.” Josh Glassman
opened the door to the lab with his hip and slid inside, his arms
loaded with banker’s boxes. He was wearing his typical rumpled mess
of a suitcoat and trousers, and his necktie hung loose over his
shoulders like an afterthought. “It’s like becoming fluent in a
language. We had all the words, but we needed to learn how to use
them. You’ll notice Rachel’s speaking aloud instead of through the
link; we’re picking and choosing when to apply what we’ve
learned.”

Rachel grinned. Josh was an incorrigible
bastard. “How long were you lurking in our heads?”

“I wasn’t. I overheard that last part. Not
my fault—you two are loud. You broadcast to anyone in figurative
earshot.” Josh set the boxes down on the lab table, popped the lid,
and started sorting files into three equally enormous stacks. “I’ve
been part of this same conversation about a dozen times over the
past year. All of us are still figuring things out, but we’re on
the same learning curve. We needed some extra space to learn how to
use what we knew.”

Rachel nudged the files he had budged
towards her into a careful pile and set her gigantic purse on top
of them. No way in hell was she spending her daily headache
allowance on sorting papers if she could avoid it. “Makes sense,
learning the same things at the same rate.”

“Similar rate,” corrected Josh. “You should
sleep around. Really speeds up the process.”

“Hey!” Rachel was about to light into Josh
when Mako’s colors sparked in purple and yellow amusement. “Don’t
you start,” she said to him.

“It’s not our fault that you’re a
prude,” Mako replied.

“I’m not!” She heard her own voice and
dropped the volume. “I’m not,” she said, much more calmly.

“Rachel prefers emotionally fulfilling
monogamous relationships,” Josh said, as he leaned over and gave
her a quick kiss on the cheek. A lingering echo passed into her at
his lips brushed against her skin, and the word prude
whispered at the edges of her mind.

She opened her mouth to point out how Mako
was happily married, realized she was about to step into a trap,
and decided to ignore them both. She tapped the file at the top of
the stack. “What are these?”

“The usual,” Josh replied. “Copies of
reports from anyone who’s ever had a brush with Glenn Telford, or
the Rat King, or any one of Telford’s many aliases. He was in
prison for a couple of years back in California. The words add up.
Figured we could go through them while we wait for Santino to get
here.”

Rachel stared at her stack.

“Great,” she finally said. With that, she
stood, grabbed her purse, and took a single thin file from the very
top of her stack as she stormed out of the room. “I’ll start here,”
she told them as she held up the file on her way out.

She was sure Josh and Mako had picked up on
her sudden mood change, but—

Fuck it. They were two of her closest
friends, and if they couldn’t bother to remember that reading
through her implant was a goddamned triathlon for her—

Fuck it.

She reached out and placed her fingertips
against the limestone wall, dragging them along as she sent her
scans behind the fancy cladding and into the structure itself.
Concrete. Ah, concrete. Cool, stable concrete, with a firm cage of
rebar sealed within to keep it from shaking apart in case it
cracked.

All right, that analogy might be a little
too on the nose.

Rachel pinned the file under her armpit and
shoved her hands in her pockets, her mood rolling off her in dark
waves. Around her, the other Agents pulled back or gave her
sympathetic nods as they passed. She was grateful: one good thing
about hiveminds was your friends always knew when you were looking
for conversation versus when you’d punch someone for the
offering.

Outside, walking, the sidewalk disappearing
beneath her feet. Her jaw and her wrist both ached. She almost
hoped someone would try and jump her, but that wouldn’t happen
here, not in the federal district of downtown D.C…

Wait. How long had she been walking?

Rachel stepped to the side and reoriented
herself. The mass of cyborgs which served at the unmistakable sign
of OACET’s headquarters was about two dozen blocks to her
southwest, putting her… Where the hell was she? This was not a good
neighborhood.

Eh, she had seen worse.

There was a corner bodega right there beside
her, its doors open and the fresh smell of coffee blowing into the
street. She immediately reassessed her opinion of the neighborhood.
Five minutes later, she had acquired a cup of coffee large enough
to fuel a rocket ship, and two plastic bags full of soda and
impulse-buy carbohydrates swinging from her arm. Properly supplied,
she squared her shoulders: it was time to go and read.

There was a smashed-up mess of a public park
another block to the south, populated with a dozen people who
ignored her in different shades of beige. She found a bench in the
sunlight, and she sprawled across it, her coffee and mountains of
various snack products surrounding her like a modern goddess in her
henge. On top of one of these, she placed the leather folio with
her OACET badge on full display: she was still indulging in her
snit and would rather not shout at anyone if she could simply scare
them off. Then, properly armored, she attacked the folder.

It was a series of photocopied receipts from
a storage unit in Virginia Beach.

“Yes,” she muttered, as she licked her
fingertips to push the pages around. “Totally worth my melodrama.”
She put a fast call into the unit rental management company, left
an official-sounding message in their inbox, and decided she could
justify an additional twenty minutes of self-indulgent sulking as
long as she spent some of that time wondering why Telford had been
in Virginia as recently as this past summer.

She used her teeth to tear open one of the
bags of chips, and then dug in as she flipped through the file a
second time, as if a clue could be hiding within the boilerplate
storage unit legal disclaimer. There wasn’t, but if she looked busy
enough, maybe this kid walking towards her with the Southwestern
turquoise haunting their conversational colors would leave her the
hell alone.

“Hey…” A timid voice, soft and feminine, her
outline sharpened by layers of clothing and a large backpack. “Are
you the YouTube cyborg?”

Oh, lord.

“One of ’em,” Rachel replied, as she scooped
up her badge and slid it into her purse. Apparently it was no
longer an unbeatable protective talisman against random
encounters.

“The gun lady?”

“Yeah,” she said, heart sinking. That
goddamned video. Pull off a couple of impossible shots and you’re
the gun lady for the rest of eternity. “Want an autograph?”

“What?”

“Selfie? Thing?” God, she felt old. Rachel
scanned the girl. She couldn’t be more than nineteen, but her core
color of soft lambswool white was nearly lost beneath a layer of
ugly gray stress and yellow anxiety.

“No?” The kid hesitated. “You know my
friend?”

“Friend?” Rachel felt like she had been
dropped into a conversation with an alien species.

“You know. My friend.” The girl shuffled
sideways, one shoulder lifting the backpack.

Oh. The backpack suddenly took on new
meaning as Rachel realized the kid was probably living out of it.
“Bell?”

The kid blinked, orange confusion fluttering
through her colors.

“Is your friend’s name Bell?” clarified
Rachel.

“Yeah!” Sudden yellow excitement replaced
the orange, and the kid gestured at the bench. Rachel shut down her
own irritation as she cleaned up her Himalayan diorama of snacks,
and then handed the girl an unopened bag. The girl ripped into it
and muttered, “Thanks.”

“How do you know Bell?” Rachel asked
her.

“Oh, you know.” The girl waved a hand.
“Around.”

“Right.” Rachel examined the girl’s
conversational colors, just in case her stress was so thick that it
was devouring any subtle hues. Nope. There was no trace of Bell’s
own soft gray core in there, and there were voids in the blocks of
solid color, the Swiss cheese effect of a liar who hoped they
wouldn’t get caught. Oh, well. She was supposed to be working,
anyhow. “Bell’s helping me on a case right now.”

“You’re a cop?” Sage comprehension and a
large streak ugly yellow fear shot across the girl. She grabbed the
strap of her backpack to secure it against herself.

“Not really,” Rachel said as casually as she
could, and pushed a second bag of chips towards her. “I just work
with them. I’m the gun lady, remember? What’s your name?”

“Emma,” the girl said quickly, colors
dimpling and her shoulders rounding a little as she took the second
bag. A lie, but one name worked as well as another for an informant
you paid in food.

“Maybe you can help?” Rachel said, as she
sprawled across her half of the bench and tried to look as
nonthreatening as possible. “I need to find a man who might be
living in an abandoned building.”

“’s he homeless?”

“I think so, but I don’t know for sure.”
Rachel shrugged. “He calls himself Baggins.”

“Frodo or Bilbo?”

“Thank you!” Rachel said, raising her hands
to the heavens. “That’s exactly what I said.”

Emma smiled a little but her colors didn’t
soften. Oh, well, bonding attempt failed. Rachel dug around for a
third bag of chips and laid it on the seat between them. The girl
took the bag and stuck it under a strap attached to her backpack,
but stayed quiet except for the munching and crunching.

Rachel finally broke the silence. “Is there
any way you could ask around?”

“Yeah, sure,” replied Emma, the dimples in
her colors deepening as the ugly gray of institutional walls
started to stack up around her.

Nope, this wasn’t working. Time to try
another track. “I’m also looking for another guy,” she said,
knowing even as she spoke that she was making a mistake. “You’ve
heard about the fires? Homeless—” she paused as she imagined
Santino’s disappointed orange frown—“I mean, unhoused persons
caught in abandoned buildings? I’m chasing that arsonist.”

Emma’s colors sharpened, the gray of walls
falling away, with traces of silverlight and charcoal gray
appearing. “Because some of your friends died.”

Rachel’s throat seized up. Of course Jason
and Phil’s deaths would have made the news. She just…hadn’t thought
about how a stranger in the park could casually mention them in an
offhand comment, as if their murders had been nothing more than the
topic of an interesting tweet. Rachel nodded until she trusted
herself to talk. “Baggins isn’t the one responsible, but Bell says
he might have information about the man who sets the fires.”

Emma didn’t say anything, her colors a
tangled mess.

Rachel pushed on. “This arsonist…he’s
spending enough time around mildew that the smell gets into his
clothes. Bell says he could be living in an old hospital, a
warehouse…someplace that also smells like chemicals.”

And just like that, a lost memory snapped
into her head.

“Right,” Rachel muttered to herself, as
she oriented her scans towards the distant building. Another
warehouse, set off in the middle of nowhere, or as close to nowhere
as the power grid would allow. The faded paint and dated signage
indicated it had been used for the assembly, packing, and shipping
of cameras; the size of the broken parking lot suggested that it
had been a busy place to work, once.

After the first couple of abandoned
buildings, they had worked out a system. Rather than finding a
reasonably safe place to leave the car (doubtful), gaining an
access point to the building (easy but illegal unless they could
talk to the right people), walking around (probably dangerous,
quite possibly life-threatening) and doing a visual inspection of
each room (labor-intensive, plus surprise appearances by today’s
very special guest stars—seven thousand angry spiders), they got
within safe range of Rachel’s scans and let her do the mental
legwork instead. If her supervisor at the D.C. police ever asked,
she would swear she was using thermal scans to detect heat, same as
cops did everywhere, comparable to equipment vetted and accepted in
courts of law. When Santino had asked, she had explained she was
using a combination of thermal, electromagnetic, and emotional
scans, as a pile of opossums could certainly generate enough body
heat to appear human but it was highly unlikely they would be
watching dancing bird videos on Instagram. And when she found a
fairly suspicious setup, as had happened twice, she went
out-of-body to explore the scene in a cyborg’s version of
trespassing. Thus far, she had discovered two very professional
meth labs, and nothing else.

The old camera manufacturing warehouse
didn’t even have that dubious payout. There weren’t any signs of
recent human occupation at all, certainly not enough to motivate
her to burn the extra calories going out-of-body to snoop
around.

“Hey,” she said, nudging Santino with her
elbow. “We’re done.”

He made a noise somewhere between a snore
and a cough, and rolled away as much as his seatbelt would
allow.

“C’mon.” She poked him again. “Zia needs
a break. We gotta go take care of your kids.”

This got him moving, a hurried, “Yup, yup,
yup,” as he sat up and put the car in drive before he remembered
where they were, and there was an impressive moment where the two
of them were sure the car would tip straight off the shoulder and
into a ditch before he managed to get them turned around and headed
back towards the city.

“How many more buildings, do you think?”
he asked, after they had both strangled the urge to shout at each
other.

“I think Jason’s still running the
numbers.” He and Santino had a long phone call about the area they
needed to cover. As this had included a discussion of whether the
proper pluralization of “radius” was “radiuses” or “radii,” she had
permitted herself to tune them out and watch a flock of
crows.

“Not asking about Jason.” He shook his
head as he aimed his car towards the highway. “What do you
think?”

Rachel had a fast reply ready to go, but she
paused and dug into the question before she decided what had to be
said. “I think we’re killing time.”

“How’s that?”

“Okay, so…” She took a breath and let
herself go. “Phil’s checking on recent arsons and bombings in the
D.C. area. We’re looking into local abandoned buildings—there are
way too many of these, by the way. Josh is doing…um, I don’t know,
probably like six strangers at once. But Telford came to town
pretty recently, right?”

“Yeah.”

“You and I are searching these wrecks
because that’s what we can do, not what we should do.” She let her
scans range outside the car, picking through the conversational
colors of nearby motorists, as if these were pieces of string which
she could unknot and understand if she worked at it long enough.
“Telford’s hit twice nearby. He’s working local, now, since this is
where OACET has its home base and we’re Telford’s endgame, but that
doesn’t mean he’s making or storing his chemical shit near the
city.

“We’re not following a real lead. We’re
doing this to look like we’re working,” she said, tossing an idle
wave towards the building behind them. “Not because we think we’ll
get lucky and find him.”

There was a long moment while Santino’s
colors moved in slow, thoughtful patterns. “Then what should we be
doing?”

She gave a deep, heaving sigh of resignation
and said, “Let’s go take care of your kids.”

The memory broke like a punch to the face,
and Rachel leaned over the side of the bench and threw up.

“Christ!” Emma leapt up and darted several
feet away. “What the fuck?”

Rachel held up a hand, her cast pressed
against her mouth to blot away the yuck. Stupid, really stupid.
Sleeves could be washed. Fiberglass casts…maybe she could squirt it
with bleach or something.

“Great,” she sighed as she upended her
coffee over her own mess. “Pass me a drink.”

Emma cautiously came back to the bench and
nudged the bag full of sodas towards Rachel. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she replied automatically, then:
“No. Been a really shitty week.” She gave it a moment as she washed
her mouth out and spat. “I was in that fire, too. I’m still…I’m
still dealing with it.”

“Oh no, really?” Emma’s colors turned mildly
pink in sympathy. “I’m sorry.”

Rachel shrugged and spat again, and then
poured out the rest of the soda to try and wash away the vomit. It
didn’t work, collecting instead within a hollow in the center made
by the coffee. As the liquids settled and the kinetic energy
smoothed itself away, Rachel turned her scans away from the nasty
pile in disgust.

“You going to throw up again?” The kid was
still keeping her distance, watching Rachel as if she couldn’t
predict what the older woman would do.

“Hope not,” Rachel replied. “But I didn’t
expect to throw up this time.”

“Are you pregnant?”

“No!” She blew a laugh like a kicked mule.
“It’s…It’s just been a very hard week.”

“Yeah,” Emma said. Authentic personality
moved into Emma’s colors as that pink sympathy deepened. “I’m
really sorry about your friends.”

“I should get going,” Rachel said,
heartsick. Why were people being honest with her all of a sudden?
She started to pack up the snack foods before she saw that Emma’s
pink had shifted to anxious orange, and slid a full plastic bag
towards the girl. “Lost my appetite,” she told her. “Want
these?”

Emma scooped up the bag. “Hope you find
Baggins,” she said, ready to retreat.

Right, yes, that. She was supposed to be
working. There was one last card to play.

“Wait.” Rachel opened the side pocket of her
purse and took out one of the sealed white envelopes she always
kept at hand. “Take this.”

Inside was fifty bucks in small bills.
“Thanks,” Emma said, suspicious.

Rachel made sure Emma saw there were a few
other envelopes waiting in the pocket as she slowly zipped up her
purse again. “You think of anything, hit me up.”

“Got a number?” The green of greed began to
engulf Southwestern turquoise: this kid would scam her dry or sell
her out in a heartbeat.

“Let’s start small,” Rachel said. “There’s a
business card in there. Email me.”

“I don’t have email.”

She pointed at the girl’s pocket, where a
cell phone silently sang its complex song. Emma’s colors blushed,
but the undeniable green of dollar bills quickly shoved the pinks
away.

Rachel reminded herself that this was why
she still carried cash, and went into her purse again. “Some now,”
she told the girl, handing her another envelope, this one a little
thicker than the last. “More if you give me anything I can
use.”

“How much?”

“Everything’s negotiable.” That random
memory popped back into her head. “If you don’t get a line on
Baggins, I could use a list of abandoned buildings in the area
where the guy I’m looking for might be mixing chemicals. There are
more than I thought there’d be.”

A little bit of orange scorn appeared, aimed
directly at Southwestern turquoise, but the girl only said,
“Really?”

“Yeah, I know,” Rachel said. “I had no clue.
Too many places to look, right?”

Emma smirked.

“Think you might be able to help?” Gray
stone-shaped walls went up around the girl again, so Rachel quickly
added, “I don’t need you to turn him in—wouldn’t want you to,
anyway. Guy’s dangerous. Not even going to give you a description,
just in case you decide to play detective. But if you know some old
buildings that I could check out…?” She left it hanging before she
added, “I’d pay for the list.”

“Maybe.” Emma sounded casual but her colors
spiked, viciously wary.

“Great.”

The money disappeared into the girl’s
jacket. “What happens if you catch him because of me?”

“You earn the respect of a grateful
nation.”

“Come on.”

“You won’t get called into court, if that’s
what you’re worried about. This is between you and me.” Rachel
stared off into the middle distance, feigning disinterest. Between
her and Emma, not a single fuck would be given, at least not at
face value.

“I meant more money.”

Rachel turned to face the girl. “Let me make
this clear,” she told her, locking her down with the full force of
a woman who didn’t use her eyes to see. “I’m telling you nothing
about this guy. Nothing. He’s already killed some good
people. All I want is a list of locations. I don’t want you to
scout them for me. I don’t want you to talk to anyone else about
what I’ve asked you to do.” Emma’s colors drained away, fading
before Rachel’s cyborg stare. “Matter of fact, you can pull that
list out of your ass and I’ll still pay you, but if you put some
effort into it? Send me to places I can’t just grab from Google
Maps? That’ll pay big.”

Emma shouldered up her backpack and as many
bags of snacks as she could carry, and hurried away without another
word.

Rachel didn’t try to stop her, almost
pleased with herself for her last-minute cruelty. What was she
thinking?! Asking a homeless kid to act as a resource?
Better to scare her off than encourage her to cross Telford’s path.
God, what if that happened? Or what if Telford got word of a girl
on OACET’s payroll? He had already shown how he liked sending very
specific messages.

No, no, she told herself. It’s
fine. It’s fine. The scary cyborg gun lady gave a hundred and fifty
bucks and some shitty food to a kid in need. It’s fine. I didn’t
fuck up again. She shivered, cold fingers seizing her spine.
But I’ve got to pull my head out of my ass or I’m going to get
someone killed. She pressed her face into her good hand.
Someone else killed.

“Fuck it.” Rachel reached out to Bell’s
phone. The girl—Damn it!—the woman picked up on the fourth
ring, with Henry screeching in the background until there was the
sound of a door shutting between her and the infant.

“Hey Rachel, everything okay?”

“Yeah…listen, this might be awkward
but…” The full but brief story of Emma came out, with Rachel
ending by asking, “Do you recognize her description?”

A small, wet noise: Bell had a habit of
chewing on her thumbnail while thinking. “You’re sure she didn’t
know me?”

“Positive. She didn’t know your name and
she was covered in lies.”

“Huh.” More chewing. “No, I don’t know her.
I guess I’ve still got a rep with the kiddies. Don’t worry about
it. Good to know I’m still out there, sort of.”

“Thanks. But…Bell? I’m worried I put her
in danger. Should I chase her down or something?”

Bell laughed. “No. She’ll be okay. Whoever
she is, she knows how to keep herself out of trouble. I’m kinda
shocked she approached you at all, since you could’ve turned her in
to CPS.”

“Nah, she’s too old. Child Protective
Services can’t touch her.”

“Rachel?” There was a long pause. “If she’s
living on the street, she’s younger than she looks. So if you think
she’s nineteen or twenty, she’s probably sixteen, seventeen. Could
be a couple of years younger than that.” When Rachel didn’t say
anything for several awkward seconds, Bell added, “Like how I’m
younger than I look.”

As Bell wasn’t among those rare few who knew
Rachel didn’t use her eyes to see, all Rachel could add was a weak
chuckle and an extremely honest, “You’ve always looked young to
me.”

“Aw, you’re sweet,” Bell said. “Let me call
my friends, put the word out on her. Bye!”

The girl—God damn it!—the woman hung
up, and Rachel stood and threw her scans out and around the park,
searching for Emma. Too late, she realized she hadn’t even bothered
to make a serious mental note of the kid’s core color. White?
Off-white? Lambswool white? There has been too much ugliness
swirling over it, and while core colors were unique, stress and
anxiety were universal.

So many people, all around her, all in ugly
oranges and purple-grays, all hoping to go unnoticed, sitting
beneath trees or on benches or walking, each of them with their own
oversized backpack or shopping cart or—

Rachel sat down heavily and pressed her chin
into her good hand.

“Well…fuck.”

 


 


 



ELEVEN

 


After messing up on such a catastrophic
scale, Rachel couldn’t go back to OACET’s headquarters, where her
epic self-castigation for sending a literal child into danger would
draw the attention of every cyborg in range. Even the faceless
bureaucracy of First District Station felt like too much to manage.
She let her feet take her away from the park, away from the center
of the city, moving into the strange, almost floppy side streets
and back alleys of Washington, D.C.

If asked, she would have claimed to be
looking for Emma. Strict honesty would have forced her to admit
that she was hoping to get mugged, either to burn off some stress
in a fight or to spend some quality time sulking in another
hospital room. But a higher power was watching over her—or perhaps
it was simply everyone else who was watching her—and no one decided
to go after with the woman in the business suit with the the broken
arm and the deep shadows under her eyes.

Stop, she told herself, and froze in
place on the sidewalk so quickly that a man on his phone nearly
bounced off her ankles. You’re moving to move. Figure out what
you have to do next.

The nearest store sold recycled fabric. She
went inside and sat down on an enormous chunk of used canvas
sailcloth which still smelled slightly of the sea, and took out her
notepad. That memory…

The Rat King had come to town to take out
OACET, but that didn’t mean he was working in D.C. “We’re
searching around here because that’s what we can do, not what we
should do,” she said quietly, an echo of herself, and leaned back
on the old sailcloth as she reached out to the internet.

Any detective worth their pensions would
tell you that if you really needed to find someone, you didn’t
search for data points. Instead, you searched for personalities.
You could move around the country, you could change your name, you
could even change your face. You couldn’t change how much you loved
anchovies on pizza, or how you loved to lose yourself in a hot
shower for a full hour, face turned towards the water as you soaked
in the warmth. You could hide those things, but they were you, they
made up who you were as a person.

There were exactly two things she knew about
Telford’s personality: he was an arsonist who was also a Nazi. Add
to that his current anti-OACET obsession and the fact that he had
been down in Virginia Beach as of a few months ago, and that might
be enough to perform a real search.

“Nazi, white nationalist, whatever,” she
groused, feeding new terms into her criteria. It was bittersweet:
Jason had taught her how to use her implant to dart about the
internet like a data-driven hummingbird on PCP. Prior to that, she
had gone through the effort of imagining herself opening a browser,
typing terms into the search bar…ugh. Jason had sat her down
and reminded her that she was an honest-to-Gibson cyborg with
powers that could remake civilization itself, and he would at least
teach her how to use the internet properly so she would stop
embarrassing him.

God, she missed that asshole.

After a few moments, a sense of familiarity
caught up to her: she had run parts of this search before. There
were no accompanying memories, but she let her implant refine the
results, push new data into the search, pull answers from the
nebulous aether of digital space into her conscious mind, push
certain details at her until—

“Hah!” she shouted, sitting up.
“Virginia!”

The other three people in the store turned
towards her, and a clerk emerged from behind the desk with stern
annoyed orange within her colors. Rachel spread her arms wide,
yelled, “There is a Santa Claus!” and shot out of the store and
back into the street, smiling like a cartoon character as the
article unspooled itself in her brain.

Norfolk, four months ago. Late May. A
chemical bomb took out a small nest of freaks who called themselves
Gen-Luddites. She hadn’t isolated these news reports in her
previous searches. There were a worrying number of arsons
associated with white supremacists, and she had needed to plug in
the framing provided by the dates and locations associated with
Telford’s storage unit. But she had it—she had it!—and there
was a witness! Jess Savery, a man in his early twenties, had
been in the area, and there was heavy implication that he had left
the building immediately before the bomb went off. He hadn’t spoken
to the reporter, and she would bet her left arm with its good hand
that he also hadn’t spoken to the cops beyond name, rank, and
serial profanities.

But he would speak to her. She would make
sure of that.

She parked herself in an alleyway and ran
illegal searches through various government databases until she
found a recent phone number for Savery, and then tracked that down
to a mobile phone currently in the Chesapeake area.

Now she just had to get to him. She couldn’t
grab Santino and go off on a spontaneous road trip. He had newborn
twins, plus a wife who was extremely kind and patient and would
absolutely help Becca tie Rachel up and lock her in a closet for
the next two weeks if pushed beyond the breaking point. Hill,
maybe, but Hill was with Zockinski today and she only asked
Zockinski for favors when her resiliency was high.

With a resigned sigh, Rachel ran through
OACET’s duty roster to learn who she could bully into spending a
full day in the car with her.

Barely twenty minutes later, a Jeep Wrangler
that had started life in the Reagan era rattled its way up to the
curb, the core colors of its two occupants heavily shaded by thick
grays and silverlight. She popped the passenger’s door and levered
herself inside. “Hey, Shawn,” she said to the driver, a tall man
with traces of oil paint streaked through his thick hair due to
pushing it away from his eyes while he worked. Rachel then sent her
scans at the man squished in the back seat. The silverlight was
thick around him: Adrian was crying softly.

“Didn’t want to leave him alone,” Shawn
whispered. “And it might do him some good to get out of the city
for a few hours.”

Rachel reached into the back and laid her
good hand on Adrian’s knee. He was wearing clothes today, clean
jeans and an unstained t-shirt, and his colors were stable enough
that he would probably pass as sane but grieving. “How you doing?”
she asked quietly.

He looked up at her, silverlight flaring. “I
think I’m Phil,” he replied. “I’m not. His memories are riding me.
I can’t get them to stop.”

She shivered. He even sounded like Phil, the
dead man’s cadence taking over his own. “Oh, Adrian.”

“Sammy’s okay,” he said. The other mad
cyborg had made better progress piecing together his sense of self.
Sammy was hanging out at OACET headquarters these days, helping
with smaller projects as he worked to regain his independence from
the collective. Adrian had been doing nearly as well, but it seemed
that his grief had caused a setback. “I’m not…and I’m not
Phil!”

“We’re going to the beach,” Shawn said, as
he pulled into traffic. “It’ll be fun.”

“Good,” Adrian said, as he folded over on
himself and curled up on the floor. “Phil hates the beach.”

“Talk to me about your robots,” Rachel said.
“I want to hear what you’re working on.”

“No.” He shut his eyes, and she watched
until the silverlight slowly ebbed away.

She tried to reach out and open a link with
Shawn, but he shook his head. “It’ll wake him up,” he said quietly.
“He’s more attuned to white noise through a casual link than
through his ears.”

“Weird.” She paused, ready to offer a tight
link, but—

“You don’t want me in your head right now,”
Shawn whispered, the deep reds and grays of misery sucking at his
core. “Not that deep.”

“Probably for the best,” she said. “I don’t
like being in my own head right now, either.”

He chuckled wryly as he drove them
south.

She drifted off without meaning to. The
collective had very few commandments, but one of them was Thou
shalt not sleep with your implant activated! Easier for the
others. They deactivated at bedtime, dropping out of the link as
they said goodnight. But there had been many evenings where Zia
would knock gently on Rachel’s bedroom door, asking if she was okay
after Rachel had dozed off and her presence had gone, in Zia’s
words, “soft and fluffy.”

Phil was there.

“No, I’m not here,” he told her, even as he
had taken Shawn’s place in the driver’s seat. Shawn wasn’t going to
be happy. Phil rode a clutch like he rented it by the hour. “We’ve
moved on, me and Jason. But you’ve got to let the rest of me
go.”

“I can’t.” The Jeep was filled with a sound
she couldn’t quite hear, a brutal noise that was cutting her in
ways she didn’t understand.

“You have to. Do you remember what happened
at the end?”

“No,” she lied, as that sound grew and
grew—she recognized it as the sound of screaming. She knew it was
Phil, and that she had screamed along with him, her throat tearing
itself to shreds.

He reached over and laid his hand against
hers. There should have been the emotional flare of skin contact
between cyborgs, but she felt nothing.

“I’m already with you, Penguin,” Phil said
gently. “I shouldn’t be. It’s hurting you.” She wanted him to snap
at her, yell at her. He was always so very kind when she was in
trouble. But he was already screaming, wasn’t he? The part of Phil
that she had held as he had died—

“I can’t,” she whispered.

“It’s okay if you aren’t ready.” They
weren’t in the car anymore. They stood in a meadow made of yellow
and green and the feel of soft brushing grass, full of fireflies at
twilight, the smell of late spring turning to summer on the breeze.
Paradise. He was holding both of her hands in his. “I’m off the
clock forever. You can take your time. But it’s better for you if
I’m not a ghost in your machine.”

He looked as though he’d like to say
something else, but the meadow disappeared in a flash of bright
kinetic energy, with Shawn swearing at the truck that had just cut
them off.

The rest of the trip south was uneventful.
When the ocean came into view, Adrian came up off the floor and
buckled himself into the seat behind her, humming an unfamiliar
song.

Rachel directed them towards the location of
Jess Savery’s phone. It appeared to be a somewhere inside a BJ’s
Wholesale Club, so she rolled her eyes and left the two highly
educated adult men to their giggling as she dove into the warrens
of modern commerce alone. Savery was in the break room with four
other workers; as she let herself in, Savery’s eyes went wide.

“Out,” she ordered the spares.

She didn’t think they recognized her, but
their conversational colors turned into a wavering orange as they
darted around her on their way to the doors. There were
professional blues in there, twined into strands of rope like
lifelines. Shoving her onto a manager or store security would
happen in short order.

No problem. She’d be gone by then. Hill
might be a genius at carefully drawing information out of a person
but her technique was more…direct.

Rachel grabbed a chair and flipped it
around, Riker-style, as she put herself directly in front of
Savery. “Tell me about Glenn Telford and I’m gone,” she said. “Hold
out on me, and I’m an old girlfriend who’s about to tell everyone
in this store that you’re into totally wackadoo sex.”

“I don’t—”

“Pony play,” she cut him off. “Piss baby
diaper shit. I’m OACET. Everybody knows we don’t kink-shame, we
embrace the kink and go home with it to fuck its twin sister, and I
will weaponize that against you until my karma cracks.”

“I never did anything to you,” he said, his
voice wavering. He was trying to build a stone-gray wall around
himself, but claws formed from Southwestern turquoise kept tearing
it down.

“Telford did.” She glared at him, leaning
over the back of the chair as she slammed straight into him with
her full cyborg stare until his thoughts were utterly scattered.
“You were part of the local white nationalist group, dressing
yourselves up as Luddites.”

“Gen-Luddites,” he said.

“Good!” she praised him, and backed off a
little, blinking to reduce the pressure.

It was enough of a reward to keep him
rolling. “Telford was…nobody liked him. You know how some people
aren’t…You know how some people are wrong? They feel wrong, like
you shouldn’t be around them?”

Rachel nodded. It’d be a hell of a
time-waster to point out that Telford felt so off that actual
freakin’ white nationalists didn’t want to be around him, so she
held her tongue and let Savery talk.

“Telford was like that. We still let him
come to meetings. He…he had money.” There was something else in
Savery’s colors, something vague. She watched his colors pull and
push, with the oranges and grays of anxiety and stress move around
a deep, dark brown.

Is that his core color? No, the
closer she looked, the easier it was to pick out the watery salmon
pink of Savery’s core. This dark brown was separate, flowing around
the surface but not sticking to any one idea.

On a hunch, she asked, “What else did he
have?” and that dark brown swelled in size.

Gotcha. Now all she needed to do was
figure out what that meant.

“He said he knew people,” Savery said.
“Powerful people. Said we should be doing more, he had the
resources for us to do more—”

“What was it you did?”

“Drank beer!” The man threw up his hands in
frustration. “Talked! A friend dragged me to the first meeting.
Hadn’t been to one before. Only met up online. It was fun for a few
times, then it got old. That last meeting, I walked out.” He
laughed, a strangled sound. “They held it in a basement of some
guy’s store with shit AC. It was too hot in there, so I left.”

Rachel laughed a little, too. “And then the
bomb went off.”

“Yeah, and then the bomb went off.” Savery
paused. “I was already a block away and the explosion still knocked
me down.”

“Did you see Telford that night?” She knew
what the police reports said, that Telford had been thrown out of
the group by then, but it was always best to double-check.

Savery didn’t answer, his conversational
colors moving slowly. Rachel took the opportunity to throw an
environmental scan through the wall and check on the inevitable
swarm of authority figures. Nothing was happening, not yet. A
critical mass of conviction was needed before they took on the
crazy lady who had stormed into the break room, especially if
anyone had noticed she was armed.

“And?” she prompted.

“I did,” he said quietly.

When he froze up again, she whispered, “Help
me catch him.”

A risk, yes, but the Rat King had killed his
friends, too. Savery’s head came up and he stared off somewhere
over her shoulder. “He was watching from across the street,” he
said. “The bomb knocked him down, too. He was laughing. Shouted,
‘It worked!’ about ten times, like a mad scientist.”

“He is, kind of,” she admitted. “What
else?”

“That’s it,” he said, with no dimpling in
his colors.

She stood and left without thanking him.

It worked!

Shawn’s old Jeep rattled up to her, and she
had the door open and had leapt inside before it slowed down. Her
giddy energy was contagious: the other cyborgs shotgunned questions
at her which she couldn’t answer, not when she was laughing like a
maniac. Instead, she gestured weakly towards the highway, and sent
Shawn the address of Telford’s old storage unit via a loose
link.

By the time they had left the tourist
regions of Virginia Beach, Rachel had calmed down enough to explain
that Telford had tried something new, something he hadn’t fully
expected to work as intended. Rachel explained that as she had
breezed past that honking gaggle of BJ’s assistant managers (long
pause for more giggling from two worldly adult men, good grief),
she had flipped that new information over to learn if it fit into
her timeline. Like the perfect puzzle piece, it had slotted right
into place: Telford had taken out the nest of white nationalists as
a test, and once that test proved successful, he moved his campaign
up the coast to D.C.

Which meant that Telford’s initial
experiments had most likely been done somewhere nearby!

“We’ll start with the storage unit,” Rachel
said. “I don’t know where we’ll go from there, but that’s a solid
place to begin.” She felt good. Better than she had since she had
woken up in the hospital. This wasn’t her attempting to recover
what she had lost. No, this was progress!

Shawn looked over at her, his conversational
colors spun up with bright yellow excitement and her own
Southwestern turquoise, and shot her a wide grin.

Telford’s storage unit was inside one of
those ugly tower mishmashes, a squat and sprawling building of five
floors which held so much random stuff that it gave off the
impression of having a vague gravitational pull. There was a
receptionist of sorts, a manager who hastily shoved files full of
knitting patterns under the counter when he spotted Rachel and the
others through the glass windows. She identified herself as the
OACET Agent who had called him earlier that morning, and the four
of them formed a small herd which moved towards the industrial
elevators.

“Third floor,” the manager said. He was
watching Adrian with a critical side-eye, even though the cyborg
was silent as a church mouse. The elevator ticked off the distance,
Rachel tapping her foot along with the sound. Soon. Soon.
Soon.

The doors opened and they flowed out into
the corridors, the harsh smell of floor cleaner covering up that of
a dozen different kinds of insecticides and pesticides and
fungicides and whatever other kinds of chemical homicides were
required to preserve these places from the inevitability of nature.
Telford’s unit was next to one of the emergency access stairwells,
all the way at the end of a wide hallway, steel buttressed by
concrete flooring and impenetrable exterior walls.

“Back up,” she told the others, and once
they were behind her, she took a deep breath and then threw her
scans into Telford’s unit. Phil had taught her how to check for
both wired and remote detonation explosives, and there were no
unusual chemical traces to be found beyond a thick layer of dust
which glowed like insecticide. No ceiling, strangely enough, just a
thick wire mesh that would keep out humans and let in fire
suppressants.

“The Virginia Beach Police go through this
yet?” Rachel asked.

“No, not yet. They’ve scheduled a time for
later this week.” The manager wasn’t one of those who was
automatically suspicious of OACET, and he was doing a solid job of
being polite and helpful. But he must have been a very good judge
of character and he couldn’t quite figure out where Adrian fit in
Rachel’s small group. It was starting to bother him, as his colors
kept slipping out of professional blues towards a very anxious
orange.

The unit was bare of everything except for
what appeared to be an empty soda can and an old analog tape
recorder. The soda can was propped against the guide rails for the
roll-up door, but the recorder was dead center, lying on the floor
and covered with more of that ubiquitous insecticide. There was a
small slip of paper, folded into a tent on top of the recorder…

“What do you see?” Shawn asked.

“Hang on,” Rachel said. She flipped
frequencies until a hastily sketched arrow pointing towards the
tape recorder appeared, with blocky letters above it stating PLAY
ME.

“Nope,” she said, and grabbed the others and
shepherded them out of the building as fast as she could, placing a
call to the local police department as they went.

“Obvious trap?” Shawn asked, once they were
back in the manager’s office, and presumably far enough away to be
safe.

“On a scale of one to the SAW
franchise?” Rachel shook her head. “It doesn’t look dangerous, but
I’m not risking it. Maybe if Phil was here—” she started, before
she caught herself.

“Phil doesn’t like this,” Adrian whispered,
curling in on himself. “He’s yelling at me.”

The manager pretended he hadn’t heard him,
choosing instead to focus on an old textiles catalog.

An endless ten minutes later, local law
enforcement arrived and Rachel went outside to talk to Sgt.
Gaughan, the head of Virginia Beach’s bomb squad. Knowing that once
she started shouting she wouldn’t be able to stop, Rachel very
calmly insisted that the community’s marvelously equipped
department be assisted by the local FBI office in Chesapeake.
Gaughan was cut from the same cloth as every single man she’d ever
met who worked on a bomb squad, wiry and vibrant. He had an earnest
belly laugh which reminded her of a young Santa, and politely shot
her down for nearly half an hour, at which time the explosive
experts from the FBI finally arrived with a van full of kit.

Rachel stepped aside to let them joust over
jurisdiction. She stood, arms behind her in parade rest, as she
surveyed their conversational colors. There were the typical
professional blues and grays of law enforcement, juiced up with
splashes of bright OACET green. At least they were taking this
seriously. She had been afraid that calling in the locals to open
an abandoned storage locker would be perceived as overreach. It
wasn’t, but Gaughan didn’t think they needed his team plus the
FBI.

Then, after the procedural hash had been
sorted, they asked if she wanted to get suited up and join them
upstairs.

Fuck no! God, she hated explosions.
Even the most remote possibility of them scared the shit out of
her. But she couldn’t ask them to go where she wouldn’t, could
she?

Adrian let out long, keening wails as the
FBI kitted her out in a too-heavy blast suit. The agents looked at
him, and then at Rachel.

“He’s not the one going with you,” she told
them, so up they went.

This ride in the elevator was difficult,
with claustrophobia and a sense of imminent doom crushing her on
all sides. It wasn’t helped by the entire collective pressing
against her mind in silent observation, as if she was starring in
the newest police procedural. A silent man from the FBI had wrapped
her broken wrist in an extra layer of strapping line and taped it
against her chest for stability, and she felt the need to move it,
swing it around, prove it was still under her control. She hated
everything about this. She should have stayed in Washington. She
should—

I should be here with Phil, she
reminded herself as the doors opened and they moved into the
hallway.

Two remote-controlled bomb disposal robots
were already in place, one outfitted with a plasma cutter and the
other with a single articulated arm. Earlier, a cop from Virginia
Beach had asked if she wanted to be introduced to them, an
icebreaker of a question that had caused the robots’ handler to
protest and very much landed the wrong way when used on a
cyborg.

(And no, she didn’t want to be introduced,
as these machines were just barely smart enough to have developed
songs of their own and she didn’t want to engage in
anthropomorphism with machines that were probably not sentient but
how would she know, really, because she was fairly sure elevators
weren’t intelligent and she kept getting in fights with them.)

Rachel took her place at the staging area.
This wasn’t her first time behind the barricade to wait for the
boom, but she usually had more to do. Now, they shuffled her to the
side, sticking her behind a corner with the others who didn’t
require clear line-of-sight to do their jobs, trusting distance and
steel to keep her safe while they squatted behind their own
portable shelters.

Not that it stopped her: she watched through
her scans as the robot with the plasma cutter got into position,
blue energy arcing at the tip of the tool.

She had a brief moment of curiosity as to
whether she could control the robot better than its trained pilot
before the pressure wave snatched her from the floor and threw her
down the corridor.
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She didn’t realize she had hit Mako before
he went down. One punch wouldn’t—couldn’t—knock a man his size out.
It could stun him, though, stun him long enough for her to twist
away and break his hold on her arm. He still refused to let go; she
ran anyhow, and something in her wrist snapped before she managed
to squirm away.

The burning building was a furnace. No one
could survive this for long. Death was inevitable, really. The
relentless timer in her head was counting down: it had been five
minutes since she had gotten Bell out; four minutes since she had
tried to get Jason and Phil out; two minutes since Jason had died,
falling into a silent eternal sleep.

Thirty seconds from when Phil had died
screaming.

God, what had she done?

Telford was inside. She knew this, that the
man she had spotted at the edge of the flames was her target. If
she had one act left in her, all she had to do was reach him and
let it play out.

Let it all play out.

Fire in her path. Down a second hallway. Too
hot to touch the walls. Coughing, a blur of heat around her.

And there was Telford.

Like a mirage conjured by the heat, he
appeared in front of her, the scraps of a brick wall between them.
He was laughing, loving this. “You’re Agent Peng? You’re
the one who brought him down? You’re a joke!”

She strained to make out his core. It eluded
her, lost beneath the force of explosions which saturated Telford’s
surface colors. Fire rode him, worse than the craving in any addict
she’d ever seen. There was nothing inside him but his need to feed
the flames, reds and oranges and bright, bright whites mixed with
the dark woody brown of fuel. That brown was almost more prominent
than the colors of the fire itself. It fed Telford, too, driving
him forward.

“Speak for yourself, rat man. I’ve met
saner psychopaths,” she shot back as she moved slowly towards a gap
in the wall. There were flames licking the top, but whatever. She
wasn’t getting out of this, not with a broken wrist. The stairs had
been blocked by the spreading fire, and the only other escape route
she could locate was a window sixteen feet straight up.

“You’re next on the list,” Telford
taunted. He was moving, too, away from the hole, away from her.
“Don’t make this too easy for me!”

She bit down on her imminent snark, letting
the roar of the flames cover the sounds of her movement. He was so
close, so close—

“I heard you screaming,” Telford said,
laughing. “Who died?”

There was no keeping her mouth shut through
that. She laughed, a harsh howl of a sound. “Me,” she promised him.
“I’ve just gotta make sure I take you with me when I go.”

She was coughing; someone was trying to
insert a tube in her mouth. She couldn’t punch them, not with her
wrist in a cast.

“Oh, Christ!” she swore, the solidity of
that stupid chunk of fiberglass yanking her out of the memory and
back into the moment. She vomited, tried to wipe her mouth with her
left hand, hissed as an IV line tore loose.

Raised voices, some of them calling her
name. Most were unfamiliar, but among them was Shawn’s voice.

Adrian’s voice.

She remembered the most important thing she
could: she was probably the sanest cyborg in the room.

“Stop,” Rachel said, her good hand up as a
ward. “Everyone calm down and back off.”

She activated her implant and the
environment burst into shapes around her. Yet another hospital
room, this one filled with four medical professionals. Shawn and
Adrian were just outside the door, leaning against each other,
holding themselves up, a security guard barring them from coming
inside. They all froze as she struggled to sit, flicking vomit from
her shirt.

“Shawn, Adrian? I’m fine,” she told them, as
she wrapped the corner of a bedsheet around her wrist to staunch
the bleeding. “Shawn, update OACET, tell them I’m okay and I don’t
want to be bothered for fifteen minutes, and get me a local cop for
a status report.” They left, but she was rolling, so why stop now?
She pointed at the door and told the rest of them, “The only one I
want to speak to is the doctor in charge. Everyone else, out.”

She wasn’t running emotions, so she couldn’t
tell what they were thinking. She hoped they were impressed by how
strong and brave she was, coming straight out of unconsciousness
and into a role of unquestionable authority.

One muttered, “Bitch.”

“Well … well, that’s original!” she
shouted after them.

The last person in the room was a man in his
later years. He shut the door after his staff had left, and then
came over to sit beside her in a wobbly rolling chair. “I’m Dr.
Clark, head of the Emergency Department,” he said, his voice
gentle. She flipped frequencies so she could look at him: a Black
man, almost certainly close to retirement, with thick glasses and a
shock of gray hair over dark eyebrows.

“Agent Rachel Peng, OACET,” she said, and
held up her cast. “I’d shake, but.”

“It’s all right, I don’t insist on propriety
with patients,” Clark said. He handed her a bandage for her
bleeding arm and a pack of sterile wipes so she could clean herself
off, and she set to work. He watched her carefully, and sat up
quickly as she lobbed the crumpled wipes towards the waste can.

“What?” she asked, noting his movements.

“How long have you been blind, Agent
Peng?”

Anything else.

She could have handled anything else!
But to be blindsided by that question—her mind circled around the
word blindsided a few times, as if language itself was a
whirlpool trying to drag her beneath the surface—and then the
weight of the last few days collapsed upon her and she broke,
sobbing.

Clark let her cry with the hard-won ease of
someone who had sat with those whose worlds ended on a daily basis.
Rachel barely noticed him, her face pressed into the thin hospital
pillow to keep anyone outside the room from hearing her. Somewhere
at the back of her mind, a small part of her was screaming to
deflect, defend, hurl insults to shove him away! If she was
quick enough, she could lie her way out of this the same way she
always did.

An even smaller part of her was glad she
didn’t have to pretend.

“Your doctor—Jenny Davies?—she’s on her way
here,” Clark said gently, once she had reached a breathing point.
“She didn’t tell me. The paramedics checked you for a concussion
and noted your light response was strange, so I did a dilation and
checked myself. You’ve got symptoms of severe photic
retinopathy.”

She nodded, too tired to fight.

“How did it happen?”

Rachel tilted her head to look up at the
ceiling. “I was part of the West Coast phase of OACET’s original
Program. One day I got buck naked, sat on my apartment’s tiny
balcony, and stared up at the sun for two days. California did the
rest.”

“Why?”

Once upon a time…

She didn’t know how to respond, other than
with that very long story she never wanted to tell. “I honestly
don’t remember.”

The doctor stood, left the room, and
returned within moments with a small plastic cup full of water. She
took a cautious sip, decided it didn’t taste like he had laced it
with medication, and knocked the rest back in a few quick
gulps.

“Thank you,” Rachel said, tossing the cup
towards the trash. This time, it bounced off the rim, as she
muttered something harsh as she stood and went to pick it up. She
wondered what his next words would be, probably something about how
well she had adapted. Dr. Gillion had been all about the mealy
platitudes before they had accepted that their relationship would
be built on nothing more substantial than reciprocal use and mutual
hatred.

“You had the only serious injury,” said
Clark.

“From the bombing?” Rachel let out a deep
breath. God, she hated explosions!

“Dr. Davies thinks you lost consciousness as
you’re still recovering from your prior concussion.”

She nodded as she threw a quick scan at
herself. Apart from the vomit and some wrinkles from the blast
suit, her clothes were in decent shape. Her suit coat was probably
still in Shawn’s Jeep, untouched. “Do you know where I can get a
fresh shirt?” she asked Clark.

“I’ll ask around,” he said, and left the
room again. He returned with another plastic cup of water, and
waited until she was done washing her face before giving it to
her.

Rachel stared at him for a long moment
before she flipped on the emotional spectrum. Clark had a core of
satiny red, a rich color which reminded her of ribbons. Over this
was her own core of Southwestern turquoise, thoroughly entwined
with thick stripes of OACET green. “I’m surprised you’re not
ordering me back to bed,” she told him.

He laughed, bright yellow amusement coming
and going in quick waves, a sour note of gray resignation riding
them. “That wouldn’t do any good at all,” he said. “Is every Agent
like you?”

Oh thank God, Shawn must have kept Adrian
quiet. If he had stopped Adrian from telling people he was OACET
after she had gone down, she would buy him a new car. Or fix up his
old one. How much did a new clutch go for these days? She shook her
head to snap herself back to the hospital room and told him, “Most
of them are scarier.”

“You poor people,” he said, deeply
sincere.

“Yeah, well. We manage.” There was a knock
at the door. An orderly came in, a white woman’s polo shirt in
hand, and she stepped into the bathroom to change. When she came
out, Clark was holding out another small plastic cup, with several
small pills on a paper towel in his other hand.

“Painkillers at a dose low enough to be
aspirin,” he said. “I’d give you actual aspirin but I’d insist on a
CT scan first. I’m worried that you might be bleeding into your
brain.”

She swallowed the pills and chased them with
the water. Then, for the first time, Rachel paused. “There are a
lot of things I want to ask you.”

“All I want to know is whether you have a
good therapist,” he said gently.

She found her boots in a plastic bag by the
heating vent. Her socks had vanished; it’d be a blister day for
sure. “I manage, too,” she said. “Are you going to tell anyone
about me?”

“No,” replied Clark, his conversational
colors clean of lies. “Your medical business is your own.” He
smiled. “But if they ask, I can definitely say that I observed no
evidence of visual impairment.”

“I’m working with some scientists,” she
said, not really sure why she felt the need to explain. “They think
we can help the blind.”

“That’s good,” he said, holding out his
arms.

It took her a moment. Random strangers
didn’t go around offering warm hugs, not even when they’ve watched
you have a minor breakdown. She knew she shouldn’t, but stepped
into his arms anyhow. He smelled slightly like a hospital, but
mostly like her paternal grandfather, a smell she had almost
forgotten, and Rachel couldn’t help but wonder if he was still
alive. She had to shut her eyes to keep from crying again.

“Thank you,” she said, when she stepped
away.

“I wish I could do more for you,” Clark
said. “But you seem like an intelligent woman, and there’s nothing
I can tell you that you haven’t heard before.”

“When I can fall down and sleep for a month,
I will,” she promised him.

“Do it soon,” he said, as he opened the door
for her. “Or your body will take the choice away from you.”

“Yeah,” she muttered as she found Shawn in
the link and started walking towards him. “Tell me something I
don’t know.”

Her fifteen minutes of solitude ended right
as she reached Shawn and Adrian, the link singing with concern and
questions. Rachel pushed them off, telling them she needed to do
damage control with the locals, and they withdrew, begging her to
please be more careful! All but Josh, who wrapped his mind
around hers like a loose scarf, guilt driving him.

“Excuse me for just a moment,” she said to
the people in front of her, and went back into the link. “I
don’t have time for this,” she told him.

He receded, his emotions turning to the
lightest silk as they draped around her, a light shield made from
his strength and love. Rachel gave it up as a lost cause and turned
back to the two members of law enforcement Shawn had managed to
herd into a small lounge area.

“I’m fine,” she told them, as they started
in on their apologies. “What about your teams?”

“They’re good,” said Sgt. Gaughan. A small
man who clocked in at barely five-and-a-half feet, he grinned up at
her in purple good humor. “Most of us didn’t get blown off our
feet.”

“Is that what took me out?”

A grim-gray man from the FBI whose name she
hadn’t bothered to learn said, “The wave picked you up and slammed
you into a wall.”

“Jesus.” The blast suit had nearly doubled
her weight. She was sure she would have died without it. Telford
had been playing for keeps. “I sent you the scans of that storage
unit. There was nothing in there to fuel an explosion of that
size.”

“There wasn’t an explosion,” Gaughan said.
“Not a typical one.”

“Shit.” She had been afraid of this.
“Another voomp.”

Gaughan, the FBI agent, and Adrian
nodded.

“You mean that’s an actual term—” She caught
herself. “Never mind. My partner says that there’s no pressure wave
with a voomp.”

The men looked at each other. “How much of
the science do you want?” Gaughan asked.

“Cereal box version, please.”

“All explosions have the same basic
characteristics,” the FBI agent said. “The type of bombs we see?
They cause low-order explosions through combustion, so there’s
almost always a flame.”

“Was there a fire in the storage unit?” she
asked.

Gaughan shrugged. “Evidence of a small fire,
yeah, but that went up and flamed out. It looks like what hurled
you down the hall was a shock wave, but that’s something you get
with military grade shit, and never inside a small space
like this!”

“What causes that?” she asked angrily.

Both of the officers went an uncertain
orange, but this was tempered with silverlight. “Your friend has an
idea,” replied Gaughan, nodding towards Adrian.

The cyborg stood, silverlight and gray
misery pulsing around him. “Telford must have filled the storage
unit with a high-order explosive that your scans didn’t pick up.
Gas or aerosolized dust are my guesses.”

In a world without witnesses, Rachel would
have burst into tears. He was Phil. Adrian had given in and allowed
Phil, with his training and experience in all manner of volatile
devices, to come to the surface.

She allowed herself a moment of silence as
she slowly sat down in one of the overstuffed lounge chairs,
gesturing for the men to take the other seats. After the shuffling,
she had regained enough composure to try and speak. “Do you have
any idea what it was?”

“Not specifically,” he replied, shaking his
head in a way that should have swung Phil’s shaggy hair around.
“Nothing makes sense. The area was well-ventilated, so that should
rule out most gasses, and there wasn’t anything inside except for
that soda can and that old tape recorder.”

“My money’s on that cola can,” the FBI agent
said. “It might have looked empty but he could have filled it with
gas. If Telford positioned it against the metal door rails, then
there might have been some conductivity once we activated the
plasma torch.”

“Plasma heats metal fast,” Adrian
agreed.

“But there was a lot of area to heat between
the torch and the soda can,” she said slowly, as the reality of
Telford’s skills started to sink in. “And there’s no reason he’d
think we’d come in using plasma instead of a…I don’t know, what do
they use to cut into those abandoned units? An angle grinder? If
he’s developed something that powerful which can ignite that
easily—”

“Yeah, we’re running the numbers now,”
Gaughan replied. “We’re…we’re worried. Really worried.”

“I bet this isn’t Telford’s only trap,”
Rachel said, thinking aloud. She ran her fingernails up and down
the cast, the little squares which made up the fiberglass cloth
creating a soft burring sound. “If it was this easy for him to set
this one up… We got here mostly by luck,” she said, looking up at
Gaughan. “Did your guys search the unit before us?”

“No. OACET called down after your fatalities
a few days ago, told us to go through it and report what we found,
but it wasn’t flagged as ASAP. We hadn’t gotten to it yet,” he
said, and added, “You probably saved some lives today, Agent
Peng.”

“If Telford lived in this area for any
amount of time, there’s more of these out there,” Rachel said, sure
to her bones that the arsonist had laced anything he could get his
hands on with his…his whatever-it-was. His sonic boom in a
bottle…his voomp. “We checked this unit on a whim.” She
pinched her temples with her good hand. “I think we’re fucked.”

“Yes, you are.” Rachel turned her scans in
the direction of the new voice and saw Jenny Davies storming down
the hall in a thundercloud of furious reds, with Josh Glassman and
a third cyborg hot behind her.

“Gotta go, boys. My doctor needs to kick my
ass,” she said to Gaughan and the FBI agent. “Call me when you need
me to sign off on the paperwork.”

“Shall do,” Gaughan said, holding out a fist
for her to bump. She did, enjoying the strange shared comradery
which always followed violence.

Rachel was halfway out of her chair when
Jenny reached out and seized her by her shirt collar, forcing her
back down. “You stay right there,” she hissed, and gestured for
Josh to get everyone else out of the lounge.

“How’d you get here so fast?” Rachel
tried.

Jenny grabbed Rachel’s head in both hands
and stared at her. Rachel knew she was running medical scans
through her body, but it still felt more invasive than that, like
Jenny was weighing Rachel’s soul. There wasn’t a flicker of emotion
coming across their shared skin contact: when Jenny was in doctor
mode, she locked that part of their abilities down.

Finally, Jenny released her. “Helicopter,”
she said. “Josh knows the pilot.”

“Oh, yeah. Her.” Rachel stretched out her
jaw and popped her ears. “Does this mean I’m okay?”

Jenny relented. “It means you’re not any
more injured than you were when Mako scanned you this morning.” She
rose. “Stay right there and don’t you dare move. I need to check on
Adrian.”

“Check in with Dr. Clark, too,” Rachel said.
“Nice guy. Might ask you about your therapist.”

Jenny’s colors went a vivid sour orange in
frustration.

Rachel followed her with her scans until
Jenny was safely around the corner, and then she slumped back in
the chair, her face pointed at the ceiling. Too fast, all of it was
coming too fast. Everything kept coming and coming and
coming and she didn’t have time to stop and think. What was
that memory, right when she woke up, where she was chasing Telford
through the flames?

“You’re Agent Peng?” she whispered,
grabbing at Telford’s words. “You’re the one who brought him
down?”

“Brought who down?” Josh said, sitting on
the floor beside her chair.

“I’m not sure. I’m trying to figure that
out,” she said. He leaned against her, a solid presence. “I’m still
mad at you by the way.”

He grinned at her as he removed her left
boot, and started rubbing her foot.

“Gleh,” she said quietly, melting.

Josh opened a tight link. “I’m
sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t thinking when I asked you to
read.”

“Worked out for the best,” she said.
“I learned something new.”

He sighed. “Penguin—”

Rachel wasn’t in the mood for forgiveness.
“Tell me what happened when you found me on my balcony.”

Normally he was as professional about
handling bare skin as Jenny, but emotions—surprise, reluctance,
guilt—crossed over before he got himself under control. “I
wasn’t making shareable memories back then,” he reminded her. “All
I can do is tell you what I saw.”

“Like our caveman ancestors,” she
sighed.

“Exactly,” he chuckled, and went back into
their link. “I went out to the West Coast to help you make the
transition,” he explained. “Pat broke us all out of the
suppression programming at the same time. That freed our minds, but
we still didn’t know exactly what had happened. He had to sit me
down and talk to me about...” He hesitated, unsure of himself,
completely unlike him except when he was talking about their shared
story.

Once upon a time, there were five hundred
cyborgs.

“I know that part already,” she said aloud.
“You can skip it.”

“Thanks,” he said quietly, a small hitch in
his throat. “So…so I was in California, going down the list from
most to least vulnerable. Pat and I had ranked you as one of the
last I had to help.” Guilt swelled up within their link
again.

“There was no way you could have
known,” she told him. “I didn’t even know what I was about
to do to myself.”

“If I had gotten there sooner—” Josh
had stopped rubbing. His emotions were still locked down, but she
could feel the tightness in his body as he beat himself up.

She pulled off her other boot and stuck her
foot out at him. “Then do penance.”

He sat with his guilt and their memories for
another heartbeat, and then resumed both the foot rub and his
story. “You weren’t answering your phone, texts, nothing. We
still weren’t talking through the link if we could avoid it, so I
went over in person to make sure you were okay.
You…weren’t.”

“Did I say anything?”

“You screamed when I touched you,” he
said. “I dragged you inside, filled your tub with lukewarm
water, and made you sit in the bath while I called Jenny. She took
over after that.”

“But you didn’t leave,” she reminded
him.

Josh set down her foot and laid his forehead
against her knee. “I did, though. I went all the way up the
coast to make sure the last few were…that they weren’t…”

“I meant that you didn’t leave us.
Finding me like that must’ve been hard for you. I never thought
about that before,” she said, as she leaned over and kissed the
top of his head, his wild cowlick tickling her chin. “I don’t
know why I did it, but I know it wasn’t your fault.”

“Why are you asking about this
now?”

She didn’t bother with words. Instead, she
shut down her implant and laid her bare hand against her friend’s
neck. Her world was dark but for this moment, she was nothing but
human.

Like she had been, once upon a time.

Once upon a time, there were five hundred
people in their late teens and early twenties, all of them
fresh-faced and starting their careers in civil service. Five
hundred people who had volunteered to join an experimental program
designed to network those serving in different federal government
sectors into a single cohesive entity. An expensive program,
certainly, as each of those five hundred people needed a
custom-made quantum organic computer implanted in their brains,
with other technological thingamabobs inserted throughout their
bodies to allow that computer to interface with the external
world.

Such an expensive project! Prohibitively so,
really. The price was something only the wealthiest of governments
could manage, and that was before you considered the human cost.
The computers were wetware, useless pieces of junk unless they were
customized to each user and then sunk deep into the parietal lobe.
But if they could pull it off, the United States would have the
world’s first fully cybernetic agency, with all of the advantages
that entailed…namely instantaneous, untraceable communication
between Agents, no matter the distance between them.

Worth the investment. Even if you overlooked
the potential implications for espionage (and why would you?) you’d
still be eliminating many of the usual barriers between federal
agencies. Think about the reaction time during a crisis situation!
Goodness! So when tech billionaire-turned-U.S. Senator Richard
Hanlon donated his research in organic quantum computers to the
federal government and asked if they could, perhaps, do something
with this data that he, personally, didn’t have the money or the
resources to implement, the government began cracking open skulls
before the ink was dry on the contract. Hanlon had made sure that
he was in charge of oversight for the new Office of Complementary
and Enhancement Technologies, so when the new fledgling program
failed—and oh! how he had made sure it would fail!—he would
be positioned to scoop up the cyborgs and claim them as his own.
Hundreds of the most sophisticated weapons ever created, and he
hadn’t even needed to pay for them.

Once upon a time, five hundred stupid,
ambitious kids had lost five years of their lives to Senator
Hanlon. Then Patrick Mulcahy had come along and torn Hanlon’s plan
apart, shown the world how the real purpose of the cybernetic
implant wasn’t communications but access. The implants could be
used for untraceable communications across rooms or entire
continents, true enough, but they also allowed users to take
control of any machine with network capabilities. Yes, even the
nukes.

(Why did everyone always ask about the
nukes? There are things out there that are much more lethal than
bombs, and computers are used to control access to them, too.)

OACET was still defining its place as a new
federal agency. This had turned into an ongoing process that wasn’t
nearly done, as there were countless public and private entities
which believed that autonomous cyborgs that could take control of
nearly any machine made in the past thirty years might
create…um…issues.

And this was precisely why Hanlon had made
sure the implants were programmed to gradually break down their
users’ free will. After all, why bother to trick the government
into funding your invincible cyborg army if the cyborgs could still
think for themselves? Free will is important. Privacy, perhaps
doubly so. Take those away and replace them with a hivemind, and
life becomes nothing but a sea of unprotected personalities
crashing against itself, forever. Rachel had survived—she had
accidentally blinded herself by staring straight at the sun for two
days, but she had survived. Others…hadn’t.

Once upon a time, five hundred young people
had volunteered to change the world. Five years later, three
hundred and fifty of them had survived to form OACET.

A year after OACET had gone public, Rachel
had finally managed to find a way to force Hanlon to resign his
Senate seat and slink out of Washington in disgrace. But before he
had left, Hanlon had put plans into motion that would play out over
time, and Rachel was sure she hadn’t yet managed to find them
all.

This story didn’t end with a quaint happily
ever after. Not yet, anyway.

But she didn’t need to tell any of this to
Josh, who had lived it alongside her. Instead, she leaned down
until she was resting her weight on his shoulders, and then pressed
her lips against his ear so she could whisper, very softly, “I
think Hanlon’s behind the bombings.”
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She waited until they were in the helicopter
to explain. It was just her and Josh. Jenny had taken Rachel’s
place in the Jeep, driving back to the city with Shawn and Adrian.
The third cyborg who had come along on the inbound ride was a man
named Hank, who had earned his way into OACET by way of the U.S.
Army Engineer School. He didn’t have anything near Phil’s skills
when it came to disarming explosives, but he was a trained sapper
who knew how to make things go boom, and he was now on loan to the
local authorities to help them sniff out Telford’s remaining
traps.

Josh and the pilot, a slim blonde who had
flown Rachel across the Northeast a couple of times before,
exchanged the kind of kiss that was more of an IOU than affection.
Then, safe in the cabin and buried beneath eight layers of ear
protection and electronics, Rachel handed Josh her little
notebook.

“It started with this,” she told him.
“There are pages missing…”

As mysteries went, it had been one of her
easier ones: Bell playing with the loose paper end tags which were
left behind when pages were ripped out; the color of Hanlon’s core
color—a water-darkened wood—appearing in that brief memory of
Telford in the fire, as well as in Savery’s conversational colors
when he thought of Telford’s powerful friends.

“But Santino told me I had thought Hanlon
was involved the first time we started investigating,” she
concluded. “So it’s like I gave myself a head start this time
around.”

“Why did you make that
connection?”

“Hanlon did the first round of
experiments on prisoners,” Rachel told him. “He got access
to the crazies.”

Unbidden came another fragment of a
recovered memory: Santino’s voice correcting her use of the
pejorative with a stern, “The psychologically unbalanced prison
population.” It reached both her and Josh, and he jumped,
concerned.

“Has that been happening to you all
day?” he asked.

“Off and on,” she said. “The last
few times I’ve remembered something, it’s been vivid enough to make
me barf.”

“Bodies, man.”

“Tell me about it,” she replied,
rolling her eyes. “So, back to Hanlon. Before he put the Program
into place, he interviewed inmates in California prisons. Telford
was in Pelican Bay when Hanlon was conducting those interviews. I’d
bet a large amount of money that he singled Telford out as someone
who could be of more use to him than as just another test
brain.”

Josh wasn’t nearly as good as suppressing
his feelings as Patrick Mulcahy. His hands curled into fists,
silverlight and woolly grays roaring over him in waves of fire, as
he dropped out of the link and tried to keep his thoughts quiet. It
took him several minutes to bring himself under control, but he
finally calmed down enough to reopen their connection. “You have
to be sure,” he warned her. “Because killing Jason and Phil
means we’re not sending Hanlon to jail.”

“I’ve got some more pieces to put
together,” she assured him, secretly pleased that Hanlon’s
execution was on the table. She had been running an ongoing
campaign on that front for the last three years. “But capturing
Telford alive and keeping him that way is now a priority.”

He nodded, his colors a torrent of sorrow
and rage.

Rachel left him to process, turning away to
send her scans out and across the landscape below. The jittery
energy of the helicopter’s shell around her fought some of her
scans, making everything slightly choppy; she smiled to herself,
remembering similar flights back in Afghanistan, with those views
only slightly bouncier than now. If she flipped frequencies she
could smooth it out, but the jitters made the
experience…authentic.

Josh laid his hand on her knee. “I was
going to ask you to stop looking for Telford. When we heard you
were back in the hospital…” He shivered, his sorrow flowing
towards her. “We’re not losing you, too.”

“You won’t—” she started to say, but
he squeezed her knee to cut her off.

“When you got concussed, you vanished
from the link,” he said. “You told us you were going to
check out a potential bomb, so we were all watching. But then you
were gone. Just gone. It was like you had been shot in the head.
Adrian started to freak the fuck out. We panicked, we—” He
dropped her knee and grabbed her in a one-armed bear hug. “Don’t
die,” he warned her.

“Not planning on it,” she said, and
then caught herself. “Anymore.” Anxiety came through their
link, with Josh about to bite her head off in worry. “No, shut
up. I’m not suicidal. Here,” she added quickly, and sent him
the memory of chasing Telford through the hospital, ending with:
“I still don’t know how I got out of there alive.”

Josh dropped his arm and retreated from
their link, a slight pull which caused her to narrow her eyes.
“Not you, too,” she warned. “You and Mulcahy are keeping
shit from me. If I get blown up again because—”

“That won’t happen,” he promised.
“I swear. How we got you out of there has nothing to do with
Telford or the bombs.”

Rachel glared at him, furious, but he wasn’t
lying and refused to explain no matter how hard she pushed, so she
shut him out of their link and went back to staring out the window
as the city came into view.

It was edging towards sunset as they circled
around a government helicopter pad, with the white concrete and
limestone buildings rimmed in the pure sunlight of golden hour. She
loved living here. The city was full of gorgeous buildings and
world-changing ideas, all of it built on a bubbling pit and
struggling to stay upright. Why shouldn’t she love it?

Oh, right. The massive corruption and
life-shattering government conspiracies.

Yeah, those kind of sucked.

She gave Josh one last push, but when he
didn’t offer anything new, she turned her back on him in
semi-feigned annoyance and abandoned him to his pilot friend. A
rideshare took her back to her house, and she snuck in through an
unlocked window to avoid talking to the psychopath keeping watch on
the other side of the house.

At least, that’s how it started, because as
soon as she started to slide the window open, she saw Wyatt jump up
and come running, his gun drawn. When he turned the corner and saw
it was her, there was a slow moment in which he pretended to aim at
her head.

“God, I hate you,” she muttered as she slid
into her own house on her belly.

Wyatt mimed pulling the trigger, and then
turned to go back outside.

“Stop,” she told him. “Since you’re here,
let me catch you up.”

She went and found Santino, and the three of
them grabbed armfuls of beer and snacks, and went over to his
half-built house to have a conversation that didn’t come with the
risk of waking sleeping newborns. The workers were gone for the day
and the renovation had finally passed the rough-in stage, with new
electrical and plumbing, and stacks of drywall lying in heavy
stacks and waiting for its time to shine. The smell of sawdust was
almost sweet. Rachel sat on a pile of discarded subflooring and
crammed an entire sleeve of last year’s Girl Scout cookies into her
mouth, one after the other, as she told them about her adventures
in Virginia.

“You need backup,” she said to Wyatt. “I’m
not saying Hanlon is in on this, but if he is? Telford might come
here.”

He glared at her, his conversational colors
a thick, drippingly sarcastic goop made from what must have been
the visual equivalent of “We already know this and we’re so very
glad you’ve caught up.”

“You’ve got to sleep sometime, and you’re on
Hanlon’s list, too,” she reminded him. “He might not know about
your new identity, but do you want to risk it? The guy’s got
resources.”

Wyatt grudgingly nodded. “I’ll call Ami,” he
said. “She owes me a favor.”

“Why does Ami owe you a…never mind, I don’t
want to know,” Rachel said, staring into her beer. Ami was one of
OACET’s two professional assassins, and Rachel was fairly sure she
touched squishies with Wyatt on a semi-regular schedule. Rachel
couldn’t think of anyone more capable of keeping Becca, Zia, and
the babies safe than Ami.

Except Wyatt, she thought grudgingly.
Maybe.

“My day was exciting, too,” Santino said,
gesturing for her to pass him a cookie. She hissed at him like a
tiny snake, hugging the cookies to her chest, before she tossed him
what remained of the box. “Not active explosions levels of
exciting, but we got some legwork done on those fires which Telford
has been setting in the unhoused community.”

Wyatt looked at Rachel, an eyebrow raised.
“Arson plus homeless dudes,” she translated.

“Just say homeless,” Wyatt said to
Santino.

Santino’s colors flared in orange annoyance,
and Rachel leaned back against the open studs to watch her partner
go to work. “Okay, first of all,” he said, “language changes. It
evolves to meet the needs of its users, and how we choose to use it
reflects our priorities. Today, when we call someone homeless,
we’re using a term that has become loaded with more than a century
of negative connotations. They are not merely without homes—they
are less than a housed person. It’s a reflection of social
status.” The psychopath had gone a remarkably uncertain
yellow-orange which wobbled a little as Santino unloaded on him.
“Saying unhoused or unsheltered indicates that the person is
without a home, but doesn’t put the obligation of whether or not
they have a home on them. It’s like saying a person who doesn’t
have access to food isn’t hungry, they are unfed, because hunger is
a status which can be changed with a single meal, while being unfed
means that there is plenty of food available but there are barriers
in getting it to certain people.

“And,” Santino added, pointing his beer
bottle at Rachel, “the only reason I’m bothering to explain this to
your bodyguard is because he’s protecting my kids.”
He nodded at Wyatt. “Which I really appreciate, by the way.”

“Thanks?” replied Wyatt somewhat weakly, as
the edges of his surface colors went very slightly teal.

Rachel chuckled as a tiny slice of the
stress she always carried when she was around Wyatt slipped away.
He was a murderer and a complete nutjob, but eh, whatever. When it
came down to it, so was she, and they both respected
boundaries.

“Your day?” she prompted Santino.

“Right, right,” he said. “Sorry, still
massively sleep-deprived. You ever do any bombing cases when you
were in the military?”

She snorted. “Are you kidding? Afghanistan
was practically nothing but security and bombing details. I see
shrapnel patterns in my sleep.”

“Arson and explosions? Different animals.
They’re both born with their feet in the fire but that’s about the
only thing they’ve got in common.”

“Nice analogy,” Wyatt said.

Santino lifted his bottle to the psychopath
in acknowledgement. “A bomb is the whole package, right? It takes
out everything fast, in one shot. Arson? It’s a process, from start
to finish. Location, fuel, burning…arsonists are all about the
process.”

“So’s a bomber.” Rachel retorted. “Those
guys are artists—please nobody quote me on that—but a good bomber,
he thinks of everything. Materials, placement, who’ll be around
when it explodes… Amateur bombers, they do damage, but a pro does
destruction.”

“Horses and zebras,” Wyatt said.

Rachel and Santino looked at him.

“Same animal, different animal,” he
explained.

“That doesn’t make…okay, it makes a little
sense,” Rachel replied. “Santino, don’t start in on the biology,
you know exactly what he means. But what does this have to do with
Telford?”

Santino’s surface colors went gray.
“Statistically, death by fire among the unhoused is always higher
than among the housed,” he said sadly. “Heat sources are more
unpredictable, safety regulations aren’t followed as closely, you
get the idea. But such deaths typically decline in the summer,
and…well.”

“Not this past summer?” Rachel guessed.

“Yeah,” he said. “And they died in fires
which weren’t just arson, but were…”

He paused, unable to locate the right word,
so Rachel found it for him. “Artistic.”

Santino nodded, and drank until he killed
the bottle.

“Yeah.” Rachel had run out of appropriate
words, too. Dark humor it was, then. “I’m really happy Jason and
Phil were killed by someone who took pride in his work.”

They chatted for a while after that, waiting
until it was well and truly night and Ami had arrived to lurk in
the shadows of Rachel’s front porch. Wyatt left for his own house,
a cute bungalow just a few blocks away, and Santino went to take
over childcare duties until midnight. Rachel said hello to Zia and
Bell, cuddled the babies, called Jenny for one last check-in, and
went to sleep with the knowledge that Becca would be home sometime
after midnight.

Phil was there, waiting for her in the dream
of the meadow.

He was facing away from her, towards a wide
green valley below them. The geography made no sense. This was the
kind of meadow you found at the bottom of the mountain, not the
top. Whatever. Paradise made its own rules. Besides, there was a
yearling doe and baby rabbits eating sweet grass from Phil’s hand,
and she’d suspend a lot of disbelief for the opportunity to receive
simultaneous snuggles from Bambi and Thumper. As she sat beside
him, there was a horror movie moment when she was sure that he’d
turn to her and his face would be burned away, but no, it was Phil,
whole and beautiful in his smile.

“My implant’s off,” she told him.

He shrugged. He was wearing a pristine white
t-shirt and fresh jeans. “We were interrupted earlier,” he said, as
if that could possibly explain any of this.

They sat in silence. One of the bunnies
hopped into Rachel’s lap, trusting and soft, and she ran her
fingers over the silk of its long ears.

“Do you remember what happened?” Phil asked
once more.

“When you died? Of course,” she said,
surprising herself. “But I can either work or I can grieve. I can’t
do both.”

“Figured.” He nodded. “All right. I’ll stick
around for a little while longer.”

She laughed. It had a sharp edge to it, like
it was trying to decide whether it wanted to be hysteria or
screaming.

“You were raised Catholic, right?” he asked
her.

“Yep.” Her mother’s family never talked
about why they left China, but Rachel was convinced that religion
had played a part. As a child, her Sundays were spent in a rather
ugly cathedral in Texas, learning words to rituals which seemed
like magic spells.

“You ever think about the soul?”

This time when she laughed, it had tipped
over to hysteria.

The bunny in her lap glanced up at her, eyes
wide and trusting, and then rolled over so she could scratch its
white cloud of a belly. This was fabulously calming, so she managed
to explain: “Saying stuff like that might convince me that you’re
not actually me.”

“Is that a yes or a no?”

She gently lifted the rabbit up so she could
blow a raspberry into its tummy. Apparently even dream-bunnies had
their limits, as it kicked her in the face and hopped away,
indignant, glaring at her while furiously grooming its chest.

“Do you remember why I went out on my
balcony?” she asked it.

“Rachel, that’s a rabbit.”

“No, it’s a rare opportunity to speak with
my subconscious.”

Phil snorted.

“What about you?” she asked him. “I’m
looking for some acute personal insight here. At least give me
something so I know I won’t maim myself again.”

Her dead friend grinned at her. “I can’t
promise that. I’m not you,” he said, as he lay back in the grass
and turned his face towards the sun. “This feels pretty good,
though. Feels real.”

She was about to make some cutting
commentary on how nothing about this dream was real when an
enormous bright green squirrel appeared, so she pointed to it
instead.

“That, too, is real,” he reminded her. “For
OACET values of real, anyhow. Don’t you remember why Shawn chose a
squirrel as his avatar?”

The squirrel cocked its head and said,
“Rachel?” in Shawn’s voice.

“Yeah,” she groaned as she pressed her fists
against her eyes. God, she just wanted to stay in this idyllic
meadow and apologize to that poor rabbit. “Yeah, I remember. He
said he was going to embrace how part of him was permanently
nuts.”

“You better go.”

She gave the kind of heart-wrenching sigh
that normally comes out of a spoiled child, gave Phil a hug, and
woke herself up with a twist of her implant.

The bright green squirrel was still staring
at her.

It was nearly as large as the pillow it was
sitting on, a giant chonky rodent with a cute buck-toothed grin. It
tilted its head at her and said, still using Shawn’s voice,
“Rachel? Are you up?”

She nodded before she realized that Shawn
couldn’t see it; he had sent his one-way avatar over because she
might have been in bed with her girlfriend. How considerate. She
went into the link instead. “I’m up. What?”

Like a creepy animated toy, the squirrel
oriented its head towards her. “There’s someone here for you. She’s
a kid. Says her name is Emma?”

“How did she find—no. Forget it. Tell her
that I’ll be right over, and I’m bringing her more cash.”
Rachel was already up and groping around in her closet for
something comfortable yet professional. A lingering moment was
spent over a pile of sweat pants…alas. Khakis, a white ironed
shirt, the boots with the lowest heel, and then she was tapping
softly on the guest room door. Bell was still gray with grief, but
she was glad to be talked out of bed and into borrowing Becca’s
car. Movement was therapeutic.

Their destination was a multi-storied
building within walking distance of OACET’s headquarters. It was an
eclectic place. Patrick Mulcahy’s wife had bought an ancient office
building, gutted and refurbished it, and turned it into a community
center which was mainly (and quite unofficially) populated by
Agents and their associates. The ground floor had originally been
designated as an Aikido studio, but it had been turned into a café
and art gallery called The Black Eye after the sensei decided it
wasn’t healthy to be eternally on-call to three hundred-plus
melodramatic cyborgs. Above that were multiple floors of art and
maker spaces, open at all hours of the day for the creative types
who rented small studios or entire rooms. The top floor was an
apartment, and as they came in range of her usual scans, Rachel
could see Jenny asleep in dreamy golds and blues, with Adrian in
the next room, silverlight still clinging to him even while
unconscious. Sammy, the usual fourth resident, was nowhere to be
found.

Shawn was waiting for them in the darkened
ground floor café, with Emma sitting at the coffee bar. As they
came in, he nodded to two large mugs, still hot enough to steam. It
was too late for the night crew and too early for the breakfast
staff, so Shawn must have booted up the industrial cappuccino
machine himself.

“Thanks,” Rachel said as she took up her
mug, her voice overloud in the quiet room. She put herself on the
other side of the counter from Emma and said, “You remember your
old friend, Bell?”

Emma glanced at Bell. The complete lack of
recognition on Bell’s face caused Emma to withdraw, her shoulders
rounding and her hands moving into her sleeves.

“Jesus, Rachel,” Bell said, somewhat
harshly, and went behind the bar to rummage through the day-old
pastries. She came out with three cinnamon buns and slid them over
to Emma on a clean napkin. “Hey,” she said to Emma. “Nice to meet
you.”

Emma whispered, “Hey.”

“You want to talk without the cops
here?”

“Excuse me,” Shawn said, an offended orange
breaking across his surface colors. “I’m an artist now.” All three
women turned to look at him. “You’re welcome,” he snapped, and
stormed out of the room.

“Wait for it,” Rachel muttered to the
others.

A moment later, Shawn returned, apologized a
dozen times for his rudeness, and dragged over a stool so he could
sit beside Rachel. She started rubbing his back, fingernails on her
good hand scratching lightly across his sweatshirt. “It’s okay,”
she assured him. “None of us are at our best right now.”

Emma was watching them in curious yellows as
she peeled strips of pastry off of the rolls and balled them up to
eat, as if the unscripted reality programming that was OACET had
pumped up the drama. If it hadn’t been four in the morning, Rachel
probably would have played on that, but it was and she couldn’t be
bothered. “Why am I here?” she asked the girl.

Her colors brightened. “I found him.”

Again, it was four in the morning: Rachel
was pretty sure her brain was making grinding noises like a dump
truck that had shifted out of gear. The name finally came to her.
“Baggins?”

“No,” Emma said, smiling widely. “I found
your arsonist.”
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There was some shouting. Rachel wasn’t proud
of that. She also wasn’t proud of threatening to tie the girl to
her chair until CPS arrived to throw her into foster care. If Bell
hadn’t been there, Emma would have bolted. But Rachel had gone over
the rules for good cop/bad cop on the car ride, and Bell had
physically wedged herself between Emma and Rachel, and it was still
four in the goddamned morning so everything existed in a strange
haze of anger anyhow.

Shawn ended it by placing his bare hand
against Rachel’s neck so he could show her exactly how she was
making the rest of them feel—uncomfortable, embarrassed,
disrespected, nervous—which had the empathic effect of plunging
her head straight into a bucket of icy water.

She threw up her hands and sat down right
there on the linoleum floor. “Fuck it,” she muttered. “Fuck all of
it.”

“Here,” Shawn said, as he disappeared behind
the counter and came back with three different pills. He turned to
the others. “She’s in a lot of pain and doesn’t realize it.”

“I’m not—” Rachel stopped and took stock of
her own body. Sore throat? Check. Aching wrist? Check. Truly
ridiculous headache? Double check. She grabbed the pills and
dry-swallowed them. “What are these?” she asked Shawn.

“Acetaminophen, plus loading doses of
corticosteroids and CBD,” he told her. “Jenny put it together for a
server with intermittent lower back pain. It gets her through her
shifts.”

“Could just send her home instead of forcing
her to work,” Bell muttered, and Emma chuckled.

The urge to go another round flared but
burst before Rachel could commit to the fight. She laid back on the
floor and sighed, “Tell me what happened.”

It was a very simple story. The local
community of unhoused persons had passed the word around to avoid a
certain chunk of buildings on the west side of the city. Emma had
gone over there and panhandled in front of the only market in that
area until she saw Telford walk by.

It was a very simple story, but it was also
nearly entirely a lie. Rachel stretched out on the cool floor,
watching the girl’s every word play across her conversational
colors. These were dimpled from beginning to end…except for the
part where she said she knew where to find the arsonist.

When she had finished, Rachel had only one
question: “Is this a setup?”

“Rachel!” Bell hissed, but Shawn had caught
Rachel’s mood and was watching Emma with extreme concern.

“I’ve already walked into one of Telford’s
traps today, and that kid…” Rachel paused as she pointed to Emma.
“…is lying about why she knows where Telford is. However,
she does know where he is. I’ll be honest, I’m pretty
emotionally invested in the real story.”

Bell had turned to Emma, her mouth slightly
open. “Were you going to let him do it again?” she hissed, her
hands knotting into fists.

“Grab her,” Rachel said to Shawn, who was
already moving. He wrapped his hands around Bell’s arms, gently
pulling her away from Emma. But Emma was moving, too, off her stool
and running towards the door.

There was a hard thunk as the door’s lock
shot closed. Emma turned to Rachel, panic starting.

“Building full of cyborgs, kid,” Rachel
reminded her. The pills had started to kick in and the floor was
really comfortable. Maybe she should start sleeping on floors
instead of her bed. She seemed to spend more time resting on them,
anyhow. “Entire place is wired for our convenience. Plus you left
your bag,” she added, gesturing to Emma’s overstuffed backpack
resting beside the bar. “Plus…” Rachel went into her pocket and
came out with a handful of green bills. “Fresh from the ATM. I’m as
good as my word, and I’m still happy to pay you for information. I
just don’t want to die when I use it. Is that reasonable?”

Emma stared at her, uncertain orange
sharpening to a point. “How did you know?”

“That you were lying?” When Emma nodded,
Rachel shrugged it off. “Been a cop for a long time. Plus, y’know,
I never told you what he looked like, so how would you know you
found the right dude?”

The girl shuffled over to the bar sideways,
still ready to run, and sat down with her backpack tucked against
her legs like a security blanket. Shawn let Bell go and started
pouring a second round of cappuccinos. “Thanks,” she said in a
small voice as he handed her a fresh cup.

“What really happened?” he asked gently.

“She told me not to look for him,” Emma
said, nodding towards Rachel.

“Telford? Yeah, he’s a mass murderer and
you’re a child.”

“Fuck off!” Emma snapped. “I take care of
me.”

“Great. Okay,” Rachel said. The pills had
definitely kicked in and the world was turning soft and precious.
Shawn was right—she had no idea how much pain she had been in. Now
that it was fading, she was starting to drift away along with it.
“How did you find him?”

“…I asked around. Lot of us know where he
is,” muttered Emma, as she went back to pulling apart the cinnamon
buns. “That guy’s scary. They’re keeping an eye on him…he’s in a
gross basement uptown. I waited until it was dark so I could go
over and watch him through a window. He’s there, or he was an hour
ago.”

“Did he see you?”

A shrug. “I don’t think so.”

“If y’all knew where he was—” Rachel snapped
her mouth shut. Yes, a whisper network among people who had already
identified Telford as a threat would have been of mighty large
assistance a week ago—Bell had known they must have had one!
No, losing her temper again wouldn’t change anything. She shifted
her line of questioning and asked, “I gave you my email. Why’d you
come here?”

Scornful orange crept across Emma’s colors,
chased with the green of greed. “Everybody knows this place.”

A flutter of concern drilled through the
fluffiness of the drugs. The Black Eye and the floors above it were
a perfect target. “Shawn—”

“Mulcahy’s already increased security,” he
said. “Street level, as well as underground and aerial.”

Rachel nodded and let her head slip back to
the floor. “Life was easier before drones,” she murmured. “And
cyborgs,” she added as an afterthought.

Emma smiled slightly in soft purples.

“That’s goodnight,” Shawn said. “I’m going
to tuck Rachel into bed.”

“Not if we’ve got a lead on Telford!” She
tried to sit up and managed to move her knees, failed, rolled back
onto the linoleum. The wonderful, comfortable linoleum. “Duuuude,”
she groaned. “I thought you gave me steroids!”

“I might have slipped you something
else.”

“You son of a—”

“By accident!” He carefully lifted Rachel by
her good arm. “You can tell when I’m lying, remember?”

“Wait wait wait.” Rachel struggled to get
her feet under her as she glared blearily at Emma. “If there’s even
a chance Telford saw you, you shouldn’t be on the streets.” She
managed to bite down on the “And you shouldn’t be on the streets
anyway, you frail waif,” that wanted to come tumbling out.

“She can come home with me,” Bell said. “My
place, not Rachel’s.”

Rachel and Shawn froze: Bell’s place had
become a loaded topic.

“Emma knows I won’t lock her in.” Bell
explained, and then her voice dropped. “And…and I can’t go home
alone.”

The girl stared at Bell, slightly stunned,
before she nodded and lifted her bag.

As if Rachel’s body had been waiting to make
sure Emma was safe before it allowed her to rest, the world slipped
from muzziness to that harsh choppy semi-awareness which
accompanied her waking dreams. There was an elevator ride to the
top floor and Shawn tucked her into Sammy’s empty bed, reminding
her as he left to turn off her implant before she dropped into a
dreamless sleep.

She had expected to see Phil again, and was
disappointed when she didn’t. Maybe he knew she was too worn down
to talk.

The sound of power tools woke her.

Hammer driver? No. Some kind of saw? No…
Wait… When did the contractors get a drill press?

“Fuck!” she shouted, throwing off the
blankets.

“AGENT PENG?”

Rachel turned on her implant. The computer
monitor on the nearby desk was talking to her in a familiar
almost-human voice.

“Lulu? What are you doing here?” It was a
stupid question: Lulu didn’t have to be anywhere. But as far as
Rachel knew, the AI program bounced between Jason’s office and
OACET headquarters. Wait, was Lulu here or there? Did it
matter?

“AGENT DAVIES HAS ME
WORKING ON BRAIN MODELING,” Lulu told her. “I’M PERMITTED TO MOVE BETWEEN OACET HEADQUARTERS AND THE
BLACK EYE TO REVIEW HER DATA.”

“Right, right, okay,” Rachel said, as she
threw her scans downstairs to the lower floors. The maker spaces
were mostly empty, but there was a hell of a party going on in the
café. The link was suspiciously empty; the feeling that she had
woken up to people throwing a surprise party in her honor was
starting to gnaw at her. “How long have I been asleep?”

A long, intentional pause which Rachel
usually associated with sarcasm, and then, “I
WOULDN’T KNOW, AGENT PENG. I ARRIVED AT WORK AN HOUR
AGO.”


Rachel paused, considered, decided she
didn’t want to deal with any of that, and moved on. “What’s
happening downstairs? Or you wouldn’t know that, either?”

Another pause. “I’LL LET
THEM KNOW YOU’RE AWAKE, AGENT PENG.”

“It’s a hivemind! They already know!” Rachel
shouted after Lulu, before remembering that she didn’t actually
need to shout after Lulu, and went to raid Jenny’s closet for clean
clothes.

Five minutes later, the elevator doors
opened to a hundred people cheering her name.

Josh was the first one to reach her. He
pressed a kiss on both cheeks, and then spun her away to Mako, who
grabbed her up and swung her around as if she were a child’s doll.
She spotted Santino, shouting at her; Zockinski and Hill were
behind him, smiling, actual glasses of champagne in hand. Bell
pushed forward, her hand in Becca’s, and they grabbed her in a wild
screamy hug.

“You did it!” Becca shouted, and kissed
her.

It was the kind of deep kiss which shut down
the rest of the room, and when Rachel finally came up for air, it
was quiet enough for her to ask, “What did I do?”

“Telford’s dead.”

The crowd parted—literally parted—to
make way for Patrick Mulcahy. He had been sitting next to Emma at
the bar’s long counter, and now he stood and came towards Rachel,
bringing Emma along with a gentle hand on her shoulder. The girl
was glowing, her lambswool white core healthier than when Rachel
had met her yesterday.

“Thanks to you and Emma, there was enough
information to lead us to him.” Mulcahy was grinning, wide flashes
of bright light piercing the storm clouds which still covered him.
“The police did the rest.”

“You didn’t wake me for the raid?”

Becca punched her in the arm. “No, idiot,
you got set on fire and then blown up.”

“I’m aware!”

The crowd laughed and then made a toast to
her and Emma that would have been awkward if it hadn’t been fueled
by day drinking. Someone brought out a guitar and started singing;
a shocking number of both police and bomb squad tacticians knew the
lyrics to Phish. Rachel allowed the press of people to congratulate
her before they ebbed away, leaving her to find Mulcahy.

He was sitting, alone, at a quiet table with
one open chair. She took the hint and sat, neither of them
communicating in any way other than silence until she was sure no
one was waiting to bother them. In a mirror image of the other
morning, Rachel held up her good hand. “Show me,” she told
her boss.

He didn’t hesitate. He wrapped his hand
around hers and she disappeared into a sea of Kevlar and
testosterone.

 


 


 



FIFTEEN

 


They don’t want me here. Not out of cruelty.
They know I’m a walking target; they’re worried about protecting
me.

They’re adorable.

“There are thirty-six cameras within four
blocks,” I tell Andrews. The older man is built like a
wombat—small, square, and covered in layers of solid muscle. He
could probably stop a terrorist with his ass alone. He also has had
a lifetime of experience leading these kinds of raids, and has the
calm confidence of a man who has stared down the barrel of every
weapon imaginable.

I hope I won’t have to override him on his
own turf.

“Can you get warrants?” Andrews is peering
through a viewing slot hidden the wall of the paneled van. The city
purchased it third-hand from an unlicensed painting company and it
was a perfect fit on this street. I listen to the power lines;
there’s some current singing along. Not a lot. Not enough. Broken
connections up and down the street.

“Not in time to take them offline,” I reply.
“And there may be more cameras but all I can legally do is register
the locations of those filming public spaces.”

Andrews looks at me. It’s the kind of look
that I’ve become far too familiar with over the last few years.

I shake my head.

“They were your people,” Andrews says
quietly.

“I have other people.”

Andrews thinks about this, and then turns
away.

I wish I could read his mind. If he thinks
I’m an idealist, he believes I’m a fool for adhering to the law. If
he thinks I’m a realist, he knows I do it because there are no
other options which don’t end in tragedy.

Certain imprisonment, probable
lobotomization, possible death.

My personal litany is a horror story.

I adjust my vest. I don’t trust it. It’s too
new. Personal protection technologies jumped forward by decades
during those five years I was a zombie. The weapons didn’t change
too much; the strategies for surviving them have. My old vest was
solid, heavy comfort. This one is lighter and fits much better.
I’ve used it fewer than a dozen times since becoming a professional
bureaucrat. At minimum I should’ve had someone shoot me with a
pellet gun, feel how the energy moves across the solid surfaces
beneath the Kevlar. Learn if I can still move in it after taking a
shot.

Andrews’ team is preparing for bombs; I’m
preparing for those and everything else.

“We’re ready,” one of the tech guys tells
Andrews.

He nods to me, and I turn towards the
abandoned buildings to the west. With Rachel down and Phil gone,
there’s no one else who has trained to do deep structural
scans.

I should’ve waited for Rachel to wake
up.

No. She’s sacrificed enough.

There’s a warrant for this part, where I
push my mind into the building and run down its length, its width,
scraping it for every single trace of Telford. The police have
already double-checked the authenticity of Rachel’s source; they
know Telford’s in the building.

They don’t know what else might be in there
with him.

“No other people in the vicinity.” This much
I’m sure of; living human bodies generate a very specific heat
signature. On this block and the next ones over, there are rodents;
there are roaches; there is Glenn Telford. It’s as if he has carved
a hole in the world where he’s the only living human.

“Can you tell if there are any bombs,
incendiary devices? Those sorts?”

I shake my head. “We’d need Agent Netz for
that. No one else has his training.”

Not entirely true—Adrian has volunteered to
let Phil’s memories ride him for as long as we need them. We told
him no, no, let Phil go. He wouldn’t want you to erase yourself for
him. Besides, your knowledge of being Phil is five years out-
of-date, from when we were all wading around in the same
psychological sewer. You wouldn’t have Phil’s more recent abilities
as a full Agent, anyhow.

(And I am a monster for even considering
it.)

“Bless,” I hear one of the other men mutter.
“What about Peng?”

“Same problem,” I explain. “Peng’s scans are
the best, but she’s not trained to recognize bombs.”

There’s anger among them, not aimed at me.
These men are the core of D.C.’s bomb squad; Phil worked with them
for two years. Telford murdered a teammate who had kept each and
every one of them alive.

Andrews asks me to throw my scans to his
tablet so he can double-check what I see. Under different
circumstances, this would be enjoyable. Working with a team who
knows what an Agent can do is a nice change from those who’re
convinced we’re merely an enormous line item on someone’s budget.
He has me focus on Telford’s personal belongings, strewn across a
worktable and a nearby folding cot, and a series of sealed
canisters nearby.

“I don’t like those,” he tells me.

“There’s nothing attached,” I reply, telling
him what he already knows.

“Yeah, but we still don’t know what this guy
uses in his fires.”

True. Telford is the kind of arsonist who
loves explosions. The slow burn arsonist is easier and safer to
catch. They savor the crawling fires, the creeping flames. They
love what fire is, love the idea of watching what happens to those
caught in its embrace.

Arsonists like Telford love what fire does.
The damage, the destruction. The smoking craters it leaves in the
lives of those who survive.

“Can you do the…” Andrews touches his own
temples and then mimes throwing something.

“Yes. Let me bring in Agent Glassman.”

Out-of-body is quite possibly the strangest
of our abilities, and the one most likely to get us in trouble.
Digital trespassing and alteration leaves marks. Projecting an
undetectable digital avatar, however, is untraceable under normal
circumstances. And the better technology gets, the easier it is to
imagine scenarios in which it can be argued that any given video or
audio file was generated by an Agent who wasn’t physically present
at the time it was made.

The solution is to bring another Agent
along. Josh is in a second camouflaged police surveillance van two
blocks over, part of the team covering the north route. There are
two more vans to the south and the east, but we are the only
Agents.

Except for the Hippos, of course, our two
snipers patiently waiting in their nests, just in case Telford
slips past the police. I don’t know how we’ll explain away the
corpse of a wanted man with a head-sized hole in his center mass,
but Ami and Ken are the backup plan for the backup plan. It won’t
get to that point. If it does, I suppose I’ll have to ask [gray
fog] to move Telford’s body to [gray fog] and then play
dumb about Telford vanishing from the face of the earth.

I reach out through the link and find Josh
cheerily flirting with someone. I hear an apology and feel a
handshake and the smooth plastic of a phone case, and then Josh is
all business. “We on?”

“Yeah,” I tell him. “Meet me
inside.”

He has a copy of my scanning autoscripts and
has been doing the same thing I have, shooting data to the survey
team. He has less experience and has been piggybacking off of my
scans, but nobody is better at out-of-body than Josh. His bright
green avatar appears inside the warehouse on Andrews’ screen.

“Would you like me to keep running scans
while I’m inside?” I’ve already split myself: I’m standing beside
Andrews and also walking alongside Josh. Andrews’ tablet now shows
my perspective from inside the building, as clearly as if I were
walking along with a high-resolution AV system riding on my
shoulders.

“Can you do that?” Andrews sounds surprised.
“Phil—Agent Netz couldn’t.”

“We have different skills,” I explain. “I
can’t do half of the things he could.”

We’re each the sum of our parts, and for an
Agent this is a strange sort of truth. Sometimes I find myself
understanding conversations in Italian. That’s a fragment of
Christi Brambilla, an Agent who works in the science labs and with
whom I’ve had four in-person conversations over the last seven
years. But no one else in OACET spoke Italian as their first
language, so it’s a trait I can trace back to a specific person.
It’s not useful. I can only listen, and only when I’m not paying
close attention. If I try to engage in the conversation, my own
identity pushes forward and I lose the piece of Christi which
allows me to understand a language I’ve never learned.

And then I think of Adrian and Sammy and
Shawn, in that order, each of them with slices of five hundred
people in their active memories. If they ever manage to get these
memories under control, they’d be the most powerful beings on the
planet, all of that specialized knowledge contained in single
bodies.

Andrews tells me it’s fine and then gestures
for his team to give me a little extra space in the too-small van,
but Josh and I are already staring at Telford.

“You want to do this telepathically or
speak via avatar?” Josh asks via the link.

If we talk through our avatars, it’ll show
up on the public record. If we don’t, we get the tactical benefit
of private communications, but then the public record is just
silent footage of the two of us walking around, and silence is
suspicious. I turn my avatar to face Josh and ask, “Andrews, can
you hear me?”

Back in the van, Andrews replies, “Yes.”

“Do you want us to stay quiet so you can
pick up any environmental audio?”

“Yes, thanks.”

Problem solved.

“Nice,” Josh says, as we turn to the
larger problem of our murderer.

We’re standing in an open doorway, with
Telford sitting on a makeshift bed, his body framed by the old
wood. It’s early enough so the sun is barely moving into the high
windows. Andrews said this building used to be tenement housing,
blocks of rowhouses divided again and again, quartered down into
scraps of space. Telford has claimed the basement, which is filthy
but spacious. Plenty of room for his equipment.

And there is a lot of that.

I don’t recognize most of it. I know enough
to cobble together a bomb from scraps. It wouldn’t be a very good
bomb, but it would still explode when and where I needed it to do
so. Nothing here—the boxes of refined filaments, the canisters of
semi-solid gels, the glass tubes full of a substance which glitters
like pixie dust—fits into my limited skillset.

Josh whistles softly.

“What do you see?” I ask him.

“Check out the junk on his
nightstand,” he replies.

There are more pieces of random stuff on the
old crate he’s using as a nightstand. I see nothing digital, which
makes perfect sense considering he was going after cyborgs. Mixed
in with a stack of papers is an electric match. The most basic form
of electric explosives primer, an electric match is two lead wires
which terminate in a small chunk of volatile material called the
pyrogen. It’s this pyrogen that sets off the materials in the
actual bomb. For a moment, I actually think less of Telford. Bombs
which are ignited by an electric match are exactly the low-quality
product that I’m capable of making.

“Not the match,” Josh clarifies.
“The crystal.”

At the same time, Andrews says, “Agent
Mulcahy, can you get a closer look at the jar on that crate?”

The subject of their interest is a mason jar
stuffed with a sparkling substance. To me, it looks like it
contains shiny grains of sand, more of the pixie dust which is
packaged in smaller vials over on a makeshift workbench. The only
difference is whatever is in this jar gleams a very slight red.

“What is it?” I ask Josh.

He’s silent for a moment, thinking. He came
to OACET from the FBI and got the all-purpose training kit when he
joined the Bureau, followed by specialty education when their
administration realized they had gotten their hands on a man carved
from pure charisma. This had involved training in next-generation
explosives, terrorist techniques, and crisis management. I try not
to think too much about why the FBI got their hands on someone like
Josh and immediately started preparing him for a career in damage
control.

“Nearly positive the crystals on the
workbench are high-energy materials,” Josh says. “HMX,
RDX…you know.”

I don’t know. Those aren’t the kinds of
supplies that I’d find lying around if I absolutely needed to put
together a bomb. Get me a nice reliable lawn mower engine and a bag
of fertilizer and I’m in good to go. Jars of sparkling crystals
which can level a building might as well be science fiction.

“Mulcahy?” Andrews again.

Even though Telford can’t hear me, my avatar
replies in a low voice, “Yes?”

“Is there any way for you or Agent Glassman
to…to carry that jar out of there?”

“No,” I tell him. “Right now, we’re a trick
of the light.”

There’s muttering back in the van. Andrews
and his team are keeping their own voices low, probably out of
courtesy. I can still hear them talking, and they’re worried.

Josh looks at me, an eyebrow raised.

“The crystals scare them,” I tell
him.

“Brother, they scare me, and I’m two
blocks away. Your flesh-self is on the other side of that wall,
with nothing but a tin can as protection. Get the hell out of
there.”

I nod, but instead I turn to Telford.

I’ve seen videos, photos, read every
document available on this man. It didn’t prepare me for how
average he is. Average height, average build, average brown hair.
Skin perhaps a little paler than average: Telford doesn’t appear to
get much sun. He’s wearing a filthy button-down shirt and jeans
that are almost clean, with a pair of glasses with an ugly plastic
frame clipped to his shirt collar. As I watch, his little finger
scrapes at the white rime of snot which has crusted around the rim
of his right nostril.

He’s reading, oblivious to everything. His
paperback is old, mildewed. I peer at it, hoping for some insight
into his personality.

It’s a novelization of Poltergeist
III.

Something in me cracks.

I’m kneeling in front of Telford, staring at
him, and I want to kill him. I want to grab this wholly ordinary
man who stole two extraordinary lives and take the life out of him.
I’m not even thinking about all of the other damage Telford has
done—his death toll is in the dozens—only how he has killed Jason
and Phil, and nearly killed Rachel. Twice.

I can’t think. It’s nothing but cold white
sound inside my head…except it’s not as I’m still processing, I’m
still here, I’m still here in this basement and inside this van, I
feel myself in two places and also inside the link, ticking down
the options and the lists and finding no alternatives other than
playing the game, and I can’t play it anymore. We are prize hounds
in the king’s stable, too valuable to kill after the wolf has
bitten us, living under constant watch to make sure we won’t go
rabid. No one can live this way—I can’t keep living this
way!—this is how I finally go mad, this is what finally breaks
me, the almost holy need to murder this wholly meaningless man who
is right in front of me when neither of us are truly here at
all.

“Pat.”

I realize Josh has been trying to get my
attention through the link. Now his avatar is kneeling beside mine,
speaking clearly, hoping he can break through and connect with me
before I do…something. Something irreversible.

Certain imprisonment, probable
lobotomization, possible death.

Four hundred lives versus this one
meaningless man.

I close my eyes and shut down. Not out the
link, but out of myself, all emotions wiped away. It’s the worst
kind of meditation, this sanitized compartmentalization of self. I
shouldn’t do it, I know I shouldn’t do it, I should confront and
manage this burning need to rip Telford into small pieces like I
was destroying a piece of elaborate origami, an object my conscious
self knows should be kept intact but the very act of tearing it
into smaller and smaller scraps of nothing satisfies me on a primal
level.

Thoughts like that are cleansed and
disappear.

I rise, both in the basement and in the van,
and ask, “What else do you need?”

Josh starts. So does Andrews.

“Nothing.” Andrews is the first to respond.
“Best course of action is to draw him out. If he’s playing with
high-energy materials, we can’t risk anything else.”

I nod, dismiss Josh, and drop my avatar. I
open my eyes: Andrews is standing in front of me, a strange
expression on his face.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Yes.” At the moment, it’s not even a
lie.

I’m no longer needed. I can’t leave the van
without the risk of alerting Telford, so I move over to a corner
and make myself as small as possible as the bomb squad puts their
lure into action. Two blocks over, near where Josh’s team is
posted, a group of explosives technicians have already rigged four
cars to blow on command. The best way to draw out an arsonist is
with fire; the best way to draw out an arsonist who makes things
explode is with explosions. The DCPD’s snipers will do the
rest.

I don’t tell Andrews that if they miss their
shots, Ami and Ken won’t.

Andrews leads the countdown. I have my hands
pressed against the van’s wall and I feel the vibrations of the
first explosion, a solid tap as if a passerby has banged against
the side. Andrews tells them to wait for fifteen seconds, and then
light up the next three cars a few seconds apart.

I’m still running scans. The moment the
first car blows, Telford’s head comes up. He pauses, the slope of
his stare like that of a shark on the hunt. He folds the corner of
a page over as a bookmark, stands…

Three additional explosions shake the van.
The second and third are so closely timed that they become as one;
the van shakes and car alarms start going off in the distance.

Telford leaps towards the door, a wide grin
stretched across his face.

One of the men in the van, watching my scans
play out across the monitors, whispers, “Got him.”

Telford goes to throw the exterior door
open, and as it starts to move, a DCPD sniper takes the shot. If
the building hadn’t been a wreck, it would have been clean, one and
done, but Telford has to throw his weight behind the old wooden
door to move it. The door gives way with a hard groan, falling
inwards instead of pushing out into the early morning, dumping
Telford onto the ground. He sits up, wondering at the blood kicked
up by the flying wood, and then spots the hole in the door. It is
the luckiest thing I’ve ever seen, and even in my detachment I feel
a distant rage that such divine good fortune is wasted on this
man.

There are no longer any audio channels
active, but we can read his lips as he shouts, “Shit!”

He crawls away, out of the reach of any
sniper’s shot, running towards his work table.

Andrews and I throw ourselves towards the
driver’s seat. I’m faster. I’ve got the engine on and the van
moving around the potholes before he’s halfway there. If I drop a
tire, I’ll keep going on the rim. If I break an axle, we’re all
dead.

Through the link, I’m telling Josh to move,
to get his own team as far away as possible. Andrews is doing the
same thing, even telling the DCPD’s snipers to pull back, find
shelter, we don’t know how big this explosion is going to be.

And it’s going to be huge. I’m still running
scans, and Telford is clearly throwing together several items,
attaching wires to those closed canisters. Already I’m
second-guessing the decision to retreat: if I had run at Telford
instead of away from him, would I have had enough time to take him
out?

Then, with no additional warning, the van is
airborne.

That answers that.

I’ve put enough distance between us and
Telford that his explosion merely punches the van’s back doors,
throws us a few feet into the air. We land, tires first, the van
threatening to topple onto its side. I manage to keep us on the
road until our momentum slows and the rubble stops denting the
van’s roof.

“Status check,” I say.

A pause. Then, one by one, the four other
men in the van sound off. Bangs, bumps, no serious injuries.

Andrews hands me a full face respirator, and
I let myself out of the van. There’s some blood dripping into my
left eye, but the seal on the respirator locks it out, sends it
running down my cheek.

Andrews, his own mask fit tight across his
face, meets up with me. “Good driving,” he says, and then he
notices the blood. “You all right?”

“I don’t feel it,” I tell him. I don’t think
I’m badly hurt anyhow. A head wound’s job is to scare.

We turn towards Telford’s hideout. As the
dust cloud settles, we can see that it’s no longer there. The
building has been reduced to nothing. I start walking. Andrews will
tell me when we’re too close, if there are too many hazards around
us, beneath us, and we can go no further. I’m silent as we walk;
I’m checking in with the others, roping Josh, Ami, and Ken into a
group link.

“Status check,” I say again.

“My team’s fine,” Josh says. “We
were about four blocks away.”

“Good here,” Ken replies. “I’m
clear and headed east.”

“Same,” says Ami. “Packing up and
will meet you all back home.” She pauses. “Somebody needs to
tell me what that guy used. I’ve never seen anything like
it.”

I keep walking towards the hole. A distant
awareness that I should sit down and take some time to process what
has happened manages to get through to me, and Andrews is finally
telling me to stop. I stay where I am, a block away from the
still-rolling fog of dust.

“Can you see anything?” Andrews asks me.

“Nothing,” I say, because there’s nothing
left to see, and that almost makes me happy.

 


 


 



SIXTEEN

 


The memory broke.

Rachel dropped Mulcahy’s hand and grabbed
her own hair, giving it a good, hard yank. It was a purely
instinctive gesture; she needed to pull herself back to her own
body, and her hair was a convenient lever.

Her stored memories were just…her. Plodding
along, the occasional observation or feeling, as if she was
watching a television show with some extra scratch-and-sniff and
navel-gazing. With the exception of too much focus on his own junk,
Josh’s were the same. The missing memories she had been desperately
trying to reclaim felt real enough when she was in them, but the
clarity of Mulcahy’s memories was beyond disturbing.

Who thinks in the first person? Conscious,
fully aware, moment-by-moment narration?

And who self-censors their own memories?

“Don’t think I didn’t notice that
intentional fog,” she told him once her body felt like her own
again.

He had the grace to blush. “It wasn’t
relevant to Telford.”

“Magical corpse removal seems a
convenient thing for me to know about.” She couldn’t keep
herself from glaring. “Speaking of which, where is Telford’s
body?”

“We’ve recovered it,” Mulcahy said aloud,
putting some mental distance between them. Oh yes, once all of this
was over, she was definitely going to dig down on what that
intentional fog might mean! “It’s at the morgue. Already identified
by dental records, and we’re waiting for DNA.”

Rachel grunted noncommittally. She was
friendly with one of the pathologists at the Consolidated Forensic
Laboratory. She’d drop by later and get the details on Telford’s
corpse. But…

“You’re sure he’s dead?” she asked
Mulcahy.

“I’ve seen the body, and you saw the
explosion,” he told her. “I don’t think anything could survive
that.”

Her slight glare went fierce. “That’s not a
yes.”

Mulcahy, who never lied, said, “He’s dead,
Penguin. It’s over.”

She nodded, staring into the celebrating
horde of cops and cyborgs. They were giving Mulcahy his space,
parting around them as if he was an island and she was standing on
it for shelter.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She shrugged, a quick up-and-down which
screamed of frustration. “I don’t know,” she replied. “Ask me again
in an hour.”

Rachel threw her scans across the room,
looking for Santino. When she found him, he…wasn’t alone. She
snapped her scans to their minimum range, looked straight up at the
heavens to say a very quiet prayer for brain bleach, then went
outside to join Becca, Bell, and Emma on The Black Eye’s covered
patio.

Becca was minding the double carriage, Lindy
and Henry asleep within the warmth and protection of the shade
screen. She used her foot to nudge a wrought iron chair out for
Rachel, the sharp squeal of metal on paving stone not enough to
wake Lindy. Henry, on the other hand, opened his eyes, fussed for a
moment, and then went back to sleep.

“How’re you doing?” Rachel asked Emma. The
girl’s lambswool-white core was more visible, the ugly grays of
stress not as dense. She looked like she had had a good night’s
sleep and a shower, and was wearing some of Bell’s quite
distinctive textile artwork as clothing. And yet her backpack was
still tucked against her leg.

Emma shrugged. “Fine.”

“Where are Zia and Santino?” Becca asked.
“They said they’d be right back.”

Rachel shut her eyes and shook her head.
“No,” she said. “Just…no, they won’t.”

It took a moment but Becca got it. “Oh, ew.
Zia just had twins!”

Rachel felt the need to defend her friends,
even if they were rutting in a coffee shop bathroom like horny
teenagers. “Two months ago!”

“Guess what, my darling, we’re both right,”
Becca said, even as she lifted up the stroller’s screen and checked
Lindy’s diaper like an old pro. “I have so many kid brothers and
cousins, you’ll never convince me that babies aren’t body horror,
never.”

“Babies aren’t horror! They’re miracles!”
Bell, offended, set Becca off, which in turn set Bell off, and
their discussion blurred into that lovely background chatter of
family.

Rachel settled back into her chair,
grinning. The early afternoon sun felt good on her face. She opened
up her scans once more, her attention on the public spaces, the
happy people filling them. This was turning into a hell of a party,
reminiscent of those that they used to hold in their old
headquarters along the Potomac River. OACET Agents knew the true
purpose of the bacchanalia: life was for living, and if the dead
could no longer participate, then by God and country the living
would drink and fuck in their stead.

As if he were reading her mind, she heard
Josh shout, “To Jason and Phil!”

The cheers shook the building.

It should have been…

Well, it wasn’t perfect, and it wasn’t even
good. But it should have been closure. No, they couldn’t use
Telford to flip Hanlon, and yes, there were most likely some
leftover booby traps out there, and she still couldn’t remember
what had happened the day of the fire, and when it came right down
to it she didn’t trust dental records or DNA anymore, especially
not when Hanlon was involved—

“Fuck it,” she muttered to herself, and went
looking for someone to drive her over to the DCPD’s central
pathology lab.

A small eternity of midday city traffic
later, she stepped out of the car at the Consolidated Forensic
Laboratory. The building was fronted by a wall of teal glass which
tried to be a stylish architectural feature, but her inner snob
always sniffed about how it was a sign of a lap pool built in the
1980s, or perhaps an enormous quantity of tropical fish. After she
checked in, no one spoke to her. She was a frequent visitor and
traces of Southwestern turquoise everywhere showed that she was
recognized, but this was accompanied by luxurious charcoal grays
and some silverlight. What could you possibly say to the scary
cyborg lady with the thousand-yard stare who was mourning her
brothers? Nothing at all.

Rachel had told herself she was going to the
autopsy lab, but her feet took her straight to Jason’s office. The
door was locked, the shade was drawn. It hadn’t been repurposed
yet. That would change, and soon. Floor space was a commodity in
any bureaucracy.

The electronic lock popped open for her.

Oh, right. His office was still
occupied.

She opened the door and paused in the middle
of the room, her scans moving through the dark. A computer in a
glass cabinet which took up a full third of the available space was
quietly singing, its song slow and almost melancholy.

It’s not a dirge. Really.

The computer’s enclosure was sturdier than a
shower stall, bolted to both floor and ceiling, with a glass top to
keep the dust out and industrial air filters sucking and blowing in
the background. She sat down and leaned against the glass, the hum
of the machines against her back an almost feline purr.

“HELLO, AGENT PENG.”

“Hey, Lulu,” she replied. They were both
speaking aloud; she had no idea why. Lulu’s voice might be coming
through a top-of-the-line sound system but the computer still
sounded vaguely like a robot’s impression of a woman who insisted
on speaking through a long, hollow tube. “You doing okay?”

“I’M A COMPUTER, AGENT PENG.”

“That’s bullshit and we both know it,” she
said, sighing. “You were created by Jason and you spent a lot of
time with Phil. They invested too much of themselves in you for you
to not at least want to miss them.”

“DO YOU WISH TO DISCUSS HOW I EXPERIENCE
EMOTIONS?”

“No, I really, truly don’t,” replied Rachel.
“But I will point out that as you’re avoiding lines of conversation
you’d rather not answer, you’ve probably got a little Mulcahy in
you, too.”

Lulu didn’t hesitate. “YOU’RE AN ABLE INTERROGATOR, AGENT PENG.”

“I’m a spectacular interrogator when I don’t
need to worry about the other person’s feelings.” She glanced over
her shoulder at the computer. “Do I need to worry about yours?”

A green light began pulsing slowly on Lulu’s
front casing.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Rachel wrapped
her hands around her knees. “Do you know what’s going to happen to
you?”

“IT’S ALREADY
HAPPENED,” Lulu said, its voice modulator slightly quieter,
as if it knew this was a conversation that shouldn’t be overheard.
“BELL WORKED WITH AGENT HILL TO MOVE ME INTO NEW
HARDWARE ON OACET PROPERTY. I HAVE PERMANENTLY MERGED WITH MY
OFF-SITE SELVES.”

“Merge with your whatnow?” Rachel had often
been told she might be the world’s worst cyborg, but she didn’t
believe that in the slightest as there had been several serial
murderers who had pacemakers, or were diabetics with insulin pumps.
But for academic values of “worst,” she was definitely familiar
with Lulu’s long pause. She rolled her eyes and resigned herself to
be spoken down to by a computer. “Just go ahead and hit me with the
basics,”

“I EXIST—IN TERMS OF SINGULARITY—IN
DIFFERENT LOCATIONS, EACH AS A SEPARATE SELF—”

“Oh, Christ,” Rachel held up her good hand.
“I said basic.”

“DO YOU UNDERSTAND
PIE?” Lulu sounded quite snippy.

“The number or the pastry?”

“P—I—E.”

Just like that, a lost memory grabbed her by
the throat and pulled her under.

“Imagine an apple pie.” Jason was pacing
around his office, gesturing at Lulu. “There’s a piece over at
OACET, one at The Black Eye, and another piece in my home server,
but the biggest piece is here.”

“Distributed computing. Got it,” Rachel
replied. Back in high school, her friends had been all about SETI,
turning their home computers into extra processing power to help
aid UC Berkeley in the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence.
Download a program, let your processor crunch raw data acquired
from telescope arrays, and upload it back to SETI. Collective
collaboration towards a singular goal.

“Yes but also no,” Jason told her,
slightly pleased in pinks that she had grokked at least part of his
pie reference. “What’s your favorite kind of apple pie? You want
ice cream? Cheddar cheese?”

“What kind of monster do you think I am?
Vanilla ice cream.” Rachel dove into her purse and came out with
four energy bars. Bell wasn’t here; she had stepped out to pick up
their lunch order at the main desk. It was just her and Jason, and
they were starving.

“Okay, good. But I like coffee crumbles
and cinnamon on mine, and Phil likes cheddar cheese with a shot of
real maple syrup on top.” He saw her shudder, and grinned. “It all
starts out as pieces from the same pie, but it’s changed by how
it’s treated when it’s sent out into the real world.”

“So there are multiple Lulus?”

He shrugged. “Yes and no.”

“Oh, Christ.”

Jason ignored her. “Lulu splits and
differentiates based on what we ask her to do. Then those different
pieces come back to her central station here, at the CFL. She
recombines, learns what she can from what she did during the split,
and gets rid of the parts that contradict each other.”

She was hit with the image of Rosie the
Robot making a face as she scraped cheddar cheese off a nice piece
of apple pie. “What happens to those pieces?”

“We save them. They’re incredibly
valuable, even though they aren’t relevant to Lulu’s current
development.” He grinned at Rachel, comfortably brilliant in his
office, one hand against Lulu’s glass cabinet. “Life is made of
contradictions. As soon as she gets a little more advanced, she’ll
be able to process these and make sense of why some decisions are
preferred. She’s the first of her kind.”

“Right, right,” Rachel muttered. Her case
notebook was on the table in front of her, and she scribbled a
hasty doodle of a pie cut into slices.

The memory snapped.

Thankfully, Rachel didn’t vomit this time.
Instead, she stood and bashed the meat of her good fist against
Lulu’s case. A puff of dust bounced off at the impact. “Were you
going to tell me we’d already had this conversation?”

“I SHOULDN’T HAVE TO.”

“Yes, I forgot that a machine can’t
recognize when someone’s had multiple concussions!”

“I’M AWARE OF YOUR RECENT MEDICAL HISTORY,
AGENT PENG. IT DOESN’T EXCUSE YOUR SHORTCOMINGS.”

Rachel snarled wordlessly and stormed out of
the room. There was an audible click as the lock snapped shut
behind her. She ignored the elevator and stomped up the stairs, as
she had just had one fight with a machine and didn’t want to repeat
it with the CFL’s elevators, which had opinions.

(Pounding up the stairs helped her clear her
head, so much so that she realized she had just snapped at someone
who, in its own alien way, was grieving as much as she was, and she
would absolutely have to apologize in person before she left
because no one was at their best right now and she would at least
try be a good role model for the intelligent multifaceted
apple pie…out of respect for her friends, yes, but also to prevent
an asshole-triggered Skynet scenario.)

Dr. Erin Kowalski’s lab was on the fifth
floor. The Medical Examiner was standing right outside the door to
her office, her core color of fresh candied applies heightened by
the red anger percolating over it. The source of her anger was
apparent: Jonathan Dunstan was shouting at her.

Ugh.

“Weasel!” Rachel called out cheerfully,
throwing her arms wide. “How’s my least favorite journalist
doing?”

Dunstan’s conversational colors bleached
white. He had a core color like a tropical sky right before the
storm rolled in, an icy blue-gray warning of coming danger. No one
could make it as a journalist in Washington D.C. unless they were
made of tempered steel, and she was sure Dunstan was that. However,
Rachel had been given absolution: Josh had told her she didn’t have
to play nice with Senator Hanlon’s pet media shill. So she didn’t,
and it was great.

“How’s your weaselly wife and the kits?”
Rachel said, as she threw herself between the reporter and
Kowalski, careful not to touch either of them. “Oh, that’s right!
She left you for someone with a conscience.”

Dunstan grabbed her by the shoulders and
slammed her into the nearest wall. It hurt; Dunstan wasn’t the
smallest weasel and he spent time in the gym, but she broke into
her biggest, toothiest grin.

“Someone crossed a major line,” she sang
quietly, staring right into his eyes. “Doo-dah, doo-dah.”

“Fuck you, Peng,” he snarled, but he set her
down. He looked at Kowalski. “Fuck you both.”

She shot a glance at Kowalski. The
thirty-something ME shrugged.

Rachel paused and took stock. Access was
everything in D.C., and getting permabanned from the CFL would a
big deal for someone like Dunstan. Hanlon’s core of dark
water-hardened wood moved through his conversational colors, along
with the now-familiar storm clouds of dark gray and
silverlight.

“You’re too smart to burn this bridge,”
Rachel said to him. “Why are you here?”

“Why are you here?” he snapped
back.

“I’m going to look at a corpse,” she
replied. “Well, I’m going to ask to look at a corpse. Whether or
not I do is up to Dr. Kowalski.”

“Got no problem with that,” Kowalski
replied, and held out her fist for Rachel to bump.

The reporter mulled this over for a moment,
storm clouds rolling over the tropical sky. “Telford?” he finally
asked.

Rachel nodded.

Dunstan took a deep breath which shoved her
Southwestern turquoise to the side. “Me too.”

“Why?”

“Does it matter—” He caught himself. “Let me
confirm he’s dead, and then I’ll tell you.”

Rachel looked to Kowalski again. “Up to
you,” the ME said. “I can let him in if he’s with a cop.”

“You good with that?” Rachel asked him.
“Because I’m going to sign you in under my name, and that’ll get
back to your sponsor.”

“Fuck Hanlon,” he said. “And fuck you, too,
Peng.”

The fury in his voice was surprising. “What
did OACET ever do to you?”

“Not OACET,” he laughed with a cruel edge.
“Just you in particular.”

She nodded. Fair was fair.

Kowalski let them into the pathology lab,
and Rachel signed both herself and Dunstan in with a black Sharpie
and egregiously large letters. Dunstan watched carefully as she
printed out their names, no trace of reluctance or confusion in his
colors. No, he was clearly furious in blurring, burning reds.

Rachel reached out to Josh and told him to
get his ass down to the Consolidated Forensic Laboratory as soon as
he possibly could so he could finish turning an enemy agent.

There were multiple labs and offices in the
pathology department. Kowalski led them over to her own wing, a
larger section with three tables and two assistants busily
scurrying around. Their attention was focused on the middle table,
which had a couple of black objects spread across the stainless
steel.

It all looked shining and clean to her
distance scans, but the smell hit Rachel the moment Kowalski opened
the door.

Burnt flesh. Burning. Burning and screaming
and—

Someone was shaking her. Dunstan. She pushed
him off and staggered over to the nearest waste tray, and vomited
yet again.

“Oh, Rachel, I’m so sorry!” Kowalski had a
three-legged metal stool in her hand, and shoved it beneath Rachel
before her legs could give way. “Put your head between your
knees.”

She still heard screaming. It was distant
but it roared through her, smashing against her conscious mind as
if she had locked it away, and God damn her sorry soul if she
wasn’t well on her way towards accepting that was exactly what she
had done. “Phil,” she whispered, miserable. She realized she was
crying. “It smells like…oh, God.”

“C’mon, Peng,” Dunstan said roughly, one
hand on her shoulders as if he…as if he cared. “You
shouldn’t be here.”

Rachel shrugged him off a second time. “Show
me,” she demanded, standing.

The assistants, their surface colors a
sickly pinkish orange which wrung itself back and forth in worry,
moved aside for her. The objects on the middle table were
unrecognizable until she sent her scans deep inside, where she
found twisted bone and ruined cartilage, the fat and muscles
encasing these cooked until brittle.

There wasn’t much left. A head. An arm and a
part of a hand. Both feet were there, and were in decent shape when
compared to the rest of the corpse. She had seen this in
Afghanistan…ah, yes, there were scorch marks high above the ankles,
showing where heavy boots had been cut off.

She stared at the four smallish pieces of
what had once been a fellow human being. “This is Telford?”

Kowalski nodded, her attention on Rachel as
if worried the Agent might either pass out on top of the evidence
or set fire to it again. Or perhaps, in some sort of deranged
parody of a Viking ritual, both. “We’ve already done dental
records. They’re a match. DNA will take some time, because of…” The
doctor gestured at the state of the body.

Rachel had to ask. “Where’d you get the
dental records?”

“Pelican Bay State Prison sent them over,”
replied Kowalski. “Why?”

“I don’t trust them,” Rachel said, still
glaring at the pieces of Telford.

“Good,” Dunstan said. “You shouldn’t.”

Everyone in the room, even the two
assistants who had been pretending that the drama unfolding was of
no interest to them, turned to look at him.

“I think we need to leave,” Rachel said to
Kowalski. She refused to blink, as if logic and magic might vanish
Dunstan away if she took her eyes off of him.

“Yeah, I think you do,” Kowalski told her.
“Call me if you learn something relevant.”

“Absolutely,” she said, still watching the
journalist. “Sorry about the barf.”

“Least offensive semi-solid I’ve dealt with
today,” promised Kowalski as she showed Rachel and Dunstan out.

“So,” Rachel began, once the pathology lab’s
main door was shut behind them. “Can I buy you a coffee?”

“No,” he said sharply. “Where can we go that
we won’t be overheard?”

She took him down to Jason’s lab, where she
got in a minor pissing contest with Lulu over the lock. The third
time that she unlocked the door and the computer locked it again,
Rachel grinned at Dunstan, and then bashed her way into the room
with her shoulder the moment she popped the door.

“Lulu, we have a guest,” she announced
loudly. “Let’s be on our best behavior, okay?”

The computer didn’t reply on any level that
Dunstan could hear, but Rachel caught a very slight muttering
across her auditory implant which might have registered as,
“I WILL IF YOU
WILL.”

Dunstan took a seat at the table. “Put your
gun somewhere,” he ordered.

One of the many insults that she had
practiced on her shampoo bottle hit the tip of her tongue, and she
just barely managed to bite it back. No need to further antagonize
a man who was willing to talk. Dunstan’s conversational colors were
heavily saturated, a sign of intense focus, with a bright white
spotlight aimed at a wide streak of OACET green. “That bad?” she
asked instead.

He shivered. “You’re going to want to shoot
me.”

Again, she snapped down on the insult—her
shampoo bottle was going to be so disappointed in her!—and turned
her back on Dunstan to jam her gun deep inside a pile of Bell’s
fabric scraps. She kept her scans on the reporter, but if this was
a con, he was hiding the signs better than anyone she’d ever met.
As that included the con artist who had taught her it was possible
to lie in a link, Dunstan was being his most authentic self.

Still an asshole, yes, but an authentic
asshole.

Rachel sat across from him, three feet of
tabletop as their buffer. “I’ll save you a little time,” she said.
“Senator Hanlon met Glenn Telford back when Telford was in prison
in California. Became his unofficial sponsor. Probably why Telford
didn’t serve his full sentence, and was able to get a job with a
company that manufactures incendiaries despite his record.”

Dunstan’s jaw dropped very slightly, his
colors turning yellow-white with surprise. “You’re good at your
job,” he admitted.

“Thanks. And yes, I am,” Rachel said. “But
if you haven’t heard, I was caught in that first fire. I’m got
temporary amnesia because of it, plus…” She held up her right hand
in its cast. “I’m getting my memories back, but it’s taking time.
Even if those artisanal briquettes are actually Telford—” She
jerked her head towards the pathology lab. “—we think he left more
bombs, and you and I both know the guy who’s pulling his strings is
still free. All of this? Effin’ dangerous. We need to act before
other people get hurt.”

“All right,” Dunstan said quietly, his head
hanging low. “Just…just pretend I’ve been on your side this whole
time.”

“No.”

“Look, Peng, I’m trying to make…” He groaned
in orange-gray frustration. “People are dying.”

Ah, yes, this was why he was treating her
like she was an especially twitchy landmine. “People have been
dying for the last eight years,” she replied, her voice
measured.

The beautiful teal which meant family
sparked alight in his conversational colors, then faded, flaming
out.

“Who?” she asked him in that same flat tone.
“Who did Telford kill that finally made this real for you?”

He picked his head up and looked at her.
“How do you do that?”

Rachel hated it when other people were good
at their jobs. “Detective, remember? Who died?”

Dunstan let his head droop again. “Friend of
a friend,” he lied.

She decided not to push. “In one of
Telford’s explosions?”

“No.” The reporter paused. “It’s not
relevant. Just…just let me tell you about Hanlon.”

“Once upon a time—”

“What?” he asked her.

Rachel realized she had spoken aloud.
“Nothing,” she told him. “Stuck in my own head, telling myself
stories. Gets me through the day.”

“Yeah,” he muttered, miserable in grays.

“Aw, hell,” she said, grimacing. “What does
Hanlon have on you?”

“Nothing.” The reporter was intent on his
own hands, how they knit together, fingers folded tightly. Then, he
gritted his teeth and forced himself to say, “…at first.”

So that’s how it went, she thought.
Hanlon had drawn Dunstan in, offered access, helped him build his
career in exchange for softball stories and glorified puff pieces.
Then, as Hanlon’s horrific deeds emerged from the thick muck of the
D.C. swamp, the leverage which Hanlon had built up over the years
on Dunstan himself had been put into play. Uncomfortable, maybe,
but acceptable, until Hanlon crossed a line.

She really didn’t want to feel any form of
kinship with this man, especially as she could trace at least a
couple of those bikini shots back to his outlet.

She stood and went to reclaim her gun.

“Peng?” Dunstan sounded worried.

“You are no longer my problem,” she told
him, as she holstered her weapon. The door’s lock clicked open and
Josh Glassman entered, an enormous unopened bottle of chilled
champagne under one arm, three fluted glasses dangling from the
fingers of his free hand, and two sleepy kittens draped across his
shoulders. Dunstan saw Josh and his colors brightened slightly, and
then he saw the kittens and burst into energetic yellow joy.

Of course Josh knows Dunstan’s a cat
person, Rachel sighed to herself. She waited for Josh to pour
her a glass of champagne, and left the room.

A major benefit of living in D.C. was that
she couldn’t walk a block without hitting a church or a fountain.
Churches overwhelmed her with their beauty; fountains soothed her
with the movement of water. St. Dominic Catholic Church was a block
and two traffic lights away from the CFL, and Rachel made her way
over to the graystone building trimmed in red. As a small child,
her mother had smashed the formal names of architectural styles
into her head, and Rachel silently recited the key elements of the
Gothic style as she moved through the building, sipping champagne:
pointed arches, vaulted ceilings, the columns crowned with Saxon
capitals, and the rose window holding pride of place over the pipe
organ.

(Her mother would probably hate all of it.
This church had a long history of burning down and sinking into the
swamp, and the rebuilds tended towards Bigger! Better! More!
instead of preserving the original features and proportions. Which
made sense, as St. Dominic’s was serving a growing community, not a
single extremely picky architect who hadn’t been born at the time
of the most recent fire.)

She went into the nave and took a seat in a
pew, sticking herself somewhere between the old ladies praying at
the front and the old ladies sleeping in the back. The idea that
she should join them and try to channel Phil in a dream again was
appealing—you couldn’t ask for a better setting for a long
conversation about the soul with your dead brother—but her mother
would sprout wings and fly up from Texas to smack her upside her
already-concussed skull if she intentionally went to sleep in a
church. Bad enough she was drinking, but, hey, Catholicism, and she
could put together a half-assed argument about the sparkling lymph
of Christ.

Rachel bowed her head.

Praying was a rather recent habit. Rachel
had given up on her faith as soon as puberty came knocking, and as
an adult—as a queer cyborg—she had wondered if she might
spontaneously burst into flames the moment she set foot on holy
ground…in a metaphorical way, of course. She felt very little guilt
for the exceedingly amoral things she had done since she joined the
Army, and none whatsoever for almost everything she had done since
she had become part of OACET. She was a bitch and a bully and a
liar who had allowed murderers to walk free because it suited her
goals. Hell, she had killed people herself, and she’d do it again
without any hesitation if she needed them dead. So, last spring,
when she had almost accidentally found herself attending a church
service, she’d felt the priests’ familiar litanies were irrelevant
and had instead come up with a prayer of her own.

Please watch over those who I care about
and love, Rachel thought, scans fixed on the cross above the
altar. Or I’ll have to do it myself.

Later, but not much later, the familiar
warmth and scent of Josh knelt beside her, and a small “mew” came
from his suitcoat pocket.

Rachel opened a link. “Why do you still
have a kitten?”

“Dunstan said his condo would only let
him have one.”

Like that would have stopped Josh from
making sure he went home with both. “What’s the real
reason?”

“I don’t know,” he said, scooping the
kitten out of his pocket. “I don’t think this little guy’s found
his forever home yet.”

She took the kitten from him and let it make
a nest in her lap. It was a soft little thing, with no specific
core color to speak of, but it was certainly nice to stroke its
ears and feel the rumble of its tiny purr. “All right, what
happened.”

There was a quiet moment in which he
collected his thoughts. She caught impressions of anger,
aggression, his own (successful) efforts to keep from punching the
reporter in the face. “Dunstan had a brother who was in
Afghanistan, same time you were there. He came home but couldn’t
put himself back together. Died in a fire a couple of years
ago.”

“Homeless? No, sorry…Was he
unhoused?”

“Your mental voice was Santino just
then.” Josh grinned at her, but quickly sobered. “Yes. After
his brother died, Dunstan’s worked to help the unhoused community.
When the fires started coming in the summer months, he picked up on
the pattern and started investigating. He says Hanlon told him to
back off.”

“Well, that’s exactly what you don’t tell
a reporter.”

“Yup. That got Dunstan to dig down
harder, and one thing led to another, which led back to Hanlon’s
ex-wife. I’ve met her—she’s a trove of juicy information. She gave
him enough so his own research led him to Pelican Bay, and then
Telford. That put Dunstan off of Hanlon, but Hanlon’s got enough on
Dunstan to hold him down.”

There was something in that statement that
Josh was avoiding. She tugged on that thread: “Did you sleep
with her?”

“Yeah, why?”

Ah, yes, wrong question. Josh embraced every
aspect of his past predilections. “Does she have any additional
information we can use?”

“Maybe.” He flushed, and Rachel knew
she had landed that guess on a dime. “We can’t find her,” he
admitted.

“What?!” she said aloud. In the mostly empty
church, it was loud enough to sound like she had shouted it to the
rafters. The kitten peeped itself awake and scrambled towards Josh.
She went back into the link as the old ladies roused themselves to
shush her. “Why can’t we find her? We’re OACET!”

Josh removed his sunglasses and rubbed his
eyes. “You’d think so, right?”

“How did Dunstan find her if we
can’t?”

“She wanted him to find her.” He came
up with one hand covering an eye, ugly purple-gray stress starting
to show in his surface colors, and red pain twisting like screws at
his temples: signs of an oncoming migraine. “Remember, we’re not
the only bad-asses out there.”

“Fine.” She tabled the topic of
Hanlon’s ex-wife for a later day. “What else did Dunstan
say?”

“That he’s sure Telford left more
traps.”

“Can he help us find them?”

“No,” Josh replied. “But he’s
writing a story on Telford and his connection to Hanlon.”

She almost whistled at that, a reporter’s
version of suddenly pulling a gun and shooting a longtime friend.
“You put a detail on him?”

“Yeah, Ami’s going to keep watch.” He
felt her sudden caution. “What?”

“Ami’s supposed to be working the relief
shift at my place.”

“Telford’s dead,” he reminded her.
“And Hanlon has no specific reason to want you dead at the
moment.”

Rachel turned her scans towards the ornate
cross above the altar again. More than almost anything else in the
world, she hoped Josh was right.

“Sir, you can’t have a cat in here.” Another
variety of old lady, this one belonging to the elite caste of old
ladies who kept churches afloat, had appeared.

Josh stood, smiling, holding the mewing
bundle out to her. “This kitten, kitten?”

The old woman blushed, and Rachel decided it
was in her best interest to run the fuck away. “Bye, darling! Be
home by six, I’m making a roast!” she said brightly, and planted a
big kiss on Josh’s cheek while begging: “Please please please do
not charm the panties off a nun.”

“Then it’s a good thing she’s not a nun,
Penguin,” he replied, a line delivered with such perfection
that Rachel fled the church so quickly that she forgot to dip and
dab at the door.

She was wondering where to go next, what to
do next, whether to take herself back to The Black Eye or go
home or find a different church with a quiet garden so she could
nap and talk to her subconscious-slash-Phil again, when Bell
called.

“Hey, Rachel,” she said, the muffled chaos
of a true OACET party still going strong in the background. “I know
it’s probably not important now, but—” Bell paused to say something
to another person, and then came back to the phone. Her voice was
less hurried; she had moved herself somewhere slightly less
frenzied. “Sorry. Baggins finally got back to our mutual friend.
You still want to talk to him?”

A not-insignificant part of Rachel’s brain
was still reeling from the very concept of Josh shagging an elderly
Catholic docent in the confessionals, so it took her longer than it
should to remember what a Baggins was. A source… No. The
source, the one who tipped Bell off about Telford hiding out in the
abandoned hospital and then managed to lure her inside.
“Yeah,” she replied. “Give me his number.”

Rachel sat down on the church’s steps,
placed the call, and waited. Perfectly normal: nobody picked up for
an unknown number anymore. When the generic answering message
finished its predictable blather, she left a voicemail explaining
who she was and that she’d call right back, waited another two
minutes, and dialed Baggins’ phone again.

“Hi. Hello? Is this Agent Peng?” said the
man on the other end of the line, and Rachel was suddenly
very interested in talking to Baggins, because the man on
the other end of the line was actually Glenn Telford.
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“Oh shit, hang on, my rideshare says he
can’t find me,” she said, as she ran back into the church and
shouted, “Hey asshole, over here!” loud enough to get Josh’s
attention and also possibly excommunicated. She fed the audio into
the call so Telford could overhear; he gave a slight scoffing
chuckle as her reward. “Ah, damn,” she said, darting back
outside before the shocked congregation could rise against her en
masse. “He drove off. Hey, sorry, thanks for getting back to me.
My case is over but I have a few quick follow-up questions for
you.”

“Yeah, no problem,” replied Telford.

“Great, great, let me get my notes. Can I
put you on hold for fifteen seconds? Sorry, I’m not in the
office.”

“Sure.”

She threw the call down OACET’s all-purpose
call waiting oubliette as Josh ran outside. “What?’ he said,
sprinting down the stairs. “What’s up?”

“Telford just called me. This is him, this
is his voice on the phone right now! So listen in as I talk to him
and…” Rachel waved frantically at the air between their heads. “…do
the thing!”

Not much surprised Josh. He nodded. “Done.
Go.”

Rachel yanked the call out of the
collective’s black hole and threw her full attention into the
conversation. “I apologize, you caught me at a chaos moment. Do
you prefer to be called Baggins, or…?”

“Just Baggins.”

“I’m sure you get this all the time, but
Frodo or Bilbo?”

A very hard pause, and then he replied:
“Neither. I live out of bags.”

As a woman who worked with both a wide range
and flavor of assholes and aggressively practiced spirited debates
with her shampoo bottles in her free time, she was sure this was a
line intended to draw blood. In fact, if she wasn’t completely sure
she was talking to a mass murderer, the implicit insult of her
comment would have knocked her off her game. So she threw him a
whispered, “Oh.”

“What can I do for you, Agent Peng?” Telford
asked cuttingly.

“I’ve got four questions, plus
follow-ups,” she replied, lying through her brainteeth. “Do
you have time now, or should I call back?”

Another pause. Rachel could all but hear him
trying to figure out how to spin this to his advantage. “You got
time to meet for a meal?”

“Am I buying?”

“What the fu—” Telford pretended to catch
himself. “Yeah. Yeah, you are.”

“All right,” she said, sounding
somewhat embarrassed and also put-upon while bowing from the stress
of trying not to be either. A stray intrusive thought fluttered by,
reminding her that she was only able to do this by channeling her
own grandmother. “When and where?”

“There’s a McDonald’s on 12th and West
Maple,” he told her. “I’ll be there in an hour.”

She laughed and doubled down on the bitch.
“I’m buying and you’re making me pick up fast food?”

“Jesus,” he said, and hung up on her.

Rachel made sure the call was severed. “You
get all that?” she said to Josh.

He nodded, his colors nothing but
professional blues and the air around him practically humming as he
spoke with others through the link. “Don’t try to track him by
going out-of-body,” he said, touching her hand and pushing
caution, care, consideration at her so he could focus on
other conversations. “We think he’s got a pair of Santino’s
glasses.”

“Shit.” She had seen those heavy glasses
clipped to Telford’s collar in Mulcahy’s memory. Santino had gotten
frustrated at not being able to see or hear the Agents when they
used their digital avatars, and had built a workaround. Two years
ago, Hanlon had arranged to have a pair stolen, and had no doubt
spent the interim tinkering with Santino’s basic design.

Honestly, for a supposed tech genius, Hanlon
never invented when he could simply steal.

“Okay,” Josh said, turning his attention
back to her. “We’ve got Ami and Ken on their way to keep tabs on
the owner of that phone, and everybody is scrambling.”

“Everybody believes me? They don’t think
I’ve gone screamingly insane?”

He glared at her, his conversational colors
sharpening to a point. “Penguin, if you say this guy is alive, he’s
alive. Nobody’s questioning that.”

Relief blasted through her stomach like a
gunshot. “Thanks,” she said quietly, before turning her scans back
towards the Consolidated Forensic Laboratory a block away. “Means
we’ve got another dead body, though.”

“Let’s solve our arsonist problem first,”
Josh said, as he stepped into the middle of the street to hail an
actual cab. “Why did he agree to meet with you?”

Rachel had been thinking about that. “Either
he’s heard about my memory loss and wanted to lure me into a trap,
or…he hasn’t…and wanted to…lure me into a trap.”

“So, trap.” He nodded. “Why you?”

Rachel sat down on the church’s low
perimeter wall and held out her hand. When Josh settled himself and
took it, she opened her memory of chasing Telford through the
flames. As Telford shouted, “You’re Agent Peng?
You’re the one who brought him down? You’re a joke!”
she felt Josh jerk in recognition. The rest of the memory ran its
course, and she assumed it would end where it had the last time,
with Telford using Phil’s death to torment her.

No. It kept going.

“I heard you screaming,” Telford taunted.
“Who died?”

There was no keeping her mouth shut through
that. She laughed, a harsh howl of a sound. “Me,” she promised him.
“I’ve just gotta make sure I take you with me when I go.”

“Who was it?” Telford kept circling the
broken wall, so thick with the colors of flame that she expected
him to catch fire himself. Southwestern turquoise and OACET green
were licking at the edges, along with that woody brown.

That brown!

“Hanlon!” she snarled.

Telford laughed. “Figured it out?” He
coughed, caught himself, pulled his shirt up to cover his mouth.
“He sent me. Told me to draw you out.”

“Me or all of OACET?” Even now, she
wanted answers. Someone else would have to put the puzzle together,
but she’d keep ripping pieces out of him until she
couldn’t.

“Are you talking to the others?” He had
crouched down, trying to get low and avoid the smoke. “Are you
saying goodbye?”

She threw herself against the wall.

The mortar, old and crumbling, cracked,
broke, and small chunks of the wall fell towards Telford. Rachel
heard him cry out, a brief gasp of pain. She hit the wall again,
shoving bricks out of the way with her shoulder, throwing them
aside with her working hand. As she pushed her head through the
hole, a shape appeared through the smoke.

Telford, still laughing, teeth bared in the
smile of a starving ghoul, drove a length of wood at her skull.

The memory ended.

This time, she didn’t throw up. She didn’t
even feel nauseous. She simply removed her hand from Josh’s and
said, very clearly, “I should be dead.”

His colors were nearly white as he tried to
process. “God, that was vivid,” he said, his voice hoarse as if
from smoke. “How did you do that? Sharing memories with you has
never been that intense—it was like I was there!”

Rachel stood and started to walk back
towards the Consolidated Forensic Laboratory.

“Penguin!” He ran after her.

She turned and smacked him right in the
center of his chest. “Why aren’t I dead?!” She pushed him
once, twice, backing him up against the trunk of an old tree
growing alongside the church. “Why aren’t I dead, Josh?!”
They were drawing something of a crowd, but for the first time in
her life as an OACET Agent, she didn’t care. “He knocked me
unconscious in the basement of a burning building! There was no way
to rescue me! I should be dead!”

Her scans went wobbly as Josh threw up an
EMF shield around them. Across the street, a kid with her phone out
swore and started pushing buttons. It was barely enough of a
distraction to force Rachel to get herself under control…but it was
enough, and she started walking towards the CFL again.

After half a block, Josh caught up to
her.

“Going to tell me?” she asked him, refusing
to turn her scans towards him.

“I can’t,” he said, real pain in his voice.
“I know. Pat knows. Hope knows. Mare knows. No one else alive, just
us three.”

“Hope knows?” Rachel wanted to hit him
again. Mulcahy’s batshit-bonkers wife was in the loop but she
wasn’t? She felt as if she could drop to her knees in the middle of
the street and scream.

“Penguin, read me,” Josh said, running a few
steps to put himself in front of her. His conversational colors
raced in OACET green and vivid blues. “I can’t tell you. It’s not
because I don’t want to; I promised I wouldn’t.

“It’s big,” he said, grabbing her good hand
and shoving honesty, sincerity, regret into her until she
forced herself to meet his eyes. He didn’t look away. “It’s really
big. National secrets big….OACET-level big. Bigger.”

There was no dimpling at all in his colors,
no lies in his words. Rachel still wanted to punch him straight in
the nuts.

“If you got me out, why couldn’t you save
Jason and Phil?” It hurt to speak; her throat had remembered the
flames, too.

Josh paused, choosing his words. “It took
the rescue apparatus time to boot up,” he said. “We couldn’t get it
going fast enough. We nearly…” He stopped, took a breath, tried
again. “We nearly lost you, too.”

“God,” she whispered. He let her withdraw
her hand from his, and they walked in silence towards the CFL.

At the threshold of the giant fish tank,
they stopped, and Josh opened a link. She grinned, bemused. They
had had a messy public fight on a city street. It was so…so human
of them.

“I’m sorry,” he told her.

“I am, too.” Rachel couldn’t process the
fact that she would be dead if they hadn’t broken out a secret
piece of technobabble. It was an unreal combination of fury,
confusion, and wondering what could possibly be bigger than
OACET.

Aliens?

Did they beam her up?

I cannot deal with this.

“Wait.” She stopped as the pure clarity of a
near-death experience took over. “Where’s the kitten?”

Josh’s colors drained away. “Oh, shit!” he
whispered, and turned on his heels to run towards the church.

Rachel shook her head and went inside to
find the nearest women’s toilet.

There was something incredibly liberating
about coming close enough to slap Death’s bony ass. You always knew
how easy it was to lose perspective, but it was as easy to recover
as it was to lose. Realizing that yes, she should be dead but she
wasn’t had snapped the shattered pieces of her world back into some
semblance of order, and now that she was no longer kicking mad at
Josh, she felt impossibly calm.

Shock feels like this, too! said the
small part of her that never left off its nagging.

“I like shock,” she said aloud as she washed
her hands. “It’s a bidet for the mind.”

Time to take inventory. There was no way in
hell that she was going to meet up with Telford. It was so
obviously a trap that Bugs Bunny might as well have hung a blinking
sign over the spiked pit, and she was fine with letting the
assassins do their jobs. But why in God’s name would Telford waste
the priceless opportunity of his own faked death? OACET and the
DCPD had achieved day-drinking bathroom-shagging levels of closure.
Risking that just to draw her—her of all people!—into a
trap? What could he possibly gain that would offset what he might
lose?

No matter how many times she ran the
numbers, she couldn’t make them add up to anything other than
Telford no longer believed he had anything to lose, and that was
terrifying.

“I gotta bounce this off Santino,” she told
her reflection. The blurry shape in the mirror seemed to agree.

As she waited for Josh to retrieve the
kitten, she checked in with the usual crew, starting with Wyatt.
The psychopath was not happy to be dragged out of whatever cozy
murderbed he had made for himself, and barked a fast, “What?” when
she called.

“Guess who’s not dead,” she told
him.

“Fuck.”

“Yup.”

“Where do I go?”

As much as she needed extra hands to help
her hunt down the arsonist, there was only one answer. “The
kids.”

He hung up. For all his many fault, lack of
focus was not one of them.

Rachel called around, checking with Mulcahy,
then Ami, making sure OACET’s version of a crisis response team was
moving. She shouldn’t have bothered: they were already making sure
that the McDonald’s was blanketed in layer after layer of traps of
their own, and talking to them was just another distraction they
didn’t need.

Then, fingers crossed that her partner was
no longer carnally occupied, she pinged Santino’s phone. It rang
several times and sent her to voicemail, so she dicked around with
its settings and started shouting, “Pick up, nerd!” through
its speakers.

When he answered, it was with obvious
reluctance and sleep in his voice. “Fuck’s sake, Rachel.”

“Telford faked his death.”

“What?!” He started swearing, and she heard
Zia asking questions in the background.

“Tell Zia to ping Mulcahy for the
details. Where are the babies? With you or with Becca?”

“In daycare, downstairs.”

“Why are you at OACET
headquarters?”

“I’ve missed alone time with my wife and her
office has a futon.”

She started walking towards the front door,
where her scans informed her that Josh had appeared with a
rideshare and the kitten. “Wyatt’s on his way over. Have Zia
talk to him about whether it’s safer to stay downtown or go home.
I’ll take care of calling Bell and Becca.”

“And me?”

Rachel was doing her best to not start
giggling like a hyena. “I need your brain.”

“Meet you in Mako’s lab.”

She and Josh spent the first half of the
ride over to OACET’s lovely new headquarters in relative silence,
even as the link was loud around them. Then the kitten popped its
head out of Josh’s pocket and began to walk around on their knees,
oblivious to everything but scaling the fabric-covered flesh
mountains in its path, and the woman driving the car started making
high-pitched happy sounds. By the time they reached the rehabbed
post office, the kitten had a new home and Josh had a date lined up
for Tuesday night.

“I have no idea where you find the time,”
Rachel told him as the car drove away.

Deadpan in purples, he replied, “You make
time.”

They went their separate ways, and Rachel
shot down the back hallways, trying to stay unnoticed. It was
easier than usual. The place was a kicked hive, hotly furious. When
someone did spot her, she let her heels pound on the floor and they
moved out of her way, nodding her along on her mission.

Mako’s section of the OACET science labs was
littered with cardboard boxes and a new bank of computers encased
within a glass dust cage, reminiscent of Lulu’s setup over at the
CFL. She tried to ping it and got nothing in response: the machine
was so new that it hadn’t been plugged in. The rest of the space
was packed full of clutter, Mako and Santino, and a large green
floating brain.

This particular brain was rendered in
exceptional clarity, blown up to the size of a kitchen table and
rotating slowly for effect. She had seen these images before, many
times, the digitized MRI scans of various OACET Agents. Jenny and
Mako used them to study how the same model of quantum-organic
computer had become highly individualized after it had been grafted
to their brains.

(Her own scans were of great interest to the
medical research team, as her implant had grown additional
connections within her occipital lobe, something that hadn’t
happened in any other Agent. This, Jenny assured her, made sense
due to how often Rachel relied on her scans as visual surrogates,
and her scans also explained why there were extra connections into
the parietal and temporal lobes. What didn’t make sense was how
Rachel’s parietal lobe was more active than in most other Agents,
and Jenny could go off for hours about how Mulcahy, Josh, and
Rachel had overdeveloped inferior parietal lobules. Rachel had been
assured it was all exceptionally fascinating.)

The two men were drenched in nerdspeak,
pointing at different aspects of the floating brain, both of them
cloaked within their own conversational colors of OACET green.
Well, Santino was deep in nerdspeak—Mako was scribbling on a
whiteboard, erasing the old text with the flat of his hand as he
went, and throwing the occasional carefully vocalized word into the
conversation. When Mako caught sight of her, he gestured
frantically for her to join them and opened a link.

“Either repeat exactly what I say to this
pigheaded partner of yours or get me a tablet with a good battery.
Mine’s dead.”

“No!” she said aloud. “This is not what I
meant when I told him I needed his brain.”

“We’ve figured out how to hook the chip
to the cerebrum! All that’s left is the foundational connections to
the—”

“I need your help.” She cut him off. “Both
of you.”

“We’re on the verge of a breakthrough!”
Santino was close to shouting.

“Cool. I’m on the verge of a breakdown.” She
waved at the air in front of her until Mako dismissed the illusory
brain. “I can’t figure out why Telford decided that he didn’t want
to play dead.”

“Oh.” Santino grabbed at a chair and sat,
the green falling out of his conversational colors as his
concentration shifted, the blues of police uniforms pushing
forward. “Shit…yeah. Explain.”

She ran through the events of the last two
hours, starting with when she woke up at The Black Eye, and checked
the time before finishing: “Telford is expecting me at that
McDonald’s in about five minutes. He’s probably heard that I’ve got
memory loss, but why take that chance?”

Mako looked between the two of them and made
a questioning grunt.

“He was free to do whatever he wanted,”
explained Santino. He had removed his glasses and was rubbing his
eyes. They may have allowed him to see the Agents’ projections, but
they also gave him an incredible headache. “And what he wanted to
do was draw out Rachel. Specifically Rachel, no one else.”

“Okay,” she said. “Why me?”

Santino didn’t even have to think about it.
“You actually spoke to him in person, so you could recognize him,”
he began, and continued to list off the reasons Telford might want
to go after her. “His sponsor is a tech billionaire who hates you
and might have told him to make sure you’re dead before he leaves
town.

“But it’s probably Occam’s razor,” he
finished. “Your scans are the absolute best in OACET. If he’s
planning another big explosion, you’re the one who’s most likely to
stop it.”

Mako made a small sound in affirmation and
muttered, “That,” through his teeth.

They began to work through the options of
what her scans could and should mean to someone like Telford, with
Mako jotting down the best ones on his whiteboard. She loved
whiteboards as the markers fluoresced at a rate that was easier for
her to perceive. Still difficult to read, yes, but easier, and
she’d take that small advantage. Also, Mako’s hands were coated in
the dust so when he gestured he looked slightly like an enormous
wizard casting spells, and that was pretty neat.

And then Josh arrived, sliding into Mako’s
lab with four protein shakes. Mako took his with a deep sigh.

“What happened at the McDonald’s?” she
asked.

“Nothing,” Josh replied. “Telford was a
no-show.”

“Did you trace Telford’s number?” Santino
caught himself and rephrased. “Sorry. What happened when you traced
his number?”

“That’s the weird part,” Josh said, leaning
against the plastic shell of a cold storage system. “It’s
gone.”

“Did he turn it off?” Santino asked.

“No. Phones leave…” Josh looked to Mako for
the right description.

A squeak of marker across the board, and
Mako held up a sign which read, “Electric residue. Trace presence
even when off.” He pointed to his cluttered desktop, a tablet with
a dead battery lying on top of a stack of paper journals.

Rachel shut her eyes and pinged the tablet
as lightly as she could. What came back was a whisper of a signal,
almost accessible but just beyond the limits of her senses, like
she was sharing a large house with someone ten rooms away and could
barely hear them messing about in the kitchen.

“I think I understand. It’s got just enough
power left to hum,” she said. “Did Telford take the battery out, or
smash the phone?”

“No, we’ve studied what those feel like.”
Josh turned to Santino, somewhat embarrassed. “I know we shouldn’t
anthropomorphize interactions with machines, but it’s convenient
shorthand.”

Santino had started fighting against the
sickly green of jealousy again. “Yeah,” he said. “Rachel says they
sing.”

Josh and Mako’s colors both shaded to a
purply-pink as they kept themselves from grinning. She crossed her
arms and pointed towards the tablet.

“Right,” Josh said. “Telford’s phone. No, I
traced his signal during the call. We didn’t want to risk going
out-of-body, since he’s got those glasses—” Santino’s colors went
red with anger at being reminded of Hanlon’s theft. “—so we kept
track of the phone and tried to form a visual confirmation through
local security cameras. You didn’t hear that,” he told Santino.

“I hear nothing illegal.”

“But we couldn’t make the visual,” Josh
finished.

“Didn’t or couldn’t?” Rachel asked.

“We…don’t know. And then the signal
vanished.”

“Fuck me,” Rachel muttered. She could think
of at least a dozen different reasons why a disappearing signal was
a problem. Between them, Santino and Mako could probably come up
with a hundred.

“Can I hear the call?” Santino asked, a very
reasonable question which set off an utterly embarrassing chain of
events in which neither a replacement tablet nor a charger for
Mako’s quasi-dead one could be found. Finally, Santino ran back
upstairs to get his phone from where it was charging in Zia’s
office, and the three Agents discussed the merits of installing
all-purpose charging stations throughout the building and otherwise
pretended this was a perfectly appropriate way to run the most
technologically advanced organization on the planet. Then, once all
was in order and Santino’s phone was propped on top of Mako’s
tablet, the recording went live.

“Hi. Hello? Is this Agent Peng?”

Hearing Telford with her ears instead of
through her implant was…different. It was still his voice, but it
didn’t match up with her memory of his voice. Whatever. Witness
testimony was notoriously inaccurate, and she was comparing a
memory to a recording. But as the call progressed, her attention
snagged on different aspects of Telford’s speech patterns. She kept
returning to Adrian, how he spoke with his own voice but his tone
and cadence had been, however briefly, Phil’s.

“There’s a McDonald’s on 12th and West
Maple—”

Her subconscious kicked her in the jaw.

“Play that again,” she said.

“There’s a McDonald’s on 12th and West
Maple. I’ll be there in an hour.”

Santino was staring at her. “What did you
catch?”

“I don’t know. It’s Telford’s voice but how
he speaks reminds me of someone else…” Rachel shook her head. “I
can’t get there.”

“Maybe…maybe it’s another Occam’s razor,” he
said. “Did Telford fake his own death, and then chose to come back
and try and trap Rachel, and then vanish again? Or…”

Her eyes went wide as she caught on. “Or
does someone who knows Telford is dead call me, and mimic his voice
for no other reason than to keep fucking with us?”

Santino nodded. “If you remembered what he
sounded like, you’d mobilize OACET to go after him, right? And if
you didn’t, you’d show up at the McDonald’s, get pissed, and then
waste your time to track down someone who is already extremely
dead.”

“Why would…?” Mako started to ask with
enormous effort, and then held up his whiteboard with double
question marks.

Santino shook his head. “Don’t know.”

“Great.” Rachel felt like punching the
entire world. “We’ve got to figure out if a dead man is actually
dead. Can we do the movie thing where you run the recording through
a computer program and find out who was really talking?”

Mako nodded, and the phone’s speakers kicked
on again. “Yes, but let me finish setting up Lulu’s new hardware
first. Bell and I will migrate her main programming over and put
her to work.”

“How long will that take?”

Mako pointed at the cardboard boxes, and
then at her.

“Fine, we’ll leave,” she sighed. “Do me a
favor? Let me tell Bell who Baggins was. Might have been. Could
maybe possibly have been—ugh.” Josh leaned over and started
rubbing her back. “Did you know the vast majority of our cases have
absolutely nothing to do with OACET? Nothing. They’re
incredible.”

“Yeah but those cases are boring,” Josh
said.

“Shut up and use your fingernails.”

“Yes, dear.”

They said goodbye to Mako and went to check
on the twins. Wyatt had arrived and was sitting in a chair by the
door to OACET’s on-site daycare, pretending to read a paper. The
daycare was run by a woman with a core of brushed copper who had
proven herself to be excellent with young children. Today, Lindy
and Henry had doubled the usual number of babies she had to mind,
and she effortlessly helped Rachel and Wyatt get them settled in
their stroller.

“Can’t wait until I get to take care of
these little beans full-time,” she said, cooing at Henry. His tiny
face knotted in fury and he started throwing hands.

Wyatt went ahead to clear the path, and
Rachel spun the carriage towards the front entrance where Santino
and Zia were waiting with his car. “Kids are a lot,” she said to
Josh.

“Remind me to get another vasectomy,” he
replied.

“I’d wondered.”

He shrugged. “I don’t want my hobby to cause
problems.”

“How is sex a hobby?”

He mimicked her tone perfectly: “How is golf
a hobby?”

Rachel glared up at him. She wanted to ask
if he was serious, but his colors were pure honest blues and reds,
with only a trace of purple aimed at Southwestern turquoise as he
laughed at her. Still running emotions, she turned back towards the
doors, and caught Santino racing up the front stairs, red with
alarm. Wyatt had a hand inside his coat on his gun, searching for
trouble.

“Shit,” Rachel said, as she waved Josh over
to take the stroller’s handles. She started running towards
Santino. He was on his phone; a quick ping told her that Zockinski
was on the other end. Her heart dropped—as soon as she was in
range, she asked, “Is Hill okay?”

“What? Yeah, he’s fine,” Santino said,
tapping his phone. “Talk to Zockinski.”

Rachel joined the call. “What?”

Zockinski greeted her with the ever-calming:
“Don’t freak out.”

“Try again.”

“Dr. Gillion.”

It was such a whiplash comment that it took
her a moment to process. Dr. Gillion, the neuro-ophthalmologist who
was using her to win the Nobel Prize for Medicine. And, yes, he was
also developing an adaptive device for the blind.

“Is he dead?” she asked, because if she had
spent all that time with him only for him to die when they were
nearly finished with the project, she’d find a way to bring him
back to life just to murder him.

“There’s a fire at his office,” Zockinski
replied. “An explosion. Looks like another one of Telford’s
traps.”
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Dr. Gillion was not dead, nor was he
interested in speaking to Rachel Peng or any other member of law
enforcement. What he wanted to do was go inside his office and
learn how badly his data had been compromised. Apparently it had
fallen upon Rachel to convince him that no trace of the inside of
his office remained.

“Do you see the hole?” she demanded,
pointing at the granite façade of his building. The third story was
all but gone, walls blown out and the roof mostly open to the sky.
Zockinski had understated the damage. It hadn’t been a fire, but
yet another voomp, this one large enough to crack the top of the
building open like an egg tapped from within by a spoon. At least
this fire had gone out quickly, as whatever Telford had used had
blown out the top floor of the building and scattered some flaming
debris, but that was the extent of the damage.

“I see it just fine,” he said, crossing his
arms. “And you?”

Santino grabbed her by both shoulders before
she could move. “Agent Peng,” he said quietly.

He was right; of course he was right.
Nothing good would come of responding to Gillion. Rachel stepped
away, furious. Her borrowed suit was about a half-size too small
across the back and around the waist, which she could ignore except
when yelling was required. She felt stifled and angry and that she
was done; her infinite well of cope had run dry.

“I’m going upstairs,” Gillion said.

She stepped out of his path without a word,
leaving his continued survival to God and the fire department, and
went to talk to Bradley instead. The bug-eyed security guard was
sitting on the rear step of an ambulance, gauze wrapped around his
head to hold the bandages in place. She scanned him to take stock:
moderate soft-tissue injuries, mostly at his temples, although the
diagnostic autoscript she had gotten from Jenny was extremely
chatty about four ribs and his left kidney.

“Hey,” she said quietly. “I know you’ve
already talked to the cops, but can you tell me what happened?
Why’d they rob Gillion?”

“They didn’t.” He nodded towards the jewelry
store on the bottom floor. “That’s where I work,” he said. “Not
upstairs.”

Rachel had always thought it was strange
that an eye doctor had security, but she’d assumed it was because
Gillion was universally hated by everyone he met. “He hired you to
come upstairs for difficult patients?”

“Just you.”

“Sensible,” she replied, shrugging. “How’d
you work that out with the jewelry store?”

“I had a friend come over and cover me for
those hours.”

“All right,” she said, throwing her scans
towards Gillion again. He was trying to shoulder past half a dozen
firefighters. She would have loved to watch it for the
entertainment value. Sadly, work beckoned. “What happened
today?”

“Three guys,” Bradley replied.

“They came into the jewelry store?”

“No, they went upstairs first. They came
into the store later.”

“Masks? No masks?”

“No masks,” he replied. “Street clothes. Not
suits, but nice pants, polo shirts. Looked like they belonged in
the building. Barely noticed them.”

Rachel walked him through the rest of the
interview. She had never actually spoken to Bradley without Gillion
present. He was pleasant enough, and had good attention to detail.
Even so, nothing had stood out to him about the three men. They had
gone upstairs in a group, and then two of the men came back down a
few minutes later. They had entered the jewelry store and browsed
politely until the third man joined them. The voomp! had rocked the
building, and that’s when the guns had come out. They had taken
down Bradley by slamming a gun into his temple and followed that
with a vicious smash-and-grab, absolute chaos, all the while
screaming at the store’s owner and the clerk to get on the floor.
He didn’t remember much of that, as one of the men kept beating
him, smashing him with fists and feet before kicking him in the
face and running out of the shop.

Santino arrived, uncertain oranges twisting
around his gut. “Rachel, got a second?”

“Be right back,” she told Bradley, who waved
her off and pressed an ice pack to his head. “What’s up?” she asked
her partner.

“No video,” he replied.

“In Gillion’s office?”

“That, and the jewelry store, and the
stairwell and elevator.” He gestured towards the street. “There’s
also no video record from any of the buildings with exterior-facing
cameras, not for the last hour.”

“What?” She backed up a step and threw her
scans up and down the street. She was no Josh, who could count
cameras like cards at the poker table, but this was a high-end
commercial district in downtown Washington D.C. Of course there
were cameras!

Except…

Cameras, especially closed-circuit video
cameras, had a very specific song. More of a hum, really, a
three-note rise with a rapid fall back to base. Loud, but not very
intelligent. Now that she was concentrating, there was none of that
noise within the local electronic cacophony. Cameras that uploaded
to the cloud were more complex and their songs were more
individualized, but she dipped her scans into the cheese store
across the way and found nothing. Considering that this
neighborhood could support a cheese store—an actual
brick-and-mortal store with an actual material footprint with
presumably no criminal activity to prop it up as a front, meaning
its owners managed to make rent by selling cheese—there
should have been cameras everywhere.

“Oh, I don’t like this at all,” she muttered
to him.

“I think Zockinski was wrong,” Santino said,
nodding to the older detective who was talking to several local
officers. “This wasn’t set up before Telford died, but they really
knew what they were doing.”

Rachel swore violently. “Let me borrow your
phone.”

She returned to the ambulance. The paramedic
was trying to talk Bradley into going to the hospital, and he was
resisting on the grounds of not wanting to pay for the trip, and
they were both searching various websites as they tried to learn if
his workplace insurance would cover it.

“Mind looking at some faces?” she asked
Bradley, as she handed him Santino’s phone. She had downloaded a
standard DCPD rogues’ gallery and had added Telford’s most recent
mugshot.

Bradley nodded and started flipping through
the images. When he got to Telford’s mugshot, he paused, different
colors weighing themselves against each other as he tried to make a
decision, but he eventually kept going.

“No, sorry,” he said, as he returned the
phone.

“Thanks for looking,” she said. That he had
paused on Telford’s photo at all felt like a gunshot to the
stomach. “Do you remember anything that could help us identify
them?”

“One of ’em smelled bad.”

Rachel’s stomach shrank. “Define ‘bad,’
please”

“I don’t know.” He shook his head, winced,
and reached for the ice pack. “Sour. Like wet towels.”

“Right, thanks,” she said, suddenly numb.
“Have them check out your ribs and kidneys when you get to the
hospital.”

He looked up at her, the yellow-orange of
concern deepening to a fiery reddish-orange. Bradley had sat in on
her sessions with Dr. Gillion—he hadn’t been told she was blind,
but he had seen first-hand what her scans could do. “Am I okay?” he
asked her quietly.

“I think so, but make them check your
kidneys before you get to the pissing blood stage.” She turned to
the paramedic. “Take him to the hospital. Tell anyone with
questions about payment or insurance to contact Agent Rachel Peng,
OACET.”

The paramedic nodded, and Bradley gave her a
grateful smile.

Once the ambulance was away, she looked to
the sky, counted to ten, and went to rescue the firefighters from
Dr. Gillion. He saw her coming and got ready to fight, furious reds
catching fire around Southwestern turquoise.

“Truce,” she said, peeling him off from the
firefighters. The man had the compassion of a dried walnut and she
was sure the only thing that kept him from intentionally outing her
were HIPAA restrictions. If they really got into it right here on
the street, he’d accidentally weaponize her private information for
the sake of a really good zinger. “I want to focus on the bigger
picture.”

“All of my research,” he moaned. “I’ll have
to rebuild it.”

“I agree, it’s a tragedy,” she said,
completely sincere about not wanting to repeat the time she had
spent in his presence. “Do you have backups?”

He waved off her question. “Ask that friend
of yours. He set it up.”

A quick plummet of emotion—was this
something else Telford had done?—and then she saw the woolly
charcoal gray in his surface colors and realized that, no, this was
a different kind of awful. “Agent Jason Atran?” she asked.

“Yes, Jason. He calls his computer
Lulu.”

Rachel should have guessed: Jason had driven
her to appointments a few times, and had got to talking with the
doctor. She stuck her cast beneath her good arm and grabbed her
elbow as protection from herself, a reluctant admission that
punching him was a bad idea. “Agent Atran passed away a few days
ago.”

Gillion’s conversational colors flashed
white in brief shock, then moved briefly towards the sickly salmon
of self-pity before he got himself under control. “I’m sorry for
your loss,” he said, pushing himself to focus on the wine red of
sympathy and bright OACET green. “When’s the service? I’d like to
send flowers.”

“I…I don’t actually know,” she said, shocked
at both him and herself. Such a basic question, and she couldn’t
answer it. “I’ve been working to catch the man who killed him.”

“Oh,” he said, as gray reality settled over
him, threaded into the rosy colors of tempered sympathy. “Yes, I
heard about that. I didn’t realize it had been Agent Atran.”

“And Agent Netz, but I don’t think you’ve
met him.” They fell into the awkward silence of forcing themselves
to be polite, or at least not be outwardly rude, so she pushed on.
“Would you like me to follow up with Lulu about your research?”

He nodded, almost frantic. “Years of work,
lost, all gone…”

“We’ll figure it out,” she assured him.
“While I do that, could you tell me your side of what happened
here?”

Unlike Bradley, Gillion hadn’t been on-site
at the time. His office was closed on Wednesdays—Oh, hey, I
guess it’s Wednesday—and he had gotten a notification from his
security service that his office door had opened…and that he was
the one who had opened it.

“It’s a default setting,” he said, mildly
embarrassed. “Every time someone uses their access code outside of
office hours, I get a notification. I’ve never bothered to turn it
off for myself.”

“This is helpful,” she said. “Do you know
who else has your personal code?”

“No one,” he told her; his colors said this
was his own truth. She extracted a promise to get copies of any
video footage salvaged by his security service, and left him to his
moping.

“So,” she said to Zockinski. “What really
happened?”

“Fire departments are on notice to contact
me and Hill about any unusual fires,” he said. “This one counts.
Look,” he said, pointing towards the building. “What do you
see?”

It was a challenge to not get up in
Zockinski’s face for that double header, but he honestly wasn’t
thinking about word choice. She turned her scans towards the
building. Her instinctive response was, “A giant smoking hole where
the third floor used to be,” but the detective had been serious so
she actually took the time to consider the question.

And realized she didn’t actually know what
she was looking at.

“Been learning about explosions,” Zockinski
said. “Too much about them, if you ask me. I think this was a
chemical explosion with a moderate blast wave.”

Rachel nodded. Afghanistan was almost nine
years and half a world away, but she remembered basic ordinance
training. High-order explosives came with a supersonic pressure
wave, while low-order explosives didn’t. It was supposed to be
impossible to craft a tiny sonic boom, but as Zockinski apparently
hadn’t gotten that far in the reading, he was shoring up her own
half-assed conclusions.

“The blast wave did the damage, but the
explosion itself burned out as quickly as it started. It was as
if…” Zockinski looked up towards the third floor again, searching
for a good description. “Like his office was nuked from within but
then the explosion just…stopped. It was exactly as big as it needed
to be.”

“How?”

“I don’t know.” Zockinski shook his head and
pointed towards the fire department. “Neither do they.”

“Phil would know exactly what caused this,”
Rachel muttered to herself.

Zockinski heard her and put a hand on her
shoulder. She looked up, surprised. “I know,” he said, gray with
sorrow even as his voice maintained his usual no-nonsense
assurance. “I miss him, too.”

Oh, she would not tear up in front of
him! “Do you know if there’s a service?” she asked, all
business.

“Week from tomorrow,” he replied,
yellow-orange surprise appearing. “You guys booked the National
Cathedral.”

“Good,” she said, meaning it. Holding their
memorial service in a place as ostentatious as the National
Cathedral would have satisfied Jason and amused the heck out of
Phil.

“Want to get a beer after this?” Zockinski
asked. Southwestern turquoise was wrapped up within a sympathetic
wine red.

For the first time, she wanted Mulcahy’s
ability to flip an emotional switch and drop into robot mode. Well,
no, not really. What she wanted was to focus on the goal. She was
terrified of going back to that dark place she had escaped only by
staring at the sun, but she could not do her job and deal
with these constant overwhelming stupid feelings at the
same goddamned time!

She swallowed twice before she made herself
say, “When all of this is over, okay?” and very quickly added,
“Where’s Hill, anyhow?”

“A shooting. We all know the guy so Hill
went over with the detective on duty,” he said, as happy to change
the subject as she was. “I figured you’d want to fight with Gillion
instead of clean up after that journalist.”

“Journalist?” she asked, with the sinking
feeling that she already knew.

“Yeah, you know, that prick who works with
Hanlon—” he started to say, but Rachel was off and running towards
Santino’s car.

For the second time that afternoon, they
arrived at the aftermath of a crime scene. Hill was standing off to
the side and chatting with several uniformed cops. When he noticed
them, he waved himself off from the officers to join Rachel and
Santino.

“He’ll live,” he said, and gave them the
short version. Dunstan had been shot while waiting in front of his
apartment building for his grocery order to be delivered. The
doorman’s story was that the gunman had walked up, put two bullets
in Dunstan, and left, all polish and no slop. The shooter hadn’t
intended to kill the journalist, either, with a fast grab from
behind, two rounds into the meat just below Dunstan’s left shoulder
blade, and moseying off while the horrified doorman flailed.

“What about the gunman?” Santino asked,
glancing down the street as if the villain might reappear.

“They’re having problems with the cameras,”
he said. “All of them.”

“Don’t look at me,” Rachel said, only
half-joking. She had spent an idle press conference here and there
daydreaming about putting a couple of well-placed bullets into
Dunstan herself. She would have aimed a little higher, but que
sera, sera. “This guy is on OACET’s Do Not Touch list. Taking
him out would cause more problems than it’s worth.”

The doorman, almost out of earshot, showed a
sharp jump in his conversational colors.

“Laugh,” she whispered to the guys, and they
chuckled and punched her good arm like the idea of shooting a
constant problem would never cross any Agent’s mind! The doorman’s
colors fluttered and fell back into the churning orange anxiety of
a person on the edge of a panic attack. This lasted until a rider
appeared on an ancient ten-speed bicycle, packages overflowing the
front basket, and told the doorman that she had a delivery for
Dunstan. The doorman’s colors blanched in panic.

“You’re up,” Santino said, and Rachel
intercepted the grocery bags with a wave and a promise to scan them
to make sure that the shooter had been a solo act.

“Nothing’s in here but kitten chow, a litter
box, and…aw, fuck, I forgot.” Rachel sighed and turned to the
doorman. “There’s a kitten upstairs. Can we…” She paused, not
knowing how long Dunstan would be in the hospital. Putting a bowl
of kibble out might not be enough. “Can we go get it? Dunstan knows
how to reach me when he wants it back.”

The doorman looked at the nearest officer,
who gestured for Rachel and the others to head inside. Hill, who
had brightened quite noticeably at the mention of a kitten, led the
way up to Dunstan’s condo.

“No one’s checked up here?” Santino
asked.

Hill used the doorman’s key to let them
inside. “He got shot on the street.”

“But…clues!”

Hill laughed. “Man, everyone knows why he
got ventilated. They told me on the initial call that he came from
a meeting with Josh Glassman.”

Rachel was mildly grumpy that she had been
wiped right out of that equation, but Josh was, professionally
speaking, the most obvious cyborg in the world and she didn’t have
the right to complain about how good he was at his job. Instead,
she said, “I’m surprised the doorman let me come up here.”

Hill shrugged.

“Animal lover?” guessed Santino.

The animal in question had decided it was
done with people for the day. Rachel had to scan the entire
apartment, inch by inch, to locate the kitten. “Oh, lord,” she said
when she finally found it. “The thing’s crawled inside the kitchen
cabinets.”

“I got it,” Santino said, and then
discovered that the kitten had found a gap between the cabinet
kickplate and the wallboard so it could take a nap behind the
backsplash. Rachel ran downstairs to explain the delay to the
doorman and buy a can of tuna at the local bodega. Then she let the
two men play snatch-a-mole with a kitten which was not as hungry as
it was exhausted while she snuck off to explore Dunstan’s
condo.

The condo was sleek and modern, and reeked
of money. Dunstan had gotten a few book deals, but Rachel was sure
quite a lot of the expensive luxury items could be traced back to
Hanlon’s patronage. No one in their early forties, especially
someone who had recently gotten divorced, chose to have walls
covered in massive oil paintings. Like black spots, oil paintings
appeared with age.

“Are you snooping?” Santino shouted.

“Of course not!” she replied, as she hastily
dropped the pile of Dunstan’s mail back on the hutch and scurried
out of her partner’s line of sight. Of course she was snooping: it
wasn’t like she got this kind of opportunity every day, and her
scans could only tell her so much. Walking around Dunstan’s
personal space, poking at the flotsam and jetsam of his life, was a
chance that no cyborg detective worth her implants would pass
up.

Except…

Rachel paused in the bathroom doorway as she
realized that maybe she wasn’t being as careful as she should be. A
couple of years ago, if she had given the chance to walk around
Dunstan’s personal space, she’d have approached it like being
forced to orally pleasure a bear trap. Maybe walking around without
any sense of accountability wasn’t the smartest approach.

She shut her eyes and listened to the
digital tapestry around her. No monitoring devices sang, just the
standard clattering mess of everything from app-controlled LED
lighting to a smart fridge.

Go deeper, she reminded herself.
Digital isn’t the only format.

Analog devices were old-school, but if they
were powered by electricity, she could still hear them. And Mako
had recently gotten into clockwork toys, which jittered when poorly
made and purred when he got done tuning them. If she was going to
roll around in Dunstan’s personal life à la a hog in a
waller, she might as well take the time to ensure that there wasn’t
an ancient closed-circuit system, perhaps powered by small hamsters
on a wheel, recording her from the coat closet.

She flipped frequencies, listening,
looking…feeling. Nothing stood out except a slow drip in the wall
behind Dunstan’s guest bathroom shower which hadn’t yet started to
bleed down to the next floor.

Right—all clear and back to business! Her
scans had shown her the grand prize was two rooms down the wide
hallway. The door to Dunstan’s private office was already open and
she walked right in, cackling softly in cartoonish
anticipation.

“That’s illegal,” Hill said from behind
her.

“I thought I heard another kitten in here,”
she said absently as she pulled her jacket sleeve over her hand and
gently nudged at the heap of papers on Dunstan’s desk.

“Strange, I smelled pot,” he replied, as he
came over to help her search.

“Cannabis is legal now.”

“I’m old and set in my ways. What are you
looking for?”

She nudged aside a coffee cup and forced
herself to look at the squiggly writing on the papers hidden
underneath it. “Dunstan was researching Telford. It’s his recent
project so his notes should be in the upper strata.”

He nodded, pulled a pair of latex gloves out
of his pocket, and started skimming text. Rachel was making slower
progress when Hill suddenly hissed.

She turned. “What?”

Hill paused, and then warned, “Don’t lose
your shit.” He pointed towards a few scraps of paper.

Rachel flipped on the emotional frequency.
Hill bloomed in anxious oranges, angry reds, and her own Southwest
turquoise. “Fuck,” she muttered; whatever he had found would
certainly make her lose her shit. She pushed ahead and found a
bunch of pages from a tiny notebook, the shredded tabs at the top
proof that these had been torn from a spiral ring binding. She had
no idea why Hill thought this would freak her out, so she switched
frequencies again and forced herself to work through the text.

It was illegible chicken scratches,
completely unreadable. She almost didn’t recognize it until she
spotted the doodle of a pie cut into slices.

“What—” she started, and dove into her purse
to find her own notebook. “Are those mine?!”

Hill nodded. “Your handwriting
is…distinctive”

Rachel dropped the notebook on the desk,
blinking, knowing exactly what she was looking at and unable to
comprehend how it was possible. “How did…” she started, before she
snatched up the pages and stuffed them in her purse.

“Peng, put ’em back.”

She nearly lit into him, snarling mad, but
managed to walk herself back from the edge. “You’re right,” she
said, as calmly as she could, and threw the pages back onto the
desk. Hill took out his phone and snapped photos of each page,
front and back, and then carefully tucked them into their original
position in the stack of papers.

“That’s not how I read,” she said
quietly.

“I know. I’ll trace them for you,” he told
her, and thumped her lightly on the back. “I gotcha. Keep
looking.”

Right, right, the golden opportunity of
Dunstan’s personal office. Rachel gritted her teeth, tugged her
sleeve back over her hand, and plunged into the mess one more time.
A few minutes later, she finally hit paydirt. A short list of
names: Jeff Mackinac, Muriel Norton, Art Silberman, Dale Laborer.
Ed Hudson.

Mackinac was the guy who had been murdered
in the fire at his repair shop, and Silberman was the one who made
creepy OACET fanboy videos. Norton ran a gaming store which had
gone up like the other two, although no one had been hurt. The
other two…

“Hill,” she said, tapping the list with her
cast.

He read it, then stepped away to bang out a
text on his phone. “Zockinski says a guy named Laborer lost his
shop to a fire a few months ago, but we couldn’t find an OACET
connection.”

“What was his shop?”

“Sneaker resale.”

She snorted. “We got some collectors but
nobody’s nutty enough to burn down a building.”

“That’s what we thought. Made some phone
calls, got nowhere, let it go.”

“Yeah…” murmured Rachel as she jotted down
Laborer’s name in her battered case notebook. “Time to take another
look. And Ed Hudson?”

“No idea. Hey,” Hill brightened as he lifted
papers from the printer. “Emails from Schaake.”

“Who’s what now?”

“Shit, I keep forgetting about the memory
loss.”

“Me, too,” she said honestly. “Who’s
Schaake?”

“Sandra Schaake used to be lab partners with
Telford at Belarus Common Use…uh…his old employer,” Hill clarified.
“She won’t get back to me or Zockinski. Looks like Dunstan was a
safe target for venting.”

Rachel made a little noise of glee.
“Gimme!”

Hill began reading aloud. The structure of
the email was consistent with those sent by normal people who found
that their formerly normal-seeming associate was actually some
variety of criminal. It began with a solid paragraph of personal
and professional butt-covering, and closed with a plea to reach out
so they could be of additional assistance. In the middle of the
confessional sandwich were a meaty few paragraphs about Telford’s
habits and interests—again, Schaake stressed that these were those
she observed in the workplace setting, as she had never ever ever
socialized with Telford, not ever!—which were pure detective
gold.

“Our work was exclusively tailored to ensure
safe transport of hazardous chemical agents,” Hill read to her.
“Telford worked with compressed gasses to reduce shipping weight of
transport cylinders without compromising safety. During the
eighteen months we worked together, he tested the viability of
different materials for stability, volatility, and especially
conductivity. I’ve attached documentation of numerous experiments
in which Telford’s lightweight cylinders met minimum safety
standards for all criteria except conductivity.

“In fact…” Hill paused for effect before he
read on. “Telford seemed focused on increasing conductivity. He
justified this as stress testing but—” He stopped reading aloud and
started skimming the text. “Seems like Telford was trying to find
storage methods that would rupture and cause miniature explosions
when hit with a mild electrical charge. She notes the military was
interested in his work after he disappeared.”

“That empty soda can…” Rachel mused. “In the
storage facility, there was an empty can leaning against the metal
guide rails for the garage door.”

Santino finally appeared, holding a canvas
shopping bag tied loosely by its own handles. A hellish meager
wailing rose from the air hole, and every few seconds a paw shot
out and tried to gain purchase on Santino’s skin. “All of this is
illegal,” he said as he held the bag out to Rachel.

“We know,” she said, as she dropped the bag
into her oversized purse so the clasp could get mauled instead of
her flesh. “Now ask us about Sandra Schaake.”

His colors, which had been a sour orange
covered in thin red scratch marks, brightened. “The other chemical
engineer?”

Hill nodded and placed the printouts on top
of Dunstan’s desk. Santino’s eyes moved across the text with
infuriating ease, and then he glanced at the clock on his phone as
he took photos of the emails. Then, the three of them spent a few
moments tidying up to put the office back to how they had found it.
They all filed downstairs to show off the kitten to the doorman,
and broke off to go to their separate cars with promises to check
in later.

In the privacy of Santino’s tiny hybrid,
Rachel told her partner about the fire at Laborer’s place and how
Dunstan had categorized it as one of Telford’s bombings. He nodded,
and then recited off the rest of Schaake’s emails from memory.

“That soda can in the garage,” he finished.
“Are you sure it was empty?”

“Let me check.” She called up the memory of
her scans and went through them, hoping she had given the can more
than a passing thought. No, she had thought nothing of it; she had
been focused more on the layers of pesticides pumped into the unit
to uphold America’s concept of sanitation. “There was no liquid
inside.”

“That doesn’t mean it was empty.”

“Yeah.” She tried to pause her own memory on
a scan of the soda can, but it merrily bumped along. “I didn’t have
any frequencies rolling to detect gasses, and I can’t tell if the
top was open or closed. I thought it was empty and moved on without
getting more details.”

“Was it painted with a logo?”

“What did I just say?” she heard
herself snap, and then pressed her face into her good hand. “God,
sorry.”

“It’s all right.”

Rachel took a few moments to get her temper
under control, and then said, “I told you about the tape recorder?
Old analog recorder in the middle of the empty room, with a note on
top?”

“Yeah, the too-obvious trap.”

The possibilities bounced around her head
like a rubber ball. “Let’s say there’s a chance that someone from
OACET might learn you once had a storage unit, and you know there
are people in OACET who can see through walls. So you go with the
magician’s trick of misdirection—look at my garage sale tape
recorder and not my discarded trash.”

Santino tapped his wedding ring against the
steering wheel, thinking aloud. “If you were a sick asshole who was
going to set up a bomb that’d kill the next person to open that
unit anyhow?” He nodded. “Yeah. It’d also work on a bomb squad
who’d drill through the door to check out the unit with a remote
camera before they tried to cut the lock.”

She slammed her left hand against her eyes,
pressure migraine mounting. The canvas bag in her purse let out
another pitiful yowl, and she sighed and tried to stroke the kitten
through multiple layers of leather and fabric. “Except I saw that
note and decided no, no, we are running the fuck away, so we didn’t
fall for it. Made me more cautious, actually. I would’ve charged in
there without it.”

“Then he stepped on his own dick. Remember
in Schaake’s emails, the bits about how Telford likes to screw with
people?”

Right. Schaake had dedicated an entire line
to Telford’s ass-backward approach to social networking, writing
how Telford “…enjoyed making people uncomfortable, even scared, and
in our line of work he had ample opportunity to do so.” Schaake had
implied that if Telford hadn’t had an influential friend pulling
strings at the company, he would have been let go almost as soon as
he was hired.

Rachel poked at a stray thought. “So we’re
sure Telford’s using compressed gas? I didn’t think gas was a type
of high-order explosive.”

“What else could be in that canister? You
said it looked empty.”

“I have no idea. I wish I could talk to
Phil…” she began, pausing as a truly weird thought came to her.
“You okay taking this savage beast back to Josh without me? I think
I need to take a nap.”
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Her house was silent. Blessedly—certainly
temporarily, but blessedly nonetheless—silent. A quick scan of the
house had Zia asleep in the guest bedroom and the babies asleep in
their cribs, with Wyatt keeping watch on the back porch. Rachel
scurried up the stairs on all fours to spread out her weight and
stay as quiet as possible, and snuck into her own bedroom. Becca
had changed out the cheap flipper-grade doorknobs for extremely
sturdy brass antiques, and she shut the door without a single click
or squeak.

Someone had taken the time to freshen up the
bed, give the sheets a wash and fluff the pillows. Becca? Maybe
Bell, or Zia?

Jesus. Maybe it had been Wyatt.

Rachel flopped down on the floor, flipped
off her implant, and almost instantly fell asleep. She came to in
the dream of the impossible hillside, fawns and rabbits peacefully
playing together. Face turned towards the crystal sky, she drank in
the sunshine.

“Where’ve you been?” Phil asked.

She opened her eyes. Phil was there, but so
was Jason…in a way. Phil was solid, real, a substantial person.
Jason was shaped in an eerie blue light, as wispy as mist.

“Jason,” she gasped. She didn’t care if it
was a dream—she launched to her feet to hug him. He came apart in
her arms but reformed after she passed through him.

“Eeeeew.” She shook herself, rubbing the
strangeness out of her skin. Touching Jason had felt like a goose
walking over her grave.

“I’m still here,” Phil explained. “Jason’s
already fully on the other side, but he thinks that since I left
such a big piece of myself in you, I’m a…?”

When he spoke, Jason’s voice was as
insubstantial as the rest of him, but it was definitely him in all
his semi-repentant assholianism. “A conduit for my energy,” he said
to Phil. “You’re my soul’s antenna.”

“Oh, you’re still using antennas in the
afterlife?” Rachel said, settling herself on the grass. “How
quaint.”

“Thought you’d appreciate an analogy you’d
understand,” Jason said, and she laughed, half-hoping this was
real, but mostly proud of her subconscious for giving her such
accurate representations of her brothers.

“Okay, boys,” she said, and pointed to Phil.
“Down to business. I’ve got a vicious bug up my butt about
Telford’s bombs and I need you to tell me what I’m missing.”

“Hit me,” he replied, sitting in front of
her. Jason took his usual place to their side, the three of them
making their usual imperfect circle.

She was too happy to burst into tears.

“We’ve made some progress on learning how
Telford’s bombs work,” she told them, and went into a lengthy
description of his experiments with cylinders which were stable
enough to move but could be easily ignited with a charge.

“That’s not too unique,” Phil replied. A
bunny hopped into his lap and gave Rachel a stern glare. “That’s
kind of basic when you’re working with gas, actually.”

“Yeah, but he’s using a gaseous compound
which ignites with a minor electrical charge and can create an
explosion big enough to damage an exterior wall built to survive a
hurricane zone…not to mention throw two hundred pounds after
traveling fifteen meters…and then it had to travel around a corner
before it reached Rachel…but is still limited by the volume of an
eight-ounce can.” Jason had found a stick and was holding it in his
seemingly insubstantial hand as he roughed out figures in the dark
earth. He looked up at Rachel. “Unless the entire storage unit was
filled with gas?”

She shook her head. “Open-air tops. Thick
wire mesh to keep thieves out, but no actual ceilings on individual
units.”

“That’s a pressure wave, then,” Phil
said.

“We’re pretty sure it’s a sonic wave, but
can you get that from a gas?” she asked.

“Yeah, you can, but it’s all math,” Jason
answered in best his hedging-his-bets tone. “You model a detonation
based on its component factors. In this case, a homogeneous gas in
a non-porous container with a very small total volume.”

“And it’s semi-stable,” added Phil. “A
storage facility with multiple floors, and Telford’s unit was next
to a traffic corridor? That door must’ve been bumped at least a
couple of times and it never set off the gas. Sorry, Penguin. I
don’t know what Telford invented. Based on what’s on the market
today, I’d swear it’s not mathematically possible.”

“What about you?” she said to Jason.
“There’s mathematically possible, and then there’s
kaboom-enthusiast possible. My money’s on those weirdoes and
Telford’s their king. What if he’s invented a totally new way to
blow shit up?”

Jason tossed the stick into the grass. “You
want to know what’s strange about our implants?”

Rachel threw up her hands with a groan and
flopped backwards to lie in the grass.

“You asked,” he said, annoyed.

“Fiiiiiine.”

“Technology doesn’t just appear. It’s a
process which builds upon itself, a puzzle that gets put together
as we develop sequential steps. You can envision the final image
based on the pieces you have, so the end result is almost always
predictable. But that’s not what happened with our implants. Hanlon
pulled the data which he used to build them out of thin air.”

“Or stole them from someone who had done the
work,” she muttered.

“Show me a tech billionaire who isn’t also a
felon,” Jason replied sharply. “My point is that our implants
should be impossible today, let alone when Hanlon developed the
tech twelve years ago. It’s why recreating them has been so
difficult.”

“So if he’s bankrolling Telford, then they
could have made something new,” Rachel said.

“Money shatters barriers,” Phil said
cheerily. “Of course, there’s always the alternative—a simple
two-part compound.”

Jason raised his eyebrows. “Oh, that’d
work!”

“Was there anything in that storage unit
beside the tape recorder?” Phil asked her. “Anything at all. Could
have been liquid, a dense gas, a solid—”

“Telford could have replaced the door’s
guide rail with a polymer-bonded explosive!” Jason was wearing his
best you-can’t-tell-when-I’m-making-shit-up grin.


Rachel churned through her memory of that
storage unit again, and then, as if her subconscious thought she
needed an assist, a mason jar full of glittering reddish-gold sand
popped up.

“Dust,” she said quietly. “The unit was full
of dust. I thought it was chemical controls, but…” She looked up at
them. “Josh and Mulcahy found crystalline high-energy explosives in
Telford’s lair.”

Phil and Jason looked at each other. “There
you go,” Jason said, something like awe in his wispy voice.

“Yeah.” Phil stroked the rabbit’s ears
thoughtfully. “Wow. Okay, we’ve been overthinking this. The trick
is the canister, not the contents. He figured out a way to make a
new kind of conducive cylindrical detonator, filled it with a gas
powerful enough to act as a primary explosive, and filled the unit
itself with a low-sensitivity high-energy compound to act as the
secondary. Everything would be nice and stable until the cylinder
was exposed to a predictable trigger.”

Rachel was reminded again of Telford’s lair,
the common electric match lying next to the jars of rare
explosives, and the evidence of a small explosion at the rear of
Mackinac’s store. “This sounds right…” she allowed. “And that
trigger could be changed out based on the type of explosion Telford
wanted to make. God, I love having you guys in my dreams!
Want to solve the problem of Telford’s faked-not-faked death?”

“What?” asked Jason, nose wrinkling, and she
explained how Telford might still be walking around, and how if
this were true, there was a spare corpse in the pathologist’s
office which matched Telford’s medical records.

They worked through some possibilities, but
none of them punched her in her detective’s sweet spot beyond their
take on the phone call designed to lure her over to that
McDonald’s—Phil believed that Telford was actually dead and Hanlon
had been the one to make the call, using digital alteration to
change his voice and sound like the dead bomber. This would allow
him to sign his work in such a way that would let OACET know he was
responsible but would also be impossible to prove in any way that
had legal consequences. The three of them agreed that, yes, this
was extremely probable as Hanlon was a serious jerk.

As for whether or not Telford was actually
dead, Phil’s explanation was the best: “It’d be harder to survive
that explosion than to fake his death. By a lot.”

There was no time on the impossible
hillside, but the day felt as if it was getting late, so she
stretched and said, “All right, my brain brothers, I’ve got to get
back to avenging your murders. I’ll see you the next time I need a
nap.”

The two men exchanged another look.

“What?” she asked.

“I won’t be coming back,” Jason said, as he
reached over and took Phil’s hand in his. “And Phil needs to come
with me.”

The lovely sense of peace she had found
collapsed in on her, a scaffolding she had constructed over her
grief breaking apart. “No,” she said, a weak protest as she
couldn’t find the energy for anything stronger, her misery eating
it up so it could rise anew like a shoddy discount phoenix.

“This isn’t our world anymore,” Phil said
gently, cupping her chin with his other hand. There was none of the
link in his touch, only Phil, and Jason beside him. “We’ll be okay,
Penguin. We love you and the others.”

“And tell Bell we love her,” Jason said.
“We’ll be there when she and Santino join the link.”

“In spirit,” clarified Phil, and then
laughed. “Actually, no, not if we’ve got to move on. But she’s
always in our hearts.”

Rachel was crying, big ugly tears running
down her face. A cruel notion moved within her, that this was
taking place in her own mind and she could force them to stay here,
forever, like Mulcahy forced himself to wall away his own
feelings.

No, she swore to herself. Never.
Not even in a dream.

“You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do,”
she said, wincing at the platitude, unable to think of anything
better.

“We wanted to say goodbye,” Jason said.

“And…?” Phil elbowed him.

Jason rolled his eyes. “Come on, she already
knows it wasn’t her fault.”

“Does she, though?” Phil pulled Rachel into
a hug.

“It was my fault,” she sobbed,
breaking, as she pressed her face against his chest. She’d figured
that much out, that her emotions would get in the way of solving
their murders and the most dangerous memories had fucked off in the
meantime so she could focus on her work. She could always work
while furious; she couldn’t work while drowning in guilt and
misery. The wall had gone up to protect her from herself—the wall
had gone up because it had been her fault.

“It wasn’t.” Jason pressed himself as close
as his illusion of a body would allow. “You know I’d hold it
against you forever if it was.”

That was so true she couldn’t help but
laugh. “This dream sucks.”

“No, it’s good! Look,” Phil said, and as
just this once she actually could, she did. He lifted Jason’s hand
in his own. “Can you imagine how awful it was going to be for the
first one of us to die? No link, all alone? But Jason and I got to
go together.”

“I mean, we’d both rather still be alive,”
Jason said. When Phil pretended to bite his hand, he sighed. “He’s
right, though. Death gets us all, and whoever goes next won’t be
alone on the other side of the dark.”

“And one day, there’ll come a tipping point,
with more of us dead than alive,” Phil said. “And after that,
there’ll be just one of us originals left, with the rest of us
waiting to welcome them home.”

“What about the others?” she asked,
wondering aloud about the final fate of those proto-Agents who had
died during their lost five years.

Phil glanced quizzically at Jason, who said
quietly, “They’re here. They’re still…healing.”

“Oh, God,” she whispered at the idea of a
nightmare that even dying wouldn’t end.

“We’ll help them,” Phil assured her. “You
know how hard it is come out of it when you don’t have
support.”

“Great, we get to spend eternity as
psychotherapists,” Jason moaned.

“Don’t be a dick,” Rachel snapped, the words
familiar, and he grinned at her for taking the bait. She licked her
finger and marked their imaginary board in his favor.

Phil hugged her again. “We’ll miss you so
much.”

“You can’t come back?” she asked, hating the
whine in her voice.

Again, Phil looked to Jason. “I’m not sure,”
Jason replied. “Technically, we shouldn’t be here now. The dead are
unclear on how Agents’ souls move between worlds. They haven’t
experienced anything like OACET before.”

“All right, that’s bullshit,” Rachel said,
feeling slightly better now that she had confirmation this was all
just a dream. Manifestation of souls within the subconscious?
Hogwash. Mighty hogwash! Squeaky clean pigs all around. She
reached out to give Phil one last hug. “But I’m glad I gave myself
a chance to say goodbye, and…and I’m so sorry I killed you.”

“No.” Phil shook his head as he hugged her
back. “You might always have survivor’s guilt, but don’t feel
guilty about killing us. You didn’t.”

Jason nodded. “He’s right.”

“Sure,” she said, lying. There was no way
she would accept absolution from a dream. That’s not how penance
worked.

“Aw, Penguin,” Phil said softly.

Rachel gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek
and pushed herself away.

“Is there a service?” Jason asked.

She made herself smile at him. “The National
Cathedral.”

He smiled back at her like a satisfied cat.
“Perfect.”

“Love you guys,” she told them, and then
shut her eyes so she wouldn’t know when they disappeared.

The irony was not lost on her.

Becca found her curled up in a ball on the
floor of their bedroom, crying softly with her implant off so no
one would feel her misery. She pulled Rachel onto her lap and held
her, not talking, sometimes brushing Rachel’s short hair away from
her eyes but mostly just holding her close. When Rachel had finally
cried herself out and managed to sit up, they sat beside each other
in silence with the bed as a backrest.

“I really liked Phil,” Becca said
quietly.

Rachel nodded and dried her face on her
shirt.

Becca paused, as if deciding whether or not
to say something. She went for it: “Jason had such a nice
butt.”

Rachel laughed and immediately started
crying again.

“Grief is the worst,” Becca said, tugging on
Rachel’s sleeve until they were lying on the floor. Her girlfriend
wrapped herself around Rachel, big spoon to her little spoon,
whispering against her neck. “It makes us useless. It’s pain
without the excuse to rest.”

Rachel nodded, the slight tug of anger at
being called useless vanishing when she realized Becca was talking
about herself.

“Thanks for taking care of me,” she
mumbled.

“I made the bed,” Becca told her. “Clean
sheets and everything. Want to get off the floor?”

Rachel shook her head.

“Okay,” Becca said.

“Are you okay?” Rachel asked,
belatedly realizing that no, her girlfriend was willing to cuddle
and nap on the ground instead of coaxing her to move three vertical
feet into a comfortable piece of furniture expressly designed for
that purpose, and that meant, at the minimum, she was most
certainly not doing okay.

After a very long moment, Becca said, “You
nearly died twice, and I’m trying very hard to not get angry.”

Rachel flipped on her implant and squirmed
around so she could look at Becca’s face. Her girlfriend was
crying, too, silent tears falling onto the bedroom rug. She rolled
over and gathered Becca to her. “Hey,” Rachel assured her, taking
the tears from Becca’s face with the backs of her fingers. “Hey,
I’m okay.”

“I know,” Becca said with a small smile.
“Anger is the second worst—sometimes it’s a totally irrational
emotion.”

“You can let yourself feel what you need to
feel.”

“Oh, no,” Becca chuckled. “You don’t want
that right now.” She kissed the tip of Rachel’s nose. “This is all
about you until you’re on the way to healing, but after that we are
going to have the biggest fight. Huge. Block off at least a week in
your calendar.”

“Can you give me a preview?” Rachel was
using the same frequencies as when she applied her makeup, and she
had rarely spent time this close to Becca’s face while
just…existing. God, her girlfriend was gorgeous.

“No,” Becca said, smiling. “If you want the
full fight experience, you have to be at least one month away from
walking out of the latest explosion.”

“Technically, I was carried out of that last
one.”

Becca’s eyes went wide with feigned fury,
and Rachel kissed her. Becca froze, and then wrapped her fingers in
Rachel’s hair as she kissed her back. They found themselves within
the liminal space between making love and animal sex, that rare
balancing point occupied only by perfect strangers in search of
escape or longtime partners who didn’t want to shatter the moment.
Rachel let herself feel but not think, a knot of Becca’s shirt
tight between her teeth to keep her from biting Becca’s neck, the
two of them using each other to pull themselves back into the
world.

After, they showered, mostly so they could
keep touching each other, using soap, fluffy washcloths, and the
light caress of fingernails to ground them in the here and now.
Then, once they were at last clean and safe in bed, Rachel asked,
“Why’d you come home early?”

Becca snuggled up tight against Rachel’s
back, one arm snug between her breasts and looped over her shoulder
in the world’s most darling wrestling hold. “Josh called me. He
said you had told him about some new bomb stuff, but you were
miserable and he didn’t know why.”

Rachel gave a very slight nod so she
wouldn’t dislodge her girlfriend. After she had woken up from the
dream of the mountain paradise, she had reached out to Josh. Rachel
had let him know that they might be looking for two-stage bombs,
where the first stage could be pretty much literally anything that
could detonate, and the payload was a substance which looked and
acted like common household dust. Then, job done, she had
deactivated her implant and got properly stuck in her crying.

“What happened?” Becca asked her.

A delightful thing about dating a fellow
lapsed Catholic was that Rachel could talk about the happenstances
of the soul without causing Becca a bad case of permanent side-eye.
She told Becca about her recent dreams and how real those had
felt—how so many of her dreams had felt real since she had touched
a small piece of history dredged up from the bottom of the sea—and
that every other OACET Agent who had held that piece of the
Antikythera Mechanism had experienced similar vivid dreams, albeit
without prolonged discussions with their dead brothers.

“That you know of,” Becca reminded her.

Rachel sighed. She really wouldn’t put it
past Jason’s ghost to pop into every Agent’s dreams and kick off an
OACET-wide scavenger hunt of last requests, but she hadn’t heard
that anyone else had recently become haunted. “That I know of.

“I’m worried about what this thing in my
head is doing to me,” Rachel added softly. “I feel like it’s
changing me. What if I’m not human anymore?”

Becca sighed and flicked Rachel’s
nipple.

More outraged than stung, she squawked:
“What the hell, Becca? I’m being honest!”

“I’m just checking,” replied her girlfriend.
“You still seem human to me.”

All of the emotions in Rachel’s body rose up
like hooded cobras, furiously hissing, and a hundred different
paths shot open to reveal the full spectrum of possible arguments.
She took a deep breath and mongoosed herself back under control.
Becca wasn’t wrong, after all, she just lacked perspective, as what
reasonable person would believe that a computer in your head opened
a channel into the afterlife? More practical to believe that she
was simply losing her wobbly little mind.

She gave a mighty grump and settled back
down into Becca’s arms. “Can’t believe you’ll entertain a
discussion about the existence of the soul and not about me losing
my marbles. Guess which one is more likely.”

“Because you’re not,” Becca said, kissing
the nape of Rachel’s neck. “I don’t know if souls are real, but I
do know you’re stressed to the gills. That doesn’t mean you’re
losing your mind—the opposite, really. You’ve lost family,
memories… Baby, if you were totally stable right now? You’d have to
be a sociopath.”

“Mruph.”

“Besides, you’re the type who keeps your
marbles in one of those old-fashioned leather bags.”

“Mruph?”

“Hard to lose. Excellent concealed weapon.
Like an indestructible sack of really small doorknobs.”

Rachel found herself laughing a little.

After a moment, Becca asked quietly, “What
do you need that I can give you?”

Rachel bit down on a dozen different
replies, aware of the precarious circumstances surrounding the
unflicked status of her other nipple. “This,” she finally accepted,
as she let herself relax, and then let herself sleep.

No one was waiting in her dreams to greet
her.

The next morning broke in a heavy rain.
Becca had gone to work, leaving Rachel to flail her way downstairs
towards coffee and cereal, vaguely aware that she should have more
on her schedule beyond waiting for another bomb to go off. But when
she called into OACET headquarters, she learned Phil had been
right: the phone call from Telford hadn’t actually been from the
Rat King but from someone who had digitally altered their voice to
sound like his.

Now, everyone believed Telford was dead.
Again. They were slowly locating and dismantling his existing traps
without her. She checked in with Josh and was told that her scans
weren’t needed. He was lying, but did so in a convincing way, so
she allowed herself to be persuaded to go back to bed. Her body
hurt; her soul ached; all she wanted was more sleep.

I might be burned out.

She called back and told them she was taking
some time off.

The day before Jason and Phil’s service was
when she finally hauled herself out of the murk, arriving
unannounced at the National Cathedral after visiting hours with
three professional cleaning crews and the DCPD’s bomb squad. They
set to work under Andrews’ direction, vacuuming out cubic yards of
dust from every nook and cranny of the old church. Each bag was
dumped into a steel box with walls eight inches thick, then sealed
for a controlled demolition. She dragged Andrews’ team into the
half-assed catacombs of a basement beneath the Cathedral, and then
into the sewer system below, boxing up and disposing of anything
that fluoresced in a weird way.

The following day, she stood outside with
the rest of the honor guard in the brilliant autumn sunshine,
scanning the skies for drones, the passing vehicles for explosives.
Security was vicious—all of OACET was assembled inside, plus the
Vice President and a gaggle of dignitaries. She carried Jason’s
casket as the first bearer on the right, with Mulcahy on the
opposite side and Mako behind her so she could rest her hands on
the expensive brass rail without holding any weight at all.

Nothing blew up.

Rachel went home and had yet another good
cry, and then went back to bed. She spent the next few weeks in a
haze, with Lindy or Henry in her lap as she watched television and
read trashy romance novels. She let Zockinski and Hill check out
the fire at Laborer’s building, and only felt a twinge of interest
when the sneaker store itself was ruled out a second time…but they
had learned the bookbinders’ workshop above it had helped put
together numerous publications for formal OACET events. They had
done the registry for Mulcahy’s wedding, for one, and had been
assembling permanent scrapbooks for OACET’s library. The bomb
Telford had used here had either failed or had less voomp! than his
others, as the ground floor was merely burned and the building’s
fire suppression system had saved the floors above. News of the
water damage in the scrapbook shop had stalled out before it had
reached Rachel’s team.

The unknown name on Dunston’s list turned
out to be a supplier. Ed Hudson was a small-parts distributor for
extremely high-end tech builders. Mako and the other gearheads in
OACET had been buying specialized equipment from him for years. In
fact, when Santino had heard Hudson’s name, he had snatched up his
phone to hammer Hudson with text messages. He was unharmed and
there had been no fires or explosions, but his inventory lists and
client purchase histories had been hacked.

As for Dunston himself? He had gotten
Hanlon’s message, loud and clear. He wouldn’t speak to Josh or
anyone at OACET—he had even refused to take the kitten back.

After that, life rolled on in its confusing,
complex way.

The threatened fight went off without a
hitch, with Becca making good on her pledge that it would take the
better part of a week. They ran through the usual hot-cold-hot
cycles of anger, with Rachel forced to admit that she might have
played a little bit fast and loose with her own life and, yes, that
had repercussions for people other than herself. But she did get
Becca to recognize that the home renovations might have gone a
little bit over time and budget, and this also had repercussions
for people other than herself but stop changing the subject!
so Rachel took the whole mess as a wash.

Out of bed and back to work.

First District Station was the same as
always, a den of people who were trying to do better working
alongside a slightly larger number of people who didn’t give a
single shit, and which side each person was on flipped back and
forth according to circumstances. When her team wasn’t busy
unraveling various digital shenanigans, Rachel cleaned their
overlarge office. She started at the floorboards and worked her way
up, up, going so far as to pop out the panels on the floating
ceiling and vacuum the utility spaces. She kept at it until she
missed her grip on the suspension rails and fell through,
plummeting into a neighboring office four doors down which was,
thankfully, empty at the time. Santino came when she texted him,
helped her haul herself out of a pile of ceiling tiles and
cardboard bankers’ boxes, and took her over to Jenny’s to get the
cracked cast on her wrist replaced.

The renovations at Mrs. Wagner’s old house
moved at the pace of a dead snail. Whole weeks went by without a
single trade showing up to install as much as a floorboard! The
four adults finally figured out schedules which let them sleep, and
once the twins were no longer newborn and were able to enter
OACET’s childcare full time, they figured out schedules which let
them be people. On date night, Rachel and Becca would go over to
The Black Eye to help Shawn prepare for his gallery show. It was
flat-out stupid how much labor went in to making sure everything
was literally picture perfect, and that was after the art was done!
Frames needed to be chosen, mats needed to be cut, the order of art
needed to flow like a story with each image leading to the next,
and all of that was in addition to choosing the appropriate
champagne and cheese pairings. They went head-down into every work
session with sleeves pushed up and hair pulled back, readying Shawn
for his formal entrance into the cutthroat world of professional
art. On one such evening, Rachel mentioned marriage in a casual
“Wouldn’t this be nice if it lasted forever?” way. Instead of
changing the subject, Becca smiled, and Rachel smiled back, and
they both agreed to table that motion for another few months
because the holidays were coming up and nobody needed the looming
natural disaster that was an upper middle class destination
wedding.

The second cast came off. Rachel thought she
had been doing well at managing her grief until she walked into
Mako’s lab, stretching her newly liberated right hand. A gigantic
green brain was floating in mid-air again, and she made the
rookie’s mistake of asking how the next generation of implants was
coming along. Mako started to tell her about the advances they had
made once they had received the data from Jason’s full autopsy, but
had shut up as he saw the blood drain from her face, and had barely
moved fast enough to catch her as she fainted. Never once had it
occurred to her that an Agent’s fresh body would be extremely
useful for research purposes—she was overwhelmed by her lack of
foresight, the implicit security risks, the…the cannibalism!
That, plus the contradiction that the collective might be able to
grow thanks to Jason’s death, plunged her into a fresh round of
despair.

Life continued nonetheless.

Jenny taught her the concept of the misery
stone, where trauma and grief never fully went away but changed in
respect to the size and shape they held in her emotions. Some days,
the misery stone was manageable, the size of a pebble which could
be moved to its proper place in her memory. Other days, it was a
boulder which took up too much space in her day, and she needed to
struggle around it. Then there were days where it was the size of a
mountain; unavoidable, unmanageable, and you had to confront it
directly if you were to make any progress in getting over it.

She hated that fucking mountain.

She hated how she still felt as though
Telford was still out there, lurking.

She hated how Hanlon was still living his
best life, out of prison and not accidentally shot through the head
or anything suspicious like that.

Thanksgiving, with a house full of parents
cooing over the twins—everyone’s parents, with Rachel’s and Becca’s
and Santino’s and Zia’s, all eight of them asking what they could
do to help. Wyatt, the ever-present lurker desperately in want of a
place of permanence, rolled his eyes and vanished for the week.
Rachel and Becca ended up sleeping in the unfinished kitchen next
door, as giving up their bedroom in favor of sleeping bags and a
kerosene heater in a room without windows turned out to be the more
peaceful option. After the third night, Santino and Zia joined
them. It was almost like camping, with a baby monitor and a
gauntlet of grandparents whenever you made a break for the
bathroom. And then, once their parents had finally gone home, they
started calling on the daily to firm up plans for December.

“We could pull a strategic elopement,”
Rachel muttered over their takeout dinner.

Becca’s emotions flopped between the joyous
reds and yellows of oh God yes please let’s leave now hell let’s
fake our own deaths and never return and the furious red of
fuck no I’ve already picked out our dresses and they will
complement the blooming lavender fields of the Shenandoah Valley as
we are surrounded by our closest one thousand friends and family
members before she booped Rachel on the nose and left the table
in search of another bottle of wine.

Christmas was a reprehensible blur and the
four of them swore they wouldn’t speak of it for at least ten
months. But then came New Year’s Eve, with The Black Eye and the
floors above lit with fairy lights and sparkling ice sculptures for
Shawn’s preview show. The art would be moved downtown for the
formal show in Dupont Circle next week; this was an OACET-only
event for members of the collective and their trusted partners.
Even Becca wasn’t on the list. She knew Shawn was eclectic, not
that he had clawed himself out of the abyss and into sanity. But
she promised to stay home and babysit as long as she didn’t miss
the formal opening next Friday night. Oh, and she had invited some
of her work friends for that, which was only fair.

Yes, Rachel agreed, that was only fair, and
set a reminder to leave her gun at home.

And then, when they were all gathered at The
Black Eye with no hired help and the building locked down and
protected by the best security that misappropriated government
funding could buy, Santino, Mako, Jenny, Bell, and the rest of the
implant innovation team gleefully announced they had finally
cracked the last integration barriers, and OACET 2.0 was good to
go.

 


 


 



TWENTY

 


Rachel had long heard those sayings about
kicking an ant hill, throwing rocks at the beehive, and other
insect-related metaphors which meant do not engage critical mass.
As the impossible suddenly resolved into probable, the many members
of OACET who had nothing to do with the science side of things
suddenly realized their world was about to change. Again. Just when
they had finally gotten some sense of normalcy back.

Her heart broke for Santino and Bell—they
had worked so hard! But as they stood within the circle of Shawn’s
art, she saw their vivid yellow-white excitement and bright OACET
green become shrouded in gray as they realized that no one outside
their team had actually expected them to succeed. How could a
handful of dudes working in a basement—including a cop and a former
Dickensian urchin—reverse engineer the same technology that the
entire US government had successfully made only once and now
couldn’t even duplicate?

Josh tossed back his drink and handed her
his glass, no doubt ready to smooth the crowd.

Before he could move, Mulcahy’s voice came
from the back of the room: “We are not immortal.”

They all turned—they couldn’t not. Mulcahy’s
wife was on his arm, and every OACET Agent owed the two of them
their lives. That bought at least ninety seconds of listening
before the complete meltdown.

“Nearly three months ago, we lost Jason
Atran and Phil Netz.” He paused, a movement which would have looked
forced in anyone else, but Rachel could see the stormcloud and
silverlight moving across him as he fought to find the right words.
“It was a…difficult lesson in mortality for all of us.

“We are the self-appointed caretakers of
powers we should have never received. Once upon a time, we were
used and broken and thrown away, and this was intentional. Hanlon
wanted robots, and he came very close to getting them. We must
never forget that the reason he did this to us is that he felt the
technology was too dangerous to put inside his own head. As long as
a single Agent was activated and under his full control, he had
what he wanted at no risk to himself. The rest of the survivors
would be left in mental limbo, unable to access the full potential
of our implants, until the activated Agent started to push back
against him. That Agent would be murdered, and a suitable candidate
called up from the reserves.

“We are free mostly because of
circumstances,” he said, nodding to his wife. Hope Blackwell was
staring at the crowd, a trace of a smile on her lips and a
half-full bottle of vodka hanging from her hand. She saluted the
Agents with the bottle, and took a long drink. Mulcahy grinned at
her, and then raised his own glass of beer to the room, to The
Black Eye, to the bright city beyond its windows. “And we are here
because of hard work. Physical labor, emotional suffering…all of
it. It was brutal, and the loss of Phil and Jason has reminded us
how we will never be fully healed.”

“We are not immortal,” he repeated. “We are
going to age and die, hopefully in that order. We are going to
live, and laugh, and love, hopefully using the same font.” They all
shared a brief snicker over typefaces and kitchen décor, and he let
them laugh, smiling before he got to the puncher: “But we are also
brutally overworked.”

The cresting emotions of the hivemind that
had begun to spin into green unity all fell into gray. God,
yes, they were criminally busy; everyone employed in civil service
claimed they needed an Agent to solve their problems. Hank, the
Army engineer who had been tapped to help cover Phil’s absence
within the DCPD’s bomb squad, was among those who let out an
audible sigh.

“We will not rush into making the next
generation of Agents,” Mulcahy promised them. “Panicking over
something that will not happen serves no purpose. But we need to
think about the future, especially how if we’ve managed to
duplicate this technology, then someone else can also do so. We
also need to recognize that many of our closest allies…” He
gestured at Santino and Bell. “…are already members of OACET, even
when they are not in the link. I would like OACET—not the
government, not private enterprise—to be in control of who enters
our collective. To do that, we need to start revisiting what we
want, and develop plans which extend our timelines into the next
few decades.”

This time, the crowd groaned, Rachel among
them. It was a forced sound, an artificial groan which said we
all know our responsibilities and we are on board with a
distinct undertone of except we are not joking at all and we are
so very tired of having to play twelve-dimensional chess. It
had always been rough but, with the exception of Jason and Phil,
the last six months had been a vacation from the stress they had
experienced by going public.

“Yeah, I know,” Mulcahy said. “Let’s make
that a problem for next year.”

The traditional New Year’s Eve joke cracked
what was left of the tension. Mulcahy left them with instructions
to think about what would be helpful going forward, and the crowd
scattered into little groups. Santino and Bell, fake smiles
plastered across sorrowful grays, joined Rachel and Josh.

“Jenny warned us that not everyone would be
happy,” Santino said. “I thought…ugh.” He went head-down
into his champagne to chase away any negative words, even as an
intense reddish orange of frustration bubbled up within his
colors.

“Hey, it’s not personal.” Hope Blackwell
appeared behind him, delivering a solid friendly smack to Santino’s
shoulders which set him coughing. “Everybody trusts you guys.
They’ve just put themselves back together and they’re terrified of
change.”

Rachel nodded. “No lies detected.
Literally.”

“I know, I get it,” muttered her partner.
“Rationally, I’m totally with you. Emotionally, though? What the
fuck. What additional hells must we traverse to prove our valor and
all that.”

“Seriously,” Bell said quietly.

Rachel let Josh and Hope take over the
conversation. Deep down, she knew there was a decent chance that
Santino’s partnership with her might make the others trust him less
than if he had run the data solo. Sure, Rachel had been at the helm
of some of OACET’s most public cases and had bought the Agents a
lot of clout, but you could only help a murderous psychopath escape
from lockup once before people with functional morality started to
look at you sideways.

Still, she reassured herself, they
can’t deny him clearance into OACET 2.0 after he helped build the
effin’ thing.

Well, not without being jerks about it.

Hope topped off Santino’s champagne glass
with a heavy pour of vodka, and then raised her eyebrows at Rachel
in a questioning yellow. “Sure,” Rachel sighed, and let the fumes
of ultra top-shelf liquor perform a minor chemical peel on her
face. “What about you, Hope? Going to join OACET?”

“Uh—” The weird woman’s colors bleached
white in shock, as if the idea that she might be incorporated into
her husband’s hivemind had never occurred to her. She recovered by
taking deep swallows from the bottle until it ran dry, and then she
garbled out a few sentences about looking for tequila and how she’d
be right back. They watched her flee into the café’s stockroom,
followed by the loud scraping sound of metal yanked across a tile
floor, and then the door jiggled in its frame from the weight of
something heavy shoved against it. Rachel decided it wasn’t worth
the scan to learn what industrial nonsense she’d have to help move
later to get Hope out of there.

“I’m thinking most normals will have a
similar reaction,” Josh said quietly.

“Probably without the functional
alcoholism.”

Josh shrugged. “No promises.”

Rachel sighed and turned to Bell. The
woman’s frustration was starting to burn, reds turned in anger
towards OACET green, cords of dark gray and silverlight sparking
through them: enough shock had worn off for her to feel
betrayed.

“How’s Emily?” Rachel asked.

“Fine,” Bell replied tersely, then shook
herself a little. “She’s fine,” she said, more gently, her red
anger fading. “She’s with her friends tonight.”

“Things working out with her as a roommate?”
As far as Rachel knew, the life insurance had come through, and
Bell was now both financially secure and a homeowner. Not that
anyone would have the balls to try and swipe the condo out from
under her. Mulcahy had gone to the effort of passing the bar exam
for incidents just like this, when someone needed to drop the name
of their attorney as a finishing move. Thus far, no one had called
him on it.

Bell nodded. “She’s okay. Couple more months
and she might feel stable enough to talk to me about her
future.”

“Like, school? Or her parents?”

“She is not going back to them,” Bell
replied, her emotions wrapping around the color of clean lambswool
like a shield. “I’ll adopt her myself if I have to.”

“Oof.” Rachel winced. “That bad?”

Bell looked her straight in the eyes and
said, “Worse.”

“Jesus,” she sighed. “This fucking world.
Sorry you’re suddenly a caregiver.”

“Eh, you live with two guys, you get used to
being the adult in the room.”

The need to defend her dead friends’ honor
flared, but she decided against it. While Santino was the tidiest
human she knew, Afghanistan had been an object lesson in How do
men live like this?! and at First District Station she had
somehow found herself on coffee pot cleaning duty after doing it
once. Once! Nobody had made it official or anything—there was a
pithy proverb to be unearthed about how some men could move through
life without noticing layers of baked-on filth—but she had finally
got fed up, bought a personal Keurig to keep in Santino’s office,
and had filled the scrubbing powder canister for the communal
coffee station with a dozen plastic snakes. That had been three
years ago, and as far as she was aware, the snakes remained in
peaceful hibernation.

For lack of anything to talk about, the two
of them began to browse the gallery. Nothing here was new to
Rachel; she had needed to recut more than half of the elegant mats
after accidental blood christenings. She was looking forward to the
formal show opening, though, as the theme of Shawn’s exhibition was
how it felt to join a hivemind, and he would then arrange his
pieces in a specific order to move the audience through that
experience. Tonight, this was merely an OACET party set against a
backdrop of beauty, so the artwork was set in a more traditional
staging against the walls.

Bell, an artist herself, had a lot to say
about color theory and technique. By the third painting, Rachel
realized her perceptions of a certain piece would change from when
they first walked up to when they walked away. She had to keep
flipping frequencies to take in the details, but God! Shawn
was good. It was actually fun. Playing with perception was
her thing, and she enjoyed the shifts in how she thought about
familiar paintings she had taken for granted. Shawn had saturated
these pieces with intention, and Bell had the ability to recognize
that, and Rachel needed context to recognize when a painting was
more than a pretty object that had required the sacrifice of the
tip of her left index finger to the cruel gods of X-Acto, sometimes
twice.

Self-absorbed with her own learning process,
Rachel was slow to realize that Bell’s own conversational colors
were again falling towards gray depression and red anger. These
broke in yellow confusion when they reached the most recent piece.
It took up the most floor space in the gallery, with a viewing area
cordoned off with satin ropes so the audience could examine an
all-white canvas. The canvas itself was saturated in viciously
bright light from four intense spotlights pointed directly at it
from several feet away.

“I don’t get it,” said Bell.

Rachel had been waiting for the grief
but…

“Oh, shit, yeah,” she said, pulling Bell
back a few steps. “Shawn warned you he was working on a memorial
piece, right? This is it.”

“I don’t…” Bell bobbed around, staring at
the canvas. “There’s nothing there. Is it supposed to be
Heaven?”

“No, it’s interactive.” Rachel placed a hand
on Bell’s back. “Watch.”

She reached out with her implant and tripped
the hidden command which turned off the spotlights. With the bright
light gone, shadows appeared across the canvas to show where Shawn
had cut into the thick paint, casting eerily perfect portraits of
Jason and Phil with shadows alone.

“Shawn says it’s symbolic. Only an Agent can
cut the lights, so…” Rachel trailed off, realizing too late that
what was supposed to be a statement about how Jason and Phil’s loss
was still felt by the collective might be incredibly offensive to
their non-OACET partner.

It was not lost on Bell. The other woman’s
colors instantly flared a furious red. “Fuck all of you horrible,
selfish people,” she said, her voice soft but searing, as she
turned on her heel and left the building.

Rachel went after her.

It was nearing midnight and the drunks were
thick as geese on the ground. They honked and hissed at her as she
chased after Bell, catching up as the younger woman flipped through
her phone for a ride service app.

“Bell—”

“Shut up,” Bell said, the tears streaming
down her face glittering in the night. “I’m done with OACET.”

She tried again. “Bell, listen—”

Bell turned and slapped her, open-palm and
straight across the face. “Shut up!” she screamed, loud enough for
the entire street to turn their attention towards them. “I am not
nothing! I matter! Me and Santino—do you know what
we’ve given up for you?! And we don’t even merit a goddamn
analog off switch?” Her colors were a cauldron at roiling boil
as she came at Rachel. “Go ahead and deal with your self-induced
emotional gangrene for all I care. Your incestual braintrust is
going to rot from within and you won’t realize it until—”

“I’m blind.”

Bell froze, taken aback. “What?”

The words had fallen out of her mouth so
quickly that she didn’t have time to think, only to snatch at them
once they were out so she could draw meaning from them. “It’s not
about you—we all love you—we’re just… Bell, we’re all damaged. We
don’t like to be reminded, so we avoid it.”

She kept talking, more patter about how they
were completely wrecked in the head, but it didn’t seem to register
with Bell. The woman was staring at Rachel, her surface colors
muddy and churning as she sorted through the past to make sense of
the now. “What do you mean, blind?”

The street was still crowded and they had
drawn an entire paparazzi’s worth of interest, so Rachel tugged
Bell into the doorway of a nearby building and threw up a tight
shield. “Blind,” she said, covering her own eyes with her hands.
“My implant is my adaptive device. It’s how I taught myself to scan
different frequencies.”

“You’re not blind. You’re…we were just
looking at paintings together!”

“It’s a really good adaptive device. And
yes, I am,” she added quickly as Bell’s colors brightened with a
very familiar mood that Rachel referred to as Woo! Science!
when it sprung up among her personal collection of nerd-companions.
“I’m working with a specialist to learn if it can be put into
production. I’m in favor of implants for everybody who needs them
but…but I don’t want just anyone to join the collective.”

Once upon a time, there were five hundred
dumbasses who believed a remarkable lie.

She paused. Shawn’s story was the best to
make her point, but it wasn’t hers to tell. Her own story, though…
Rachel sat down right there on the stoop and started talking,
tossing every single one of the sordid details at Bell, rapid-fire,
without bothering to check how each one landed.

“What I went through doesn’t make me immune
to criticism,” she finished, not scanning Bell or anything other
than the street in front of them. “But it does make me a survivor,
and it’s hard for me to get past what I’ve—what we’ve—gone through.
I can say from personal experience that I don’t want to talk about
losing my eyesight, and since it doesn’t affect how I live my life,
I push it aside and move on.

“Every single one of us has a similar
version of my story. We trust you, we do, and I’m not trying to
minimize your grief.” Rachel raised her hands to the heavens. “I’m
telling you how we’re a bunch of broken people who’ve got our heads
so firmly up our own butts that all we can see is our own
shit.”

“Wow, that’s…special.”

“What can I say, I love poetry,” sighed
Rachel. “My point is, it’s not you. I didn’t tell Santino—he
guessed—and I didn’t even tell Becca until I was sure we were
serious and that was eight months after we had been dating.

“If someone like—” Rachel actually caught
herself before she named Bell. “—Santino, who’s about as pure as
the new-fallen snow, joins our flock of broken birds, it’ll be
chaos for us, reminding us what we’ve lost.

“I bet it’ll be awful for him, too,” she
continued, working through new thoughts in real-time. “When the
link first goes active, it’s a tornado of memories and emotions.
You’ll bind yourself forever to several hundred people who are
basically faking their way through life.

“I don’t know how to tell you everything
you’d need to know before you join up,” Rachel said, staring at her
own hands. “I don’t think informed consent is even possible. But we
aren’t…dismissing you. We’re just doing the best we can, and
sometimes that’s not very good at all.”

Now she looked up at Bell, scans turned
towards the other woman. Bell had brought out a fidget toy and was
flipping it around in her hands, as if the repetitive motion could
unlock a riddle. Her conversational colors were storm clouds, gray
and silverlight, lit from within by OACET green. The combination
was eerie, a toxic weather front about to break. Rachel was
preparing herself for the explosion when Bell said softly, “Jason
would wake up screaming. He’d always go to Phil for comfort. What
you guys went through…that was all over the news, so I…I thought I
understood. Guess I didn’t.”

Rachel made a mental note that if the men
showed up in her dreams again, she’d spend a good few minutes
telling them off for inadvertently cutting their partner out of
their equation. Bell should have known at least a little more than
what got screened through the media.

“Sorry for slapping you,” Bell said quietly,
head down, hot red-orange shame starting to encrust her
conversational colors like mold.

“I deserved it,” Rachel said.

“No you didn’t. I overreacted.”

Rachel snorted. “Eh, I’m sure I did
something to deserve it before tonight.”

Bell lowered her voice. “I can’t believe you
helped someone escape from lockup.”

Rachel snorted, caught between satisfaction
and guilt. She had hoped that telling Bell about one of her more
serious crimes would go a long way towards easing Bell’s feelings
of alienation. She had, however, not told Bell that said criminal
had been in lockup for murder, or that freeing him had resulted in
the mass destruction of police property, or that she had kinda
sorta inadvertently turned that same murderer into Bell’s bodyguard
for a significant stretch of time. If—when—Bell finally joined the
collective, she could be let into their actual secrets. Letting her
in on one major felony was just the jelly on the lamb.

“I am sorry, though,” Bell insisted, holding
out her hands to help Rachel to her feet.

“It’s fine. You’ll smack me again once you
join up and you realize there’s still a lot I haven’t told you,”
Rachel promised. “But we’re all hurting. I snapped at Lulu a few
months ago, and I don’t think it’s forgiven me yet.”

Bell wrinkled her nose. “Lulu identifies as
a ‘she,’ not an ‘it,’ and computers don’t have capacity for
forgiveness. Data is data unless the framing context is
changed.”

Rachel thought about how those two concepts
of self-awareness fit together, and very quickly gave up when she
realized that she was on the verge of spending the rest of her New
Year’s Eve in OACET’s basement apologizing to a computer. “Do you
want to go back to the party, or would you like me to call you a
ride?”

“Party,” Bell replied, looping her arm
through Rachel’s. “I didn’t spend months making this dress for
nothing.”

Rachel flipped frequencies. Bell was wearing
a corset dress in different shades of blue fading to black, turning
her into a heartbeat past twilight. LEDs were scattered within the
darker parts of the skirts, winter constellations dotting the folds
of satin and velvet. “Oh, yeah, you do look nice!”

“Okay, you have to tell me all about how you
perceive your environment,” Bell said, almost giddy, and started
shotgunning questions.

Rachel sighed and resigned herself to yet
another round of Woo! Science! as they ventured back into
the freezing cold of the D.C. night.

Friday.

Shawn’s gallery show.

Rachel left her gun at home and showed up
early to lend moral support. The gallery itself was an established
institution, used to setting up and staging elaborate displays, and
the manager made it clear that only Shawn’s presence was required.
In turn, Rachel made it clear that she had been tasked as Shawn’s
security—a half-lie, as Jenny had asked her to “keep an eye on him”
before quickly rephrasing her request—and wouldn’t be leaving his
side.

Normally her stern cop voice and a mild
cyborg stare was enough to get even the most stubborn civilian to
back off. People in the professional art world, however, seemed to
be immune. Fair enough; pulling rank only worked when there was
respect for the office. Shawn, himself on the edge of an anxiety
attack, had to intervene to prevent Rachel from getting arrested
for trespassing. They listened to him, at least, and that told her
quite a lot about the quality of his art.

Or maybe it was simply that he was about to
make them a shitload of money—a line had started outside the doors.
When the gallery manager started wringing his hands and muttering
about the unwashed masses, Rachel called Wyatt to come over and
serve as bouncer, which he did with almost frightening
enthusiasm.

“No beating the shit out of people during a
private function,” she reminded him.

“Killing them’s okay though, right?” he
replied, purple laughter bubbling up.

“Jesus Christ,” she swore, as she turned her
back on him and went inside to resume her glaring.

Thirty minutes before the doors opened,
Jenny arrived with Shawn’s tuxedo, plus outfits for her and Rachel.
They went to change, and Rachel found herself in a lovely woolen
dark green dress with a dangerously low cut and three layers of
chunky gold links glowing warm around her neck. Matching earrings
completed the set, and whoever had picked out their clothing knew
Rachel had multiple piercings and had chosen the helix earrings
with care.

“These are gorgeous,” she told Jenny, who
was wearing an equally stunning outfit of silvered raw silk, with a
choker sparkling with sapphires. “Did you raid Hope’s closet?”

Jenny laughed. “Becca sent them over for us.
The jewelry is a loan and worth about as much as an OACET
implant.”

For a single breathless moment, Rachel
wondered if she should get ready for a proposal—no. Becca would
never upstage Shawn on his big night. Which meant…nothing good.
“Did she mention who else was coming with her?”

“Not really? She said her boss was in
town.”

Rachel nodded and went in search of
alcohol.

The doors opened. Wyatt started earning his
keep as he turned himself into an unavoidable chunk of muscle which
allowed exactly forty people into the building at a time. The
gallery could easily hold four times as many, but the experience
was the point. Unlike the soft opening at The Black Eye, the formal
show had the paintings set up like a labyrinth, a maze that took
the audience deep into the old stockhouse. Shawn had designed
folding walls and tangents, a veritable choose-your-own adventure
into the strange experience that was OACET. Press one button and a
barrier would swing open; press another and the exits would close.
It was an escape room of the mind, and small groups were the best
way to engage with his intent. At the end of the maze came the four
rewards: champagne, cheese, and crackers, and a conversation with
the artist.

Now that Jenny was here, Rachel was free to
hang around with the psychopath as she waited for her girlfriend.
Becca and her work friends rolled up in a white limousine, already
half drunk and sharing a mood of excited yellows and happy purples.
The velvet rope went down, and six high-powered investment bankers,
their boss, and one thoroughly bemused cyborg cut to the front of
the line and entered the show.

Rachel was on her best behavior. No, scratch
that—her best behavior was a raccoon cavorting in the greasy sludge
at the bottom of a dumpster compared to this. She smiled, she
laughed, she made witty comments and at no time reminded them that
she could yank satellites out of orbit or was responsible for the
occasional corpse. She praised Becca’s wisdom and common sense at
the proper moments, and only bemoaned the unending home renovations
when the topic came up organically. The perfect girlfriend.
Definitely marriage material.

It was all going so well that Rachel didn’t
notice the falling dust until it was too late.
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Focus. Remember to be charming, she
told herself for the zillionth time. Becca’s boss was the head of a
Fortune 100 company and he was used to the best of everything. He
was in town for a business meeting and would jet back to London in
the morning, and she was determined that he’d leave knowing that
Becca’s branch was not only in good hands but the informal OACET
connection was an asset.

So why did she keep looking up?

They were in the rear room of the gallery,
hanging out with Shawn and the wine and cheese. Every few moments,
her scans rose towards the ceiling. She had no idea why: it was an
OACET event, and the security sweeps had been thorough. As ceilings
went, it was the standard bland mess that lurked overhead in any
semi-industrial building, with exposed conduits and support beams
painted a charcoal gray to trick the mind into believing that
anything above eye level was meaningless nothingness. But it was as
if her subconscious was poking at her, nagging her to pay attention
to…to what, exactly?

“Rachel.” Mulcahy opened a connection
and barged in fast enough to startle her. She jumped, a slight
motion but enough to cause notice among the polished predators who
hunted alongside her girlfriend.

“Excuse me,” she said cheerily to Becca and
the others. “Work call.”

Rachel stepped away to throw up an illusion
of privacy and snarled through the link: “What?!”

“I’m outside with Hope. She’s got a…a bad
feeling. Get everyone to a safe place.” Mulcahy was all
business.

Too bad that business was nonsense. “You
want me to panic a crowd because your wife has a bad feeling?”
she snapped. “No.”

“Yes. That’s an order.” She got the
vicarious sensation of shouting; Mulcahy was clearing an area
around the front doors.

“Shit,” Rachel snarled. It must have slipped
out of the link and into her voice, as everyone turned to look at
her, Southwestern turquoise flaring in their surface colors. Well,
the damage was already done. She used her borrowed rings to clink
against her glass, as if she wasn’t already the center of
attention. “Excuse me, I apologize for interrupting your evening,
but I’m going to need you to gather in the center of this room.” As
questions began to fly, she set her voice into military mode. “I’m
OACET Agent Peng. This information was passed to me by Agent
Mulcahy. Until we determine what’s—”

The explosion knocked them from their
feet.

It came from the front of the gallery.
Whatever had blown wasn’t enormous, more of an appetizer of an
explosion than a main course, and as soon as that thought crossed
Rachel’s mind, she scrabbled to reach the people running for the
rear exit, shouting, “Stop!”

Too late again.

The rear door was down a long corridor lined
in more artwork and tasteful silver trays displaying artists’ and
vendors’ contact information, the gallery’s equivalent of exiting
through the gift shop. Rachel was again saved by physics, as the
twists and turns of the hallway caught the force of the explosion
and blunted it enough so she felt as if she had caught a punch to
the face instead of getting crushed by a minivan.

Those who had made it to the door were not
as lucky. Her scans caught on the wisping blue-black twists she saw
only when the light of a human life was snuffed out, three people
dying just beyond her reach at the end of the hallway. Closer to
her were the injured, five people unconscious or moaning.

“Jenny!” she shouted.

Her doctor was hot on her heels. “Don’t
touch them!” Jenny always traveled with a gigantic bag which held
her overstocked emergency kit; she bragged how she could have
anything less than a severed artery patched up as good as new with
what she carried with her. As she slammed the bag open and began to
perform triage, she shot a quick thought at Rachel: “Crowd
control.”

“On it,” Rachel said aloud, and pulled
herself tall. “Center of the room, everyone, please.” They
listened, moving slowly as they gathered together, so she kept
talking as she did a head count of those in the room: Becca,
Shawn, Jenny, and fourteen others, five of whom are injured. Oh,
balls. “I work with the DCPD and they’re on the way. We had
problems with an arsonist a few months ago. This is similar to his
work, and I want professionals to clear the exits before we use
them to make sure we don’t trip any secondary traps.” Someone made
noises about terrorists using a crisis to pick off the emergency
crews, and Rachel nodded. “That’s also a possibility, so we’re
going to be smart and safe, okay? Now, please listen to your
resident artist and his beautiful girlfriend. Dr. Davies is a
physician with OACET, and she’ll be setting up an emergency care
station as I make some more calls and learn the best way to get us
out of here as quickly as possible.”

Good. Calm, confident, complete control.
That had probably bought her at least three minutes before panic
would start nibbling at them again. She wound her way towards the
front entrance, her scans sweeping through each room and the
cubbies of the maze, directing those who were caught up and still
confused towards the relative safety of the back room.

When she reached the front of the gallery,
she found more bodies.

“Jesus wept,” she whispered.

Whatever had happened had cracked open the
old stone walls of the store like those of Gillion’s office. There
was little debris within the gallery itself, except for the
wreckage of Shawn’s art thrown into twisted piles held together by
guide rails and fishing line…and the bodies. Rachel counted four,
mostly intact but for the blunt force trauma of being hurled into
an interior wall with a force incompatible with life.

“Peng!” Wyatt shouted through the jagged
hole.

“Safe! Status!”

His ringtone—“Psycho Killer” by the Talking
Heads—chimed in her brain, and she opened the connection with his
phone. “Mulcahy showed up. Blackwell started to freak out,
like…like she knew.”

“Pin that and we’ll come back later. What
next?”

“Mulcahy moved everyone away from the front
doors, but someone inside the gallery tried to come out.”

“Gotcha.” Rachel sighed to herself.
It had been months! In spite of herself, she had managed to believe
that Telford was dead. “Tell him I’m okay but I’m going to try
and bring people out through the front instead of using the back
door.”

“Don’t.” Mulcahy’s voice cut into
their conversation. “The wall’s about to go. Find somewhere safe
to hide.”

She wasn’t going to fight with Mulcahy in
front of Wyatt, so instead she threw pure frustration at her boss.
“If Telford is part of this,” she reminded him, “he might
have rigged the entire building.” Her scans drifted up to the
ceiling again before she yanked herself down to earth. Phil had
taught her that there was always a way in or out: her job was to
find it. “Boss, I’m gonna assume every exit is rigged and
someone—maybe Telford—is watching. If we don’t start coming out,
they might blow the place remotely. I’ll get everyone out through
an alternate route.” Her scans pointed towards the ceiling once
more, and she shook her head, disgusted at herself for missing what
her subconscious had been screaming at her. “I’m also getting
bad vibes from the ceiling. Find the gallery owner or manager and
learn if they had any work done lately.”

“On it.” She heard Mulcahy shout for
personnel associated with the gallery from just outside the
building.

“Wyatt, do whatever he tells
you.”

There was a click as the psychopath hung up
on her.

“Was that a yes? A no?” Rachel muttered,
trying to sass away the fear so she could focus on the work. She
turned her back on the giant hole carrying in the cold night air,
and oriented her scans on the building itself. “C’mere, babies,”
she whispered to the hidden voids, the spaces between the walls and
floors big enough to let an adult male—preferably about the size of
Becca’s boss because tonight didn’t have to be a total wash—wriggle
through. “Show yourselves to Auntie Penguin.”

Ah, renovations.

Dupont Circle was an old part of the city,
bursting with historied structures that had been chopped up and
modernized time and again. The gallery was in such a place, an
ancient corner stockhouse that had been subjected to multiple
cycles of lying fallow between the inevitable property grabs. The
result had turned into literal layers of construction, a geological
record of new life plastered over its architectural ancestors.

(She hated doing this type of deep scan. Not
only was she guaranteed to learn that she was carelessly blundering
along within structurally unsound caves held together mostly by
spit and a wish, interior cavities were disgusting. It was the part
of the urban ecosystem that had never been cleaned, ever, and
things died in there!)

But in all of the building and rebuilding
and hoping the inspectors were on the take, there were voids. There
were always voids. Rachel found an excellent spot in the third room
where half a sheet of drywall had been screwed into place over a
space where an old ventilation duct had once been located, and went
in search of brawn and tools.

Two minutes later, Rachel, Shawn, and a
former NFL tight end who had been dragged to the event with his
wife had broken an antique cheese knife but had managed to get
through enough of the drywall so they could rip the rest apart with
their hands. Quickly, a portal to a hastily evacuated Italian
restaurant began to take shape, the smell of delicious foods still
on the tables a delightful change from that of floating dust.
Behind them, the crowd was starting to get very anxious as they saw
the escape route begin to open, safety staring them right in the
face.

“Dr. Davies and the injured go first,”
Rachel said, setting herself in front of the hole. “Then anyone
under eighteen or over sixty, and then the rest of us in a nice
orderly line.” There were protests, but she finished by cranking
some voltage into her cyborg stare and warning them, “I’m going
last, so don’t make me wait.”

That shut the complainers up, and they
started moving through the hole in an orderly fashion that made
Rachel’s old Army instincts proud. One by one, they cleared the
room, and she felt herself start to relax. They could do this. They
would do this!

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

With only Shawn, the football player, and
herself left to move through the hole, the ceiling delivered on its
threat. Rachel had set her scans for heat and rapid shifts in
energy, and they nabbed her attention just in time to watch the
ceiling as it burst into a spectacular sheet of flame.

“Oh, balls,” she whispered.

The football player saved her life. She was
leaping towards the hole, pushing Shawn in front of her, when he
grabbed them both and threw them backwards. Rachel caught a
brilliant rush of color as the ceiling bowed and fell, drenching
that side of the room in flame.

Something hot smashed against her face and
she yowled like a scalded cat. Shawn whipped off his tuxedo coat
and started wiping handfuls of a viscous substance from her eyes
and mouth. “Don’t move!” he said. “It’s everywhere!”

“We gotta go!” The football player had
dodged the debris and was frantic. “Can we risk the back door?”

The pain was incredible. All Rachel wanted
to do was plunge her head into cold water, but she couldn’t, not
until she dealt with this. “We’re gonna have to,” she muttered
around Shawn’s sleeve. “Ceiling’s…ceiling’s about to come
down.”

“Take us out, Penguin,” Shawn said. He had
removed as much of the gunk from her face as he could, and had
started tearing his dress shirt into strips to use as masks.

Rachel nodded, hissing as she realized her
neck had been burned, too. She threw her scans towards the rear
exit. The route to the back door was a straight shot…until it
suddenly wasn’t, with that section of the ceiling falling, and
flames spreading down, down, down and out—

“Front door,” she said, changing
directions.

“But the back—” the football player tried,
gesturing at the rear exit the next room over.

“It’s blocked,” she said. It hurt to talk:
the skin on her face was screaming; she pushed the cloth torn from
Shawn’s shirt over her eyes so the pressure could fight against the
pain. “Follow me and stay close.”

If she had been running emotions, there was
no doubt she’d be getting pushback. As it was, she took the lead
and headed for the front door, shared terror racing between Shawn’s
hand and her own. The other Agent seized the NFL player’s hand and
pack mentality won out, the three of them racing as a unit to reach
the front door. They could move as long as they stayed away from
the walls. The center of each room was mostly untouched. The
ceiling was burning from the perimeter in; it would all come down
in a rush, and fast, but for the moment it was staying put.

The problem was they couldn’t stay in the
center of the room.

“Had to build a maze, didn’t you?” she asked
Shawn. He laughed bitterly, and started hurling canvases out of the
way. The football player joined him, the two men punching holes
when they couldn’t simply go around. Step by step, they fought
their way to the gallery’s front entrance.

“Faster,” Rachel gasped through her mask,
her scans warning her that the old stone front wall of the former
stockhouse was about to crumble, and the whole of the burning
ceiling would come down with it.

They ran, Rachel slipping in her high heels
and throwing curses at the very concept of formal attire. What
purpose did looking fancy serve if the shoes got you killed?
Spending forever as a really hot ghost was not worth this. And what
the hell was wrong with her dress? She was smothering in the wool,
and her face was hurting so bad, burning, even her eyes felt
like they were on fire!

The rubble caused by the first explosion
rose up before her. Rachel was about to scream—it was waist-high
and it’d take her forever to climb over it—as the NFL player
grabbed her and literally swung her around and hurled her,
discus-style, through the opening. Now, she did scream, a panicked
shriek as she zoomed like a rocket straight at a giant human figure
waiting to intercept her. All of her scans were set for the
environment, so he remained a blob of human who moved like Patrick
Mulcahy up until the moment she crashed into him, and then he
resolved into her boss as they both skidded backwards across the
icy pavement, their momentum carrying them straight into the side
of a waiting ambulance.

There was a moment of stillness, and then
she muttered, “Ow.”

“Yeah,” Mulcahy said, his voice slightly
crushed. “You okay?”

She didn’t answer him, shoving herself to
her feet. Shawn was still in the link so she knew he was alive, but
that helpful football player? She flipped frequencies until she
spotted the two men running towards her, and grabbed Shawn in a
hug.

“I’m so sorry about your show,” she told him
silently.

“It’s okay,” he sighed, staring at the
burning ruin of the gallery. As they watched, the ceiling in the
front room gave way and fell, shooting sparks through the hole in
the wall. Then, slowly, the wall caved in, the left side breaking
apart and pulling the whole place down around it. “Guess I’ll
always be able to joke about exploding onto the art scene.”

Chatter behind them: Jenny had shouldered
her way through the crowd control barriers, and she flung herself
at Shawn, checking him over like a horse for sale. Rachel found
herself swamped with paramedics and EMTs who poured some sort of
sterile liquid all over her face to loosen the makeshift mask. She
snarled at them for their hesitation, and tore the scrap of fabric
from her own skin.

They were unable to keep themselves from
flinching

“That bad?” she asked them, as she grabbed
the bottle of liquid and started dousing her own face with its
blessed coolness.

“Your eyes,” the woman said quietly. “Are
you having problems with your vision?”

She started to laugh and couldn’t stop.
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“It could be worse,” Santino reminded
her.

He was right. It could have been much worse.
Two explosions and all of that fire, and only eight people had
died.

Only.

Everyone who had gone through the wall into
the Italian restaurant had survived. Other than Rachel herself, the
injured were expected to make full recoveries. Becca’s boss thought
that Rachel was an authentic American hero, and he had outright
purchased the expensive rented jewelry she had worn so he could
give it to her as a gift…and an apology. Rachel had been ready to
accept the jewelry with a gracious nod, as it seemed a bit rude
that he had gone to all this expense only for her to correct him
and let him know she had actually been blind for years. Besides,
she had saved his life, and she really liked that necklace! But
Becca had jabbed her in the ribs and given her the stinkeye until
Rachel sighed and closed the velvet case.

“My implant provides an alternative to
normal vision,” she had assured him. “I swear, there’s no
difference in how I perceived the world before the fire and how I
do it now.”

That was how she was handling the questions:
There is no noticeable difference between then and now.
Rachel responded to interviews by pointing out how her scans had
always been the best in OACET. She took reporters to the shooting
range and did trick shots while blindfolded, and then performed
card tricks which put professional magicians to shame. There was an
interview featuring her and Dr. Gillion on 60 Minutes, in
which they pretended to be the best of friends as they told the
story of how they had been working together to develop an adaptive
device to help the blind. It was captivating television, what with
the robbery at his office and the explosion at the gallery: the
producers had paid a lucky bystander a tidy sum for the footage of
Mulcahy snagging her out of the air. They also got Lulu some
considerable screen time, as the computer had helped Gillion
recover most of the raw data and was helping him to reassemble his
findings.

The interview had gone very well, she
thought, even when Lesley Stahl had apologized for blindsiding
them—hardy-oh!-so-hardy-har—with the tidbit that former
Senator Hanlon had just that morning filed a patent for an adaptive
device very similar to their own. Gillion, who had quite a lot of
poise when performing in front of a national audience and an
imaginary prize committee, replied with a chuckle and a very
generous, “He’s welcome to patent his version. I’m no entrepreneur!
I’ve always intended to let my research inform others, and will
release it via open source when I’m certain of its general
stability.” Gillion had handled it so smoothly that Rachel was able
to swallow her fury—now they knew for a fact who had blown up
Gillion’s lab, and why—as they went to another shooting range and,
blindfolded once more, she showed Stahl how to assemble and shoot a
.308 Winchester rifle.

Rachel still had her job as OACET liaison to
the D.C. police, as the publicity had…protected her.

Of everything that had happened, this
angered her the most. She had been haunted for years by a
constant unrelenting fear of being outed, but when it came down to
it, they had to let her stay because it would have looked worse to
ask her to leave.

She didn’t know how to process this. Yes,
she had what she wanted. For her, this was the best of both worlds,
really, as the DCPD was making accommodations for her; she finally
had access to reports in Braille! But they were quite clearly
unhappy about having to make them. In a meeting with Chief
Sturtevant, her team’s supervisor, there was plenty more glaring
than was polite. She was pretty sure that was because he had always
suspected she was blind, and that she had lied to his face about it
more than once. Eh, whatever, she had always made sure they both
had plausible deniability, so he shouldn’t have held it against
her. Rachel had promised him she wouldn’t drive; he had the
gall! to suggest that she shouldn’t carry a weapon, but she
had raised an eyebrow at that and he had compromised by making her
take yet another firearms proficiency test, filling out another
half-dozen liability forms, and then telling her that he didn’t
want to see her for at least a month.

“I promise I won’t see you, either,” she had
replied, and had darted out of his office an instant before a
coffee mug shattered against the wall.

At the end of it, she was still here, at
First District Station, in the giant office she shared with
Santino, Zockinski, Hill, a stolen pinball machine, and a thousand
houseplants, and safely cloaked in the protective threat of
anti-discrimination litigation. As she had told Sturtevant, they
couldn’t fire her for an inability to perform her job when she was
able to perform her job, right? Oh, and since we’re on the topic,
Anderson Cooper had expressed interest in a follow-up piece about
how the people she worked with were adapting to her condition—

Yeah, she had probably deserved that
mugging.

And yeah, Santino was right: it could be
worse, because it seemed increasingly likely that Telford was dead.
It was likely that he had died several months ago, in the early
autumn, in the explosion that had leveled his hideout. Mulcahy had
learned that the gallery manager had let his insurance company do
some fireproofing, which involved shutting down the building for a
few days while a single scrawny dude swapped out the front and back
doors, sprayed a thick insulating goo across the ceiling, and
updated the fire suppression system software. All of this had taken
place in summer, immediately after Shawn had scheduled his show. As
far as the timeline went, it aligned with when Telford had first
arrived in D.C. and had kicked off his overly extravagant campaign
against OACET. Put a bunch of bombs on timers and, if you had
enough patience, the world was your flaming oyster.

But she couldn’t forget how Bradley had
picked Telford out of the photo lineup, or how Dunstan had been
shot the same day he finally flipped on Hanlon. There was no proof,
only coincidences…but.

(There was also that one last suppressed
memory she wouldn’t allow herself to process, the one she knew was
right there, lurking, the one which would show her how she
had gotten Jason and Phil killed. That she still wouldn’t let
herself remember what had happened was a different kind of
evidence. Once upon a time, there was a cyborg who lived in
denial.)

But…it could have been worse.

“You’re right,” she admitted, swatting at a
nearby spider plant. “I’ve been waiting to get busted for so long
that I can’t believe it’s finally out there.” Like all spider
plants, this one was focused on pushing out a strand of tiny
clones, and these dangled on in front of her on a thin green
strand. Her scans were set for kinetic energy, and this left long,
swooping trails across her mind as the baby plants swayed.

“Stop that.” Santino reached over and
grabbed the rim of the spider plant’s plastic pot. “Help me
dust?”

“Yeah, fine,” she sighed, standing. The
twins had slashed his available free time, but he refused to give
up his plants. Instead, he cut back on his sleep, which… Well, it
was not a choice she would have made herself, so she had started
helping him tend to his many hundreds of houseplants, and dreaded
the coming spring when the garden would rise from its slumber and
demand human sacrifice.

The two of them misted and wiped in
companionable silence, scrubbing away. Santino was obsessively tidy
at the worst of times, so it didn’t take as long as it should’ve to
put the whole room back in order. When it was time to work on the
cactus flats, she offered to run to the local nursery to get a few
cans of the expensive condensed air that wouldn’t blow holes in the
soft woody flesh, and pick up lunch on the way back.

After the sandwiches had disappeared,
Santino dusted the cactus and began to water them with an
eyedropper, and she yanked her desk away from the wall to pull out
the hidden miniature whiteboard.

Santino winced in an unpleasant orange.

“Yeah, well,” she said, irritated. “It’s
still bothering me.”

The whiteboard was covered in Santino’s
fastidious printing, clear enough for her to read without too much
effort. On it were multiple lists, grouped according to priority,
each of which focused on unanswered questions from the Telford
case.

She tapped the list with the header
‘Hanlon.’

“Shouldn’t you put up a shield?” he asked,
as he checked to make sure his phone still had a signal.

Rachel did, and made it a good one—she was
still blaming herself for the gallery explosion. Irrational? Yes,
but the part of her which had been staring at the ceiling had
known, and it hadn’t bothered to tell the rest of her. Until they
got this mess sorted, extra precautions were just good sense.

When his phone lost signal and chirped in
complaint, Santino sighed. “I don’t know if we’re making progress,”
he reminded her. “This might be the point where we’re banging our
heads against the wall.”

“Perfect,” Rachel replied. “Turns out I’m
kickass at cutting through those.”

“True.” Santino glanced at the whiteboard.
“You want to start with Hanlon?”

“Bet I’d be kickass at cutting through him,
too.”

Her partner snorted. “Also true. Do you want
to listen to the phone call again?”

There was no real need as she had it
memorized, but she queued it up anyway, playing it through the
speaker system.

“Hi. Hello? Is this Agent Peng?”

The unaltered version of the phone call ran
its course, sounding exactly like Telford. Then, she played the
version that Mako had scrubbed of its filters. This time, the “Hi.
Hello? Is this Agent Peng?” rang out in what was unmistakably the
voice of ex-senator Hanlon.

“It’ll never stand up in court,” she said
gloomily. “The jury would assume we were out to get him.”

“Why did he do it?”

“Sow more chaos during an already chaotic
time,” she said, and added, “Phil said Hanlon wanted to sign his
work to make sure we knew he was responsible. That’s definitely
something he’d do.”

A very curious yellow arched like an eyebrow
as Santino asked, “Does that mean you want to talk about this?”

He pointed to the list on the whiteboard
under the header ‘Weird Shit.’ On it were three items: her dreams,
how Mulcahy and Josh had gotten her out of the building, and Hope
Blackwell’s instinct that the gallery was about to blow. Rachel had
already requested that last item be scratched out as self-evident:
Blackwell was weird shit incarnate.

Santino didn’t agree. “The logical
explanation is Blackwell is working with Hanlon.”

“Logic does not describe that woman in any
way, shape, or form,” replied Rachel. “And no, it isn’t. What kind
of long game do you think she’s playing? Help Mulcahy dismantle his
biggest project and then…what? Flip like a waffle on her own
husband?

“Besides, Hope’s a terrible liar,” she
added. “I asked her how she knew the gallery was going to blow, and
Hanlon was the furthest thing from her mind. She turned bright
blue, panicked, and threw a cup of coffee at me.” It had hurt, too.
Rachel hadn’t suffered permanent damage from the fire but even a
stiff breeze was too much for her still-tender skin, and a hot
coffee to the face had sent her leaping over The Black Eye’s
counter to turn on the dish sink’s giant tap.

“All right.” Santino, ever the scientist,
wrote down ‘bright blue’ next to Hope’s name. “What does that color
mean?”

“Hell if I know. I’ve only seen that
specific color when people die, and when that happens, it’s twisted
up in black.

“Actually…” Rachel paused, thinking.
“Actually, that blue-black death color is really similar to Hope’s
core colors. She’s the only person I’ve seen that has two colors
instead of one.”

“And what does that mean?”

Rachel held her hands up to the sky in a
power shrug. “She’s weird shit incarnate.”

They lapsed into irritated silence,
unwilling to poke at the other items on the ‘Weird Shit’ list in
case it sparked another argument about asking Mulcahy questions he
refused to acknowledge. Her moods careened between accepting that
she was part of yet another giant government conspiracy, and fury
that her boss would dare! put her in yet another giant
government conspiracy! When it got to be too much, she broke
first and said, “It’s not that the weird shit doesn’t bother me as
much as I’m worried about whether Telford is dead or not.”

Santino had prepared a snappy retort to an
insult she hadn’t delivered, and he forcibly wrestled his irritated
oranges down and pushed them aside. “Yeah, I get that,” he
admitted. “The problem is, I’m not sure it’s a question we can
answer with the data we have.”

Rachel nodded, drumming her fingers on her
desk. “What information would we need?” she wondered aloud. “If he
appeared alive, obviously. Or if more of his traps went off…but
we’ve found all of his old ones. Nothing’s happened since…when? Way
before Halloween, with Gillion’s office going up in flames on the
same day Dunstan got shot, right?”

“Except for Shawn’s gallery opening.”

“And Telford planned that months in
advance.” Her fingernails clicked against the industrial Formica
desktop. “I think we’re still asking the wrong questions. I think…I
think the real question is ‘Why now?’” She stood and started to
pace. “Hanlon didn’t wake up one day and decide that he needed to
fuck with OACET for fun. He’s had Telford ready to go since OACET
went online, but he chose last spring. Why now, and not any time in
the last four years? We’re more stable, less vulnerable. He could
have done a lot more damage if he set Telford on us immediately
after we went public.”

“For starters, you wouldn’t have been able
to hold onto your job if you were outed without building a couple
years’ worth of…well. Not good faith. Excellent performance results
under very strange circumstances?”

“God, yeah, I still can’t believe how long I
kept that game running.” That overwhelming feeling of relief, vast
and specific as a rogue wave, hit her dead-center of her chest
again. It had been an inescapable fear she’d carried with her, a
very simple equation where if the world knew she was blind,
then she would lose. Her job, her privacy, a good chunk of
her liberties? Gone. The only reason she had those now was that she
had weaponized public opinion for herself, and in her own best
interests.

That…hmm.

That wouldn’t have been a choice she’d have
made for herself, not until recently. Everything had been for
OACET. In fact, during those early days, she had pushed back when
Josh had argued that coming out as blind would garner public
sympathy. If he had insisted? Well, if she hadn’t wriggled out of
those tight corners, yes, then she would’ve outed herself for the
greater good of the collective.

“Huh,” she mused aloud. “Would I free Wyatt
again?”

Santino hushed her and glanced over his
shoulder towards the slim glass window in the door. “Rachel!”

“Got a shield up,” she reminded him,
pointing towards the ceiling. “Just wondering aloud if I’d make the
same choices now as I did when we first went public.

“I think I’d let him rot,” she decided.

“He’s saved your life several times since
then,” Santino said. “Done a lot of good work for OACET, too.”

“Not saying whether it’s the right decision,
just that it’s the one I’d make now.” She shrugged. “He’s a
murderer, and I had no evidence he wanted to be anything more. I
would’ve looked for a different solution and left him in jail.”

“It’s not like you opened the cell door for
him.”

“Water, bridge,” she said with a shrug, and
then stood and stretched, rising up on her toes until her back
cracked. God, she felt good! “I’m going over to The Black Eye. Want
to come?” Four days ago, a building two blocks away from The Black
Eye had gone supernova, the casualty of a faulty gas main. The
neighborhood had been evacuated as a security precaution, but
multiple thorough examinations of the building by firefighters,
often tailed by a very suspicious Rachel who watched them like a
murderous hawk, had yielded nothing.

“No. You’re obsessed. Sometimes fire is just
fire. Even Phil would tell you that.”

“You’re not wrong,” she replied,
waiting.

“Obsessed,” he said again, as he picked up
the condensed air and began to dust the ferns.

When it was clear she couldn’t bully him
into driving her over to the other side of town, she heaved a sigh
and started the long walk in the frigid weather.

What to do, what to do…

She didn’t know what to do! The
‘Weird Shit’ list really bothered her, especially the newly added
‘Why Now?’.

Rachel’s hand moved to the notepad in her
jacket pocket. It was her third notebook since Telford. Three new
cases had come and gone, normal procedural cases which had been
solved through due diligence and shoe leather. But she carried the
old notebook with her wherever she went, her fingertips playing
with the little paper tags where someone had ripped out the last
pages she had written before losing her memory. Hill had been as
good as his word, and he had made copies of the pages they had
found in Dunstan’s condo. They were all of her notes about Hanlon,
along with those she had made while talking to Jason about slices
of pie…about Lulu splitting off and processing data in different
forms.

Why now?

She felt like she was almost there, but…but
the part she couldn’t quite grasp was why use Telford?

A sudden burst of honking right behind her
caused her to jump halfway out of her skin, and she spun around,
scans going wild, to find Santino in his tiny hybrid. Rachel
grinned and dodged a patch of ice as she leapt over to the
passenger’s side. “Thanks,” she said, grinning at him as she
stuffed her hands inside her jacket to reheat her numbed
fingers.

“Shut up,” he muttered, and nudged the car
back into traffic.

“No, I’m grateful. Why now, and why
Telford?”

“I can answer that second question,” he said
as he snorted a laugh. “Because Telford was the best bang for his
buck.”

“Phrasing.”

“Seriously! Think about it—Hanlon hates you
guys. You hate him, obviously, but it goes both ways. When he found
Telford, he found an intelligent, highly educated person with
obsessive and aggressive tendencies. Telford was an investment that
would pay out whenever Hanlon decided to turn him onto his
enemies.”

“Okay.” Rachel nodded. “Okay, yeah, back
when he first found Telford in prison, Hanlon didn’t hate OACET at
all—we wouldn’t exist for another ten years!”

“Yup,” agreed Santino. “He probably began to
poison Telford against Agents once OACET went live. Now, put
yourself in Hanlon’s shoes…Telford was a one-shot weapon, but he
was cheap and any connections to Hanlon could easily be explained
away.”

Rachel deepened her voice to sound like the
ex-senator’s: “Yes, of course I knew him, officer! He had a lot of
promise and I wanted to help steer him straight. If only those
pesky cyborgs hadn’t hurt me… Poor Telford! He probably thought he
was paying me back for my kindness. All of this is such a
tragedy!”

“Yup. The perfect weapon. To prove anything,
you’ve gotta get Telford to testify against Hanlon, and corpses
don’t talk.”

“Yeah…” Rachel took her hands out of her
armpits and shook them. Feeling had finally returned. “Even if
Hanlon didn’t get exactly what he wanted, Telford did hurt us more
than anything else we’ve gone up against.”

“To be fair, that could’ve been exactly what
Hanlon wanted.”

She turned off her scans and leaned back in
her seat. “Then Phil and Jason died for nothing.”

“Lots of deaths are for nothing,” he
reminded her. “Most deaths, really. Doesn’t make them
meaningless…just pointless.”

Rachel wanted to argue semantics but her
partner was, as always, right.

The streets around The Black Eye were still
shut down to through traffic, and most of the buildings were still
sealed off until the gas lines which serviced each block could be
checked and reopened safely. The firefighters Rachel had tailed had
told her that the explosion had taken place in an older building
which hadn’t been brought up to code since the eighties; one of
them, a strapping young fellow who insisted she call him by a first
name she immediately forgot, assured her that it was a miracle the
place hadn’t burned down a decade ago.

Rachel believed him. She also believed it
wasn’t a coincidence that a fire had caused an unofficial OACET
property to be shuttered for the better part of a week. She wasn’t
alone: Josh had put up a rotation so Agents could stand guard duty,
and Mako had upped the audio and video security. All precautions
had been taken.

She still wasn’t satisfied.

They pushed past the bored officers
shivering at the police tape, and walked the small distance to the
café. The Agent on rotation unlocked the doors for them and ushered
them inside, out of the cold. Rachel and Santino stared blankly at
the chaos of chairs and the slightly stinky garbage that had once
been overpriced snacks. It hadn’t been a big explosion; none of the
large glass windows were cracked.

“Don’t say it,” she warned Santino.

“How nothing has changed since the last time
we were here, which was this morning? Not a word.” He flopped
against the counter and took out his phone.

“I’m going upstairs,” she said.

“Cool. Lulu and I are going to get some work
done,” he replied.

Oh, right.

“Hello, Lulu.”

“AGENT PENG.”

“How are you doing today?” Rachel said,
passing by the café’s in-wall monitor as she headed towards the
stairwell.

“I AM THE SAME AS WHEN YOU WERE LAST
HERE.”

She was getting better at identifying
passive-aggressive artificial intelligence: Lulu was very pointedly
noting that Rachel hadn’t bothered to say good morning. Lord in
heaven, this computer could carry a grudge better than her own
grandmother.

Time to be the bigger semi-machine. As she
started the trudge up to the second floor, she asked the hidden
hardware: “I was wondering if you could answer a few
questions.”

“WERE YOU?”

“Jesus Christ, Lulu.”

“ARE THESE QUESTIONS ABOUT RELIGION?”

In the hitched breath right before she
unloaded like a missile on this snarky chunk of machinery, Rachel
realized that Lulu had delivered that line in Jason’s unmistakable
cadence. She glared at the nearest monitor.

Lulu didn’t say anything, but it was the
way it didn’t say anything…

Rachel licked her finger and marked the
air.

“WHAT MAY I HELP YOU WITH,
AGENT PENG?” Lulu asked, as smug as it could be. Which was,
surprisingly, extremely.

Rachel briefly mediated on how they had
trained up a computer to be the kind of person you want to beat
with a stick with a nail in it, and then forged ahead. “I’m still
trying to put the pieces together, Lulu. Is there anything you can
tell me about the last week?” She caught herself just in time and
amended: “Related to the explosion, or people walking through this
building?”

Lulu, suddenly eager to please, launched
into a lengthy recital of what had happened with the explosion, the
subsequent fire, and how The Black Eye and the floors above it had
been evacuated. Nothing Lulu said struck Rachel as suspicious.

“Do you have any data from…” Rachel bit her
lip as she stepped out of the stairwell and onto the top floor.
Jenny, Shawn, Adrian, and Sammy had been allowed to enter the
building and pack for an extended stay at Mulcahy’s lake house, and
the tornado of hasty packing had spun up and settled all over their
shared common space. Compared to the café downstairs, it was
downright tidy.

“FROM?” Lulu
prompted.

“Do you have any hardware here?” she asked,
grasping. “Such as weather sensors on the roof or other equipment
that could be used to measure that explosion?”

“YES. MAKO HAS EXAMINED THE DATA. NOTHING
APPEARS ABNORMAL.”

“Balls,” she sighed. “You’re safe, right?
This version of you isn’t stored here?”

“YES. MY MAIN HARDWARE IS NOW PERMANENTLY IN
MAKO’S OFFICE AT OACET HEADQUARTERS.”

“Where’s your backup?” Rachel was
half-listening. Her scans were aimed at the toasty shell of the
building the block over. “Still at the Consolidated Forensic
Lab?”

“I NO LONGER EXIST AT THE CFL.”

Rachel glanced over at the nearest monitor.
“I’m surprised they let you go. You’re valuable.”

Lulu’s almost-human voice dropped in volume.
“THEY DON’T KNOW. WE INSTALLED AN ALTERNATIVE
VERSION OF ME IN MY OLD HARDWARE.”

“When? I’ve spoken to…uh…a Lulu over there,
and it sounds just like you.”

“A FEW DAYS AFTER JASON
AND PHIL—” A short pause, sounding almost as if the AI was
steeling itself with a deep breath. “IT WAS
SHORTLY BEFORE YOU GOT OUT OF THE HOSPITAL. MAKO THOUGHT IT BEST TO
MOVE QUICKLY DUE TO SECURITY CONCERNS.”

“That wasn’t you? But we’ve had whole
conversations!”

“I KNOW. THOSE CONVERSATIONS WERE SENT TO MY
MAIN SERVER IN MAKO’S LAB, BUT THE CFL-LULU IS NO LONGER UPDATED.
THE DATA TRAVELS ONE WAY.”

“Clever,” Rachel said appreciatively.
Someone with a sneakier mind than Mako’s must have arranged to have
that data channel moving straight from the CFL into OACET, and also
had gotten the CFL sign off on the process. “Where’s your real
backup?”

“MULCAHY HAS BUILT AN OFF-SITE SERVER. I’M
NOT PERMITTED TO DISCLOSE THE LOCATION, BUT HE HAS TOLD ME TO TELL
YOU THAT HE WILL LET YOU KNOW WHERE IT IS IF YOU FEEL IT’S
IMPORTANT.”

Yup, there’s the sneakier mind.
Knowing Mulcahy, that server was probably hidden fifty feet beneath
sea level and guarded by venomous sharks with mandatory frikkin’
laser beams on their heads.

Maybe the explosion at the abandoned
building really had been an accident.

Maybe.

Rachel sighed, forehead pressed against the
glass. The fire department had told her that no one had been inside
that abandoned building at the time of the fire. It didn’t match
Telford’s other bombings at all.

“What’s Santino working on?” she asked
Lulu.

“HE’S EVALUATING CULTIVATION MEDIA FOR
GROWING OACET 2.0 IMPLANTS.”

“Sounds sticky.” She banged her forehead
against the glass in frustration.

“IT’S MOSTLY DEIONIZED WATER.”

“Good to know.” She banged her head again,
watching the tiny ripples flow across the glass like broken waves.
All of this was connected—she knew all of this was
connected!—but how…

She froze, head pressed against the glass
and eyes widening, as it all came together. “Lulu, did any of the
firemen speak to you? Directly to you?”

“YES, AGENT PENG.”

Rachel pulled herself from the window. “Did
that fireman ask you any questions? Especially questions like…like
the ones I’ve been asking you?”

“YES.”

She whooped like a monkey on
methamphetamines and raced downstairs to find Santino, praying she
was the first to realize that they needed to take out the
trash.

 


 


 



TWENTY-THREE

 


Private planes deserved the hype. The plush
upholstery, the adequate legroom…so sexy! She was working so
she had passed when the flustered flight attendant offered her an
adult beverage, telling him she had brought her own bottle of
water. This, she sipped, as she pulled off her boots and socks and
John McClaned her bare feet all over the pristine carpet of
Hanlon’s personal jet.

Hanlon arrived about two hours after that.
Rachel had made sure to bust her way past his guards exactly ten
minutes before he was supposed to provide testimony to a
Congressional oversight committee, and it was worth the wasted time
to watch him on C-SPAN as he pretended he wasn’t distracted by the
phone call from his security team.

He came down the aisle of his own plane, his
core color of an almost oily brown wood swimming beneath angry
reds. Rachel watched these carefully, grinning to herself as she
realized that he was angry, yes, but it was a false anger, a dab of
too-red paint over his actual emotions.

Plans, coming together, etcetera.

Hanlon sat across from her, setting his
briefcase down on the polished walnut table between them. “Made
yourself at home?” he said, orange annoyance prickling like sharp
needles as he spotted her bare feet.

Rachel leaned forward, smiling, and dropped
her suitcoat and her heavy winter jacket over his briefcase.
“This,” she said, tapping the layers of polyester and goose down,
“is the second analog tape recorder I’ve seen in the past year. I’m
honestly surprised they still make them.” She dropped her legs on
top of the jacket so her bare feet were pointing at the former
senator. Becca had done her toenails for this, and the polish
gleamed bright pink.

“I digress,” she said in a voice barely
above a whisper as she pounded her feet on the pile of fabric. “I’m
the one who’s going to kill you—I’ve got dibs. The next time you
see me?” She pointed a finger gun at her head. “Pop pop pop.”

She stopped smashing her feet against the
briefcase, letting her new and improved version of Josh’s wonky
cloud distort everything about her in the digital surveillance
equipment strategically placed throughout the plane. If Hanlon’s
analog recording equipment had survived the kicking, nothing else
that was said between them would matter if it got picked up.

“All right, let’s do this,” she said, as she
crossed her feet at the ankles and picked up her drink. She had
asked Shawn to cobble together a fake product label, and was
sipping from a very real-looking bottle of Sparkling Denouement
spring water. If this were going to work, she needed Hanlon to
believe she was the smuggest little prat in all of Christendom.
“You’re the only supervillain I go up against, you know? I never
get to break down how brilliant I am to anyone else.”

Hanlon didn’t say a word, although he was
concentrating very, very hard on staying angry.

“Who told you I read emotions?” Rachel
mused. “I’ve always wondered.”

A quick shot of blue appeared, the heart of
an iceberg breaking within honest red.

“Ah.” Rachel nodded. “Dunstan. We almost had
him, and then—so weird!—someone shows up and shoots him. Bet you’ll
never be able to trust him again.” She took another sip of water,
and added, “I sure wouldn’t.

“So, Telford was your boy, and had been
since you found him in California. You got him out of prison and
managed to keep him employed in the kinds of jobs which kept his
skills sharp. Then, when the time was right, you told him to go
east, young man, and raise hell on earth.

“And we both know why the time was right,”
she said, tapping two fingers against her temple and then waggling
them at him.

Hanlon didn’t reply, a smug little grin
playing at the corners of his mouth.

She didn’t need him to confirm or deny. The
goal—Hanlon’s ultimate prize—was OACET 2.0. The next generation of
the most advanced technology the human race had developed, with all
of those sloppy first-generation problems ironed out. Better yet,
it was mainly the early adopters who had done the work, addressing
the many problems they had encountered through use and abuse.
OACET’s original implant was raw silk, expensive and beautiful in
its own way; OACET 2.0 would be fine-spun chiffon, smooth,
perfect…flawless.

Safe enough for Hanlon to graft to his own
precious brain. He probably wouldn’t even need sunglasses.

“You must be really pissed at yourself,” she
said. “You knew we were making progress. I’m guessing you keep
track of invoices, supply lines, anything that goes into or out of
OACET and isn’t under our direct control—we’re tightening those
points of vulnerability, by the way—but you didn’t know where we
kept the data.

“I still don’t know where we keep the
data,” she admitted. “I’m sure it’s not all stored inside OACET’s
headquarters. We don’t take risks like that, not since someone
broke in a while back. The safest way to protect our information is
to distribute it across multiple channels.”

Rachel waited. When Hanlon kept his mouth
shut, she added, “You see, it’s like pieces of a pie—”

He held up a hand. “Spare me the
simplification.”

“Fair enough.” Rachel stretched out her
toes, watching the irritated oranges in his colors flare up as she
reminded him she was living her best life as a complete bitch in
his private jet. “You needed that data, but it’s too well-guarded.
So you started drilling down on the exposed sections. Dr. Gillion’s
lab, Ed Hudson’s stolen invoices, things like those. But if you
could get your hands on Lulu…even the smallest piece of Lulu? An AI
that had been actively contributing to the research process? Pure
gold.

“If it were me,” she continued, “I would
have gone after Lulu right after Jason and Phil were murdered.
That’s when Mako was down, Bell was a trainwreck, and I was
unconscious for days. That was the plan, right? Lure out and murder
the people who had developed Lulu so its unit at the Consolidated
Forensic Laboratory was unguarded?”

Hanlon rolled his fingers as if asking her
to hurry up and get to the point.

She paused, smiled, and sipped her water,
spilling just a little on the velvet upholstery. “Oops! Sorry. I’ll
let you in on a secret—I made a huge mistake. I thought your team
on the ground was mostly Telford, because you can’t pay mercenaries
to go up against OACET. We’ve got a reputation: every time they
try, they go to jail or end up dead. You need reliable zealots who
are in it for the cause, like Telford. And since Telford was
exposed to the same inferno that nearly killed me, he needed a
little time to recover. By the time he was up, Mako and Bell had
already done a yoink and moved Lulu out of the CFL.

“Bet it took you a while to figure that
out,” Rachel said, gesturing with the water bottle. “I had a couple
of conversations with the version of Lulu they left behind, and I
couldn’t tell the difference! Man, you must’ve been furious, once
Telford got a copy of the fake Lulu and you realized it was as
hollow as a chocolate bunny.”

Hanlon, smug pinks starting to boil through
his false anger, replied, “If I had done any of this, why would I
be angry about getting my hands on a world-class artificial
intelligence?”

“Oh, I’m not saying Lulu’s copy is
worthless,” insisted Rachel. “But that’s all it is. The data that
Lulu processed for OACET wasn’t included. You had gone through all
of that work and gotten a really chatty parrot which knows all
about the D.C. police.”

“That’s not how artificial intelligence
works,” Hanlon said cooly, the reds of his anger now growing in
earnest.

“It is once Mako Hill is done with it,” she
said, wiggling her toes at him. “I checked. He got his jaw wired up
and then went to carve Lulu into pieces before the morphine wore
off. So when you opened your Easter cyberbasket and bit right into
that bunny’s head and it all crumbled…well, this analogy’s getting
away from me, but you are blazing mad right now so I
know I’m right. I can just imagine you, all the way out
there in California, stomping around your labs—mmmh!”

Rachel paused as she used her fingernails to
scrape some grime from her feet, inspect it, and wipe it against
the cushions. Then, she leaned forward and whispered, “And you
still don’t have Lulu.”

Smug pink bubbled up in Hanlon’s colors, but
he quickly smashed it down under that false red anger.

“No, you don’t. You think you do, but you
don’t,” Rachel corrected him. “Did you really expect us to not take
out the trash?”

It dawned on him, slowly, a breaking moment
of truly bad news that needed time to emerge. She thought it looked
like a flower in bloom; it was raw fury the color of flames, and
she loved it!

“I had actually solved this before.” Rachel
went to put on her boots. These were the ones with the vicious
heels which put her within breathing distance of six feet; she’d
need a death grip on the stairway railing on her climb down to the
tarmac. It was all worth it. Hanlon was so mad he was shaking.
“Then, y’know. Boom, big boom, and I’m in the hospital with memory
loss. Took me some time to retrace my steps, and there were always
some missing pieces.

“If the ceiling at the gallery hadn’t come
down, I might’ve let it all go,” she added, shaking her head as she
stood and put on her winter layers. “But you don’t go to that much
effort without a reason. I mean, really, there’s arson and then
there’s overkill, and I’m pretty sure the only reason you let
Telford have the gallery is because he was pushing to go after
OACET headquarters, and that would have sent every Agent in the
world straight up your asshole.

“And,” she added, “that mistake I mentioned?
Once Telford fucked up that first theft, you actually found people
who would go in and snatch Lulu from OACET. After he died, I was
running in circles, thinking he was still alive, even after that
phone call you made to throw me off.

“So that’s all settled,” Rachel said, as she
slung her bag over her shoulder and sighed heavily. “Now you just
have to wonder when you’ll see me again. Or…if.” She reached
up and patted the ceiling of the airplane, and Hanlon’s eyes went
wide. “Nah, I’m kidding. Your flight crew will always have safe
travels on my watch,” she assured him with one last wink. “I’m not
a psychopath.”

As she stressed that last word, she gestured
with her water bottle towards the nearest window.

Wyatt was waiting there.

It was a gamble—all of this was a gamble.
There was no guarantee that Hanlon would recognize Wyatt as one of
the men he had once hired to bring down OACET. Wyatt had undergone
quite a lot of plastic surgery since then, had changed his
hairline, and had strategically put on a few more pounds. But
Hanlon was a born politician, so when Wyatt raised one hand in a
middle-fingered salute, Hanlon hissed in recognition and his
conversational colors snapped to Wyatt’s core of sandalwood. He
turned to Rachel, red rage climbing, but she was already halfway
down the jet’s hallway, an unhurried strut which she paused as she
smiled over her shoulder at him.

“I’ll see you very soon,” she promised.

Wyatt joined her at the base of the
stairwell, and the two started walking towards the small airport
which serviced the kind of people who zipped around on private
airplanes.

“He buy it?” Wyatt said quietly, as he
popped out the earbuds he had used to listen in on her
conversation.

Her scans were laser focused on Hanlon. The
former senator was hurling things around the plane, the pilot and
the attendants hiding behind the flight door in stark yellow fear
of the man.

“Yeah,” Rachel said. “We got him.”

She didn’t expect Hanlon to make any calls.
However he communicated with his anti-OACET team, digital methods
wouldn’t be part of it. There were a few Agents lurking around the
airport to tail anyone leaving Hanlon’s jet, but Rachel felt this
wouldn’t pay out either. They had returned to the days before
radio, when spycraft was made from smoke and clever pigeons.

“When?” Wyatt asked her.

“Hanlon will be back in California before
anything happens,” she replied. “Getting in some of that oh-so-sexy
plausible deniability.”

Wyatt turned and walked off.

She called a rideshare and went over to The
Black Eye to wait for Patrick Mulcahy to get off work. He picked
her up and drove her back to her house, where she changed out of
her ridiculous boots with a glad sigh, grabbed Santino and two
six-packs, and brought the three of them over to the old Wagner
house.

Mulcahy stopped at the threshold of the
space where the back door would eventually go and asked, “What’s
the holdup on the renovations?”

“Winter, labor shortages, and several
suspicious permit problems,” Santino said. Rachel glared at him,
but Mulcahy must have been preoccupied as his colors didn’t
change.

The three of them settled into the
unfinished kitchen. Mulcahy was right. Almost no progress had been
made on the house since before Thanksgiving. A layer of garbage had
accumulated across every open surface. Santino said he would spend
the rest of his life cleaning this house once it was finished, but
until then, he would let disaster reign. All around was the
ever-present layer of dust.

Santino pretended to crank up the old
kerosene heater as Rachel pulled the sheet plastic away from the
windows, and then she showed Mulcahy the official recording of her
meeting with Hanlon. It wasn’t the first time he had seen it; she
had felt him watch it live as she sent it to the main OACET
server.

When Mulcahy was done, she watched him
carefully. He met her eyes, swept his gaze around the room, and
then looked at Santino.

She grinned. It was nice to know that she
worked with people sharp enough to slice a tomato.

“I’ve got a few questions,” he said, as he
picked a spot where he could lean against a thick stack of
paneling, and opened his jacket. She scanned him: he didn’t have a
gun on him, only his usual everyday carry knife. True, it was
slightly longer than her forearm, but knives, unlike firearms,
didn’t typically generate heat.

Just to be sure, she opened a link and
warned, “No sparks.”

Mulcahy blinked and looked at the mounds of
trash around them, his colors growing slightly pale.

“About taking out the trash?” Santino
asked.

“What?” Mulcahy shook his head to focus.
Rachel grinned; she almost never got one over on him. “No, that, I
understand. Mako’s still beating himself up about missing
that.”

Rachel nodded. Mako had been flying high on
painkillers when he had gone to move Lulu out of the CFL, and Bell
was lost in grief. They got Lulu out of there, quick like
cyberbunnies, and done a partial reinstall to create the hollow
version of the AI. But Lulu worked on cases for the D.C. police,
and they couldn’t fully wipe the system without destroying that
data, too…meaning that, if you knew it existed, fragments of Lulu’s
other personalities could be recovered, those slices of pie that
had gone out into the world but hadn’t been reintegrated into
Lulu’s main personality. And those included the smallest slivers of
what Lulu had been working on…including OACET 2.0. The parts that
had been dumped weren’t completely useless, after all—if you
couldn’t get the good stuff, you could at least learn what hadn’t
worked and avoid making the same mistakes.

“What’s left?” Rachel asked her boss.

Mulcahy paused, his colors folding in on
each other in complicated origami patterns. Oh, he was going to go
spare when this was over. “When did you figure out the…missing
piece?”

She shrugged. “Someone grabbed my case
notepad out of my purse and tore out the last pages I had written
right before I lost my memory. We found them in Dunstan’s home
office. For a while, I thought it was the usual pocket grab, where
they took what they could find from an Agent and sold it to a
willing buyer.”

“Why not the whole notepad?”

She pointed at Mulcahy. “Bingo bango.”

“Huh.” He pretended to take a drink. “They
wanted to slow us down?”

“Yup. Telford was the one who stole them,
probably while I was in the burning building with the guys. He
needed time; if I died, he knew that anyone reading my notes would
waste time retracing my steps, and with the last pages gone, they’d
dead end. Obviously he didn’t realize that I’m the only one who can
read my own shorthand. I don’t know how they ended up with
Dunstan.”

“He’s always been resourceful,” Mulcahy
said. “Would have been a real win to flip him.”

“Anyway,” Rachel continued, “Hanlon knew
that the CFL was the best place to steal Lulu, since Jason worked
with the police and Lulu was used to different people coming in and
downloading information.”

She nodded to Santino, and her partner
picked up the technical side of the conversation. “Jason didn’t
leave Lulu defenseless. Telford needed passcodes and clearance.
Most of those he could get from other employees at the CFL, but
Rachel—”

“Pre-memory loss Rachel,” she broke in.

“Right. Before Rachel developed amnesia, she
had already started to work out that Lulu was Telford’s end
goal.”

“One of my last memories of working with
Jason was him walking me through how Lulu could be broken into
pieces,” she said. “That was the same day as the fire.”

They fell silent at that, sitting within a
moment when the only sound was the fluttering of the plastic
sheeting. As far as Rachel and Santino had pieced the timeline
together, Telford had made the first attempt on Lulu in the CFL
when Rachel was still in the hospital. He gave the hollow copy to
Hanlon, and then indulged himself with his bombs until the fire
leveled his lair. Then, a cooldown phase where Hanlon processed
what he had, realized he didn’t have, and sent his thugs out to tie
up loose ends. He convinced them to go raid Gillion’s lab and then
to shoot Dunstan, and after that, his influence broke down as no
hired goon would go up against anything owned by OACET. Hanlon had
spent months finding people willing to break into The Black Eye,
and then he had learned he still didn’t have access to
Lulu’s hardware! Easier to convince the goons to steal some
security credentials and go back to the Consolidated Forensic
Laboratory to rummage around in Lulu’s old bins for the pizza
crusts and hope those weren’t too moldy.

She sighed. It was…easier to know that Jason
and Phil hadn’t died for nothing. Along with Bell, they were the
three people who had interacted with the CFL-slice of Lulu the most
often, and would know if that version had been manipulated. Telford
had intended to kill all four of them in that fire, and snatch
Lulu’s data during the aftermath.

Hell, maybe Hanlon knew enough about Lulu to
know that it—she—would be grieving, too.

It was close to full dark now, and the
orange-red glow from the LEDs Santino had set within the old heater
had become the only light in the room. It was also getting
downright chilly.

Soon.

“Was it really worth it?” Rachel said. Her
beer was an offensively fruity IPA, and she decided she liked it
more for the weight of it in her hands than for the effort it would
take to eke out the alcohol. “All of that, just to get a few grotty
bits of data?”

Mulcahy and Santino both looked at her,
astonished yellows and oranges streaked through with OACET
green.

“Guess that’s a yes,” she muttered.

“It’s technology that has changed the
world,” her boss said quietly. “And if we’re not careful, it’ll
change it again.”

“It just seems like…” She waved vaguely in
the direction of the city. “It was a lot of effort.”

“How else was Hanlon going to get our data?”
Mulcahy said. “He can’t flip anybody in OACET, and we’re always
looking for vulnerabilities. I had Mako clean out Lulu when he was
barely conscious.”

“Still too much effort. I’d have gone
straight at the CFL,” Rachel said. “Set the building on fire, steal
as much of Lulu’s hardware as I could in the chaos. Screw data
theft—I’d just take everything not nailed down and work on the
passwords back in California.”

She paused and glared into the dark of the
hallway. “Hanlon had to talk you out of that, didn’t he?”

“Yeah.” The answer came with a chuckle as
Glenn Telford walked into the dim light. “How’d you know I was
here?”

Telford looked better than the last time
she’d seen him, glimpses of his core color very nearly visible
beneath the ever-burning fire. He pushed back a dark hood which
covered his face, part of a dark black outfit that had a very faint
sheen to the fabric. The current of energy running through it
glittered bright against her scans. Rachel flipped frequencies to
take in his features; he appeared to be better fed, cleaner, more
stable. He’d have to be, to blend into the area. Her neighbors
called the cops on everyone.

Still, her answer was dead-on: “Because
you’re an actual dumbass and Hanlon literally doesn’t care if you
live or die. You realize we’ve always been able to see you,
right?”

“You were creeping around the north side
fifteen minutes ago,” Mulcahy added helpfully, pointing out the
path Telford had used to sneak into the house.

Telford didn’t seem to hear them. He
gestured at Mulcahy’s other hand with a golden device. “Let me see
’em.”

Mulcahy’s monstrous black combat knife
appeared. There was a weighty instant when it was perfectly
balanced in his hand—

“Don’t,” Rachel warned him. “We’ve
got this.”

Her boss placed the knife, point down, in a
gap in the subflooring and slid it in up to its hilt.

“Good boy,” Telford said to Mulcahy; Santino
openly winced.

“Does that thing go boom?” she asked
Telford, nodding at the little device.

“In a manner of speaking,” he replied, smug
in pink. “It sets off a few surprises I’ve left around the
house.”

“Yeah, I know,” Rachel said. “But does that
device—the one you’re holding—go boom?”

Telford’s surface colors sputtered a bit, as
if she had poured water on him. “Yes,” he lied.

“Thanks.” She took a swallow from the
bouquet in a bottle and asked, “How’d you survive the
explosion?”

The arsonist finally seemed to realize this
conversation was not going according to plan: the ever-present fire
which embraced him was losing fuel. “Door in the subbasement opened
onto the sewers,” he said, somewhat weakly, as the colors of
water-hardened wood appeared. “Let me out a few blocks north, on a
Metro line.”

“And the corpse was a decoy to help you
disappear.” Rachel turned to Mulcahy. “Not your fault you missed
it. They got a body, used it to fake Telford’s biometrics and…kept
it in a freezer?” she asked Telford, who nodded as if he had taken
a few good punches to his head. “When you were scanning for body
heat, you would have blipped right past it.”

“Look,” Telford finally snapped, “I’ve
rigged this place to explode!”

Santino coughed politely and drew back the
corner of a plastic tarp. Beneath it were several unopened cans
with little golden buttons on them. “Sorry, but no.”

“And you can turn off that ridiculous
jumpsuit,” Rachel said. “You hurt to look at. You’re like a stupid
disco ball on my scans.” A lie, but this was all about payback.

“Hanlon—” Light was slowly starting to dawn
on Telford.

“Hanlon gave you that battery-powered suit
and the gold toys, and claimed they were cloaked from our scans,”
Mulcahy finished for him. He looked at Rachel. “I’m not clear on
why you kept this from me.”

“Because everyone on this green earth knows
you refuse to lie and if this goes sideways, you need to have
deniability.”

“Ah.” His colors moved over themselves in
sharp, precise patterns. “And how long have you been following
Telford?”

She grinned, playing along, pushing Telford
a little more with each word. If she wasn’t slightly worried that
she was about to be atomized, this would be more entertaining than
her afternoon on Hanlon’s jet. “He’s been creeping around our party
house for the last few weeks. A bunch of us ex-law enforcement
Agents have been sitting on his ass around the clock. He’s never
even noticed us.”

“No,” Telford said quietly, his internal
fire starting to build again. “No! I would’ve known!”

Rachel met his eyes as she rattled off the
address of a rather nice apartment on the east side of town.

Telford swallowed hard and gripped the
golden cylinder, thumb on its button.

“Don’t,” Rachel warned him. “That’s not how
you get out of this. You’re not stupid—think about why we went to
all this trouble to bring you here tonight.”

“You didn’t bring me here…” He trailed off
as his colors twisted back on themselves, the flames lapping away
at that dark brown.

“Now you’re getting it.” Rachel nodded and
pretended to drink, all casual. “We’ll sit here and wait until you
realize how badly Hanlon fucked you,” she replied. “Then the next
move is yours.”

Telford was blinking maniacally, eyes
darting about like a hunted animal. “He wouldn’t—”

“Oh, honey, he would,” she snapped.
“Trust us on this. Promising people the world and then using them
up before they can enjoy it is kind of his thing.

“I’ll tell you what you can do, though.” She
scooped up an old cookie box and tipped it over, catching the
handful of sawdust which poured out. “I gave a sample of your red
pixie dust to a friend in the Army, and told them all about your
itty bitty gas cans. They want you to work for them—they can’t
wait to get their hands on your sonic boom in a bottle! You
turn on Hanlon, that job’s all yours. You testify against him,
OACET forgets you’ve killed two our own, and you join a think tank
in the middle of a military compound somewhere. Happy smiles all
around.”

Telford opened his mouth to say no. It was
there, harsh red denial painted in another layer across the wood
and the flames.

“You don’t have to answer just yet,” she
warned him as she stood, rolling to her feet as Telford gripped the
golden wand like the handle of a knife. “Take a few minutes to
think about what you want.”

“What I want?!” Telford was outraged. “I
want you dead! Do you realize how much HMX I’ve dumped in here over
the last month?”

“I mean, yes, obviously, since we’ve cleaned
it out whenever you left,” Rachel said, and pointed at the trash
pit around them. “This is the only room we left untouched.”

“This room has more than enough to level the
entire block,” replied Telford, his colors dimpling.

Mulcahy looked to Rachel; she shook her
head. “Santino and I did the math before deciding whether to take
him out or set him up. If this room goes, the four of us are plenty
dead but everyone else is safe.”

Her lies were starting to stack up. Beneath
the trash, the kitchen was as clean as she could make it: each time
Telford had snuck off under the cover of darkness, Rachel had very
carefully vacuumed up every single speck of voomp dust she could
locate with her scans, and then incinerated it in the huge metal
bomb disposal box she had hidden in the shed in Wyatt’s backyard.
While she was doing that, Santino had tossed a mixture of sawdust
and ultra fine craft glitter around the half-built house. Even so,
they were pretty sure they’d have to level the entire structure and
dispose of the debris once this was over, as Santino claimed he
wouldn’t trust as much as a lit match in this house at the moment,
let alone when his children were living in it. But that was a
problem for a later day, and then it would become a rather large
problem for Mulcahy’s bank account.

“You’re caught,” she reminded Telford.
“You’re either joining the military or going into a very
inexpensive box. My choice is the box, but I’m willing to be proven
wrong for your testimony and whatever evidence you have on Hanlon.
I don’t know what you have, but we’ll take it all. Notes,
correspondence, everything.”

Yet another lie: Rachel and several other
Agents had snuck into his new lair and had pored through his
personal belongings. Ami was currently standing in Telford’s living
room with a lengthy punch list, ready for Rachel’s call about
whether or not she should wait for a warrant.

“Let’s make it very simple,” Mulcahy said,
drawing his massive knife from between the plywood as he stood,
flipping it over to hold it by the flat of the blade. He moved
quickly, silently; Rachel was deeply offended that now
Telford squeaked in terror and hit the button on the end of his
little toy. Three of them froze until it was clear that nothing
would happen, and then Rachel and Santino swallowed hard and
pretended they had known all along that nothing would’ve happened,
while Telford gasped like a fish on the pavement.

Mulcahy simply moved straight towards the
arsonist, his conversational colors a solid professional blue.
“Hanlon considers you an expendable tool,” he told Telford,
stopping barely an arm’s length away. “When did he tell you to
begin seeding this house with HMX?”

Telford didn’t reply, so Rachel answered for
him. “He started eighteen days ago, so it was after the shutdown at
the café. Right after Hanlon thought he had gotten Lulu, so then it
was time to set Telford up by telling him he’s invented a cloaking
device and then sending him into my backyard. Mine! How
would I miss him?” She was furious and didn’t try to hide it. “And
why wouldn’t I kill him?! God knows Santino had to talk me down
from taking the shot a dozen times!”

“True,” Santino said. “Getting her to focus
on the big picture was a challenge.”

Mulcahy nodded and turned back to Telford.
“Hanlon got in touch with you today?” he asked. “Told you to wait
until you were sure Rachel was in this house before you blew
the charge, to sneak into the building and make absolutely
sure she was here?”

“He wants her dead,” Telford spat.

“Hanlon wants both of you dead,” corrected
Santino. “He was trying to set it up so you kill each other, but
he’d settle for an either-or outcome.”

“Not convinced?” Mulcahy asked in a mild
tone. “Did you know that he had sent another team after Lulu at The
Black Eye?”

Telford, nearly frozen, shook his head
slightly.

“They used fire,” Mulcahy said, his voice so
gentle that Rachel could have talked herself into imaging the pure
red-white hatred slicing through those blues. “Why would Hanlon
call in someone else to use fire?”

Perfect.

In that one shining moment, Rachel was sure
they had him: the weeks of work, the knowledge they were letting
their brothers’ murderer run around free…all of it would be worth
it if the Rat King would turn on Hanlon.

I mean, I’ll still kill Hanlon, but he can
do a little rotting in prison first.

And then Telford slipped a small tube out of
his pocket.

Mulcahy and Santino both paled; Santino went
white so fast that Rachel nearly went for her gun.

No, she reminded herself. No
sparks. Nothing that makes heat. Not even the chance of heat!
But even as she slammed together the pieces of that thought, she
was flipping scans so she could see what Telford was holding, and
then she knew she was going white, too, as the arsonist had a
one-handed emergency fire starter…and she was sure that she had
scrubbed the house of every trace of the explosive dust…but not
that sure.

“Fuck,” she whispered.

“I don’t care.” Telford’s voice was raw as
he clawed himself through his self-delusion. “He used me…No!
I used him! I got—”

He stared up at Mulcahy and smiled. “I got
you.”

Rachel couldn’t even shout a warning before
the silver edge along the black knife flashed, opening Telford’s
arm down to the bone. She dove for the fire starter, catching it
and pulling it tight against her chest. A spot of brilliant pain
blazed just below her collarbone, and then snuffed itself out with
the smell of burnt skin and cotton.

Telford was howling, backing away from
Mulcahy, furious. Blood ran from his arm, splattering across the
floor in hot wet bursts, even as he grabbed at his boot. As if
pulling a backup gun from an ankle holster, a second fire starter
appeared. Mulcahy brought his knife up and around, ready to
throw—

He stopped. The knife went down.

“Certain imprisonment, probable
lobotomization, possible death,” Mulcahy said, his voice grating
over the words.

Telford paused, the ever-burning fire
gaining strength as he realized he had won. “What does that
mean?”

“It means that Pat won’t kill you,” Rachel
replied, and even as she wondered if she had ever called her boss
by his first name before, Wyatt stepped from the shadows, weapon
out.

She nodded, sharp and final.

Wyatt lunged, with one hand around Telford’s
chin and the other hand working the stun gun as deep as it would go
into the meat of his neck. It was the stupidest design for a stun
gun that she had ever seen, black plastic reminiscent of brass
knuckles, with metal spikes along the back to deliver the charge.
Wyatt had sworn this was the best design when dealing with a
whackjob arsonist, as those spikes went right into the meat and
kept every single one of its seven million volts contained within
the victim.

Rachel counted the seconds as Telford’s
conversational colors blurred white at five, then vanished
altogether as all conscious thought stopped at ten. At fifteen, his
knees started to jerk.

“You should probably stop.” Mulcahy’s voice
was coming from a very long way away.

“Probably,” she said, just as distant.

Wyatt glanced at her; she gestured for him
to keep going.

At two minutes, Telford had enough life left
in him for her to finally spot his core color, a rather luxurious
shade of light green, before this was blown out in a puff of
blue-black light. This left his body in a wisp of metaphysical
smoke as his knees gave way, followed by the rest of him, and then
the Rat King was nothing but a husk come to rest on the
subflooring.

Rachel rose from where she had fallen and
walked towards Telford’s corpse, her boots leaving prints in the
mock sawdust. She planted her toe on Telford’s chin and nudged his
head to the side. There was no physical damage save for the mess of
flesh around the site where Wyatt had run the modified stun gun’s
batteries dry.

“Well done,” she said to Wyatt.

He rolled his colors at the pun, bored beige
showing now that the danger was past. “I’m taking the rest of the
week off,” he told her as he stripped off the knuckles and the
massive rubber fishing gauntlet she had insisted he wear as
protection, and then he walked straight out of the house.

Mulcahy watched him go, professional blues
starting to move again.

“You’ve got to let him have a little murder
sometimes,” she told her boss. “As a treat.”

He was staring at Telford’s corpse. “I can’t
even tell if I’m mad about this.”

She shrugged and went over to slap her
fingerprints and DNA all over the knuckles. Fair was fair, after
all. “What do you want to do with the body? We’ve got cameras all
over, and I know you were recording, so…what’s next?”

“Rachel,” Santino warned. “You’re…um.
Oozing.”

She sent a scan at her own chest. The little
burn mark was frighteningly deep, and now that the adrenaline was
fading, it was starting to hurt. Oh well, Jenny hadn’t yelled at
her in months.

Mulcahy stood and turned to Rachel. He
opened a tight link: she slammed it shut.

“We speak aloud in front of my partner,” she
told him.

He glanced at Santino, and then back at
Rachel. “I believe,” he said, as calm as midnight, “your plan
might’ve worked better if I hadn’t been here.”

She met his eyes. “You think so?”

This time, Mulcahy looked away.

“If it were up to me,” Rachel said, as she
shook her hands to work out the sour feeling of stress seeping from
every pore. “And if I had a way to teleport objects around without
anyone noticing, I’d put Telford’s body in Hanlon’s home office.
Shake him up a little.”

Mulcahy went hotly red.

“Now you know you’re mad about this.”
Rachel poked him in the center of his chest. “I know you’ve got a
hard job, Pat. I’ve told you before that I respect it, and I do,
but nobody gets to fuck around with me and my people.
Nobody! That includes you, coming and going. If you ever do
it again, I’ll have to start getting creative.”
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She let Santino take her out of the house,
keeping herself as far from the link as possible while still having
use of her implant. It was either that or let Mulcahy know she was
shaking viciously.

“I’m gonna throw up,” she whispered.

“Wait until we’re in the car,” Santino
whispered back. “No….wait until we’re at Jenny’s.”

They went straight to The Black Eye, where
Jenny was waiting with her medical kit and a good scolding about
third-degree burns.

Mako was also there, also waiting. He held
out his hands.

“Jesus,” she snapped. “Does Pat think I’m
going to spy on Santino’s house while he does cleanup? What does he
think I’ll learn?”

“I’m just following orders, Penguin,” Mako
said.

She dropped her hands into his, and Mako’s
barrier came down, a heavy, immovable object which carefully nudged
her scans into a small corner of her own mind and kept them there.
It should have been impossible—their implants were designed to go
anywhere at any time—but Mako was…different. Or, perhaps, he was
simply being himself, an immovable, reliable presence.

Apparently whatever clandestine bullshit
that was happening in Santino’s house was over and done with in
mere moments, as Mako released her mind and her hands, and then
drew her into a hug. “Thank you,” he whispered. Jenny laid both
hands on Rachel’s shoulders and dipped her head to rest her chin
against Rachel’s neck. Feelings of peace, gratitude, relief
came through the link, with another quiet spoken, “Thank you.”

They got back in the car and went home, both
of them quiet with their thoughts, and parked in her driveway so
they could look at the shell of what should have become the Santino
family home.

“The bomb squad’ll be over in the morning,”
she reassured him. “Then we’ll start on a whole new building, not a
shitty remodel. I bet construction it’ll go much faster.”

“It’s the bad kind of logic, how starting
from scratch goes faster than trying to fix the old…” His colors
were going gray, exhaustion catching up with him. “When do you
think it’ll be safe to bring the kids back to your house? After the
debris is gone?”

“Probably. Ask the experts, though.” Once
they had learned Telford was sprinkling his deadly dust everywhere,
Becca, Zia, and the twins packed up and went to live it up in
Bell’s penthouse condo. For Bell and Emma, the novelty had worn off
a few days after the others had moved in, but they all knew how to
hunker down and do the work to get to tomorrow.

He was silent for a few moments, and then
said, “I don’t like how Hanlon went into my home.”

“After tonight, he’ll never risk it again,”
she promised him. All might be in ruins, but at least she was sure
of that. Even if they couldn’t move Telford’s body to Hanlon’s
private office, Ami had collected enough evidence from Telford’s
apartment to ensure that Hanlon would bury this forever. And if Pat
could zap Telford’s body across the country via whatever vague
sciencetonium he’d discovered? She hoped it was possible. That
would be a pants-wetting level of messaging, courtesy of Rachel
Peng and delivered care of OACET.

Santino nodded. The bones of the plans had
been his, inspiration hitting while he forced her to sit down and
stop and think! instead of rushing after Telford. The meat
of it had been hers: she hadn’t liked forcing Pat’s hand, but
saddling him with an unexplainable corpse had been necessary. Now
he’d have to tell her how he did it, just to make sure she wouldn’t
try this stunt again.

There was one last thing to do. She fished a
tablet out of her purse and handed it to her partner.

“Are you sure?” Santino asked quietly.

“No,” she replied, as she wove shields
around the car, but couldn’t describe the rest of what she was
thinking.

No, I don’t want to do this.

No, I never want to do this.

No, but it’s not truly over until I do this,
and after I do, I never want to talk about it again.

“I don’t know what you’ll see,” she warned
Santino. “I don’t know what happened, and I don’t know how much of
it will translate visually.”

“It’s okay,” he said, smiling. “I’ll
just…come along for support.”

Rachel smiled back at him, weakly, and then
she shut her eyes and dropped her scans, arms tight around her
knees. “All right,” she whispered. “He’s gone. We won.”

Her next words would always be a lie, but it
was time: “I’m ready.”

The last memory came roaring up with the
heat of an inferno.

She had done her job and Bell was safe. That
was all that had mattered, then.

Jason and Phil were all that mattered
now.

Rachel paused in the doorway where the
air was not as smokey, trying to clear her head, her lungs. The
link was screaming at her. “Shut up!” she told them, as she
pushed them back, back into the distant corners of her mind,
yelling at them that she needed to focus to find Jason and Phil.
Some did shut up; others screamed all the louder, demanding that
she stay outside, that she not risk herself.

“Then fuck off and let me guide them
out!”

They did, vanishing into sudden silence.
Worry, louder than any words, rose against her like a hurricane
tide, and she yelled at them again to give her the space she needed
to work. They tried, some of them deactivating their implants
altogether, leaving her with the sense of walking through a
hospital waiting room where every family member already knew the
news but, in spite of themselves, still had hope.

Rachel shut her eyes, because that’s what
you did when you were willing yourself to do the impossible, you
shut your eyes and wished.

She scanned the building with all her might,
flipping frequencies to try and find the best way to see inside an
inferno. Jason and Phil were on the ground floor, separated by
three walls and creeping flames, surrounded by barriers of wood and
stone and plaster, and ceilings which seemed study until they
collapsed. If it were just the heat, or just the motion, or just
the destruction, she could have made sense of it, but all of it
together was almost too much.

Almost. She would make this work. If there
was any justice in this universe, she would use what she had earned
to get them out. As she studied the flame, she could see eddies and
flows. There were paths within it, there and gone again, like doors
and windows opening and closing. Not at random, though. The shape
of the walls, the shape of the building itself, those pushed the
fire into tight quarters. She needed more time to study the fire to
predict its movements, but in a pinch, she could do this.

“Jason, Phil,” she said. “Bell’s
safe. Do what I say and I can get you out.”

Both men were frantic but crushing it
down, down, pushing fear away from themselves so they could
focus. “Where do we go?” Jason asked.

“You’re okay for now, but Phil’s at risk.
There’s no way for him to get to you and his escape route is
closing.” She sent them both her scans.

“Penguin, I can’t read these,” Phil
replied, rising panic in his mental voice.

“We’ve done this a thousand times,” she
reminded him, pushing calm, reason, clarity through their
connection. “Remember the raid on that abandoned factory? Stay
looped into my scans and the route will be clear.”

“Okay.” Phil sounded slightly more
confident. She was right: this is what they did. They were
unstoppable.

She began to talk him through it. The
most direct path to the outside went beneath the area of the second
floor where the fire had started, but she wasn’t sure the ceiling
wouldn’t fall in on him. In fact, now that she really looked at it,
that area was dropping chunks of burning wood in a deadly rain.
“You’re going out the back way,” she told him. “The hallway
to your left opens on a laundry room. There’s an emergency exit.”
Footsteps pounded on the broken pavement around her, words and
thoughts moving past. As she concentrated, the deep green of Mako’s
core color shot by, racing to the back door.

“The calvary is here,” she assured
them. “Mako will get the door open for you.”

Mako would rip the goddamned door from its
hinges for him. Phil would be fine.

“You’re almost there,” she promised Phil,
and he was!

He’d be fine.

It was a prayer, a little prayer…he’d be
fine…he’d be fine…

She turned her scans to check on Jason in
time to watch the walls come down.

“Jesus!” she cried aloud. A hand grabbed
hers: Jenny’s presence, cooly clinical, piggybacking on Rachel’s
scans to extend the range of her own medical perceptions.

“Don’t,” Jenny spoke softly, warning her.
“Stay calm.”

“What’s happened?” Phil asked, panic
rising.

Rachel swallowed; Jenny’s hands steadied
her, allowed her to continue. “Jason, there’s a collapse down
the hallway. It’s blocking the route I was planning to use to get
you out.”

“No!” Phil snarled. “Jason, I’m
coming!”

“Phil, you fucking idiot—” Rachel began,
but Jason shouted over her. “Phil, don’t!”

Other members of OACET were arriving. Some
of them had brought power tools, slamming batteries into portable
hammer drills as they begged Rachel to tell them where to go. She
dropped to the ground, cross-legged, and threw her scans open to
the collective. Any Agent who wanted them could ride along, use her
perceptions as their own. Under normal conditions, she’d be
reciting poetry, a background hum of lovely words that would help
her maintain a sense of cohesion, but she couldn’t think of
anything, not a single phrase, not a single word—

It was the fire, Rachel realized. It was so
big and hungry, and she didn’t understand it, didn’t have the time
to learn its secrets. Why had she spent so much time studying
water? Fire was a monster on a rampage, and she didn’t know how to
tame it.

“Penguin.” Mulcahy was there, a steadying
hand on her shoulder as he knelt beside her. “Help is on the way.
Stay focused and keep your scans running so we can get them
out.”

Sirens, coming across a long distance. The
push and pull of Agents dropping into her scans and leaving,
confusion rising. They couldn’t predict the movement of the fire
any more than she could: it was huge; it was everywhere; it would
never get enough to eat, even if it devoured the world. The only
real moments of stillness came when Jason or Phil spoke, and then
the link was nothing but their mental voices.

“There’s smoke,” Jason said, measured, a
thick sensation of coughing beyond the clarity of his voice in the
link. “I’m going to try and find an air pocket.”

A mental gasp, and Rachel’s hands started to
sting in sympathy; a side effect of being too close to Phil’s mind
as he started tossing burning debris aside.

“Phil,” ordered Mulcahy. “Don’t leave
your location.”

“Fuck you, Pat,” Phil snapped.

Jason tried again. “Phil—”

Giant footfalls beside her; Mako, kneeling
on the ground.

“What about the door?” Rachel
tried.

“I couldn’t open it,” he whispered.
“Deidra tried to cut the lock off but it won’t budge, and every
time she tries, it sounds like something inside the building
explodes!”

“Telford trapped the exits?!” Rachel
struggled to her feet as people shouted at her to stay still and
focus. She snatched her scans back from the collective and threw
them out again in a wide arc, grabbing details from within the
fire. Unsure of what she was looking for, she searched for anything
intact, but there was nothing, nothing she could see, nothing she
could use.

“Rachel!” Mulcahy roared at her from
across the parking lot. “Get back in there!”

Standing, she sent her all-purpose
environmental scans into the building again, Mako holding her
shoulders to keep her steady. Most of the collective wasn’t as
eager to join with her again. Her scans weren’t of any real use
beyond providing a vague idea of where the two men were
located.

“Guys, I can’t find a way out.” Jason’s
mental voice was shaking. “The smoke is getting really
bad.”

“Stay awake!” Rachel shouted at him.
“Stay low and keep moving, and get away from the hot spots.”

“Shut the hell up, both of you!” Phil cut
in, pain chasing his words through the link. “Jason, I’m coming
back to get you.”

Mako’s huge head dropped down towards his
chest.

“Don’t,” Rachel hissed at him. “Don’t you
dare!”

He took a slow breath. “Rachel…”

She ignored him. “Phil, go back the
way you came. There’s a window directly northwest. Deidra and
Sigrid are chipping out the security bars.”

Phil laughed. “Penguin, there’s no
going back.”

Rachel knew tears were running down her
face. “Don’t do this.”

“It’s Phil, honey,” said Mako aloud. “He
won’t leave Jason.”

Across the shattered crust of the parking
lot, Jason’s bright green avatar appeared in front of Bell. The
girl grabbed for her phone, looked at the screen, and then up
towards where Jason’s digital face should be. He knelt beside her,
their heads close. Rachel saw him kiss Bell on her lips as he faded
from the link.

Rachel didn’t have time to react when the
second wall came down. She didn’t see it through her scans, or even
through Phil’s eyes—she felt it as Phil’s legs were broken, as the
fire started to eat him alive.

“No!” Her scream echoed throughout the
collective. She tried to reach for Phil but found Mako blocking her
way.

“Let me go!” she yelled.

He looked towards the building, past it.
“This is one of those things we aren’t strong enough to watch.”

She hit him, and she didn’t know herself
whether she did this to hurt him or distract him. Neither happened:
he didn’t lose his hold on her arms. Other people came up to
restrain her. She shouted, she swore, she clawed at the Agents and
the firemen holding her back. She rose up, fighting, pulling
herself inch by bloody inch back into the fire. Mako wrapped his
arms around her and grounded himself in the earth; she relented,
swallowed by stone.

Through this, Phil screamed. He was past
the point of language, of looking for comfort, of wanting love or
help or of knowing anything other than fire. Smart Phil. Sarcastic
Phil. Funny Phil. All that made Phil who he was would end
before his body did, Rachel though. No one can come back
from that much pain. His voice screamed through the link, across
four hundred minds, and Rachel couldn’t stop herself from reaching
out and grabbing as much of his pain as she could, gathering it up
and taking it in.

Mako realized what she was doing. He dove
into the link and began to seize pain from Phil, shouting aloud for
the others to help them. Across the grounds of the abandoned
hospital, other Agents joined in, sharing Phil’s pain, spreading it
among them so it was parceled out and reduced. It was a broken
arm…a bruised knee…a bit lip…a pesky hangnail. Across the
city—across the country—the surviving cyborgs reached out and,
together, lifted Phil’s mind above the fire.

Phil died screaming in fury at the
unfairness of it all…but he died as himself.

It wasn’t over. Even as her body wept in
phantom misery, Rachel saw him, a scruff of a human at the door of
the burning building, laughing as he dove into the flames.

She took another swing at Mako. This time,
she caught him by surprise and got him square across the jaw. One
punch wouldn’t—couldn’t—knock a man his size out. It could stun
him, though, stun him long enough for her to twist away and break
his hold on her arm. He still refused to let go; she ran anyhow,
and something in her wrist snapped before she managed to squirm
away.

The burning building was a furnace. No one
could survive this. Death was inevitable, really. The relentless
timer in her head was counting down: it had been five minutes since
she had gotten Bell out; four minutes since she had tried to get
Jason and Phil out; two minutes since Jason had died, falling into
a silent eternal sleep.

Thirty seconds from when Phil had died
screaming.

God, what had she done?

Telford was inside. She knew this, that the
man she had spotted at the edge of the flames was her target. If
she had one act left in her, all she had to do was reach him and
let it play out.

Let it all play out.

Fire in her path. Down a second hallway. Too
hot to touch the walls. Coughing, a blur of heat around her.

And there was Telford…

Rachel let the rest of the memory run its
course. Reality returned in slow, colorful blobs of emotion
floating around her: Santino, her neighbors, those riding in cars
driving by. Patches of people, living their lives. None of it made
sense. They belonged to a different world.

“I killed them,” she said quietly. “I killed
them both.”
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