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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

Bostgo Sector

UnderCity

Date: 11 Pentian 

Time: 1600

––––––––
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MINUTES AFTER TONICK disappears, I shrink back into my alley and turn my face toward the brick wall, tucking my chin behind my black leather collar as the Corp officer floats by on his hover bike. I pull the bandana a little lower over my forehead.

I have the shakes, and my heartbeat thunders in my ears. No matter how many times I swallow, my throat stays dry. I can’t let the robos see my hair. That’s the giveaway, and then GenCor would know to scoop me up, too.

The caught don’t come back. 

Tonick’s words echo in my brain, and I smooth my hand over my scalp. Damn. 

My starfish hair has grown so much already. The ends are longer than the kerchief, peeking out like neon signs to anybody who wants to collect a sizable bounty.

I have to get home so I can come back and figure out how to get to Teq and Tonick.

The caught don’t come back, but I’m going to change that. Somehow. 

The Corp officer’s siren warbles blocks away. They found something, and I creep toward the mouth of the alley.

When GenCor lost control of their ReProd cryostorage a few years ago, I was one of the few half-grown ReProds that made it out, released by some unseen hand that bestowed freedom on all of us and freed us from the evil plans of the “dread-lord.” 

At least that’s the way Teq puts it. 

GenCor can’t have me.

But I have to find Teq and Tonick. I can’t survive without them.

Who told GenCor about Teq? She’s a Pink like me, but she’s always been better at hiding. We’re two of hundreds of thousands of genetically modified embryos-turned-children, traipsing about the UnderCity. 

I risk sticking my head out to check the road. Some brave cat trots across the smoggy street like it isn’t a delicacy down here. In the distance, somebody screams, and my heart slams against my chest. “Dangerous” doesn’t begin to describe the UnderCity.

I jog onto the pavement, replaying the earlier scene.

When the white smocks got close enough, they zapped Teq and dragged her away. 

The uniforms spouted off some bogus theft charges as they shot Teq full of taze prongs. I could hear the electrified bzzzt from twenty feet away. She crumpled to the ground with a panicked look toward the shadows that hid me. 

She whispered, maybe she screamed, “Go. Find Tonick.” 

I swear she did. I didn’t imagine the words. I heard them. 

So I did the coward dance and ran around the corner, tied my hair up and tucked it in a headscarf I had hidden in my pocket. Tonick chased me. And then, from a hidden place across the street, we watched them shove her into a van and take her away.

Another patrol appears at the end of the street, and I duck behind a dumpster. I’ve still got the postadrenaline shakes, and tears fight for their turn.

Acidic raindrops bead on the passing patrol’s rear window and twinkle in the light like the stars I read about in a piece of book I found in the dump. The vehicle drifts down the street, disappearing in the smog. I slip out from my hiding place and bolt toward the next cross street. 

I have to hurry. My hair isn’t getting any shorter.

In this part of the UnderCity, wrought iron cages surround dead trees every twenty or so feet, remnants from a better time that nobody remembers anymore. My thick-soled combat boots don’t make much noise, and bursts of wind grab bits of trash and paper, tossing them around. Broken-down cars lean against the curbs. 

Yesterday, Tonick had been right behind me when they dragged Teq away. He ushered me toward safety. Then Tonick disappeared, too, and I’ve been hunting for hours. What if I never hear his voice again? I don’t think I can bear it.

Thanks to GenCor. And GenCor only had to be pointed in the right direction.

My heart pounds in my chest. An artificial cop strolls the sidewalk beyond my alley. Every bit of me tingles. I want to run. I’m wired to run. 

But I stand still and twist one of the studs on my wrist cuff. It isn’t worth much, but it confuses their heat sensors. My pulse gallops at an insane pace. Patrols capture all the ReProds they can find, routinely scouring the UnderCity for any they’ve missed. 

I’m a pro at camouflage, but I’m a delicacy like that cat. I need to become an expert at finding. Tonick and Teq need me.

The robo pauses and tips its head to the side. An hourglass twirls in the sockets where eyes should be. Updating. Fortuitous. They don’t function while they’re updating.

I ease out of my hiding place and crane my neck. They travel in twos. Where’s the other one? Peering through the smog, I take another step.

I shouldn’t have gone out, and I shouldn’t have dragged Tonick with me. 

I knew better, but I wanted him to myself for a change.

I’d gone out, hunting for freedom and trying to glimpse the stars. Tonick says stars are lucky in the UnderCity. But I’ve managed to see only the bright, winking lights of MidHeight through the billowing haze that never clears. I’ve almost convinced myself that the wraparound solar neons are as good as the real thing.

On my way back, I came around the corner, shocked to see Teq facedown on the sidewalk, Corp officers crawling all over her. They dragged her into their GenCor hover cars. I had to clamp a hand over my mouth to keep from screaming her name.

When they took her, Tonick gave me a look and shook his head, even as pain tore at his blue eyes. He didn’t want them to find me, and I couldn’t argue. 

I should have been brave then. Now Tonick is gone, too.

Dammit. Where do they take the Pinks they capture?

Where is Tonick? Today, I haven’t seen him at all. Is he out searching, too?

I freeze on the sidewalk, listening. Nothing’s out and about. Only fools prowl the streets, dreaming for better. I should be home, in bed. Tonick told me to go home. Why didn’t I listen?

The UnderCity is grimy and dirty and filled with misfits a lot like me, ducking between the block-wide trunks of hundreds of buildings that grow upward from the UnderCity streets, stretch through the break in the clouds at MidHeight, and bloom into Swank penthouses in the sunny Crest. Alter Earth is covered in a forest of short, abandoned buildings and armored skyscrapers. 

Every inhabitant wants to level up.

We’re all oxygen-starved cockroaches to the Swanks and not much better to the MidHeighters. But I’m something different, no matter what level I’m on.

Another clatter sounds, the source hidden by the smog.

I sink slowly behind the nearest rusted-through dumpster and step into the trash chute that comes from the building behind me. A light drizzle begins as the bricks behind me bite through my pants to graze my bottom. These cops are programmed to target fast movements—runners, not hiders. 

I lick my lips, and the air tastes bitter and burns my throat. At least the acid rain isn’t caustic anymore, only slightly corrosive. It used to be a death sentence to be outside. Some of the UnderCity oldies have horrific scars that polka-dot their bodies as thoroughly as new gene-splice tech. They say the sun used to shine down here on the surface. I don’t believe them.

Only upper-level dwellers, the Swanks, get to see the sun...and real stars.

Another clatter splits the silence, but I hold still. They’re programmed to chase movement. Not heat signatures. 

It’s month Pentian, but I wish it were month Sextus already. 

Swanks party in the Crest for the whole thirty days, giving gifts and celebrating another year. Last year, during the month of Sextus, the patrols stopped in the UnderCity while GenCor and the Corp leveled up for the duration. 

Last year, Teq and Tonick gifted me a self-aware smartcycle. Tonick named the curvy, sleek-lined motorcycle Dyad. He didn’t ask for Teq’s input or mine, but the name suits the two-wheeler. 

She built her own interactive avatar, choosing a feminine construct. From the interface, she even introduced herself as Dyad the first time I met her, grinning at me from the screen between the handlebars. The monitor isn’t hard, but made of a soft, gelatinous material that’s almost like skin to the touch. I’m not sure how Tonick came up with the recipe, but he says it makes it easier to interface with her programming.

We took our first pleasure ride while everyone was busy with their Sextus debauchery, and we’ve been happily darting all over Bostgo ever since. Dyad’s turned into my fellow delinquent. I spend all the time I can spare with her. For Teq, Tonick, and me, last year’s Sextus was a mini vacation from fear.

I need to get home. All my remembering isn’t calming me down like it usually does. My heart still pounds, my limbs still shake, and my starfish dreads are getting longer by the second.

The computerized cop makes another pass in his shiny new flying squad car. “We are only here to help. We are committed to help all ReProds and their unique medical needs.”

What lies. 

It—he? I’m never sure—announces the deception to the smog, assuming there are inhabitants hiding in it. His tinny voice grates on my nerves, and his beady sensors swing from the right to the left, scanning. He’s fastened in the flying cop car, but he has a wealth of weapons at his fingertips. I’ve seen others throw nets, zap people, shoot people. They get what they’re after any way they’re able.

He’s employed by the government, and the government is employed by GenCor—or GenCor is employed by the government. Nobody talks about it, but it’s gotten so nobody can tell the difference between the two, and everybody that isn’t employed by one or the other...starves.

We’re all scared of GenCor, and GenCor controls the Corp authorities down here, using them to hunt down all the ReProds, and especially Pinks. There’s something about us Pinks. 

It makes another pass, and I check my wrist heater and then hunker down to wait for it to give up.

Tonick checks on me every morning, except the mornings after he’s been with Teq. Those days, I don’t see either of them until lunch. 

My lips pucker at the familiar twinge of jealousy. Tonick never asks me to his bed. Only Teq. And now they’re both gone.

They aren’t a couple, but whatever they are is close enough. We’ve lived together so long that I know when they’ve been amorous and when they haven’t. Teq talks to me about it sometimes. The familiar flare of jealousy strikes again until I stamp it down. 

When Teq got nabbed, Tonick tugged on my hand, pulling me away. Then I didn’t stop to look back until he did. 

Then he wasn’t there, and the bottom fell out of my world. Tonick wouldn’t have been stupid enough to get caught. He’s smarter than that. Too smart for his own good sometimes.

A siren warbles to the right of me. Static and then a loud beep.

“Halt,” a second robotic voice commands. 

I’ve got to duck out. I can’t wait around forever.

Keeping my back to the wall, I lift my hands and check the band on my wrist. If my reception is good, so is his. It’s a green light for the cyborg eye. I don’t have the tracker under my skin anymore. Teq made sure that came out the day they found me, shivering in the gutter outside the bar. 

GenCor can’t be sure I’m a Pink without the tracker. 

At least not until they see my hair.

It takes one hundred and fifty seconds of clear reception for the Corp system to scan me for a tag and then shift to DNA records as a means to identify me.

I glance forward and then behind me. The street is empty in both directions. I have to run. I don’t have a choice. I can’t let them take me like they did Teq. Keeping my hands in the air, I snap my fingers to signal Dyad. The wristlet vibrates, letting me know it sent the message.

I’m not far from Six Corners. I can initiate sewer vents from there. The heat confuses the sensors. The vents were leftover from some other enterprising citizen hell-bent on staying hidden, the effects made me an invisible prey.

I break into a run, aiming straight ahead, ducking beneath the patrol. I lift my hand, running my fingers along the smooth belly of our flying police force. It doesn’t react. The cold metal has no feeling.

I’ve been here so many times before. Red and white and blue lights reflect off buildings. I’m not far. Not far. I just have to make it. 

“Halt,” the copper repeats. “Precautionary measures will be taken.” It follows.

Don’t shoot me. Don’t shoot me.

The words pulse in time with my heartbeat. I’m banking on the fact that they won’t shoot a Pink. They take us alive. They need our blood, fresh from our veins. And then I hear the sweetest sound I know. The distant hum of my two-wheeled Dyad, coming up fast. The bracelet pulsates, signaling the countdown. 

I count down with the vibrations. Five...four...three...two...one...

I leap upward, swinging my arms and flexing my middle. I’ve got to get enough height to clear Dyad’s handlebars. Time slows as I curl and then flip in the air. I laugh when I realize I’ve executed the new move perfectly, and time speeds back up. When I land on the seat, the smart motorbike wobbles beneath me but self-adjusts to keep us both upright.

“Greetings, Jin,” she says. And then I’m grinning like a speed demon as we tear through Bostgo’s streets. 

The officer is blaring warnings behind me. 

I try to outrun him, but he keeps pace. Upgrades and updates. I sneer.

God bless GenCor.

The air is wetter now; the rain has turned heavier. The air burns all the way down my trachea until I pull at the limited oxygen in the atmosphere, feeling choked and strangled. God, it smells like bleach and ammonia, only it doesn’t kill you as fast. My eyes water until I have to swipe at them with my palms so I can see where I’m going. There’s nobody else on Milwaukee Avenue, only me and the hum of my wheels. 

Hit the button at the crossing. I’ll hide on the painted star. 

I burst into the intersection. The white six-pointed star is painted where three roads meet. At Cicero Road, I slow long enough to lean over and hit the blinking button on my display. The pole of the streetlight illuminates. 

When the countdown begins, I roll into the middle of the intersection and put the kickstand down in the center of the stenciled shape. The traffic signal changes from a pixilated orange hand to a steadily lit shape of a running man. I’m not a pedestrian, though. I’m a fugitive. 

There’s a whoosh, and all the manholes leach hot, gaseous clouds.

The patrol sweeps the area. He can’t see me. I’m invisible in the sewer gasses. I’m hidden in the middle of the shape left by other UnderDwellers. They say stars are lucky in the UnderCity. Like a unicorn, they’re a good omen that never happens.

Municipal force warnings replay as I settle into the fetal position, barely able to stay on the stenciled star. On the pavement, I hunker down beside Dyad while the robo-officer keeps searching. Whenever I run, they chase. They track movement.

Horns blare in the distance, and the cops melt into the smog. 

“Halt,” the tinny voices echo. “Precautionary measures will be taken.” 

Gunshots ring out. Somebody screams, and I squeeze my eyes closed to block out the sounds of dying.

“It’s time to go home,” Dyad says. The words scroll across the interface, and I don’t argue. I have to get home to shave. My pink hair has grown out again. Already.

Someday, the UnderCity cops will get upgrades to beat the safe places. Someday, but for now, we know how to hide. And maybe GenCor will fall before then.

Dyad scans the surrounding blocks, and we ease along the perimeter, stopping only to scan. Tonick programmed Dyad to protect me, and she takes her purpose seriously. On our street, I hop off Dyad and tap the bracelet. She fluoresces in orange and white.

“Have a good night, Jin,” Dyad says, and heads down the block. 

She’ll tuck herself into an empty warehouse until I’m ready to go out searching again. Besides Teq and Tonick, Dyad is my best friend. She knows how badly I need Teq and Tonick, and she knows how my pheromones change around Tonick. 

At least Dyad doesn’t hassle me about it.

I jog down the street, jump over a low brick wall and through a glassless window that had been broken out before I moved in. Teq said she tossed a chair through it a few years ago when she was arguing with Tonick. 

Outside the establishment, “Cheers” is painted on the red brick over the door. We never use the entrance. The hinges are rusted shut.

Inside, “Everybody knows your name” is stenciled on the back wall. Tonick repaints it every few months. He says he keeps it since he can’t handle much change. It messes with his brain patterns or something. And he’s a big fan of irony.

We don’t have electricity, not exactly, but I reach for the switch anyway. Sometimes Tonick’s system syphons off enough energy to power the bulbs in the bar. Most of the time, it’s only enough to fill the rows of batteries in his room. While I wait for the system to warm up, I step behind the counter. 

Empty liquor bottles line the back wall. Tables lie on their sides, and broken-legged chairs litter the floor. Dust covers everything. Tonick says it was a nice place before everyone decided to live above the clouds. I don’t remember anything before I woke up stretched out on the bar, Tonick screaming obscenities at me, telling me not to die.

The bulb flickers to life. First, I made it to the star; now this. Today is my lucky day.

I laugh and place a lowball glass on the brushed stainless steel bar, grab a mason jar of white lightning, and fill it. It makes me happy when the lights work while I have a stiff drink, shave my head, and go to work.

I tuck a handful of pink dreads behind my ear to get them off my neck. The pink is unique. These days, everybody and their mother has gene-spliced hair or faces or bodies. Splicing has never been popular countrywide, but there used to be enough ReProds like me to keep me from sticking out like a sore thumb. 

Not anymore.

One of my parents—maybe both—wanted a self-healing Pink. Something about lower long-term medical costs, so I got the Pink gene. 

These days, it’s that simple, as long as you can pay. Some piece of stray DNA from a starfish got spliced into mine when I was a zygote. Only my parents never took me home. Maybe they couldn’t make the payments. 

At least I don’t have the perpetual finger twitches of the Tiger-skins. Most of the Tigers have implants to control the twitching now. A gift from the almighty GenCor. 

I don’t know what to believe. The news isn’t truth anymore. 

Why does GenCor need Teq? 

Why do they need me?

I drain the last of the liquid courage and slam the glass on the metal in front of me, swiping the straight razor from beneath the countertop and crossing the floor to the dartboard. I flip it around to reveal the cheap mirror that’s glued behind the game.

I stare. Tonick calls my skin burnt umber when it’s not sooty and grimy from the UnderCity. Rimmed in navy blue, his mechanical cerulean irises are clear and never miss much. 

Enough.

I snarl at my reflection and blow air through my teeth. My hand tightens on the shaver handle. That shot of booze is thinking for me, blurring the edges between the smart thing to do and what I think I want.

Grabbing my hair, I drag the blade through the base of each dread, as close to the skin as possible. It’s not really a dread. It’s more like a thin starfish arm growing out of my head, a side effect of the gene splicing. And it makes me stand out in the UnderCity. I can’t pick up work as a Pink. GenCor spread rumors about Pinks having diseases at the same time as they put the bounty on our heads.

Once the dreads are gone, I smear my head with a slick of diesel grease and mineral oil and make my scalp baby-butt smooth. I wipe a grimy towel across my head, and then I slick on another layer. It’ll hide the shock of bright pink a little longer as it comes back. I’ll be able to earn one more bite and one more credit than I could otherwise. I clean the razor on the dirty towel and think of Tonick.

I smooth my hand over my skin. My scalp is on fire from the dull blade. Time to sharpen it again. I’ll tell Tonick when I find him. The hair will be back by morning and just as long. 

I dip a tiny paintbrush in charcoal and drag it around my eyes, each pass wider than the last. At the end, I grab a bigger brush and dust on the black. Tonick calls it my raccoon mask. I think of it as my Zorro mask. It keeps me hidden in plain sight and makes my green eyes stand out. 

I snap another cuff around my other wrist. It’s got more Tonick gadgets hidden in the sharp studs. If the gizmos don’t work, I can stab somebody with it. Or with the small dagger I’ve tucked inside my waistband. 

Life would be easier if my body would take enhancements like everyone else’s. But, like my hair, my body replaces cells too quickly, and I’m stuck here, terrified for Teq and Tonick while I take time for a haircut.
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

Bostgo Sector

MidHeight

GenCor Hospital

Date:  11 Pentian 

Time:  1500

––––––––
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TEQ—Tequila—is naked, hanging from the ceiling above me, strung up in the whitewashed surgical theater. We’re facing each other in two clear coffins: his and hers. Teq’s eyes are closed, but she’s still got smudges of gutter-life grime and grit all over her. 

Where am I? Why does she have tubes coming out of her everywhere? My mind’s running away from the pain, scattering thoughts everywhere. Words trip over each other, and it’s like my brain ate a hiccup glitch. 

Teq even knows how I feel about Jin, even helped me save her when she showed up at our unofficial rescue, nearly ripped to shreds by the shadow gangs. Now I’m paying the price for rushing in where UnderCity fools won’t even tread.

Teq. She’s hurt.

I rear back, slamming my head against the plastic beneath me. I reach for her, and pain stabs my chin and shoots up my arms. Bleach fumes singe my nose and make my eyes water. My legs don’t move. It’s been an hour, maybe two, since I woke up, trapped in this clear plastic tube, floating in biofluid with a respirator screwed to my chin. My arms have been shoved through self-sealing holes and tied down to metal plates. The surgical lights burn my retinas, but I can still see her. 

She’s been my partner in saving the ReProds for years. She was a ReProd when I found her...back when we started our ReProd Rescue. She knows me better than I know me.

The slough-off generation, banished to the UnderCity when obvious genetic modification became uncouth. The ReProd recapture was the result of GenCor’s dirty secrets. Each one bore a barcode, and GenCor scooped them up in FreezeNets—taser nets—every time they found one. The caught never return.

Teq. I’m sorry we’re here. 

I grin up at her, but she doesn’t move, and my insides spin.

Just call me the black man in a can, sweetheart. I’ve said the words before. 

When did I? Where is this lab? Are we still in Bostgo?

If Jin had been there, she wouldn’t have found my humor appropriate. Teq, though...she understands me. Even the angry, hard parts of me. She laughs at all my jokes.

Mediterranean with thick pink dreads, Teq is a pretty plum color in all the right places even with tubes sticking out of her every which way. Different than Jin, but almost the same. I can’t turn my head left or right, only straight up at Teq. They’ve got me locked in beneath her—sadistic punishment for trying to help. I lost my natural eyes in an accident a few years ago, but my mechanical irises don’t miss much about her implant-free body. Even suspended in the contraption above me, she’s as gorgeous as ever.

Teq is next on their death list. The realization crashes through me.

She’s been the other half of me for so long, I don’t know what I’m going to do without her. We can’t go out like this. 

Stars lead the way to a brave new day. We’ll find a way.

Our mantra echoes in my head as Teq convulses. 

More thoughts come, disjointed and out of place but making sense somehow. I can’t place why or wherefore or when.

A white-coated shadow moves around me. As though a layer of white makes everything clean. A fake kind of wholesome. Goggles hide the face. The GenCor logo glares from above the breast pocket. When the shadow turns its head, another shadow joins it. The second shadow holds a data board. 

They want information from me. Why?

This isn’t how I planned our special night. This isn’t how the nude anniversary celebration was supposed to go. I wish for the strength to save her, but my insides feel weak and trembly. I eye the cords and tubes in my own arms.

I hate them. I hate GenCor hospitals. If I get out of here, Teq, I’m going to burn them to the ground. 

I’m praying to Teq again...like the goddess she is. 

I won’t say was. She can’t be a was. Not yet. There’s still time.

Help me end it differently. Maybe the unseen stars will answer my prayer.

As long as either of us has a pulse. I try to yank my arm out of the holes on either side of me, but my only reward is a sharp pain and the sensation of ripping skin. I’m afraid to try harder. When it counts most, I’ve become the coward who can’t. If I loved her, I would break myself in two to save her.

Years ago, when I woke up on the floor of the GenCor cryowarehouse, the rest of my group recalled to MidHeight, a woman saved me from what I was, gave me a new purpose, and taught me to be who I am. Then they dragged her away to a MidHeight hospital and let her die. When I hacked into the system, the official report read, “Natural Causes.” Since then, I’ve checked dozens more “official reports.” 

It’s always “Natural Causes.” It’s the first clue. 

They don’t even bother faking suicides anymore.

I yank my legs toward me, but the resulting pain makes me see spots, and I give in too soon. I howl into the bioliquid, but the bubbles obscure my vision. I think someone is moving outside the tank I’m trapped in. Maybe three more seconds would have made the difference, convinced them to let me out. There’s a burning sensation in the crook of my elbow, and my skin starts to feel like it’s being peeled away from my bones. I see more spots, bigger this time.

I’m sorry, Teq. I hope she can hear me.

Teq has shared my bed for the past year, ever since she offered me a new layer to our friendship. It had been a slow-motion, head-on collision between us, two warriors in the same fight. Teq had hinted at it a long time before she offered, but the impact still took me by surprise. Taking a night of comfort from each other made sense. She understood how I felt about Jin but didn’t punish me for it. Things were easy with her. 

I loved Teq. No. I won’t go there.

I love her. Different than Jin but just as much.

Jin always gave me the silent treatment the mornings after my nights with Teq. 

Jin thinks I don’t notice. Teq thinks it’s jealousy. I think Jin imagines she’s my conscience. The guilt trips never work. I don’t prefer loneliness. Teq always leaves with a smile on her face and no misunderstandings about the finite nature of our bedroom attachment. We are both adult enough to handle being friends with benefits, even though I can’t live without Jin in my life. It’s an understanding. Things are easy with Teq.

Jin is the water to my fire, the cool shade in my desert. Every partner in my bed has been a substitute for her. Even Teq. If I hadn’t expressed my feelings for Jin to Teq while she was in my bed, Teq might have made her offer to Jin instead of me. Teq loves Jin, too, but loves me enough to not make our lives that messy. She was lonely. I was lonely. We both love Jin. Jin isn’t experienced enough to love anybody.

We make a weird triangle, shrouded in secrets. 

Stop it. Focus. 

My brain wanderings must be a side effect of the med juice they’ve got me on. It’s so hard to hold on to what I need to do.

I can’t dwell on the should’ve beens. Not today. Not with Teq dying over my head and Jin’s safety in question. There’s a blinding pain in my chest. I choke in short gasps until it passes. The breather fluid rushes in and out of me, and the burning sensation intensifies. 

I tap on the man-sized Tupperware, glaring and staring at the GenCor doctors and nurses out there, out of the corners of my eyes, trying to get them to acknowledge me. I didn’t ask to be the receiver on the other side of the plastine tubes, but here I am. I don’t know what they did with my clothes, and I don’t want to know what these freaks have planned.

My fingertips are more purple than black now. It looks like death rot is eating away at them. If the experiment doesn’t kill me, the death rot will. I’m trapped in medical purgatory. 

That’s a special kind of special.

I yell at the attendees, but there’s no sound, and I choke on the spit collecting around the respirator. The irritating tube causes another hacking fit, so I go through the seizure motions of coughing without the reward. My throat’s still clogged, and I’m stuck inhaling my own slobber. 

They’re all standing around, excited about the experiment. They don’t care about either of us. I managed to get caught in the FreezeNets when I stopped to read one guy’s wrist monitor. Tunnel vision robbed me of my reflexes when I realized what I was reading: a shopping list of ReProd Pinks. I recognized most of the names as ReProds that I’d helped through the years. A dozen stuck out, with Teq and Jin the last two on the list. 

Teq’s blood is as red as mine as it slips through the tubes and disappears beneath my polymer coffin. A shudder shakes me as her plasma hits me, and a woozy wave crashes over me. And then I taste coconut-strawberries. I would recognize the taste of the street drug Jimmy Buffett anywhere. They must have drugged her first, and now they’re drugging me by filling me with her blood. 

At least she isn’t in pain. Jimmy Buffett is good for that. Through the lid, I can see her, turning paler every second. If I don’t get out of here, they’ll do this to Jin, too. 

I hear the whir of a saw next to my head, then feel it bite into my wrist. It’s like it’s happening to someone else. The concoction they’ve got pumping through Teq has dulled everything for me, too. 

It stings a little, losing a hand. I must be higher than the Swanks. Rich Swanks have creds for days and all the best boozing and chemical binging. I should be screaming. Red splatters my enclosed waterbed. And then my whole body jerks when the blade grinds to a halt halfway through my bone. Saw Guy curses. 

“Sir, we have a problem,” one of them says. There’s a low conversation between them.

An alarm screeches next to my head. Teq starts thrashing around like that egg-bloated fish I caught that one time on the bank of the swamplands. My grandfather insisted I take the trout off the line and fillet it. I puked on his shoes instead. I’ve never been able to hurt anything. It’s not in my nature.

A gag contorts the back of my throat, and bile works up my esophagus. I hope yesterday’s dumpster lunch tastes as good backward, because I can’t swallow what’s happening. I’m an extra they’ve put to use, but I can’t keep them from figuring out what I really am.

Teq’s eyes flutter open and then roll back in her head. They’ve drained her to death, left her like an empty bottle on a shelf. Her blood is pumping through my veins. I don’t know how to get it out and back into Teq.

I’ve got to get out of here. Jin is next on their list.

There’s a whir again but closer to my ear. Hands are all over my shoulder. There’s a hard yank and then a chorus of gasps. Blood drips, splattering on the white tile below. That’s a waste. Fill me up with Teq and then let it all bleed out onto the floor. 

It makes no sense.

“Interesting,” a woman says. “The blood doesn’t impact the artificial parts of him. His hand isn’t growing back where the human tissue remains.”

Saw Guy hands the arm over my tube to a masked, white-coated attendee. The appendage blocks out the glare, dripping red all over my container until she takes it from him.

Wait. 

That can’t be right. That’s not my arm, but the hand is still clutching the star necklace I had when they caught me. She twists and turns it, a researcher studying a specimen, bending the elbow joint and then finally tugging on the tendons and sinew at the joint, until she sees the jewelry. She cradles the pendant in her hand. The inscription on the back catches the light.

Pain burns through my chest. This is all wrong. That isn’t my arm. It can’t be. I’m not here. I try to yell the words at the she-scientist, but a coughing fit begins. 

I had been on my way to return it to the guy on the Mag Mile. That’s where they caught us. I didn’t even get the chance to tell the man that I’d found his daughter. I wanted to offer him the opportunity to give her the necklace himself. 

Jin. It was Jin. The whole time.

A convulsion rolls through my body.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Three
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

Bostgo Sector

UnderCity

Date: 11 Pentian 

Time: 2000

––––––––
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OUTSIDE, THE LOW CLOUD has turned from daytime gray to nighttime black. Business is always better in the shadows. Dyad doesn’t belong on the Mag Mile. She’s enough motive to inspire murder. All the UnderDwellers want her, so I leave her behind.

All the while, I hope my pink doesn’t show through. Maybe somebody on the Mag Mile has seen Teq and Tonick. It’s a last-ditch chance of figuring out what happened to them.

It’s a long walk in sex-me heels, but the Mag Mile doesn’t disappoint. It’s filled with UnderDwellers looking for an escape and lonelies looking for love. A long time ago, it was high-end retail. Now it’s a different kind of retail. Anybody can buy anything to take the edge off of reality. 

I take a seat on the couch. They can’t see pink down here. Pink means currency creds. Enough to live on for the rest of a life. Everybody wants a reward, and GenCor is persistent. There’s something about my genes. They need my cells to refuel the leaders of the free world. They want to make a line of smartbots with human bodies. They need to throw me over the cliff into the giant Aliens who need human sacrifices. The conspiracy list is endless, and I’ve heard them all. 

So I shave my head every time I need a little grocery money, and play the harlot in the UnderCity long enough to afford a bit of food.

“I want you. What do you charge?” a whiny voice asks.

This pinch-faced guy is old before his time, made ugly by his latest chemical trip. His voice is rough, and his body’s as wrinkled as a sultana’s under his black leather vest. He wears matching black leather chaps. Angry tattoos cover most of his skin. His flesh has pulled away from his ocular implant. Death rot eats away at the meat around it. I can smell the decaying citrus smell from here. It’ll kill him soon. It doesn’t start to smell until the infection is in the blood. The sensor in his implant must be a glitch. It’s a yellow LED, blinking at random intervals. The icing on this guy’s cake.

He doesn’t have the genes for cybernetics. If he’d spent another couple thou, he could have been prescreened in a MidHeight hospital. Nobody has spare anything in the UnderCity. He made a risky choice, choosing implants without a genetic screening, but everything is a gamble down here. Cybernetics can make the difference between life and death.

“Not for sale tonight,” I say, changing my mind when I shouldn’t. 

With my friends gone, I have no appetite. I’ll regret skipping the trick tomorrow, but I’m not hungry enough to put up with it tonight, and my stomach is in knots anyway.

I sit on the ripped-up furniture, listening to the conversation around the fire barrels. I’m thirsty, so I wave at the floating barkeep, holding up one finger. 

It’s been over twelve hours since I’ve seen Teq and Tonick, and I still don’t know what to do. They’ve never been gone this long. I rub my sweaty palms down the fronts of my thighs as the barkeep heads my way. 

I have to find them.




GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: Regrowth

Confirmed in previous tests.

RE: Transferability

Inconclusive. Experiment failed.

Seeking additional subjects.

***End***

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Four
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

Bostgo Sector

Mag Mile

Date:  11 Pentian 

Time: 2200

––––––––
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IT’S THAT GUY AGAIN. “Can I get you something?” he asks. 

He waves his hand under my chin, pointing at my mouth. 

Too close. He’s too close. I can’t do this right now. 

Maybe I’ll call Dyad. No, the crowds are thick under the haze on the Mag Mile. They don’t all need a reason to hunt me. Enough of them suspect I’m a Pink. I’ve heard them whisper when I’ve gone too long without a razor. 

“Not safe here,” he mutters. I can’t tell if he means for him or me.

“No, not selling tonight. Find somebody else,” I say, then push his hand away and shift to the end of the couch. He follows me down the tattered cushions. 

He’s not taking the hint. 

“Then maybe you should go home,” he says, and stumbles, knocking my drink to the concrete. 

I consider punching him—death rot has probably given him a glass jaw, but he’s half blind. It wouldn’t be a win I’d feel good about, and it wouldn’t help my worry about Teq and Tonick. Besides, there’s something about him that I can’t quite grasp.

I lean forward with my elbows on the tops of my knees and clasp my clammy palms together, hunching my shoulders. Things go bad in a hurry down here.

“Maybe you should go home,” he repeats. “It’s not safe here.” 

His hands settle over my mine, and he squeezes, but not like the others. It’s a caress, not a demand. He’s almost...tender. His behavior is so out of place down here that I’m shocked into inaction. 

Tenderness isn’t for sale on the Mag Mile, yet my eyes are drawn to his hand. His fingertips are already tipped with decay, his appendages suffering from the rapid spread of death rot. “It isn’t safe here.”

His words shatter my reverie enough to realize that I’ve let him have the upper hand, but I refuse to recoil. I’m not afraid. Not of him. At least not enough for it to matter. “What do you want?” I growl through clenched teeth. The stench is horrid.

He pats my fingers. “I’m dead already. I have nothing to lose,” he breathes, staring into my face, his clear mind still apparent in his one good eye. Something sparkles under his vest. A pointy necklace of some kind. 

“Go home, Pink.” He’s all there. And he knows I’m a Pink. He takes my arm. “Go home. Now. You have to get home.”

My eyes widen, and I can feel the blood draining from my cheeks. I yank my hands away. 

“Get away from me, old man,” I say, but my voice trembles. 

I hate confrontations, but there’s something in his face, something I can’t quite define in the earnest expression. I draw my fingers across my bare scalp. It hasn’t grown back yet, so I can’t figure how he can tell.

When I stand up, I nearly knock him backward to the floor. Stomping away, I trip on my heels and almost slam into the chemical dealer, Raina. She has to yank her wrinkled face back to avoid my flailing hand. 

She frowns at me, her dark eyebrows lower, and she harrumphs. “Watch it, Jin. Don’t give me a reason to turn you in.” Her lip curls to show an upper row of blackened and missing teeth. 

I kick off the shoes and scoop them up by hooking my finger in the rear straps. The stranger’s intensity hurries me along. I don’t know how, but he knows who I am.

I fly through the streets, the inky blackness more frightening than ever before.

My heartbeat pounds in my ears. I take a wrong turn and then another, glancing over my shoulder. I have to find Tonick, but I can’t if they catch me first.

Nobody follows. The streets are as empty as they ever are, and I work my way toward home. Once I’m within sight of Cheers, I slow my pace.

Huffing, I make it to the blown-out bar. The building is composed of the leftover shards of a generation’s habit that I’ve turned into the only place where I’m safe. I work the old man’s words over and over in my head, trying to decipher what he wasn’t saying.

I don’t want to rush into a trap. The air is the same as it was when I left, spiced with smoke, but I can’t smell anything peculiar. No death-rot stench to signal the sick and the desperate. It hasn’t been that long since I left, but there’s something different in the weight of the air. Maybe it’s the way the trash is propped up against the building, or the way the dust seems disturbed on the empty windowsill. I never go in that close to the corner of the exterior frame.

I cross my arms and stare at my home, trying to decide if it’s safe or not. I keep watching so long that I can’t tell how long I’ve been standing here. 

There’s nothing specifically wrong, only a bit of displaced dust that could have been a wild splice cat or a hunting dog or even an alley kid running her hand along the wall. 

Better get in. If I stay out here, I’ll get caught. I’ve had too many close calls lately.

A thought turns my apprehension to anticipation. Maybe Tonick sent the old man. I need Tonick. I miss my daily dose. I’d never say it to his face, but I might run straight into hell for him.

I dart across the pavement, glancing left and right. I’m so jumpy, even my heart is trembling. The road is emptier than I’ve ever seen it. One second that pleases me, but the next it terrifies me. I lick my lips and press myself flat against the exterior wall of the bar.

The rough-hewn door is the way I left it: closed. Rusted hinges hold it tight against the frame. From this angle, nothing is amiss. There’s only the pressure of the atmosphere against my eardrum and the suspicion that it isn’t quite right.

I slide down the brick wall, set my heels on the ground, and then lean over the windowsill. Besides the dust’s being gone on a sixty-inch section, there’s nothing out of place that I can see from here. I study the interior, the stairwell, and the catwalk that leads to spare rooms over the warehouse. 

But the light doesn’t extend to the sides of the room. There are enough shadows to hide a gang of mercenaries or white-coated GenCor creeps. Yet...

There’s no stench of rotting citrus, no sickly-sweet smell of death rot, no putrid body odor of the unwashed, no strawberry-scented clouds of chemical happiness.

No sound of breathing, creak of leather, pulled grenade pins, or trigger clicks.

It might be safe, but there’s really only one way to find out. 

I maneuver the top half of my body inside and toss my shoes over, one at a time.

Nothing bad happens. No alarms. No bullets. No explosions.

I throw one leg over the low separation.

And I set my foot down on something sticky. I bite down on a yell and study my toes. They’re covered in something red. 

That means somebody’s in here. I don’t know how I missed this bloody puddle. 

Scratch that. I do. I looked everywhere but right under me. I take a few steps and leave red footprints behind me.

A moan pulls my attention to the perimeter. Somebody’s lying on the ground beneath the virtual bartender interface. Their back is to me. From here, I can’t tell if it’s male or female, armed or unarmed.

“Who’s there?” I ask. There’s no answer, but the figure groans again. The noises don’t sound robotic, so I creep closer. She’s wearing a blood-soaked tank top and military fatigues from some previous version of this planet’s military. The top half is definitely a her. The kind of her Tonick and Teq both would like.

She mumbles something, rolling the rest of the way toward me. Dreads fall away from her face into a puddle of light from the flickering bulb.

Oh my god.

She’s a Pink. Like me.

She stretches a freckled hand toward me. She can tell I’m here, but she doesn’t open her eyes. I settle into a crouch. I remember nothing before when I woke up to Teq and Tonick leaning over me, but I remember that as though it were yesterday. This is an out-of-body experience. It’s like staring into a warped mirror.

Except this reflection is bleeding all over my floor. There can’t be much left in her. I kneel beside her and lift her shirt so I can get a look at her side. 

The wound is horrendous. Mutilated edges and angry gouges circle the main wound. A large flap of pale skin is hanging on by a corner. I lay the loose skin back over the wound.

But then I see what’s on it. Screaming isn’t a good idea, but it gets out before I can stop it. On the barely connected, palm-size piece of skin, I read, “Property of GenCor. Return this unit to GenCor.” The logo’s been impressed into the skin, a permanent mark declaring allegiance. This ReProd has been branded.

Now I’m waiting for a chorus of tinny voices to spring the trap, commanding me to halt. It’s nightmarish. I’ve never seen a Pink stamped like this. 

I study the edges of the flesh, and my heart twists. I recognize the tool marks. The butcher did this. He works down on the Mag Mile next to Raina. Rumor has it that he takes MidHeighters on hunts in the slums. I never thought that meant he hunted us. I squint at the disfigurement, wondering if she was marked before or after the butcher got her.

She brings up so many questions.

Somebody tried to cut the label out of her like a trophy off a hunted animal. Nobody deserves to be treated like a possession. Nobody is worthless.

I bite my lip when she whimpers. If I can get the series of nanoinjections into her fast enough, the ruined skin might still be saved. I pull off my shirt, rip one seam, and then tie it around her to hold her together while I can figure out what to do.

I contemplate the distance between her and the medical supplies. My room is upstairs next to Teq’s. I don’t think I can carry her that far, but I can’t leave her here. A bit of light and she’s in full view. The Corp cops or anybody out for a walk in the UnderCity could peek in the window and see her. 

Months ago, Tonick fixed us up in his bedroom under the bar. It’s normally off-limits to me unless it’s shower time. He keeps it locked up tight against the crazies that run in gangs down here. But he’s not here to give permission, and I know the code. I watched him punch it in once when he was flirting with Teq.

I wish Teq were here. She would know what to do.

I brush my fingers along the new Pink’s bicep. 

Her eyes pop open. “Help me,” she whispers. 

That decides it for me. Tonick will have to deal with intrusion. I’m going to save her.

Eighteen minutes later, she’s gasping through her open mouth, a cage fighter who forgot her cardio. I’ve got her up against me, her arm flopping. Her legs are limp and she’s no help, just dead weight I’m dragging from one place to another. I’m sure I’m hurting her. Her blood is all over me, all down my bare front. I’m trying to keep from injuring her side more, but it’s taking forever to get her across the room.

I grit my teeth. I hope I’ve made the right choice.

A siren chirrups outside. Perfect. Just perfect. 

The Corp conducts random scans of the UnderCity. The patrol is working down the road, scanning the other places—the former shops, the gutted apartments, the tumbled-down multilevels. The emerald beam sweeps up, down, and then from side to side over each building. If we hold still, we might make it. 

Runners, not hiders. Runners, not hiders. Runners, not hiders. 

The words echo in my mind, identical train cars clacking along on a circular thought track. Dyad won’t help me out of this mess. I want to be here. Home means safety for all of us.

In front of the counter, I guide the Pink to the floor and slip behind her, one leg on either side of her, propping her up against me. I press one hand against the wound in her side and the other over her mouth. 

She whines. 

“I’m sorry, Wiskee,” I whisper in her ear. And just like that, I’ve given her a name. “The patrol...” I hope she knows what I mean. I hope she won’t fight me. I hope she doesn’t have a tag.

Wiskee is breathing fast through her nose. She’s going to hyperventilate. Her eyes are wide, the whites twice as big as before. She scratches at my hand, and a sharp pain travels up my arm.

“Slow breaths, Wiskee. Slow,” I soothe. “We’re halfway there. Once they go by, I’ll get you fixed up. I promise. We just can’t get caught. They’d take us to GenCor. We can’t get caught.”

Wiskee’s eyes widen even more at that name, but she stops squirming. I think she gets it. I hold my breath and lean back against the bar, as far as I can, as flat as I can.

It won’t do us any good, but instincts are instincts. I tense and squeeze my eyes shut as the bright green light passes over us. I can’t help it, though they’ll either see us on their scans or they won’t. My Pink friend stops hyperventilating, too. Wiskee definitely gets it.

There’s a beep, and the green light makes another pass.

This is it. They’ve seen us on their sensors. I count to ten. 

Wiskee slaps at something on her boot. It’s a heat peg like the ones on my wrist cuff. Her leg vibrates and something pings. New sensor-scattering tech?

And then the robot officer moves on to the next building. Programming doesn’t get lazy. Had that been enough to send them on their way?

I don’t start breathing until they’re on the third one down. I ease out from beneath the new Pink and crawl to the window. I peer out in time to see the patrol turn at the next intersection.

I turn around, slide down the wall, and settle on my bottom, huffing with the effort of not panicking. It had to be because of yesterday. They have to know I’m here. I shove Wiskee away from me. Is it her? Is she a plant? 

No. It’s the thing on her boot, right? It sent them away.

She moans, and my heart twists. Tonick warns me. I hear him in my head, but I can’t bring myself to turn away. If I get her into Tonick’s room, then I can search her for a tag.

My gaze lands on her. I scowl. There’s something wrong. Her chest isn’t rising and falling. Her eyes are wide open and glassy. I scoot across the floor. 

I thought she was holding her breath. When I touch her shoulder, she doesn’t respond. She doesn’t flinch. She doesn’t blink. I scramble to my feet and careen around the curve to the hidden entrance. This can’t be happening. 

God, I wish Tonick were here. Teq. Either. Both. 

Don’t be dead. Wiskee, don’t be dead. Not on my watch. 

I hurtle around the bar end. At the back of the room, beneath the carefully stenciled motto, I swipe my arms across the top shelf, knocking glasses and bottles to the floor. I don’t have time to search beneath each thing. 

The button is right here. It’s right here. I’ve seen Tonick hit it a hundred times.

There.

I punch in the code on the pad expertly disguised as a paper coaster and slap the red octagon at the bottom. The shelves rattle and slide to the right. There’s a hiss as the seal in the floor disengages and the camouflaged door moves down, exposing a narrow metal stair, illuminated by harsh white lights.

I dart back around to Wiskee and lay her flat on the ground. I need to get some oxygen in her and then I can take her downstairs. I press the heel of my palm against her chest. I’ve seen Teq do this before. She taught me. 

I count to thirty. Then I lean her chin back, pinch her nose, and blow gently. Again.

“Come on, come on,” I beg. I count thirty more compressions. Breathe. Breathe.

I will life into her. Teq and Tonick disappeared. I can’t lose Wiskee, too. 

She coughs and she shudders, but she takes a breath on her own. It sounds hoarse and strangled, but then she takes another. That’s good enough for me. I can work with that.

I wrap my arms around her and drag her toward the stairs, apologizing over and over. It’s awkward, but she’s taller than me. I know I’m beating her up the whole way down, but I’ve got to get her downstairs. There’s a medkit down there.

When I settle her in Tonick’s bed, I hit the Close Door button and dash to his closet. He’s got a metal shelf there, filled with supplies. The top two shelves are filled with spare robotic hands, implants, and replacement parts. Most days, Tonick is a tinkerer, but some days, he’s a healer. I’d seen him replace severed arms and legs with robotic ones. He’s repaired more Pinks than I could count on my two hands. He gave them their lives back when no one else would.

He’s the reason I’ll save Wiskee. He makes me want to be a hero.

From the middle shelf, I yank an orange square with a giant plus sign emblazoned on the top. I rip the wrapping and pop the lid.

The medkit’s filled with tiny pill packs, two emergency meals, myriad bandages, and three syringes filled with a crazy concoction that Tonick claims can bring back the dead. Each syringe is marked with a number.

With a whoosh, the entrance seals over our heads and harsh LEDs flicker and then throw their steadied beams over us. Jeez. I hope this works. 

I uncap the needle with a number one on it. I’ve seen this done, too, but never been taught how. Teq gives shots in the vein, but she has a special sort of street experience that I don’t. Upper arm it is. It’ll have to do.

I bite my bottom lip. Here goes.

I jam the needle into her arm. A slight stutter, midinhalation, is the only indication that she can feel anything.

A pleasant voice announces from the hypodermic, “Begin countdown.” 

A small display on the now empty syringe shows a ticking timer next to the nanoinjection. They’re given in hourly succession. Maybe my new friend will be awake in the morning.

I examine the wound in her side. I can’t stitch it up, but I pour on the silver-colored antiseptic/antibiotic from the medkit before bandaging. 

Since the imminent danger has passed and I can’t climb into my bed until I give her the third dose, I mill around Tonick’s quarters, searching for something to wipe the dried blood off my feet. I find a box filled with thumb-size packages of self-moistening squares. When I open one of the packets, it reacts to the air and grows as big and thick as Tonick’s pillow. It cleans and sanitizes my skin, even buffing away calluses.

After that, I find the tag detector and pass it over the Pink. She has one buried in her right calf. It’s about twice the size of a normal one and giving off weird readings, much stronger than normal. I can’t figure out how the GenCor henchmen patrol missed that earlier. That should have glared like a lighthouse on their grid. 

I need to get it out of her, but I don’t know how to perform surgery. I’ll probably kill her if I go hacking around in her leg in the condition she’s in. I hope Tonick installed some sort of insulation around his room that blocks their sensors. I put away the wand.

Afterward, I settle down on the end of the bed.

My thoughts drift to my “wake-up days,” as Teq calls them. I don’t recall much more than waking up in Tonick’s bed. Teq was there, pushing me back into the mattress, telling me everything was okay. I swung my fist, landed a blow to her chin, and then Tonick jabbed me with something sharp. The memories are jumbled, knit together in a weird order until I woke up in my bed upstairs. Later, Teq spoon-fed me broth and helped me learn to walk. 

She taught me to hide. “Don’t run. Don’t confront. Hide,” she said. 

When the med timer beeps, I jump straight up, slip on something, and fall face-first to the floor. I don’t have time to pick up what I stumbled on. Instead, I grab the medkit and retrieve the second injection. My needle-virgin status gone, it’s easier to stick her this time.

It’s over and done in less than thirty seconds. Wiskee still doesn’t react beyond a hiccup in her exhalation, but her breathing sounds less strangled. She doesn’t rattle like death now.

“Begin countdown,” announces the same pleasant AI voice. One more hour and then...

I glance at my new charge. I didn’t have a name when I got here. At least not one that I can remember. I wonder if she’s the same as me. Maybe she won’t mind that I named her Wiskee. I settle back on the end of the bed, but the glint of the LEDs on metal catches my eye. It must be what I slipped on. I bend over and pick it up.

My heart stops.

It’s a metal plate about the size of my palm. In big black letters, it reads, “Property of GenCor. Return this unit to GenCor.” It’s just like the impression on the edges of the Pink’s wound. 

The logo plunges me into an ocean of tumult and sets my teeth chattering. I can’t help it. I’ve been running from them for over a year. That logo has me programmed to fear.

I turn the plaque over and over in my hand. Tonick made me promise never to steal from them. GenCor doesn’t forget. GenCor sends the Corp after us. They put tracking tags in everything they own. Their only ambition is possession.

Maybe Tonick stole something from them and got caught. Or maybe it was Tonick who got Teq caught. Why would he even have this marker in his room?

The room is smaller. I swallow and yank on my collar, pulling at invisible fingers squeezing my neck. They’re closer than ever. I turn back to the other Pink. They’ll be hunting both of us now.

The seal around the door in the ceiling disengages. So much for the hope the Corp wouldn’t find us. I drop to the floor, searching for something to use as a weapon, and the GenCor label falls aside with a clatter. I don’t know where the plaque came from, but it might as well be tattooed on our backs. 

They found us. They’ve been circling me all day, and they’ve come back for their property. My hair is long enough already for them to know I’m a Pink without even testing me.

Footsteps hurry down the stairway. I scoot under Tonick’s bed, trying to tuck myself between two oversized speakers. 

Runners, not hiders. They are programmed to find runners, not hiders. This is my last chance. I mentally apologize to the girl. I won’t be able to give her that third shot.

“Jin?”

The rush of tears makes it hard to see anything. I can’t even get out from my hiding place. I didn’t think I would ever hear his voice again. 

“Tonick,” I whisper, but it sounds more like a sob. He grabs my foot and pulls me out. “Where have you been?”

“I had to return something to someone.” His mechanical irises focus on me, his expression intense. 

The blue is as vivid as I remembered, and my knees almost give way. They’re the only implants he has, but he must have had money or known somebody with money. I’ve never seen anybody with ocular implants as flawless as his. Everything’s crude in the UnderCity.

I press my fingers over my mouth, stopping all the words that want to escape. “I thought I lost you.”

“Jin,” he says. It’s a strangled sigh of relief. The muscles flex in his jaw, and his eyes turn glassy, sparkling in the dim light. He scoops me off the floor into a two-armed hug and crushes me against his hard chest. “I’ve been worried about you.”

I wrap my arms around him, relishing the contact. He feels better than he should, and a little tremor pulses behind where my belly button would be, if I had one. “Teq?” I ask. My voice is muffled against his rough shirt; my palms rest on his pecs. 

He clears his throat. “She didn’t make it.”

Teq was closer than a sister. She deserves to be mourned like one.

This time, when the tears come flooding in, I can’t stop them, so I don’t try.

Tonick holds me until the hypodermic alarm beeps. “Stay there,” he says, then he stiffens and puts me away from him—like I have a case of death rot he doesn’t want to catch.

His action makes my chest hurt, and I turn away so he can’t see the new rush of tears.

“Who’s she?” he asks.

“New project,” I say. I hope he can’t hear the tremor in my voice. “I need you to get the tracker out of her.”

Without a word, he administers the final injection, then cuts away the bottom half of her tank top and peels the soaked bandage off so he can see the wound in her side. He should be smiling. Laughing to be home. Something. Anything. 

I stand on my toes and peer over him. “How did I do?” To me, it doesn’t look any better than it did earlier, but it doesn’t look any worse. 

He nods. “Fine.”

At least that’s something. I rock back on my heels and ask, “What happened to you out there?”

Tonick shrugs and changes the bandage without a word. Afterward, he crosses the room, and his foot catches on the metal GenCor logo. When he picks it up, he slides his hand over it. 

“Listen,” he says, his gaze meeting mine as he sighs. “Jin, I think I have something to tell you.”



GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: Tonick

Abnormalities detected. Reinserted.

***End***
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JIN STARES AT ME. I can’t tell what she’s thinking. Flashes of images bolt through my brain...of some place other. My skin tingles all over.

I know I’m here. With Jin. But something’s broken. I should feel...feel...more. I should know more.

She tips her head to the side. Relief and horror war on her face. “Where have you been?” she whispers.

“I don’t know.” I’m not sure. I think I know, but something’s wrong with my recall. There are blanks in my memory where there shouldn’t be.

She hasn’t bolted yet, so whatever she’s thinking isn’t horrible enough to make her hide from me. Maybe she should. 

She might think differently after I tell her what happened to Teq. My throat is tight from tears that I refuse to let loose. I don’t have time to mourn. Something clicks, and the rush of emotion disappears.

Her pink dreads are about an inch long. She must have been working again last night. Otherwise, they’d be longer. She shaves before she heads out, but her hair is always back by morning. It’s a side effect of the weird self-healing trick all Pinks have. 

I wave toward her head. “Any luck?”

She shakes her head from side to side. “My heart wasn’t in it.”

“Ah.” 

I don’t think she needs more heart to work the streets. She probably needs less.

Given her chosen part-time profession, her expectation that I have romantic, amorous feelings for my bedmates is...ironic, to say the least. 

At least she hasn’t nagged me about that since she figured out Teq and I were “benefiting” from our friendship. 

I have plenty of feelings I can’t use, so they remain locked away, and I do the “easy” thing, because loving Teq...

Teq. Sweet Teq. She didn’t deserve it. More images flash like lightning. 

Then it’s gone. The reeling feelings go, too.

I frown. So much for my attempt at small talk. I’m usually good at filling up the quiet. Instead, I glance at the new Pink. 

Teq is barely in her grave, and we have a replacement. That can’t be a coincidence. My mouth twists, and I tilt my head. “Where’s her tracker?”

Jin studies the woman she tucked into my bed. “Deep in her right calf. It’s big, though, and giving off weird readings.”

Crossing my arms, I nod. That tag can’t stay there, or they’ll find her for sure. “Have you named her yet? I need to know what to call her.”

Jin’s eyes cut to me, wider than before, like she’s been caught midtheft. “No, I thought she might like to be involved in picking out her name.”

I grin. I can’t help it. “Smart,” I say. 

It makes sense. That was one thing that Jin was angry about when she came to. Teq and I picked her name from a bottle of booze upstairs. We called her Jin when she woke up, and she accepted it as her name, accepted that we knew who she was. Until she asked. When we told her the truth, she smashed every gin bottle in the joint. 

Teq picked her name—Tequila—from a different bottle. If you come to visit and don’t have a name, we play spin the bottle until we find a name we can tolerate. Then we spell it differently. Just to be contrary. It’s always been that way, for as long as I can remember. I can’t recall being named, but I know that’s where mine came from, too. 

We’re all named after the trash that nobody ever threw away, after a row of empty bottles on a shelf. Yet names never define a family, and that’s what we are, no matter what we decided to call ourselves.

Our dismal décor is familiar now. Jin tried straightening it all up a few months ago but had to stop. It unsettles me whenever things change. 

Jin teases me about my biweekly tradition of painting “Everybody knows your name” on the upstairs wall. But she doesn’t know I do it because nobody knows anybody’s name, and the repeated humor is my ritually venting my sadness in a way that doesn’t depress the hell out of everyone.

I need the sameness or my brain doesn’t process things correctly. 

I study the girl. Everybody is a potential traitor.

“Where did you disappear to?” Jin asks, settling on the corner of my bed. 

Something winks at the edge of my vision, but I can’t quite focus on it, so I ignore it.

“They took her. I ran after the vehicle. Somebody hit me on the head, and I don’t remember anything after they zapped her.” 

A sore place at the back of my head starts throbbing. I massage the base of my skull. 

“You were gone a while.” 

“They hit me pretty hard.” I pause to frown, and roll the girl one way and then the other. Other than the tracker Jin found, she seems clean. “I did notice one thing before they knocked me out.” 

Somebody is splitting my skull. The ache makes my eyes bulge.

Jin leans toward me. “Yes?”

I drop my hand. “I saw your name at the bottom of a list. Teq was listed right above you. You two were the only ones who weren’t struck through. They’ll be coming after you next.” I wave toward the invader on the bed. “Maybe she’s a part of their plan to find you.”

She gasps. “How do they know our names?”

“They know about us. They have to. Right?”

“Are they listening right now?”

“They could be. Maybe they have mics.”

“Who betrayed us?”

“Could be any of the ones we’ve helped. Somebody told them our names.”

“How could they betray us like that?” Her voice raises two octaves by the end.

“They have ways of getting the information they want.” I don’t know how to answer her or how to make something so twisted okay.

Jin jerks back as her eyes widen. Her mouth works, but she doesn’t say anything more.

I massage my throbbing head. “I don’t remember anything after that. I woke up on the street in the same place where they took Teq.” 

I should know, shouldn’t I?

I study the body on my bed. She has the pink hair I favor. But I don’t know her. I’ve never seen her before. How did she know to come to my bar? She has a lot of questions to answer. I roll her over and rub my hand down her calves. I can’t tell which one has it, so I have to run the wand over her.

Choking sounds pull me away from my suspicions about our newcomer. Jin is wiping her cheeks. Every other sniff, her face contorts. She’s trying to keep it together, but her dam is about to break. “I wanted her to be alive.”

“Me too,” I mumble. 

It’s the truth. I’m not paternal or brotherly toward either one of them. I’m not into acknowledging my feelings, but I want Teq to come home. She was my partner and my friend. 

“Don’t you care, Tonick?” Jin’s voice cracks. 

She wraps her arms around herself. She’s sobbing. My heart crumbles a little as I watch her cry. This is her first close death. She hasn’t been around long enough to appreciate the finite nature of everything in the UnderCity.

“I care,” I offer, but I have to deal in reality. “I don’t have time to mourn. ‘Let the dead bury the dead.’” 

It’s getting harder to hold on to reality. I know I’m about to step off into a dark abyss because Teq’s gone.

“What an awful thing to say,” she says through clenched teeth. “Teq was worth more than that cold-hearted lie.” 

Before I can agree, she spins on her heels and runs up the stairs. Each riser gives a metallic squeak beneath her bare feet. 

My thoughts fracture. I should be doing...something. 

Instead, an errant fragment of memory comes forward.

A door-to-door truth peddler tried to sell me his religion once. He read it to me from the black leather-bound book he held in front of him like a shield. Later that week, the Corp shot him as dead as all the others. His peaceful truth didn’t save him. Irony is an odd creature.

Maybe the ReWater, the perpetually reused water, will escort the ugly truth down the drain and I’ll grow some rose-colored glasses. Jin expects me to be a hero. 

Trouble is, I’m not hardwired to be a hero. I always screw things up.

I need a shower. I shouldn’t take the time for one. I was supposed to do something...a tracker? Yeah. In the legs on my bed.

I run my hand over my face. Another memory blank. I’m driven by someone I don’t recognize. I can’t figure out why.

I grab the sensor wand from my shelves and pass it over her calves. The tracker slug registers on the little screen. The scalpel makes quick work of it, and then I smash it beneath a brick from upstairs.

Autopilot kicks in. I peel off my vest and shirt and toss them on the floor. The room is too quiet, so I yank my speaker set from beneath my bed. I use the speakers to mask the noise whenever Teq’s down here. Jin needs her beauty sleep.

I grin, and it’s out of place—like a tic I can’t control. I almost say so. 

But then, instead of my room, Teq’s face fills my mind...the terror she exuded as she was dragged into the transporter truck. I couldn’t do anything. I push the memory away. She’s dead. If she isn’t, she’s as good as, and I can’t do anything for her now. My first priority is keeping me and Jin alive.

I tip the speakers upright. They come up to my waist. I found them inside a closet in a bombed-out apartment. It took some work, but I got them working again. I traded a ton of favors for the player. It’s old and I’m always surprised when it works.

I select something from the “heavy metal” folder. Whoever had this thing before had eclectic musical tastes. They were also extremely organized. Everything is sorted into file folders. I tap the shuffle icon and turn the volume up in increments while I watch the Pink on my bed. I stop just before my ears bleed. My head still hurts, but the throbbing beats in time with the bassline. It’s too loud. I can’t think, so it’s perfect.

My guest doesn’t budge. I’m guessing she’ll be out for hours, sleeping off whatever happened to her before she arrived. 

Back at the door, I kick off my shoes, unzip my pants, and toss them aside.

Teq’s face swims in my mind. 

I can’t let Jin die. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe. 

The back of my head is throbbing again. Bits and pieces, blinding flashes of things I didn’t experience. Ideas and memories that aren’t mine. It’s a street war in there. I can’t figure out why. Maybe the shower will fix it. Showers and sex fix most of my problems.

Naked, I cross the room to my prized possession. We recycled the tiny plastic shower insert. When we got it in, it was like Christmas and Independence Day rolled into one. I pull on a tiny door at the back of my room and reach into the little square to turn the water knob. We never get hot water in the UnderCity, but a quick in-and-out knocks off the dust and smell. And it’s the only shower I’ve ever heard about down here.

I clamp down on a curse when cool hands flutter against my back. I hadn’t heard Jin come back. Her return is surprising, but a relief for the case of alienation I’m nursing.

Slender fingers trace my tattoos, up and down my spine. Her bare breasts brush against the bottom of my shoulder blades, and she flicks her tongue against my scars until I shiver. 

She’s carefully attending to the marks I make for every death. Soon, Teq will be listed there, too. My vision blurs. Damned water. 

Jin has blown through every line of propriety between us. And I don’t care. I want her. I want to drink her in. I want her to fix my broken pieces. I want to remember that we’re both alive. 

It’s erotic, primal. She’s licking my wounds, acknowledging my pain, sharing my sorrow. I don’t understand her motivation. If I’m being honest, I don’t care.

Willowy arms wrap around me and pull me closer, and I can’t help my response. I’m bereft. Teq is gone, and I’m emptied out. My emotions are beyond my grasp. I need a little help to reach them. It worked that way with Teq. It could work that way with Jin.

No.

This can’t happen, but the surge of emotions is clouding my logic. I can’t risk it. I love her too much. If I turn around, I’ll ask my friend to my bed, risk everything we already have and my ability to keep her safe. If I turn around, I might break the spell she’s under, and I don’t want her to stop.

Jin. 

I sigh. Jin is perfect against me. Fantasies of Jin war with memories of Teq. And then I don’t see Teq anymore, only Jin. I can’t let her do something she’ll regret tomorrow morning. I can’t lose her because of one night. 

I’m broken.

But when I spin, I’m not staring into Jin’s green eyes. I’m staring into a pair of icy blues. I don’t know who this Pink is. I shouldn’t bed her. But I have a weapon under my pillow. “What are you doing?” I ask, and take a step backward. The stranger is seducing me, and I don’t know why. 

She follows, pressing herself against my front. Her wounds have healed. Those injections sure did their job. Her skin is pale and smooth, freckled all over, so different from Teq’s and Jin’s. She makes a feral noise, deep in her throat, and drags her nails over my back. “Please,” she whispers. She’s left her clothes in a pile on the ground. 

“What’s your name?” I could kill her in a heartbeat. The energy pistol is close by, under my pillow. A roar fills my brain.

“Do you have an itch I can scratch?” she asks, dragging her nails down my front this time. For a nanosecond, I’m sure she said glitch instead, and it catches in my thoughts like a trout on the line. Something is wrong with me.

She pirouettes away, pushing her hands into her hair as she spins. Now all I can see is her, the soft curve of her waist, the swell of her breasts and the roundness of her hips. She’s different, but so much the same. My resolve weakens, and I forget what had bothered me before. 

Damn it. 

Damn it all to hell.

She comes close enough to touch. “Call me Wiskee,” she soothes. When she takes my hand, a current flows through me, setting my nerve endings on edge.

Good sense loses. 

I reach for her and hope she can’t taste the sobs as despair washes over me. I lift her upward to kiss her mouth. My heart is cold, but she’s warm and soft. We’re guaranteed only this moment. Wiskee wraps her legs around my waist and then instead of her face or Jin’s, I see Teq’s. 

Loss short-circuits my sense, and grief is a kind of madness.
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IN MY ROOM, I KICK the broken chair and the brittle legs shatter, the force sending splinters all across my pallet in the corner. I knock the table over. Teq’s life deserves more respect than Tonick is willing to give it. I am unwilling to believe that he would dismiss her like that. I can’t believe he doesn’t care.

I fall to my knees on the cover she made for me out of old bits of fabric she’d kept. When Tonick gave me Dyad, she gave me the blanket to replace the tatters I owned before. Teq was good at everything, a compassionate problem solver. Shards of wood stab my knees as I try to clean up the mess I’ve made, but I can’t. Instead, I press my palms over my eyes as the dam breaks and a fresh flood of tears runs down my cheeks. 

Teq is gone. And I can’t change it. I’ll never see her again. I wrap myself in the blanket, and Teq’s spicy scent fills my nostrils. I bury my face in the softness.

The weeping tide recedes slowly. In its place, I find the need to do something. Anything. I decide on a risky trip through Bostgo.

I straighten gradually. Tonick’s music is playing now. With her down there, I don’t want to think about what it means. Tonick never uses those speakers unless he’s trying to shut me out. That usually means only one thing. 

More proof he doesn’t care about Teq. I clamp down on an outraged scream.

A good yank, and my thick-soled boots are on my feet. I’m taking Dyad out. I don’t care about the Corp. I don’t care about GenCor. Pink is just a hair color. I make my own rules. Pain shoots up the side of my face. I’ve been gritting my teeth. 

I can do this. I’m not being foolish. I’m the master of my own destiny.

I snort. The self-talk sounds like it’s from motivational holo leftovers.

I tap my wristlet until it buzzes in response. The display begins a countdown. Dyad will be here in less than two minutes. I slip into a different T-shirt and shiny black pants. The clothes aren’t dirt-free. Clean is relative in the UnderCity.

Antislide leather pants go over my stretchy pants, and the jacket finishes my prep. Finally, I wrap a bandana around my hair. 

Someday I won’t have to wear it. Someday Pinks won’t have to hide.

I’m so tired of hiding. I’m tired of being on edge. I’m tired of shaving my head. I tuck a dagger in my waistband along with five creds. It’s all I’ve got, and I intend to spend it all on a few minutes of peace. 

I stick my head out of my room and then slip out to the metal catwalk. The walls vibrate with Tonick’s music. Tremors travel through the building and up through my soles. Below the barroom, I can hear other noises now. He could at least have closed his hidden door so I don’t have to hear that.

Dyad has parked herself by the curb. I vault over the low wall and hop onto the only piece of freedom I own. The wheels fluoresce. She knows how much I like all the flashy bits and lights, and she does it whenever she can.

“Greetings, Jin,” she says. “What is our destination today?”

“I don’t have one. This is a ride-about. As fast as Pinkly possible.”

“Is that wise? The Corp has been conducting sensor sweeps,” Dyad cautions. She frowns at me from the update screen. She has graying hair in a stern bun. Her avatar’s appearance changes with her moods.

“Switch to manual.” I’m not going to argue with my motorcycle.

“Confirmed,” she says. She probably senses determination in my bioreadings.

When I straddle the elongated seat, she smiles at me from the screen. “Ready when you are.”

And then we’re off.

I wind up on the Mag Mile, not caring that my pink medusa ’fro is mostly back, whipped from beneath my bandana by the wind, like cotton candy dipped in black. It’s risky, but I need something to take the edge off. Teq is gone, and Tonick has made his feelings clear. If I’d known he’d bed Wiskee, too, I never would have helped her. 

I swipe at a leftover tear. Maybe then he’d have picked me instead.

No, that’s probably not true. My grimace follows. I’m self-aware enough to know my own lies. I would have helped Wiskee anyway, but I’d have dragged her down the sharp metal stairs by her feet before giving her the injections.

I send Dyad to hide around the corner while I browse the chemical vendors. The first peddler is selling weapons and fireworks, reciting a monologue about each one as I go. Tonick walked me through and taught me about each of them. My favorites are the six-pointed copper fireball bombs. 

He showed me how they worked on a building across the street. It blew out half the second story. At MidHeight, when you blow off the side of a building, it breaks the fake atmosphere and sucks everything out of the building. 

Scalers climb the sides of the buildings, set the charges, and then base jump. The goodies fall into the UnderCity, where we fight to the death over them. The gang lords always get the best pickings.

I’ve got a craving for Happy Sticks and the instant euphoria they provide, and I shouldn’t hang here long. I know the woman who sells them. Raina won’t drug me. Well...she won’t drug me more than I want to be drugged.

“Jin,” Raina says. “What can I get for you?” She waves her hand over her table. “Happy Sticks or Circumstance?”

“Happy Sticks.” I’m not depressed enough for the other one yet. Circumstance is a brain-blower. It’s a fifty-fifty roulette, designed to make users forget they even have circumstances. 

Most of the time, people don’t even know who they are when they come to. They say GenCor sent it our way to clean out the UnderDwellers. I guess it didn’t work as well as they figured it would. We’re not all suicidal.

She nods to me. “Let me know when you decide.”

While I do a scratch-and-sniff run-through of her flavors, I get a whiff of rotting citrus and diaphoresis. Death rot is pandemic. It could be anybody.

Someone bumps my arm. “Hey, watch it,” I say.

“How much?” The gravelly voice is familiar. It’s the guy from earlier, the pinch-faced guy who sent me home to find a GenCor Pink bleeding out on my floor. I can’t tell if he’s asking about me or the Happy Sticks. 

I step backward and bump into somebody else, who curses and shoves me back toward Raina’s table and next to the freak who knows too much.

“I could have turned you in already,” he whispers. “If I wanted.”

Raina is hovering. Two paying customers could make her night. 

He holds up a hand, fingers spread wide. “I’ll take a sampler.” 

She bustles off.

“Don’t use all those in one place,” I quip. Five sticks are a ticket to a black hole, and most don’t come back. As far as I can tell, no Circumstance. He must not be suicidal either.

“I intend to. My time’s almost up. Only a few loose ends to tie up.” He grins, exposing gray teeth and blackened gums. His eyes are red-rimmed. Heat is rolling off him. The death rot has progressed. The LED in place of his other eye doesn’t light up anymore. He staggers and squints at me from clouded eyes. “Where have you been, sweets?”

I tilt my head as I evaluate him. “Are you all right?”

He shakes his head and then tugs a dirty rag from his pocket. “No, can’t see as well as I used to,” he says, and uses the bit of fabric to mop his forehead, in control of himself again. “But I don’t matter anymore.” He leans toward me and whispers, “Tonick has plans. Tonick knows things. Did you save her?”

“What do you mean, ‘Tonick knows things’?” The part he said about her and plans makes me nervous. I squint at the guy. “How do you know Tonick?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Then it doesn’t matter. I deal in what I know.”

“Then leave town. You have to stay safe, Jin. Bostgo isn’t the only place in Alter Earth.”

I freeze. “Don’t use my name.” The guy is creeping me out. I push away from him. “Why would I leave? It’s dangerous everywhere.” Isn’t it? 

Bostgo is the end of the world for me. I don’t know anything different. Leaving is out of the question.

“What if you had a place to go?” he asked.

“Get away from me, old man.”

He peers into my face. “Did you help her? Tonick said you would.”

I laugh, once and without humor. “Fine. Yeah, I helped her. She’s alive.” 

Much to Tonick’s good pleasure, but I don’t say the last bit out loud. I don’t think the old man wants the soap opera that is my life. 

Relief softens the old man’s face. I’m surprised at the tear that leaks from the corner of his human eye. Again, I’m struck with a vague sense of familiarity.

“Good, good,” he says, as though he didn’t hear my last question. His voice is soft and hard to hear now.

I frown at him. “Who’s the girl?”

“The only thing I have left,” he says. He sniffs and wipes his eye. “Her mother was a GenCor scientist. Brilliant. Beautiful. Vibrant.” His hand drifts over his implant. “And then the world changed. Maria wanted a Pink. She obsessed over her work, but I don’t believe she killed all those test subjects. She wasn’t a butcher. She wasn’t Mengele reincarnate. I don’t believe them. It took everything I had to hunt down the last piece of our life.” 

He taps the temple behind the broken implant. Maybe he knew it would kill him but got it anyway. “Once they lost contact with the cryostorage, the UnderDwellers raided it. Tell her we loved her.” 

Raina returns. He takes his package from her and tells her thank you. 

Raina asks, “What can I get you, Jin?” 

“Dealer’s choice.”

“How many?” Raina’s wobbly on her feet, she’s so excited. 

I hold up three fingers and make her night. A trio won’t kill me, but they’ll get me good and heart-numb. Something brushes against my hand as Raina hurries away. 

When I turn back to the man, he’s gone, but he’s left something hanging from my fingers. It’s a beautiful necklace, shaped like the safe place painted on the intersection at Six Corners. My fingers tingle. 

It winks as though trying to communicate, reflecting the bit of light that comes from the barrel fires scattered throughout the Mag Mile. I close my hand around it. Down here, left behind means given away.

Stars are lucky in the UnderCity.
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SOME GUY’S CROONING about his love across the sea. I can hear it all the way out here. 

I guess they haven’t had any more trouble with patrols. I’m not sure I want to go inside, so I’m leaning on the exterior, chewing on a Happy Stick, feeling like a buzzed criminal about to break into a fun house. 

Three sticks have built a humming beehive in my belly and left me wishing a friend could share the thrill. At least the lust didn’t hit until I was almost home.

Dyad is putting herself away. I’m pretty sure she drove most of the way back. I’m not the steadiest on my feet. My hair is down to my shoulders, and I tuck a handful behind my ear. It’s gotten long enough to tie back, so it’s touching my sweaty neck and driving me crazy. 

I flick the stick wrapper across the road. I’m drifting in euphoria. I don’t even care that Tonick decided to have sex with the newbie instead of me. I’ll care again tomorrow.

I could have used the comfort. I would have said yes. Maybe next time, then, since my loyalty isn’t dead yet. I hop through the front window, tiptoe across the room, and slip behind the counter.

The hidden door is still open, but I don’t hear any other noises. Tonick’s getting lazy about security, but at least it makes it easier for me to get into his room. 

I freeze when I get to the bottom. Tonick has his back to me, and he’s sleeping naked again. I’ve seen his tattoos often enough, but I didn’t know they extended all the way down to the backs of his knees. The ink hugs his hips, drawing me in like runway lights. Then I want to know if it circles him completely, and I’m just high enough to check.

Things could have been different for us. I don’t know how many times I’ve fantasized about skin-to-skin with Tonick. I don’t want this distance he keeps between us. For him, Jin is strictly prohibited, but Teq is welcome anytime. Do his tattoos go all the way around?

I scrub my eyes with my hand. I’m having trouble remembering the things I need to get off my chest. 

I’m here to tell him everything I decided while I tore through Bostgo. I’ll say all the things that I thought of while I glowed from the Happy Sticks on the junked-out couch by the barrel fire. 

I squint. There’s something on his back, at the base of his neck. I ease closer, reaching out to touch his skin. The mark is leathery under my fingers. I scowl.

It’s an imprint. Just like hers.

That logo. It looks like he’s been lying on that plate I found on his floor.

I hiss at the thought. He goes shirtless all the time. That was never there before. 

Dammit.

My mouth twists. Where did he go? 

Did they catch him, too? How did he make it back?

The caught don’t come back. Everybody knows that.

Then I see her hair spilling across his pillow, her hand...on his...tattoos that reach all the way around the front of him. I can’t unsee it, but now I don’t want to know.

My stomach churns.

I trip as I scramble up the stairs. I can hear Tonick’s words. They’ll be coming after you next. Maybe she’s a part of their plan. And then I hear the old man’s words, too. Tonick has plans. Tonick knows things.

I throw the necklace to the floor beside his bed, and its absence hurts me. I scowl. But no more than I’m already hurt. I’m such a fool. They’re working together. The old man, too. It’s all too convenient. 

What are they playing at? As I pass by, I swipe a bag from beneath the bar and hurry to my room. He’s marked like she is, branded by GenCor, property of the enemy. What did Tonick get sucked into? I can’t ignore it. I might wind up like Teq.

Somehow I have to figure out what’s going on. Maybe the old guy knows. Maybe he’ll tell me.

It’s reckless—stupid, even—but I can’t wait here a minute longer.
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MY WHOLE BODY SEIZES. I’m thrust into startled consciousness, my pulse stampeding in my eardrums. I twist to try to get a look at the stairway. I can’t see anybody. I was sure somebody was in here. 

I sit up. “Did you hear something?” 

“Mmm,” Wiskee moans, but doesn’t say anything else. She’s sleeping again. 

Dammit.

I was dreaming about Teq, expecting to wake up to Teq, but this isn’t Teq. Or Jin. The lines of her body curve the same way Teq’s do, only she’s a bit taller than both of them. 

Though, Wiskee’s hair is the same color, the same length. The pale skin on her side is perfect. The label is still there but contorted and twisted by the increased-rate nanoinjection. There’s still a bit of torn skin, and blood seeps from the gash. The blood surprises me. She’s a Pink. I frown. She should be all healed up. 

I rub the back of my neck, and my hands graze something on my back. Scowling, I finger the leathery spot gently. What is it?

I ease my arm out from beneath the woman and stand up beside the bed. I study the sheet-wrapped bedmate, and the back of my head starts throbbing. The music is too much, too loud now, so I shut it off, but my toe catches on something.

A silver necklace glitters in the dim light. This isn’t right. I gave the necklace back to the guy, didn’t I? There’s no smell of death rot. Nothing. 

I scan the room. He couldn’t have been down here. I scoop the bauble from the dirty floor, rolling it across my palm.

When I woke up on the pavement, I ran down to the Mag Mile and gave it back to him. Told him to give it to Jin himself. I remember that. Pain snakes through my brain. 

Don’t I remember that?

As I study the star, a dull ache throbs in the back of my head. Perhaps I dreamed the whole thing when I was stuck in that tube. Strawberries. The scented taste of coconut-strawberries makes my mouth water, even now. Jimmy Buffet and a beach somewhere...I couldn’t have been lucid the whole time, but that...

I turn around to study the slender back of the woman in my bed. 

She’s here. I’m here.

The star sparkles against the dark of my hand. Maybe I never gave it back. I frowned. It’s here, too. Maybe I never gave it back to the man with the rotting face.

I drag my hand over my skull.

My brain feels like it’s going. This place is getting to me. Drugged-up dreams are so real. As soon as Wiskee gets on her way, I’ll take Jin to meet him. Then let him give it to her. She wants to know where she came from, why she’s here. 

He can tell her how she’s different...

The star-shaped pendant glints, throwing shapes across the room. I close my hand.

“Stars lead the way to a brave new day.” The inscription is meant for Jin, but now I can’t remember why. I lay it on the mattress beside Wiskee. 

Jin always says stars are lucky in the UnderCity. 

I pull my pants on. After, I push the speakers back beneath the bed, hoping the jostling will wake the stranger so I won’t have to. She keeps on sleeping.

I settle on the floor with my back against the bed. I don’t get how I let this happen with a new Pink I don’t know. Trusting too easy gets you killed in the UnderCity.

No, Jin is going to kill me in the morning.

Worse than that. 

Jin will never forgive me for Wiskee.




GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: Additional Subjects

Programming successful. Decoy dispatched.

Scheduled @ 12 Pentian, 0800.

***End***
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A BLINDING FLASH SURROUNDS me, and then it’s gone. 

I’m numb in the middle, and my limbs are weak. “Dyad? Dyad? What happened? Did I hit an electric mine?” 

I’m slumped over Dyad’s screen, and my words slur in a time delay. I thought all the elec-mines had been cleared years ago. Carefully I straighten, barely able to keep my balance. I blink rapidly, trying to clear the murk. Dyad must have put down the kickstand. Otherwise, I’d be laid out on the pavement.

Dyad’s mouth is moving on the screen, but the sound is low. “Jin,” Dyad says. “Can you hear me, Jin?”

I gasp. I’m hemorrhaging red all over her. “I hear you,” I rasp. I’d been riding through the billowing haze for an hour, trying to find a place to rest. 

“You’ve been shot. I can’t tell how bad it is. You’ve got to go back.” Her voice isn’t frantic, but her avatar is. “It’s a through-and-through but doesn’t look like an energy pistol.”

My stomach churns. I think I’m nauseous, but it’s like I’m three steps away from what’s happening, disconnected from the weight of it. I reach for the burning sensation in my shoulder. My hand comes away red.

“I’m not going back to Tonick. I don’t live with him anymore. I can’t. Not while she’s there.” 

“You’re foolish, Jin. If you stay out here like this, GenCor will finish you.”

“GenCor wouldn’t shoot me. They want me whole. They’ve taken all the others alive. They wouldn’t ruin their chances by ripping me apart piece by piece. You know that. More tests. Whatever weird Franken-Pink they’re trying to re-create in their labs.”

“You overreacted,” Dyad presses. “You know he’ll call me when he realizes you’re gone, and I’ll let him talk to you.” 

I know what she’s trying to do. She’s trying to reason with me, to get me back home so Tonick can stitch me up, but my brain’s a mush of confusion. She wants me to go willingly so I don’t climb off the seat and stroll away to die in a gutter somewhere in the UnderCity.

“I won’t,” I whisper. So dizzy. Is it the blood loss?

On the interface, Dyad wrings her hands and shakes her head. I brought her with me, but she’s trying to convince me that Tonick is the answer. I’m arguing with my motorcycle and an upset stomach.

Wiskee will probably still be naked in his bed. I don’t say it out loud.

Dyad purses her lips and crosses her arms. “I am sensing abnormalities in your bioreadings.”

“Don’t take me home.”

She crosses her arms. “You’re bleeding all over me. I have no choice. You need meds.”

“Tonick is a traitor. He’s sleeping with the enemy. He sold out Teq.”

“You don’t know that. You’re not talking any sense.” One corner of Dyad’s mouth turns down. “You’re hurt he picked somebody else again.” 

When did she get to be such a know-it-all? 

“That isn’t the half of it,” I say. “There’s more than just that.”

“Teq wouldn’t want you to bleed to death on the streets out of some kind of loyalty,” she counters. “Tonick needs to get you well. That’s all she would care about, Jin.”

“It’s not that.”

“Yes, it is.”

She’s right. Of course she is. She’s too smart for her own wheels, but she doesn’t need to know that. I don’t care if I’m being ridiculous.

I cough. I throw my leg over to climb off, but the movement shifts my center of gravity, and it’s too much for my compromised equilibrium. “Leave me alone, Dyad.”

“At least go back and scream at him a little. Then pack some food and let him stitch you up. He owes it to you,” she adds.

I shake my head. “You figure out how to fix it on your own.”

On the screen, she’s searching through shelving, wearing a white coat. “I’m going to inject you with the only thing I have. It’s only meant to be a stopgap measure. You need a series of nanos.”

“No.” There’s got to be a doc in the Bostgo. I engage the accelerator.

The bike doesn’t move. “Did you know that I can override your instructions?” Dyad crosses her arms. “You can thank Teq for that. Tonick didn’t want to give me the option to override you, but Teq convinced him.” 

This is infuriating. My best friends have all died or turned on me. I glare at Dyad. 

She’s got long double braids now. It’s hard to be mad at this flower child version. 

My shoulders droop. “What happens if I go back?” 

She beams at me. “I’ll never mention it again. And you might not die.” She throws my vitals up on the screen. 

She’s right. I need medical help. “I want your word, Dyad.” Leave it to Tonick to gift me with an argumentative smart AI bike.

“Done.” 

“Say it.”

“I give my word,” she says easily. A needle stabs my thigh, and then flames burst from the back end of the bike as the world fades away. 

I’m barely conscious when Dyad drops me on the curb outside Tonick’s. I roll off the bike onto the sidewalk; I have butterflies and stampeding buffaloes in my stomach. I don’t know if it’s the prospect of seeing Wiskee and Tonick or the blood loss. 

Dyad’s injection is wearing off. I’m going to pass out again. I’m sure Tonick didn’t even know I was gone. He would have contacted me through Dyad’s interface if he’d noticed. He’s probably still sleeping off the Wiskee raunch.

I glance up and down the street. The back of my neck tingles. I take two breaths close together. There’s a hint of smoke in the air. Biting my lip, I hold my breath to listen, studying the shadows before I ease closer.

At Tonick’s, I crouch behind the low wall and peer inside. It looks like last time. I can see my footprints from yesterday. The congealed blood has turned from red to black. I can’t tell if the secret door is still open. Nothing’s disturbed.

“Jin,” Tonick moans, low and long. My stomach rolls and my whole body shakes. He’s in pain. He can’t possibly know I’m out here. How long has he been calling me?

I pull myself over the partition and fall to the floor inside. I drag myself across the floor and around the counter, leaving a trail through the dust. The bleeding has stopped, but I’m still dizzy. The hidden door is wide open. “Tonick?”

“Jin, is that you?” he calls up. And then his face appears at the bottom of the stairs. He’s covered in blood and cradling his arm. Three gashes cross the top of his forearm, streaking his sable skin. There’s a silver glint to the wounds. At least he’s treated them. A metallic smell wafts upward. Crimson spatter stripes his arm and the metal stairway. 

“What happened?” I can’t pass out. I can’t pass out. 

“It’s Wiskee.” His face contorts and then smooths—like a twitch he can’t control.

I swallow. Dread curdles my stomach. Now Wiskee is dead, too. “Is that your blood?”

“I don’t know,” he says, staring up at me. “My head is killing me. I can’t think over the noise in my brain. Come down. Help me.”

“I can’t get down,” I sigh. Reality is slipping through the gaps in my consciousness.

“I’ll come to you.”

“Bring a medkit,” I whisper. 

His boot heels ping against the metal treads and risers as the darkness overtakes me.
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JIN NEEDS ME. THAT’S all that matters. I scoop her off the floor, kiss her cheek, and stumble down the stairs. I can’t let her die, too.

But my head is killing me. It’s splitting in two. The pain blinds me, obscuring my vision with bursts of LED color so bright, I want to turn my head, squeeze my eyes shut against it. 

Jin moans when I settle her gently on the bed. Her wound is already closing, a benefit of being Pink. The shifting mattress knocks the star necklace to the floor.

That other girl is on the bed, too. Wiskee. I think I killed her, but I can’t be sure. My brain isn’t functioning properly. It hurts too much.

I scoop the necklace from the floor. “This belongs to you,” I say and fasten it around Jin’s neck. Now, Jin needs the luck of stars around her neck. 

I turn to the other woman beside me. Is Wiskee a traitor?

Wiskee wouldn’t take no for an answer. When I noticed it, she couldn’t explain the label on her skin. She stabbed me in the back, but it must have been just her nails on my skin. Was it? 

Wiskee wouldn’t have had any reason to break me open. Would she? 

We fell asleep after. Strange dreams. Weird things chasing me. My arm lost to a white-coated woman. 

I want Jin. I love Jin. Jin is gone. 

No, Jin is here. Why won’t my thoughts stay straight?

Teq is gone. Jin’s burnt umber skin is flushed; her breaths are shallow. I peer at the wound. No more bleeding. She won’t need the nanos. She’s healing nicely already. Teq would be proud of her. 

Teq is gone, and my blood—her blood?—splatters a plastic tube. 

I glance around my room. It’s dirty down here. Someone spilled red paint everywhere. The room is scented with rusted iron, but this isn’t blood. I can tell the difference between blood and paint. 

Jin has been trying to decorate again. I chuckle. That’s Teq’s department. Besides, I told Jin to stay out of my room. But they want her in MidHeight. They came for her. 

I clean in silence. Put things right. Straighten. Repair. Bring order to chaos.

Wiskee searched for something but couldn’t find it. Something murdered her. 

I bury my face in my hands. Was it me? My mind is splitting in two. My vision fills with stars and spots.

I didn’t want Wiskee. I wanted Jin. But Wiskee wouldn’t take no for an answer, and I gave in to the onslaught of grief and confusion. 

My hands tighten into fists.

I stroll to the edge of my bed and smooth her cheek with my fingers. Precious Jin. Her emerald eyes flutter open.

I yank back. She can’t see me like this. She cannot see what I’ve done. 

Not until I figure it out myself.

My head is killing me, and I’m not wired to be a hero.

I lift my chin. I’ve been reprogrammed to destroy.
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I’M WEIGHTLESS, FLOATING above MidHeight, swelling it up—living it up—in the Crest, billions of creds at my disposal. Everything shines gossamer, and smiling faces “yes ma’am” me until I’m drunk on the high of control.

Reality shimmers as the world quakes. An ache seeps through me, and then there’s a stabbing pain in my chest. Something pokes into my arm. 

“Jin,” Tonick says close to my ear. It isn’t an earthquake. He’s shaking me. “Wake up.” His hands disappear from my shoulders.

I can’t quite figure out why I’m back in his room. We wouldn’t have...

I scowl. Did we? Happy Sticks do weird things to inhibition. Nothing in my brain includes the naked version of Tonick. Regret curls in my belly, and I make a fist. 

Regret’s a confused asshole. That’s what. Time to get gone.

And then I realize somebody’s on the bed with me. I turn my face toward the body. “Wiskee,” I say, reaching for her. I should be livid, but I’m happy she’s all right. 

I scowl, not able to remember why she wouldn’t be fine. But when my fingers graze her arm, I find she’s cold to the touch. “Do you have a blanket or...?” The words die away. Wiskee’s chest isn’t moving, and she’s staring without blinking. She isn’t responding at all. 

Everything from the bullet to dragging myself across the barroom floor comes crashing back to me.

Wait. Wait. 

This room was covered in blood. My blood? That can’t be right. I don’t see any on the stairs now. Even the metallic smell has dissipated.

“Tonick?” I’m trembling. From the panic. From the shock. 

My teeth chatter, knocking against one another, an ancient Morse code rhythm from Earth before we ruined it: SOS. Things don’t make sense. “What happened?”

He’s frowning at me, his expression pressed into something I’ve not seen on him before, but he doesn’t answer. Instead, he wraps a cover around me, moving his hands up and down my arms. “You lost a lot of blood,” he says.

But it wasn’t mine that had painted the walls.

“What happened to Wiskee?” And Teq. 

My thoughts whirl through the events of the past thirty-six hours. It doesn’t add up. Wiskee doesn’t have any gashes, not a mark on her, but she’s dead. There’s something wrong with one of her hands. It’s got weird implants where the fingernails should be.

Something is tickling my sternum. My hand closes around a necklace. My skin tingles, and it’s like I can sense something from far away. A tune just out of hearing.

Tonick must have put it on me while I was unconscious. I finger the trinket. Stars are lucky in the UnderCity. I scowl at the brown stains that cover my shirt and run my hand across my chest, just below my shoulder. 

I use all the curse words Teq taught me. The bullet-made rip in my shirt is still there. Proof I was shot, but my skin is intact, cured, as fresh as just-hatched-baby skin. 

Nobody heals as fast as a Pink. 

Tonick is whole, upright. Normal. And rubbing the back of his head.

“I’m not sure.” He’s distracted, staring to the side. “My head hurts, Jin. I think she hit me on the back of the head.” He whimpers, and my eyes go wide. I’ve never heard the man in front of me whimper like the lost kids in the alleys. 

“It’s a civil war in here,” he grates out, tapping his temple and pushing the words out through clenching teeth. “I think Wiskee did something.” He begins pacing, his muscles flexing and relaxing in weird patterns all over his body, turning his gait choppy and mechanical. The brand on his back flags his allegiance as he moves away, but when he walks toward me, I see the man I want to love. 

I inch upright, eyeing Tonick, but the movement shakes the makeshift bed. Wiskee rolls toward me, her coral lips agape, her pupils dilated, her pale cheeks dusted with freckles. I’ve seen death before, but I’ve never shared its bed. 

Wiskee is a Pink like me. Her blank face is a veneer, a mask, a prank. Death does not become her. A stray hair lies across her forehead, long and dark. 

I freeze. That’s not right.

Tonick beds Pinks. Teq. Wiskee. Even me. Where would a dark hair come from?

It shouldn’t be there. I brush the hair off Wiskee.

But it doesn’t go. Gently, I try again.

It won’t budge. I frown, pinching it between my fingernails.

It’s attached.

My stomach churns. I squint as my thoughts bump into one another, a head-on collision between what I know and what I think I know. How is that possible?

It’s a single hair, a thin protein filament growing from a follicle in her scalp. And it isn’t pink. I peer at Tonick. He’s rounding the room again. I don’t know how long his breakdown will distract him. I scoot closer to Wiskee. 

Slack-jawed, I pick through her hair. These aren’t starfish arms; these aren’t the errors and side-effect glitches of a pink ReProd. This is hair dyed pink to look like mine, glued together to simulate mine.

I bite my lip. Wiskee wasn’t real, and I believed she was. Someone sent her. To Tonick. To me. My gaze cuts to Tonick once more. 

Now something is wrong with Tonick. He’s mumbling about a new directive. He has to destroy...something. Something he loves? He’s changing. Into what?

Tonick is muttering now, his volume increasing. He punches the wall, and I cry out. 

What’s happening?

He takes more steps, and then he does it again. “I won’t. I won’t. I can’t. I can’t.” He repeats the words over and over now.

Each time he swings, I flinch and cry. Like a baby. And I can’t help it.

And then his eyes cut to me, his face twisted in pain, his mechanical irises unfocused, his eyebrows turned up. His mental collapse is progressing. 

Home isn’t safe anymore. I slide off the bed and tap my wristlet. It buzzes an answer. I’ve got to get out of here and as far away as possible. Dyad is my only chance. I cross the floor, keeping my back to Tonick. 

“I love you, Jin,” Tonick says. “I always have.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, but his comment hobbles my legs. 

I clamp my hands over my mouth. Those words. I wanted those words for so long. 

But the confession came from the mouth of a crazy man. 

Wiskee’s not a pink. Wiskee’s dead. Am I next? 

“I cannot lose you,” he whispers. “I love you too much.”

The words don’t fill me with warm fuzzies or the happiness I crave; they fill me with dread. It’s like my insides are being ripped in two. 

Something is wrong. W. R. O. N. G. 

So much has changed in thirty-six hours. 

“Jin?” His voice breaks. “Don’t leave me.”

“I-I-I-I...” I try to answer, but I sway at the bottom of the stairs instead, my hand resting on one of the risers. I can’t do this. I can’t tell this lie.

He’s circled the room a hundred times, but this stops him short. “Tell me.” 

When I don’t answer immediately, something hardens in Tonick’s face. In my mind, he’s morphed from savior to murderer in the space of half an hour.

“I love you.” I push it all out in a rush, trying not to provoke him. “Tonick,” I tack his name on to the end, but it’s awkward, jarring with the tension that hangs between us.

“Do you, Jin?” He takes a step toward me. He frowns and twists his head to the side. “Wiskee did something to me. Rewired.” His face buckles, exposing the strain he’s under.

I check the bracelet. It’s counting down. Dyad is coming. She’ll be here in nine seconds. I’ve got to make it out of this place in nine seconds. “Yes,” I screech, and throw myself at him. He’s caught by surprise and takes one step back.

I put my hands on his chest and shove. He reaches for me but, unbalanced, he tips backward, flailing through the air and landing on the bed, slamming against Wiskee. My hands slip through his fingers, and I’m free of him. 

I spin away as I hear the sickly thud of Wiskee’s body falling to the floor behind the bed. He’s sputtering and cursing as I dart upstairs. He won’t be far behind. 

Twenty seconds. That’s all I need. 

I clamber over the edge of the floor, stepping from the ladder stair onto the bar floor. The dust is slick, and I slide before I’m able to slingshot around the counter and toward the front of the bar. 

Fifteen...fourteen...thirteen.... Almost to the exit.

Tonick is roaring MidHeight curses on his way up the stairs. 

I place my hands on the thick masonry wall, hurtling myself over it as Dyad arrives curbside. Relief threatens to relax my momentum. I have to make it out of here.

Eight...seven...six...

“Greetings, Jin,” she says as I throw my leg over the seat. “What is our destination?” 

Tonick is coming. When he bursts through the haze, my mouth falls open.

Four...three...

Half of his face is gone, torn away. And the other half...

Good god. He’s not human. He’s not even a ReProd. My throat dries. The robotic arms and legs in his room take on a completely different meaning. 

“Anywhere but here.” I mash the accelerator, leaving the bellowing Tonick behind us. “Go, Dyad, go,” I beg.

She beams at me, seeming oblivious to my panic. “Your wound has healed.”

Dammit. “Go, Dyad. Go.”

“Returning to Tonick was the right choice.”

I can’t argue with her. I just need to get away. I’ll tell her soon enough.

Dyad’s rear wheel spins until it catches traction on the pavement. We shoot forward as Tonick lumbers toward us, his metal glinting.

What is Tonick? I’ve never seen a whole skull implant. That can’t possibly be what that was. Work down here is crude; only parts are replaced. That wasn’t crude or cheap. The work was superb, perfect. I swallow. That means GenCor.

“I’m detecting an elevated heart rate,” she comments. “Are you well?”

“No.” Leave it to Dyad to get right to it. I lean right as I round the next corner. I guess she’s not going to let me off the hook. “Tonick is after me. He murdered Wiskee. Can’t you go any faster?” I was a fool for going back.

There’s a blip in the corner of the screen, and the whole image disappears and then comes back.

“You don’t know that,” she says. “You’re running again.” She shakes her head like a friend humored by a friend’s silliness. “You should go back.”

“No,” I say, fighting a weird wobble in the steering. “He’ll kill me, too.”

I tap the accelerator.

“Maximum velocity reached,” she announces. “Incoming message.” She’s so chipper, it’s annoying.

“No.” I grit my teeth and let my knee brush the pavement as the front wheel vibrates, just on the edge of out of control. I’ve got to figure out where to go. The Mag Mile won’t work. The star at Six Corners isn’t a permanent solution.

Her avatar smiles at me from the interface screen. “Where do you think you’re going anyway?” She crosses her arms. 

Light swirls on the left side of the screen. Another avatar materializes beside her. It’s Tonick, just as he is right now, in real life, his face torn to expose the metal beneath. He high-fives Dyad. “Operation Jin Harvest,” he says with a smirk.

The world stops moving. I can hear Dyad’s engine power down, but my veins are glaciers and all I can do is stare as the trap closes around me. 

Up ahead, a patrol bursts through the polluted haze, low over the short buildings, heading toward me. The siren warbles. A tinny voice commands, “Please wait for assistance.” And then three more join the first, bearing down on me with no doubt about their target.

That’s it. I am forfeit. 

Dyad studies her fingernails. Her link to Tonick takes on a whole new meaning. 

Boot steps come running from behind. When I look over my shoulder, Tonick is there, pointing an energy pistol at me, wearing the same expression as the avatar on the real-life version of his half-robot and half-human mouth. He stares down the chrome barrel and then squeezes the trigger. A yellow bolt shoots through my hair, so close to my cheek that I’ll have a sunburn shiner this afternoon. If I live that long. 

My shoulders droop. GenCor for the win. 

I’m the Pink you’re looking for.




GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: Test Subject

Obtained. Experiment @ 0600

Attendance required.

***End***
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

UnderCity

Bostgo Sector 

Cheers

Date: 13 Pentian

Time: 0600

––––––––
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TO SURVIVE, I MUST run. 

But Dyad won’t let me escape. I blame Tonick for her betrayal. He must have downloaded his new self and reprogrammed her, too. I don’t know what’s happened to my former friends. That robot isn’t Tonick. How long has he—it—not been him?

The three patrols are hovering over me now. Their engines stir up clouds of dirt and contribute even more exhaust to the already smoggy air. They each take their turn announcing that I must halt and be assisted. Ad nauseam. Tonick keeps his weapon trained my way and strolls across the pavement toward me.

If I duck through the building, I’ll be only a block from Six Corners. I can use my vanishing trick again. It’s saved me before. One of my regulars mentioned it to me one night. It might even work on this new version of Tonick and buy me some time. 

I hit the studs on my wristlets, scattering sensor-scrambling rays around me. Tonick’s one eyebrow ticks up and down. He knows what I’m about to do. He squeezes off another bolt, which hits the corner of the abandoned six-story building I want to pass through.

The blast knocks a room-size hole in the exterior wall, and half the building collapses. I dive away from the blast in time to toss myself into an overturned barrel. Debris falls all around.

Dashing toward the rubble, I launch myself over the broken-down concrete bollards scattered over the cracked sidewalk and into the thick cloud of debris. Body parts stick up from the ground like confetti. The smog hides so many inhabitants.

A cement cloud of calcined lime burns my lungs. The air is thick with dirt. A large chunk of the wreckage leans against another, creating a triangular hidey cave just big enough for me. I slip inside without knocking things over or alerting Tonick where I am.

“Jin,” Tonick calls. He murmurs and then Dyad peels out. He probably sent her to the next block, putting her between me and Six Corners.

I grimace. He did teach me that trick.

“Come out, Jin,” he wheedles. 

He’s close enough now that I can tell he’s lowered his weapon. His facial circuits light up in random patterns. In the dark metal socket, his mechanical irises luminesce a brilliant blue, eerily human. I’m such a fool. How did I ever miss the glow?

Chaff irritates my nostrils. I pinch the tip of my nose with one hand and clamp my other hand over my mouth. His next step shifts the rubble until one of the slabs I’m hiding under moves and pins my leg beneath it. 

It hurts enough to make me cry out, but he’s standing right there, staring over the shambles he’s created. I press my hands harder against my face. I’d rather smother myself than die on an experiment table. 

Tonick lifts his weapon and creeps away. What’s he playing at? Surely, he heard me.

I don’t have time to work it out. It’s an opportunity to get away. When I’m sure he’s gone, I slip out. As I step toward the rear exit, a single chunk hits my heel and then tumbles down the rubble hill I’m standing on. 

“Jin,” he says. His voice has no emotion. His heart has turned cryo. “You’re coming with me.” The whine of the energy pistol fills the space as it powers up. 

I lift my hands but don’t turn around. Call me romantic. I don’t want to remember him as my murderer. I don’t want to see his ripped face as I die. I flinch when he shoots, but there’s no bolt burn. Instead, when I glance down, I see the feathered end of a needle bullet. And then I’m falling through the air, the ground knocked out from beneath me.

I taste coconut-strawberries and I cringe, waiting for the pain of landing on concrete edges to hit me, but it never comes. I land on two clouds instead. Darkness closes in.

Stars lead the way to a brave new day.

A breeze tickles my ear, whispering in his voice, “I found it. Trust me.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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LOCUS: UNKNOWN

Date: Unknown

Time: Unknown

––––––––
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SOMEONE SLAPS MY FACE. “Wake up, princess,” a woman says sweetly. 

“Teq?” I open one eye. “I’ve had an awful dream.” 

“Wake up, princess.” I don’t recognize the voice, and nobody calls me princess. 

I’ve got to wake up. One eye responds, and light pours in. The other one is missing in action, not responding to my commands. I peer through the one. An out-of-focus white-coated woman is staring at me. She resembles Dyad’s medical-mood avatar, but I’m half here. So I wait for my wholeness to kick in.

“Hello, dear,” she says, too close to my face.

I slap at her, but my hands don’t move. “Awehnksa,” I say, but it’s not what I meant to say. It came out all garbled. My mouth isn’t moving correctly either, and it feels like I’ve been eating gravel. Or sandy cotton balls. 

She gives me a half smile. “Side effects.”

Then I swallow, smacking my lips several times. “Who are you?” 

“I made you. That makes me...your...mother.” She chuckles. “Who else would I be?” 

Another piece of the puzzle.

Both eyes are finally working. “A psycho, then,” I say. 

“A visionary.” She smirks. “I see what can be, and I work to make it happen.”

I snort. Cuffs. If I could get to my bracelets. 

Can’t reach them. Why?

Dammit. I’m tied, and my studded cuffs have disappeared. 

She pinches her lips as small as they’ll go. “Fine, we’ll do it your way,” she says. “We’ve tried draining some of you Pinks and putting the blood in other creatures.” 

She chuckles. “That’s how we found 06042000.” 

I guess I look confused, so she adds, “Tonick. We chopped off his arm, planning to pump him full of your friend”—she frowns as though she’s straining her brain cells for an answer—“Teq, was it? But so far, artificials can’t receive real blood, only the fake stuff. We’re working on that, though. That’s the missing piece of the puzzle. Once we have that...” She pauses. “We didn’t know what he was until we tried to remove his arm.”

My insides twist, and I try to swallow the bile back down. They want self-healing artificials. Why? Why would they want that?

“You know, I had no idea they made artificials so attractive. Whoever changed him over does great work.” She gives a tiny sigh, and her gaze drifts down as though she’s remembering. “Once we knew, it was easy to reprogram him. Once we drain you, he’ll be our new pet.” She winks.

Sick. So sick. My mother is insane.

My dizziness passes, and I struggle against my bindings. They did that to Tonick. They made him change. Right? He couldn’t have possibly been an artificial the whole time, could he? How would I have missed that?

She crosses the room and presses a button, freeing my arms. 

“You’re free to get up; free to go, really,” she says. She waves a hand to someone behind me. Two figures stroll in, holding Tonick between them. His head lolls from side to side. His jacket is ripped and he’s missing a boot. Wherever his skin is still attached, he’s scraped and bruised and there’s a dent in the artificial side of his forehead. “If you do, I’ll kill him.” 

They drop him on the floor. His moans echo across the whitewashed room.

“You’ll murder him anyway.” My sight blurs again, but from tears this time. I shouldn’t care about him after what he did to me, but I do. “Both of us.”

The woman shrugs. “If you stay, I’ll wipe his memory, drop him off at his bar, and let him live.”

“What kind of deal is that?” She can’t possibly think I’ll choose that. 

“If you refuse, I’ll make you watch me take him apart piece by piece.”

“I don’t care.” I cross my arms. “He betrayed me. He gets whatever he’s got coming.”

“They can’t feel, you know.” She watches for my reaction, but I don’t give her the pleasure of one. “So strange...” Her voice trails off, and she tilts her head to the side. I’m an experiment to her, a specimen.

“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.” I’m lying.

“I had no idea he mattered to you. Or that it would matter to you that we sent that decoy Pink.” She leaned toward me. “His programming will never change. He will never be anything other than what I made him into.” The blow cuts like a knife.

“None of it matters,” I counter. Lying again. 

“You moaned his name in your sleep, crying through a nightmarish episode or two. Terrible dreams.” She raises an eyebrow as if to challenge my indifference. 

I set my jaw and grit my teeth. I won’t admit to anything. 

“Very well.” She snaps her fingers. One of the uniformed guards jabs a stick into Tonick’s side. 

Tonick. I love you. I blink fast enough to send the tears away, but I can’t keep up and one drop escapes, leaving a trail down my cheek. I love you.

He howls as a jolt of electricity hits him. The noise shreds my soul. 

He feels pain. He has to. So many lies. So much deception. Tonick. I’m sorry.

Everything in me flexes at his eerie wail. I have to breathe through the sounds to keep from adding my cry to the air. Tonick’s voice cracks and then increases in volume as the other guard joins the first. I clamp my hands over my ears. I don’t want this. Not really. She’s called my bluff, and I’m losing it. Webs of energy pass over him in waves until his screams die out and he no longer moves.

She’s laughing, hand pressed over her belly. Tears stream down my face.

When the guards finish, they drag Tonick from the room, and she points to me. They thrust their sticks into my side. My silence lasts less than a minute, and then I’m screaming and writhing on the floor. They’re going to kill us both.
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LOCUS: UNKNOWN 

Date: Unknown

Time: Unknown

––––––––
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“I NEVER MEANT TO BE your mother,” she says. She leans close. “Do you even remember me?” She squints into my face. 

I’m upright in the middle of the room. I don’t know how many days they beat me, studying my ability to heal. Weeks maybe. I try to force words out, but I can’t. My lips are stitched shut by a dragon-fire injection that made me black out.

“You were an experiment. I could never convince him that you were never meant to be our daughter, only a means to an end, a way to move up the ranks in GenCor. He had unique markers in his DNA, and I used the only other DNA I had free access to.” She points at herself, and then continues, “He thought my attentions meant something else.” She pulls a syringe out of a tin beside the table. “I dumped him in the UnderCity.” She focuses on a point over my shoulder. “I should have ended him.”

She says, “You heal better than any of the others, and the higher-ups want an army of self-healing artificials for their campaign.” Her eyes twinkle. “You’re the key. I knew you would be.” She’s beaming at me like I’ve made her proud. She’s disgusting. I pull away.

Suited guards circle us, standing between an audience in the theater and her experiment. It’s a row of artificials, all identical to my Tonick, reminders of what wasn’t. My eyes shift, and she notices. “These aren’t the only ones. Later, I’ll introduce you to the others. You’ll recognize her.” She waves. Three of her henchmen step forward, and two grab my shoulders and press me against the backboard. The third steps as close behind me as he can. Added insurance that I’ll hold still. I kick at her, but the move lacks conviction. 

My heart is worn out. I’m broken, and I don’t want to survive much longer. “Do it already.” I blow out my breath in a long sigh.

She turns to the crowd, holding up the syringe. “Test nine. This is a nanocompound that will mutate the human blood cells so that they can bind to an artificial body. We will rebuild this Pink at a cellular level and then combine her DNA with an artificial’s android frame.”

“Stars are lucky in the UnderCity,” a familiar voice whispers behind me. “Stars lead the way to a brave new day. I found it. I found the file. I found the way out.” 

I twist to see. One guard presses a finger to the face shield of his helmet. He sounds like his old self, and relief weakens my knees. Maybe I didn’t lose him after all. 

“For Teq,” he says, and presses something round into my hand. Then he spins away with his arms outstretched. He’s holding a bloody square of something in his hand. 

I bite back the cry that wants to escape. He’s holding the epidermis label from his back. He’s cut it out of his skin, and it’s a tattered mess on his palm. Somehow, he’s him again.

He throws the brown patch at the woman who made me. It hits her feet, splattering in a bloody mess. “Here’s your label. I won’t be needing it anymore.” And then he bounds into the group of scientists and announces, “GenCor can suck my—” 

“That is quite enough, 06042000.” My mother’s eyebrows climb her forehead, and she squishes her lips into a straight line, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. They’re all staring at him like he’s sprouted mortality.

His flamboyance is so out of place and her expression is so comical that I laugh, a weird barking laugh that sounds half mad even to my own ears. I’m hysterical or in shock. I’m not sure which. Both, probably. All I know is that I love that crazy barkeep. He’s unbelievably unbalanced, but I love him.

“Seize him,” she says. It takes three seconds for anyone to move.

While they’re all befuddled by the aberrant artificial in front of them, Tonick tugs two boom candles from the back of his waistband and flicks the starters with his thumb. Flaming chemical balls burst out at them. He’s perfected the art of distraction.

GenCor feet start moving, slowly at first, and then a stampede. Acrid gunpowder smoke clouds the air. None of these MidHeighters are used to dirty air, so they’re all overcome with coughing fits. 

To me, it smells like home. I glance at my hand, and my smile grows. Resting in my palm is a six-pointed incendiary grenade, a copper fireball from the UnderCity. We’re going out with my favorite sort of bang. 

I blame my genes. This lucky star will take out the whole room, my mother included. 

Tonick disappears in a surge of fifty artificials. I scramble across the slick tile. A few more seconds and I’ll have picked out the explosion location. I scan the room, trying to remember what he taught me.

“Jin,” he yells. “Now would be good.” He swings at an artificial and knocks the helmet off the automaton.

This high up, if I set it close enough to the window, it’ll blow out the glass and maybe some of them will get blown up or blown out by the wind. I spy a column and dash to it. I slam the explosive onto the support, and the countdown begins. 

One minute. We’ve got to get down forty floors in one minute.

“Okay, ready,” I answer him. “Let’s get out o—” Vice-like fingers close around my throat, cutting off the rest of the sentence and my air supply. My mother’s lip is curled in a grotesque expression.

“How dare you?” she screeches at me. “I made you.”

“Jin!” Tonick’s voice is panicked. “I’m coming!” 

Her grip tightens, and her face pinches as I claw at her hand. She’s going to kill me. Black spots swim in my vision, swirling around me. My eyeballs bulge, and I swear I can feel blood vessels bursting across my face. 

And then Tonick—my Tonick—bursts out of the chaos and slams into my mother, knocking the three of us to the ground. I lie there, sucking at the air, coughing and retching. 

Tonick is the first to recover. He grabs my hand and yanks me to my feet. “Let’s go.” My mother is crawling after us.

I stumble after him, but she catches my ankle and I slip to the floor. When Tonick turns, he lets lose a string of curses. “You can’t have her,” he bellows, then stomps her arm, bends down, and snaps her arm in two. Her blood-curdling scream echoes in the room.

My mouth falls open. I’ve never seen him destroy. The Tonick I know loved Teq gently and took care of me from the first day I met him. Tonick scoops me up. I lay my head against his chest, but I know it’s all over. We can’t get down far enough before the explosion. We have no place to go. 

“They never counted on me figuring out how to rewrite my own programming. They didn’t know about the file he hid in my memory banks.” He glances down at me. “Love changes things,” he says. And I can’t help the thrill that moves through me. I hope that means what I want it to mean. “We’re going to make it,” he says. “Dyad’s waiting in the hall.” 

“But...” I whimper. Dyad’s a traitor, too.

“It was all a part of the plan,” he adds. “She’ll be there, Jin. We’ll make it. We’ll find the stars.” He clutches me to him.

I’m so glad my best friend is a motorcycle.
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Chapter Fifteen
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LOCUS: UNKNOWN 

Date: Unknown

Time: Unknown

––––––––
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TONICK SETS ME ON MY feet beside Dyad. She’s lit up in orange and white, a beacon in the flickering light of the floor. On the other side of the wall, my mother is screaming curses, demanding that artificials capture her project. We don’t have much time.

“Greetings, Jin and Tonick,” Dyad says, as though we aren’t standing in a building that’s about to explode. “Your escape is ninety-five percent complete.”

Our names sound better linked like that. And then I blush. We aren’t out of danger yet and I’m getting romantic. I don’t even know if he wants me. The last time he said he loved me, his brain was falling apart. 

Tonick climbs on first, then scoots as far back as he can, and I settle on the seat in front of him, his arms caging me in. I check the date and time on the screen. I didn’t lose as much time in the belly of GenCor as I thought I might have. That makes me feel somewhat better.

“Did you get the extra?” Tonick gives Dyad a pointed look.

“Dermis acquired.” Her expression is smug as she answers Tonick. I don’t ask what she means. I’m just about full up on secrets that I can’t handle. 

“Ready?” Tonick leans forward, his front pressing against my back, his exposed metal cheek resting against mine. I relish the strange sort of comfort.

“I have initiated a lockdown procedure in Maria Stella’s office, all surgical sections, and I have selected our destination.” The avatar lowers goggles over her eyes, and straps shoot out of Dyad and around our legs, buckling us in. “We’ll have a head start, but it’s going to get a little bumpy.”

The rear tire squeals, and smoke pours out from beneath it. And then Dyad launches forward like a ReProd running from GenCor. 

A group bursts into the hallway, and an angry mob of artificials pours out behind them. They’ve already worked through Dyad’s lockdowns. “They’re coming,” I say. I try not to scream.

“I understand.” Dyad makes a sharp right, and then we’re headed straight for a wall. “Please hold on,” she intones.

“What are you doing?” Tonick asks as we head straight for the closed metal doors of a service elevator. “What are you doing?”

“Dyad?” I scream at her.

She doesn’t answer, but I can feel the RPMs ramp up and the bike bolt forward. 

Oh no. She’s not going to stop. Tonick leans back and forces me back with him.

And then there’s a ding and the two doors separate to reveal...

No elevator. The shaft is empty. They can’t possibly be going to...

“This is the plan?” I scream, and then my throat constricts. 

“Dyad?” I squeeze my eyes shut as our trio leaps from the flooring into the empty air. 

We’re free-falling down an elevator shaft. She’s miscalculated. We’re all going to die. It’s been a nice life, but what a miserable way to end. Surely, this isn’t going the way it should. 

We land with a thud, and I open my eyes.

“We are in the elevator shaft in the corner farthest from the explosion. In the next thirty seconds, the bomb will go off but will not hinder our egress.” Dyad’s avatar rubs the backs of her fingernails on her jacket.

“You know your stuff,” I say, and hope it’s true.

Doors ding and open, but Dyad doesn’t move. The metal doors slide closed, and then we’re a trio waiting in the dark. Tonick presses his face to mine and squeezes his arms around me. I lean into him. He shifts to make it easier for me to press against him, and I flush. Maybe he does love me.

“Cut that out, you two,” Dyad quips. “I don’t need the distraction of keeping track of your vitals. Wait until you get out of the building at least.” Tonick’s laughter echoes up and down the elevator shaft, and now I’m blushing. And thankful for the darkness.

The whole building sways from side to side. Cracks spider down the walls of our private panic room. The safety lights flicker and then turn red. Amid the sound of running feet, screams, and shouting, alarms blare outside. GenCor’s world is crumbling.

When the doors slide open a second time, Dyad announces, “Lobby.” 

In that moment, I decide I love her smirk.




GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: Headquarters

Above ground compromised.

RE: Research Level 

Unaffected.

***End***
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

Bostgo Sector

UnderCity

GenCor Hospital

Date: 13 Pentian

Time: 0800

––––––––
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CHUNKS OF CEILING FALL on the floor in front of us, exploding across the shiny marble. The elevator we’re riding on top of has stopped at the ground floor, but we’re on the second level of GenCor’s UnderCity lobby, facing a staircase that will lead us out the front door. The suspension cable strains as the building rocks once more. If we wait much longer, our ride is going to drop into the basement.

Dyad creeps forward, edging her front tire out onto the floor. Tonick shoves his boot into the opening of the next level down to keep it from closing. We’re hung between floors somehow. He leans out over me, looking first one way and then the other. It’s quiet. Like the calm before the storm.

Pop. Snap. 

Cracks shoot up through the thick glass walls that surround the two-story lobby. The fissures glow like neon in the artificial daylight. A shatter is imminent, but every seam, every joint is reinforced by riveted metal. 

Last year, during Sextus, a small army of UnderCity dwellers attacked the building. They wanted medical care but never made a dent. Tendrils of smoke curl toward us, emerging from the shadows like reapers’ fingers. A cable strand as thick as my ankle snaps. The fiber hits three sides of the elevator shaft, sending a spray of concrete shrapnel down on us.

“What are we going to do?” We’ve made it this far. Terror twists my stomach. We’re so close to freedom. We can’t wait for an opening. We have to make one. My pulse pounds in my ears.

“Don’t worry,” Tonick says. “Trade me places.” The straps loosen and disappear into Dyad once more.

Sure. The building is falling down around us. I won’t worry.

I don’t say any of it, but climb off Dyad and dance in place while Tonick scoots forward. I avoid looking at his ripped face. I’m not ready for that truth. 

I take his seat, and Dyad fastens us both in place. It’s not warm like I expected. That’s new. Either his programming that makes him seem human is starting to fail or he’s turned it off. I wrap my arms around him, and my fingertips land in rips in his shirt and skin. The cold of the metal beneath my fingers is another surprise, but it doesn’t make me recoil. He’s still the knight who rescued me. He’s just fashioned from metal instead of bone. 

Dyad creeps forward a few more inches, and Tonick leans forward again. Ahead of us, small circles pop open and flashing red lights push through. 

“All occupants must exit the building through mandated procedure. Once free of danger, please wait for retrieval by the Corp patrols.” The recorded voice repeats the warning. 

GenCor is on lockdown, and we’re trapped in the bottom of an imploding box. 

No, thank you. 

I won’t wait for the corrupted Corp to drag me back to GenCor.

We should have gone out through the Swank lobby at the top of the GenCor building. They never would have expected us to exit through the Crest. I bet they didn’t make that end a fortress. Surely they have some cred-burning flying apparatus on standby up there. 

Dyad revs her engine. “No hostiles detected,” she says. Out loud. For my benefit, I think. She still has her link with Tonick. They don’t have to let me in on the plan. I can’t possibly be much help now anyway.

“Confirmed,” he says. “Jin, put your face against my back.” His fingers graze my thigh. “You might get hurt.” Instead, I peek around him at the screen. 

Dyad’s avatar leans forward, headfirst. Her gaze narrows, and one corner of her mouth pinches. “We don’t have much time.” 

She reminds me of a Bullmech about to charge. A red light flashes at the top right of her screen. “Target acquired.” The avatar makes eye contact with me. “Get back, Jin.”

Then it hits me. I know what they’re about to do. It’s risky as hell. It might not work. The building shakes. The vibrations roll up through Dyad’s wheels and through my body. Even larger chunks fall and explode on the floor around us, creating a gauntlet we have to survive. It’ll require a smartbike and an android to traverse. Another metal strand snaps and pummels the shaft again. “We have to get out of here.” My whimper echoes up the chamber.

Tonick squeezes my thigh, then settles his hands on Dyad’s handles. The straps tighten around our legs. “Stay down,” Tonick says over his shoulder. I press my cheek against his back.

In my periphery, a bright orange flare explodes into the shaft above us several stories up and rockets down toward us. “Explosion. Dammit.” I bang on Tonick’s back. The inferno already warms the back of my neck. 

Tonick twists to his left and looks up. His circuits flash in his cheek as a nanosecond stretches into an eternity. Calculations flicker across his face.

If the stream of flames hits us, we’re as good as dead. A series of images clicks through my brain. Tonick and Dyad melted together in a contorted mass of mechanicals with my bones draped over them. I squeeze his middle, frantic now, pressing into him. “Go. Or we’re dead.”

Tonick flattens over Dyad, keeping his chin up. I move with him, making our profile as low as I can. He pinches my arms between his torso and his legs. “I don’t want to lose you.”

He nods and Dyad’s rear tire starts squealing, hopping over the top of the metal beneath us. The smell of burning rubber singes my nose. I settle my feet on the rear passenger pegs.

A whir sounds, and Dyad shudders. Four projectiles about the size of my thumb launch from the vertical bars of her front suspension, hurtling toward the glass fortress that closes us in. I can’t tell if it’s the building or Dyad, but she shoots forward. We’re racing the four flying spheres toward the barrier. 

No exit. No problem.

We zigzag across the marble, her tires squealing as we avoid successively larger and larger chunks of the crumbling GenCor building. I grunt with each correction. The straps bite into my thighs and legs. Tonick leans with each direction change, intuiting each movement. He keeps me tight against him.

As we near the edge of the level, Dyad settles into a crouch. “Here we go.”

I expect her to slow. Expect to stop. Oh. “Uh, uh, s-she’s—” 

Tonick doesn’t turn around, and Dyad speeds up. My heart pounds. Her RPMs ramp up, and so do mine. And then I’m gasping. It’s hard to breathe. Smoke from the fire above us or hysterics; I can’t tell. 

We launch from the edge, a trio in flight. Her rear tire loses all friction, and the engine issues a high-pitched whine. Beneath us, she vibrates. My stomach rolls in my middle. I bite down on the scream that needs out, forcing it back down into my lungs. An orange pulse shield flickers and forms around us as we plummet through the air. Moments morph into ages. The fireball explodes out of the shaft where we were only seconds ago. 

We sail over the corporate foyer loft meant to impress—clean lines and an excess of typical GenCor waste of space. The opposite of everything in the UnderCity.

Dyad’s four projectiles lodge themselves in a concrete strip that’s almost completely covered by thick, riveted metal that surrounds the exit. At equidistant positions around our only way out, the tiny munitions burrow into the material. They’re beeping and flashing, their whine increasing in pitch. 

Explosives. Tonick stocked her with bombs. 

Dyad’s wheels lock as we come down on the landing, halting our movement and throwing me sideways. I get an inverted glimpse of Dyad’s avatar while she bites her nails. That can’t be good. The straps are the only thing that keeps me aboard, but I pitch to the side, screaming, grasping for something, anything that I can use to right myself. 

“Jin,” Tonick bellows. He straightens and then grabs my shirt. He heaves me back into place. The front rips from the force. “Duck,” he says. I try to shrink myself so that all of me fits behind him.

Staccato beeps blare in the room. Evacuation instructions fill the air. The boom echoes through the lobby. The high-decibel, low-bass concussion vibrates my head and knocks the air from my lungs. I can’t hear anything but my racing pulse. The shield winks but doesn’t lose power.

Hot bits of shrapnel hit my hands and bounce away. I’m glad my face is hidden. If it wasn’t for the energy shield, the explosion would have pushed us backward off the stairs. The smoke clears to reveal that the obstruction is gone from our path. The smog rushes in. I can taste the metal in the air.

“Go, go, go.” Tonick leans forward, and I follow. 

“Go, go, go.” I echo his chant. He’s panicking. He never panics. My heartbeat races, thundering in my ears. 

Dyad’s rear tire starts spinning. “Hold on,” she says. The avatar grits her teeth and leans forward. Then we’re off again. Dyad crashes through the railing that surrounds the stairs, and we’re free-falling the remainder of the way to the ground. Glass and metal rain down around us, reflecting the blinking lights like red and blue cascading stars. For a nanosecond, it’s beautiful.

Behind us, the second floor breaks in two, either side lifting up to expose the collapsing shaft; the stairs twist away from their anchors. Metal rips and concrete shatters. I know we have only one more breath before we’ll be crushed beneath the establishment. 

We land just short of the new exit, but Dyad doesn’t slow down. I don’t know how we stay upright as we plough through the rubble. The number of calculations must be astronomic. 

At the street, Dyad downshifts, and Tonick leans to the right. We bolt down the street, leaving swirls of smoke and smog in our wake. 

We blow past the Mag Mile, and a crowd of UnderDwellers is huddled at the end of it. The end is where they all go to die, strung out on Circumstance. Twenty heads lift and turn to watch us as we pass by, too clouded by chemicals to do anything more.

We blow past them, dodging the expired UnderDwellers littering the pavement, collecting at the end of the line, waiting for the mercy of death. I close my eyes against the demoralized and vow that I’ll find some way to help them rise up once more.

We’re too far gone to hear the final crash of the fallen building, but I’m sure I can hear the march of GenCor’s armies coming after us.




GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: AI - 06042000, AKA “Tonick”

Disappeared.

RE: Test Subject, Jin

Disappeared.

***End***
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Chapter Seventeen
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

The Barren

Date: 13 Pentian

Time: 1400

––––––––
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IT’S BEEN SIX HOURS. Bostgo is a dark smudge on the horizon, indistinguishable from the arid waste that surrounds us. The horror is behind the horizon. I’ll feel safer once it’s out of the rearview. They were almost successful in my reprogramming.

Too close. Too close a call.

The smog layer is thinner than I’ve ever seen it, but we’re not in the beauty we imagined. The sun beats down on our trio as we travel across a barren expanse. Dyad’s avatar did a little jump on the screen once we made it out of the city, but she hasn’t said anything since. 

The city is off-limits to us now. The road we’re following is cracked and broken, destroyed by years of disuse, a lone path through the desert. We don’t know what waits at the end.

I hadn’t expected such...nothingness...to surround us. It’s almost as if the world around Bostgo burned in some unknown war, poisoned by napalm malice. Water doesn’t exist. No pipes or infrastructure. Only wits. And I’m still not sure I’ve got all mine back from the attempted wipe.

Stars lead the way to a brave new day. 

“Brave New Day” was the file name of an idea I found when I retreated from Wiskee’s attack. It contained a backup me and a map that I hope is still good. Placed in my memory banks by the old man, half crazed and smelling of death rot, he buried it deep enough that GenCor didn’t find it. 

He left files behind for both of us. “Brave New Day” for me. “Stars” for her. But I don’t know what’s in her file. It’s not mine to view. When it’s all over, I’m supposed to show it to her. But when is everything all over?

I know some things now. Things I didn’t know before. Processing.

While I fought the reprogramming, “Brave New Day” surfaced as a kind of instinct. I don’t know how he got it in my head, but it’s our best chance at safety. I have to believe he did it. Not her. Not Maria Stella. Splicer of genes and twister of natural things.

Jin taps my front. “My butt is numb,” she says. “And I can’t feel my toes.” She shifts. We’re going so fast, that bit of movement makes the bike wobble. 

Dyad rolls her eyes and then corrects for Jin’s movement.

I lean forward, prepared to urge Dyad along. She can’t stop. We don’t have time. They’ll send an army to get Jin back. They want her cells. They want her blood.

They want to build an army of self-healing artificials. They want to rule the world.

“We’re almost there. Only an hour left.” I would feel better if we were there. Jin might be biological, but she’s a Pink. She can go a little longer. 

Jin pulls on my middle; her fingertips move across the burned gashes in my dermis. “Stop. I have to stop.” 

The sensation of her touch is different from my skin to my metal. Soft to hard, warm to cold. 

Trust her. Dyad decelerates. She needs to stop. She’s dehydrated. The bike says the words in my head, and her avatar crosses her arms. If I have to, I can tag her with a sedative.

She might run. I don’t know how she’s taken the news that I’m not a human. It’s a punch to the gut. Jin could hate what I am.

She won’t run. Dyad counters my worry. As long as you stop for her needs. Don’t make her feel trapped.

It’s a lot for her. Wiskee. GenCor. I study the gashes in my arm. Me. Not even Dyad can be sure of Jin’s reaction to her new life.

I grimace. I don’t want it to go that way. It shouldn’t have to, but I scan the empty landscape beside us. Fine. It’ll be easy to catch her out here. Small shrubs stand against the overpowering sun. 

“When I feel like we’re safe,” I say. There’s no place for her to hide, but I can’t outvote both of them. 

“I think I can feel my skin peeling away from my cheeks,” Jin yells. “My throat is dry. If you don’t stop, my face is going to be as skinless as yours.” She hits my shoulder.

I’m not sure how to take her joke. It seems forced. She’s trying to be normal when things aren’t normal at all. I don’t answer, but Dyad giggles in my head. A lot of my camo functions meant to make people believe I’m a human have switched off, and I haven’t bothered switching them back on. Why bother?

I glance over my shoulder. The only human I care about already knows.

I wonder if she’s noticed that part yet. I wish I could tell if the breaks in my skin bother her. She has to know it doesn’t change my insides. My programming still belongs to her. I could ask, but I’m afraid of what she might tell me. Once we get to where we’re going, I’ll reskin myself. Maybe she’ll forget I’m not human. 

We’re safe now. Dyad slows even more.

Argumentative bike.

I heard that.

Get out of my head.

Dyad’s avatar shrugs. They’re not chasing us. Nothing’s on the sensors. We’re stopping. 

None of that eases my concern. The Pinks are almost gone. They won’t let Jin go easily. She’s special. She’s integral to their plan. The longer they wait to give chase, the bigger the army they’ll bring. 

Dyad and I could go until we reached the destination. “I think we can rest here for a bit.”

As soon as we stop, Jin’s off the bike, groaning and stretching. I turn around while she relieves herself. When she’s done, she hobbles back and forth until her legs start working like normal. Then she stops midlunge and gasps at something nearby.

“What is it?” I spin around to study the gray horizon back toward Bostgo, expecting to see an army of Wiskees crawling our way. I can’t see anything but a few short shrubs, baked to a brown in the overpowering sun.

Jin squints at the bare dirt nearby. “I’m not sure.” She jogs away from the highway and bends down. When she reaches beneath the shade of one of the taller shrubs, her face softens. She studies something. 

I grab the canteen from Dyad’s storage compartment and then ease her over on her kickstand. Anything out there?

Nothing, she answers. 

Shock?

The avatar shakes her head. Vitals don’t support your hypothesis. 

What is it? 

Take her the drink and find out.

I’m programming the next bike with less attitude. Her avatar pouts as I walk away. The soil crunches beneath my boots, sending puffs of dust into the air. As I come near, I see what’s caught her attention. It’s a small flower with bright pink petals—the same shade as her hair—edged in white; five arms spread wide. It’s only a few inches tall. She reaches for the metal canister, and I hand it to her.

She unscrews the lid and upends it over the tiny bloom. Clean water pours from the shiny metal canteen, sparkling as the sun catches the droplets. She’s lost her mind. 

“You’re wasting it.” I reach for the canteen, my voice gruffer than I intended. I don’t know when we’ll find more. Jin needs water to live. She has to exist. She is my only purpose. “It’s for you to drink. Not some weed.”

“It just wants to survive, Tonick.” She yanks it out of my reach, spilling even more onto the ground. “Like me. Don’t you get that?”

“You’re more important.” If you end, I end. I don’t care that Dyad can hear my thoughts.

“Maybe.” She studies the lonely survivor, caressing the petals and then the leaves. “I’ve never seen a flower before. Does it look like a star to you?” She dribbles a little more water over it and then stands. She takes a long drink, her head tilted back. After, she wipes her mouth on her sleeve. “How do you know we’re traveling toward something? What if GenCor wants us to get lost out here?”

“We won’t.” Even though I don’t know where we are, we’re not lost. I’m sure of it. 

“We’ve been traveling for hours.” Jin turns toward Bostgo. The smudge shimmers in the heat that rolls off the ground. 

“True,” I say. “But it’s not that much farther.”

“Maybe we should go back.” 

“Impossible.”

She takes a step away from the two of us. “I’ve never been this far.”

“It’s our best chance,” Dyad interjects. “Get back on, Jin.”

Jin turns to study me. “Do you think it’s the last flower in the world?” The corners of her mouth turn down, and her chin quivers. 

And then I understand. She is the flower, trying to persist in the death shadow of GenCor. She might be the last one in the world. 

I reach for the canteen and pour a little more of the precious water over the already dry flower. “We’ll help her survive. She might be the last one, but she’s not alone.”

Jin’s shoulders droop, and she sighs. She wobbles. Maybe the day is more than catching up with her. 

She trudges back to Dyad. “The cost of caring is so high. Is it worth it?” she murmurs. 

“Always,” I whisper, and then jog after her. 

After another hour, the little bushes become more frequent and taller until a tree line appears ahead of us. Beneath the blue-tinted gray, a row of trees extends to the skyline on either side of the road. Shadows gape from between the trunks. I’ve never seen a forest. Jin hasn’t either. The place the old man built for Jin must be inside. GenCor operates beneath the shade of the smog they created.

I don’t like it. The leaves aren’t smog, but bad things happen in the dark. 

A bright red feathered bird darts out and then back in. 

Jin squeezes me, and she laughs. “I’ve never seen anything so big and green.” She stares up in wonder at the leafy canopy above us. She can’t see anything but the good. “Pictures aren’t the same thing at all.” 

A sweet-scented breeze meets us. There’s water somewhere off in the distance. That’s a good sign. I can’t help but wonder if GenCor created the Barren to keep people from trying to leave. Power pollutes in more ways than one. 

The highway continues into the forest, but at the bottom of a small rise, there’s a tree marked with a star. I know it’s for Jin. Stars are lucky. Grass pushes up through old leaves, and the landscape is dotted with star-shaped flowers, the blossoms bigger and brighter than the lonely ones only in the Barren.

“Look.” My elbow meets Jin’s middle. “It wasn’t the only one.”

She doesn’t answer me but wipes her face. Hope refills when we least expect it.

Beside the marked tree, I pull off the road, and Dyad scans the underbrush. A light emanates from her headlights and moves across the ground. The motorcycle shifts as Jin slips off the seat behind me, gaping at the alive trees around us with a smile on her face. She’s seen only the shriveled, twisted trunks of timber back in Bostgo. Dyad locates what looks like an old path. Hidden in an overgrowth of vines, two stones about the size of my feet mark the beginning.

Metal in the rocks, she shoots at me. 

What kind?

The same kind that makes up skeleton. She plasters a 3-D image on the screen. I can’t tell what it’s supposed to do, but I can see the metal. Dyad will pick up only the metal. There’s no telling how many plastic parts there are.

Why is it there?

Wires, lines, trapdoors, and trip sensors line the path. She lists them like she’s reading a supply list.

For what purpose?

Can’t tell.

The innocuous path winds through the forest. If the old man made it for Jin, then Jin is probably necessary for getting down it without injury. It’s my best guess. Guessing makes me twitch. 

I wave at Jin. “What do you make of this?”

She leaves her wonder-gazing to stand beside me. She studies the screen. “Only one way to find out.” Then she steps between the two stones. When a loud beep sounds, she flinches.

I rush toward her, but she holds up a hand. “I’m fine. Wait.”

A whir sounds and then a grid of light passes over her. “Welcome, Jin.” It’s the old man’s voice. “Traps disengaged. Your pendant is the map. You’re the key.” The lights wink out.

“Guess that means we’re good to go,” Dyad says. We climb back aboard.

The progress is slow, but another mile into the forest, the path brings us to a rustic cabin. Rust has eaten holes through the metal roof, and the windows are made up of broken glass. Three white stars are painted on the oversized door. 

Jin hops off. “It’s not pretty,” she says, “but it’s good to be home.” Her eyes widen. Her words caught her by surprise, I think. “As home as we can expect anyway.” She looks me over, and a million words hang in the air.

“I hope you have my necklace. It seems like it’s going to be important.” 

They aren’t the words I expect. She should have questions. Lots of them. “Yeah.” It’s all I can manage in the open spaces her words leave.

Dyad mutters to herself about danger as Jin wanders inside. I retrieve the water flask and the star necklace from Dyad’s bags, then head inside after Jin. Dyad follows close behind. Inside the bungalow, Jin stands in the middle of one large room. She taps her foot on the ground in the middle of the one room. 

The entrance is on the long side of the rectangular room, with a cold fireplace directly across from the door. At one end, there’s a double bed. The mattress is big enough for two. A sink and a large round tub rest at the other end of the room. Other bits of furniture, in varying states of disrepair, are scattered about.

Dyad eases inside, utilizing the oversized door. What’s she doing?

Looking for something, I answer the smartbike. Seems obvious.

Frowning, Jin studies the ground. She stomps one place and then another. The sound echoes hollow in one place, a dull thud in the other. 

“Does that sound different to you?” she asks.

I hold the necklace up to her. “Only one way to find out.”

Jin swipes it from my hand and then studies the ground. The floor has been branded with stars, set in an organized pattern. Each shape is the same size as her pendant. Jin touches each one, dragging her fingers along them until she finds one that’s deeper than the others. She drops the charm into the opening. “This has to be it.”

Something clicks and the necklace turns. The floorboards quake beneath us. There’s a hiss as though a seal has disengaged. A rectangle rises from the floor. 

Jin’s eyes glitter. “I knew it had to be here.” She peers into the basement space. “It’s filled with food and supplies. It’ll feed us for days.” She drops the necklace over her head.

“You were right.” I grin. It reminds me of the hidden door back at Cheers. Great minds, old man. Dyad lets out a low whistle. 

That solves that. A weight I didn’t know I had slips from my shoulders. I don’t need food, but Jin does. I didn’t know what sort of conditions we’d find. 

“Our hope did not disappoint,” Jin whispers. 

“What’d you say?” It sounds like a poem.

“Something I read once.” She doesn’t elaborate. Instead, she traces her necklace and then the ripped collar of her shirt. Her fingertips move down the tear that reaches to the end of her sternum, and I can’t tear my gaze away from her movement. 

She doesn’t mean to be seductive. I know that. I would never ask her to my bed like this. Three inches of material is the only thing that separates my reality from what I’ve been imagining since before Teq offered. My mouth opens slightly, and my lips peel back. She’s tightly wound, worried about GenCor. A thousand images pulse in my brain, but none of them fits the beauty that I know she is. 

I want to see you. All of you, Jin. She means more to me than the sum of my parts and programming.

She turns toward me and catches me staring at her. I double-check my memory banks to be sure I didn’t say the words out loud. Her green eyes capture the fading light. Her hair looks more rose than pink in the sunset sun and lengthening shadows. Her hand lowers slowly as her eyes dart from my face to Dyad and back again. 

I’m sure I look ravenous. It’s because I am. 

“You okay?” She sounds breathless. At the base of her neck, her pulse pounds out the bass line for a Mag Mile rave. 

“Get lost, Dyad.” But the smartbike doesn’t immediately leave. I can’t see the screen, but I’m still connected to her. She’s giving me a look.

I built you. I throw the words at our connection.

To protect Jin, Dyad retorts. That means even from you, Mr. Robot. Out loud, Dyad asks, “Is that okay with you, Jin?” Orange light rolls across Dyad’s body.

Her eyes widen. “Oh...uh...sure, I’m...” But she doesn’t finish what she was going to say. She swallows and then shifts from side to side. She’s nervous. It’s like a gasoline revelation, and it takes everything I’ve got to stand still.

“Patrol something already.” It sounds like I’m growling. 

Dyad takes her time backing out of the room. She loiters on the porch and then eases off the low end of the decking. I’ll hurt you if I have to, Tonick. She’s not just anybody.

Don’t you think I know that? Dyad doesn’t answer, but her words cut through my mechanical heart. Jin’s never been just anybody. An emptiness takes the place where Dyad had been in my brain, and I know she’s severed our connection. She doesn’t want to be around for what’s about to happen. I’m past caring. At this point, an audience of one wouldn’t have stopped me, but...

“That could have been awkward,” I say. And I realize I’ve said that part out loud.

Jin stares at me, but I can’t think of anything less weird to say, so I reach for her. She lays her hand in mine, and I pull her close. I lower my mouth over hers, waiting for her to withdraw and demand that we wait until I look more normal.

But she doesn’t. She presses into me, leaning forward. She makes a soft noise, almost a whimper, against my lips. “Tonick,” she sighs. 

I lower my mouth to hers, and she opens beneath me. Her tongue darts out of her mouth into mine, stroking and touching. Wet. The contrast between my fleshly approximation and my artificial side is intoxicating. Soft and hard. Hot and cold. The sensations hit my programming in a meteor shower of awareness. I’m her protector. Her father chose me. She’s why I started saving Pinks. I’ve been searching for her since my beginning.

She breaks the kiss, pulling away. Her shoulders back and her body language stiff, she scrutinizes me. Intent on my eyes, she asks, “Are you you again?”

I meet her gaze without wavering. “As me as I ever was.” Even with the bits of memory missing. I pass her test, and she curves, drawing me toward her.

Jin fills my processor. She’s been a part of me for as long as I’ve been made. She sucks on my bottom lip. I run my hands over her face, over her shoulders, and down her sides. I press kisses along her collarbone, and she leans back to make it easier. 

My mouth follows the line her fingers took, tasting the salt of her skin along the edge of the rip in her shirt. I ease back one side of the shirt, but she catches my hand in hers. 

“Tonick?” Her eyebrows pinch, and she bites her lust-darkened lip. “Are you sure?”

She’s as Jin as Jin can be, and I want to bury myself in her. “I’m sure.”

Her bottom lip quivers. She looks as lost as she did at the flower. “But what if I don’t measure up?”

“None of them measure up to you. They never have. They’ve all been a substitute for you.”

Her eyes widen. “For me? But...” Her voice trails away. “Teq?”

“Even her. She knew before I did.” I squeeze her to me, willing her to understand. “I’ve never wanted anyone but you.”

She releases my hand, and I move the torn fabric aside. Her creamy skin stretches across her middle, and I can see the faint lines of muscles and ribs beneath her skin. A flush sweeps over her, dusting her in pink. She beautiful. Pink in all the right places.

My thoughts hiccup, sending a vibration through my circuits. A void opens in the middle of my consciousness, and a woman eases through. Suspended above me. 

Pretty plum in all the right places.

The world tilts. My feet slide.

That’s when I hear her, and I rack my brain, hunting for the link between Dyad and me. 

It’s a sick joke Dyad’s playing. It’s got to be. I didn’t leave her behind.

But even as I run the connection search, I know that’s not what’s happening. Teq died. I saw her. Did I see her die? They told me she died. Who told me? Her voice drips terror.

Don’t let me die.

Teq, you’re already dead.

Images play across my mind in blinking succession. Teq. GenCor. Jin. GenCor. Wiskee. Teq. My programming cannot compute the incoming broadcast. 

Click. Click. Snap. 

Help me, Tonick. They’re trying to kill me.
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Chapter Eighteen
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

The Cabin

Date: 13 Pentian

Time: 1700

––––––––
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TONICK’S EYES LUMINESCE, turning a blue brighter than the daytime bayou sky. His mechanical irises are riveted on me, on the skin he’s exposed. 

Awe wreathes his face. I’m the source of his awe. 

It sends a million sensations through me.

There’s no stopping the smile that cracks my face. I want to pat myself on the back. 

But I’m nervous. Maybe I shouldn’t be. It’s not new to either of us. I’m terrified he won’t like what he sees. I’ve done this before. The act. Not the emotion. Maybe that’s the difference. 

He’s made up of two sides. The muscle on the skinned side of his jaw flexes. On the other, his circuits flash and blink, going faster and faster. Maybe I missed all the signs that he’s an artificial, but I know his face. I know his eyes. At this moment, I’m not afraid of him. He releases me and moves to the window, staring toward Bostgo. 

My heart falls. “Tonick?”

He doesn’t answer. He’s comparing me with her. I already know he is. I don’t care what he says. Teq is the one he wants. I’m nothing like her. I’m Jin. Only lowly Jin. I’ve always been Jin. He’s always chosen Teq over me. I couldn’t compete with the woman. I’m the UnderCity fool who thought she could compete with the ghost.

I sigh, all the pent-up want escaping in the breath that leaves me.

Yet when he turns to face me, my heart stops. His flared nostrils and raspy breaths aren’t Tonick at all. He straightens, rigid; every part of him flexes. Sweat slicks the bits of skin still attached to him. “Help me, Jin,” he whispers. “I can hear Teq. She says they’re going to kill her.” He turns away; his hand reaches for the knob. Then he slumps forward and falls to the wooden floor with a heavy clang.

“Dyad,” I yell. “Dyad, help. It’s Tonick.” 

In the distance, her engine revs. She’ll come as fast as she can. 

I rush to him, moving over him, searching for an injury or something to repair. I can’t find anything to fix. He stares at the ceiling, an eerie expression on his face, the skinned side of his face frozen somewhere between shock and horror. It chills my heart. Shaking, I move my hand across his face, but his eyelids won’t close. Maybe Dyad can link up and tell me what we need to do.

Whatever it takes.

Regardless, I’ll need her help getting him up onto the bed. She’s not here yet, so I dive across the floor to the still open basement entrance. The lower level is bigger than I thought—twice as big as the cabin. That’s all I have time to think. I don’t have time to explore. Packages of food line the shelves. I scan until I find a cover made of a coarse brown material. Dragging it from its place, I speed back upstairs. I dive to the floor beside him as Dyad eases into the room. 

I glance up. She’s lit up, orange and white all over. “Can you diagnose him?”

A light effect rolls across her as she edges closer to Tonick. “He closed his side of the link.”

I flush. He meant to give us privacy. Tears flood my field of view. At least I know he wanted me enough to block Dyad from our business. I need to know what’s going on in there. “What does that mean? You can’t open it again?”

“I can’t establish the connection without his help.” She moves back from his side.

I stand up, trying to decide what to do while I chew on my bottom lip. It’s going to be tattered and bleeding by the time Tonick wakes up. “I want him on the bed.”

“Is it wise to move him?” Dyad speaks as a teacher to a student. I wonder what her avatar is doing.

Crossing my arms, I evaluate the smartbike. “You can’t tell?” 

Now isn’t the time for an argument with a headstrong smartbike. “I can’t leave him in the middle of the floor.” I grit my teeth so I don’t scream at her. It’s not her fault Tonick is broken. 

“I’m not sure I can agree—”

“I am. I understand you two saved me. You pretty much decided how everything would go without me, Dyad.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. My head hurts, but more than that, my heart hurts. I want a normal life. I want peace. In that moment, I know. It’s something I would kill for. “As long as he’s unable to make his own decisions, I am the boss where Tonick’s concerned, and I say he needs to be on the bed.”

She inches backward. Finally, she asks, “What should we do first?”

“I’ll get him as far as I can.” With that, I grab his arms. I lose my grip when I yank, and his arms fall to the floor. He’s heavier than I expected. Trying again, I manage to move him a few inches closer to my goal. I don’t know if it’s the right thing, but I can’t leave him laid out on the floor. Progress is slow but consistent.

With a grunt, I drag Tonick halfway onto the bed, second-guessing whether or not all the jostling is good for him. Dyad approaches carefully, using her front tire to keep him from slipping backward until I get all of him onto the mattress. 

I tuck Tonick beneath the tattered blanket I found on the food shelves. He’s asleep with his eyes open. At least that’s my best guess. I won’t lose him to a catastrophic failure. Not now. His circuits aren’t flashing as fast as they were. They keep a slow beat like a heart at rest. The comparison comforts me.

It hasn’t been long, but I don’t know what else to do. Dyad can’t resurrect the connection between them while he’s out. It takes both of them to set it up. He’s been immobile and unconscious since he collapsed. So we have to wait for his subprocessors to repair him enough for us to communicate with him. He’s done it once before.

I cross to the window. The trees sway in a breeze that doesn’t reach me. The leaves catch the failing light. It’s beautiful here. I was on the edge of a forever kind of happiness. Wasn’t I?

We have enough food in the basement for me to live a long time. We could have been snuggled up on the bed, basking in the after. I don’t know how it would have gone, but it wouldn’t have been bad. 

According to Teq, Tonick was never bad. Farthest thing from bad. The best ever. A vice squeezes my heart. Teq is dead. He can’t have heard Teq. Did she know Tonick is an artificial?

It might have been GenCor. Wiskee failed. Maybe they’re trying something different. Maybe they sent a radio wave signal that fried him. Maybe they’re coming to get me right now to make their prototype army. Why does anybody need an army? They already own Bostgo.

My thoughts run in circles, and my middle is empty. I’m not hungry, but I have to eat something. I take another look at the artificial—the android I love. Dyad backs out of my way but settles in a corner of the room.

“Do you think I made the right choice?”

“He’ll be fine.”

Her lack of a direct answer irritates me. “Does that mean no or yes?”

“Without an interface, I am unable to give you an answer based on reality. Instead, I can offer reassurance.”

Of course. She defaulted to what she’d been taught by Tonick. “Thanks.” It’s the best end to the small talk I can’t handle.

In the basement, the past several days replay through my thoughts. This time down, I want to find something important and then get back as fast as I can. There has to be something down here that will help.

I want to sit next to Tonick until he wakes up. I want to be the first thing he sees. My curiosity isn’t enough to move beyond the bottom of the stairs. One of the closest corners houses weapons and munitions. In the other corner, a microphone and an interface of some kind rest on a plastine plank. Metallic rectangles create legs for the makeshift desk. All three are stamped with the GenCor logo. 

I’m sure the space is big enough to echo, and I want to hear it but not now. Not while Tonick needs me. I don’t waste time hunting down another light. Exploring can wait until Tonick is up and around to enjoy it with me.

The shelves are filled with food options, each one wrapped in the same plastic packaging, stamped with an identifying title, arranged alphabetically. “Sirloin.” “Stroganoff.” I don’t know what any of the words mean, so I swipe one without checking the label. I break it in two as I climb the stairs, and it expands in my hand, warming as the chemicals interact with one another.

At the top, I ask, “You have sensors, right, Dyad?”

“Indeed. Though, as my algorithms have matured, I have been able to make them more and more efficient until they have surpassed their original sensitivity.”

“Did you know Tonick was an artificial?”

She hesitates for a nanosecond. “I knew that he was not biological, but that his exterior camouflage was meant to mimic a biological. I did not know that he came from GenCor.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You never asked.”

“It can’t be that simple.” The heat that rolls off my sustenance pack warms the hand that holds it. Not long ago, my thoughts were filled with what might happen if Tonick and I made love. Now I am faced with a reality that may not have Tonick in it. 

“For a long time, my programming was that simple.” Multicolored lights move across her, indicating her thinking state. “Once I was aware, his biological lack was merely a truth of our world. One that is, and one that it would not occur to me to state without some form of evocation.”

It’s uncomplicated for her. It’s either yes or no. On or off. One or zero. 

Her algorithms don’t allow for my reality. Nothing is that easy. 

I drag a backless chair from the fireplace to the bed and then settle in it. Unhungry but determined to keep my strength for Tonick, I start eating. He can come back from another failure. He has to. I repeat the thoughts over and over until the mantra builds a kind of mental faith bridge across the chasm of unknown. 

When I lift my head, I’m shaking through a cold sweat, and my heart pounds in my ear. It’s dark out again. My half-eaten meal has fallen to the floor. The lights from the storeroom below us cast an eerie glow across our trio. Two techs and a biological. Tonick stares at the ceiling above him, and Dyad idles in the corner. I must have nodded off, but I can’t figure out what woke me.

“Teq.” 

The single syllable launches me upward with such force, the chair skitters across the room until it shatters against the stone fireplace. I fall over him on the bed. His lips are the only parts of him that move. Dyad’s lights flash, and then she moves to the bedside.

“Tonick,” she says. “Can you open the interface?” He doesn’t answer her.

“Teq,” he repeats.

It stings that he said her name before mine. The foolish truth of fickle feelings. I kiss his cheeks anyway and put my ear close to his lips. “What about Teq?” I can’t tell him she’s dead. If he believes she’s alive, I don’t want to break his brain more than it already has been broken. 

“She’s alive. We have to save her. She is. I know she’s in there. They have her. She didn’t die. They tried to hide her, but I found her in the system.”

The intensity of his eyes...the expression on his face.

What if Teq is alive and waiting...waiting for us to save her?

Pain explodes in my chest. I’m torn between elation at his show of progress and what he wants to do. What if we go back for her?

If we retrieve Teq, they’ll be them again. It’ll make me the odd Pink out once more. I had been so close to tasting what I’ve craved for so long. Can we ignore the possibility?

Even as I think it, I know we can’t. Tonick will never let it rest...and I can’t either. How could we abandon her?

“We have to save her.” His whisper draws me back.

“Can you move?” I run my hands over his body. Nothing. I lay my hand in his. “Squeeze my hand.” 

In response, he blinks. I probably missed that the first time. He doesn’t grip my fingers. 

“Rebuilding pathways,” he adds. It’s his explanation. 

“Can you open your side of the interface for Dyad?” I move to my knees on the mattress beside him so I can stare down into his eyes. The irises widen until they focus on me. I can’t be sure, but the skin around his eye socket seems to relax. He blinks again. The circuits pulse at a faster pace now.

“Open,” he rasps.

“Connection established,” Dyad says. She sounds like she’s purring. 

“What’s the prognosis?”

“Cascade failure. It’ll take most of the night to repair his pathways, but I think we can repair the damage by the morning. It’s amazing that he’s been able to hang on to his core programming as well as he has.” 

I lift my necklace over my head. Maybe I understand now what it’s been trying to tell me the whole time. 

I hold it up to Dyad. “Can you look at this? I think there’s something hidden in it.”

She scratches her head. “What makes you think that?”

“A feeling. I think it’s supposed to help us when we need it.” I wave toward the hidden door. “Like that, but...” I can’t articulate what I’m thinking. It’s like trying to define the echo of a forgotten memory.

“But...?”

“There’s more. I know it.”

“With no evidence.”

“It’s a belief.”

“With no evidence.”

I sigh. “Take it as faith, then. But I know it to be true. It doesn’t matter if you see it.” I take a breath. “You will. One day. It’ll make sense.” I hold it up.

Moments tick by.

Then a small hatch near her handlebars opens. “Sure. I’ll see what I can figure out.”

I drop the gift inside and then ease down onto the bed beside Tonick, draping the cover over both of us. For a moment, I feel foolish that I covered up an android, but care is care. It’s what I can do. This hasn’t been the great night in bed I fantasized about sharing with Tonick, but he’s awake. He’s still in there. That’s enough for me. “Can you tell what caused the failure?”

Dyad’s colored lights flash and move in ever-changing patterns. “It’s left over from the wipe GenCor tried to do. Something new upset the stopgap repairs. I’m not sure what it was. I’ll try to figure that out as we go.”

I don’t have to guess at the cause. I already know what sent him into a cascade failure. It was the broadcast from Teq. My stomach twists. Nobody has to tell me anything about what comes next. I don’t have to wait for Tonick to wake so I can hear him say it. I already know what he’s going to tell me. It’s the only way to win.

We’re going back to GenCor.




GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: Pursuit

Programming successful. 

Decoy dispatched.

***End***
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

The Cabin

Date: 14 Pentian

Time: 0400
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JIN DOESN’T WAKE UP when I slip my arm out from beneath her head. Her breathing is slow, easy. If she wakes up, that’ll change. I have to make sure everything is perfect for when I tell her that I’m leaving.

I have to find Teq.

I creep out of the bed but stay to watch her. Teq needs me. She needs us. She’ll need to see Jin when I bring her back. But Teq’s in there, plugged into the system somehow. 

I’ve waited so long to have Jin like this. I’ve wanted her so long. I don’t want to give up Jin, but I can’t leave Teq behind.

Since Dyad and I finished reconstructing my brain waves, I’ve been lying here, listening to her...be her. She permeates me. My positrons understand that her scent is chemically different than Teq’s. 

But it’s not as simple as that. 

Teq is cinnamon and other spices in my sensors, while Jin is a forest of cedar trees in a taiga...Jin is order and safety. To my programming, Teq is integral but Jin is the home screen. Without Jin, there isn’t a me. 

I groan. Teq needs me, and I’ll go. Of course I’ll go. I can’t leave her there.

Jin sighs and presses her face into the spot I vacated. She’s been through the wringer. I glance around. This makes a perfect backdrop for her to grow old.

I tiptoe away from the bedside. Jin needs the rest. I don’t. Not anymore. Watchmen work at night. GenCor reset something in my programming so sleep doesn’t appeal to me. Except when I’m brain-broke anyway. My mouth twists. I don’t maintain a body temperature now either. I guess I don’t have to pretend to be some sort of human anymore. 

This is where we’ll bring Teq. We’ll come back here. No doubt she’ll be wounded. I grit my teeth. They’re hurting her. They have to be. We’ll have to make room for her to heal.

I will make several rounds to familiarize myself with what’s our new normal, then I’ll check in with Dyad to see where she stored the spare skin. Waking to my metal tucked away in a fresh, dark epidermis would probably provide the normalcy that Jin needs right now. I exit the shack, but Dyad isn’t parked by the porch. She must be on a patrol. 

Cautiously, I exit. “You out there, sister?”

“Taking a look at the bayou,” Dyad answers. Her words come as text, scrolling across my mind. “Nothing out here but two-headed frogs.” She doesn’t add anything else.

I circle the bungalow ten times, making each circle successively larger. The fifth time around, I come across Dyad, scanning something in the dirt.

“We have a problem,” she says. From the angle, I can see her avatar’s mouth turn down and her arms cross. She pushes glasses up her nose. “Footprints.”

“I take it they’re not from an animal?” 

She displays the results of her scan on her. It’s human, but it could be from when Jin’s father made trips out regularly. “How old?”

“Based on the ages of the cells,” she says, “within the last few days.”

So much for my theory. “Can you detect much in the cells?”

Dyad sighs. “Yes, a random person...” She strokes her chin. “Something odd in the genetic structure. I can’t tell if it’s a result of tampering or breeding or what, but nothing that indicates anything other than a human. Doesn’t seem to be GenCor.”

“How can you tell?”

“They sign their work. Even Jin has a stamp written into the coding of her genetic structure.” The white lab coat disappears. “I’ll see if I can find anything else.”

“Where did you store my skin spare?”

Her seat hisses and then opens. “Cold storage.” Her avatar winks. 

I think of the stamp I ripped from my back. Of course they put stamps on. Anything they touch becomes their property. “Does it have a stamp on it?” I already cut one off. I don’t want it anywhere on my body.

“I didn’t check.” She moves closer. “While you’re in there, I managed to snag Jin’s cuffs. They were on a testing board. Can you put them out for her?”

“Sure.”

“She might need them to defend herself next time you lose your brain.”

“Funny.” But there’s no laughter. I’ve got to find a way to make sure I don’t have to keep resetting. I lift the jiggly suit out from beneath Dyad’s seat. It’s cool to the touch. Like everything else, skins are manufactured, but they break down over time. Refrigeration slows the process. It looks like it’s in decent shape. “Thanks.” Setting it aside, I grab Jin’s defense cuffs.

“No problem,” she says as she rolls away from me. “I’m going to see if I can find anything else. I’ll check in through the link.”

Sounds good. I push the words at her as I sneak back into the cabin and drop the bracelets on the bedside table. Then I’m back on the porch, trying to figure out how to get the new skin on or even where I should do it. Jin would freak out to wake up to a robot standing beside her trying to slip into a skin. I want it to be perfect when I tell her I’m leaving.

That leaves the basement or the porch. I pick porch and jog that way, careful to keep my new covering from dragging behind me. Once there, I test the railing to see if it’s sturdy enough for me to use as a seat. It doesn’t splinter beneath my weight. 

I undress and fold my clothes, quickly. I place them in a stack and then study my frame. My metal structure is visible through the rips in my skin. Have I done this before? I can’t figure out if the knowledge was corrupted or not. Surely, at some point, I knew I was an artificial. 

Saving ReProds isn’t a life without risk. So many holes in my memory. Why do I even care about saving them? 

I freeze. Am I a plant? Have I been on “their side” all along? My heart clenches. Was I the one that told GenCor our names? The thought nearly buckles my knees. What if I have? 

I can’t process it. My trajectory is set. Reclaim Teq. Save Jin. After that, my life doesn’t matter. 

I pull on the skin that’s still attached, the dermis that Jin’s mom left behind, biting down on a groan. All the little sensors in my skin send pain mimics to my brain. I’d forgotten how realistic GenCor likes to make it. My skin is on fire, and red liquid leaks from beneath the places where I’ve managed to get it off. It pools at my feet. I don’t know if the liquid stains or fluoresces under a high-powered UV light. It’s some sort of weird mix of hydraulic fluid and coolant. It keeps me from overheating beneath my dermis.

I wouldn’t even bother reskinning if it weren’t for Jin. She loves the old Tonick, not this new weird artificial version. I want her to want me. I breathe through the pain as it rolls across me. By the end, every part of me quakes. If I were human, I’d be covered in sweat. I kick the tatters of skin to the side.

I’m surprised by my feet and ankles. Like my tongue, they’re made of the same material and coloring as my skin, but I can’t find where they detach. I inspect the replacement skin and discover that the legs don’t end in feet, but cut off so that the skin meets my always there feet. I had no idea they wouldn’t come off. 

This one came without a label. Dyad must have snagged it before it made it to the branding department. Carefully, I put my foot through the hole in the back of the skin, then push both my feet through the holes at the ends of the legs. I match the ends with the tops of my ankles, pulling the skin up, adjusting the fit as I go. Things get tricky at the groin, and it takes a little work to get everything...right. 

I imagine Jin like she was yesterday, her shirt open, lying across my arms. Gorgeous in pink and as beautiful as anything I’ve ever seen. I grin like a fool the whole time, but it makes things easier to adjust than they would have been otherwise. Whoever managed my program integration did a bang-up job. I’ve gotten more use out of those positronic pathways than most biologicals do. 

Later, I push my arms through, fitting the dermis over my fingers. I put the top part over. It doesn’t look like the old one did. Not yet. It’s a covering, but it’s not sealed on. I’m not sure how to melt it to me.

Teq would know. I’m coming, Teq. I’m praying at her again. I have to explain it all to Jin, sweetheart, but I’m coming. I’m going back, but I might not return. Jin has to stay behind. It’s a lot for a biological to download.

“New dermis detected.” The words scroll across my field of vision. That’s new. It’s similar to the way it looks when Dyad communicates with me. I didn’t know my body would talk to me. “Initiate adhesion?” 

“Uh, yeah.” Beneath the skin, my metal bones turn red. The skin warms, then there’s a blinding flash and a burst of smoke. A putrid smell fills the air—like burning flesh and hair. 

Then I black out.

“Tonick.” Dyad sounds close by. “What did you do now?”

I snort as my brain reboots. “Reskinned myself.” I check my feet and hands before standing. I turn slowly. Everything is sealed on. I can’t tell if the fluid is something I generate or I’ll have to fill up the next time I pay GenCor a visit. My body hasn’t bothered to tell me. At least I’m looking more like the version of me that Jin’s used to. 

“Tonick. You’ve blinded me.” 

“That’s the sun.”

“An AI’s ass.” Her voice is monotone, but her amusement bleeds through the link between us. 

I’m almost back to my old self. Now I have to get dressed and try to pick up the newswire. When Jin wakes up, I’ll explain things to her.

The front door opens, and Jin steps through. She gasps. “You’re...” Her gaze travels down the length of me and then back up. She flushes. “It’s a...umm.”

My memory plays our interlude over and over again. My programming kicks in, and my new skin stretches in places I wasn’t ready to showcase. 

The fully skinned version of the sensation is different. Better. Everything throbs, and the blood pulses in my ears. I’m glad to know it isn’t related to knowing I’m a bot. I can’t figure out how to play my arousal—funny or serious. Idioting. It’s Jin. I can’t be cool or funny. She matters too much. Nobody else compares. 

I want her taste.

I want her warmth.

I want her.

“It’s morning,” I offer without breaking eye contact. I could drown in the green of her eyes. She belongs in the forest.

“Moonrise,” Dyad corrects. 

I choke on my tongue.

Jin flinches and then retreats back inside. She slams the door behind her. Perfect. Smartbike. I push the thought at Dyad. Now who’s the AI ass? I let out a long sigh. Felled by an attitude with wheels.

Jin needs a minute alone. I’m not sure I can be in the same room with her yet; I’m stuck on the replay of yesterday. Dyad goes out on another patrol. I have to see if I can pick up Teq. 

Was it an aberration brought on by the intoxicating nearness of Jin? A fragmented memory, a shard made up of the last time I saw Teq, or is it something I can replicate? Maybe it’s not the best idea to try to repeat what tipped my programming sideways, but I have to know.

If it was a transmission from Bostgo, it originated from GenCor. If it’s from GenCor, it’s a trap meant to capture Jin. I climb on the porch railing and lift myself onto the roof. It’s easier to balance than I expect. The pitch isn’t as sharp as it looks from the ground. Standing at the apex, I study our surroundings. I catch glimpses of Dyad as she moves through the trees.

Though the bungalow is hidden between two hills, we’re surrounded by forest. I don’t know the names of the trees and plants. As I turn one way, there’s a shimmering expanse, flat as glass and stretched as far as my mechanical eyes can see. The roar of distant waves declares that a beach exists beyond our hidden bayou. When I face Bostgo, full-grown trees obscure the acres of new trees that grow only as tall as shrubs, stunted by something in the soil. I know it’s there, but we’re far enough away that I can’t see anything of Bostgo. 

“In other news, cleanup of the rubble from GenCor’s catastrophic collapse has started. The president of GenCor, Maria Stella, went on to assure the inhabitants of Bostgo that the incident was an isolated one. Medical services will continue as normal...” 

They’re blaming the implosion of the GenCor building on a cloud of flammable sewer gasses. Most of the Swanks have never seen anything lower than MidHeight. They’ve never seen the smog or the death rot. The bullshit excuse doesn’t make sense, but it flies. 

Once they pin the blame on the UnderCity dwellers, the Swanks will sign off on any crackdown they don’t have to see. The razing might murder thousands. It’ll be a good excuse to hunt for the lingering Pinks.

There’s nobody to care except Jin and me. MidHeighters and Swanks don’t want to upset the pecking order. UnderCity dwellers are too busy surviving to listen to the news.

I am able to pick up a long string of reporting before the signal dies out. In a different world, I might be addicted to the newswire. But here, in this world, news isn’t truth, and truth doesn’t make the news. It’s hard to guess what’s really going on based on the words they transmit, but I can’t believe they’ll let Jin stay lost. They haven’t announced her on the newswire. That’s something. Once they get things settled down, they’ll come for her. I need clues to their next move.

Before I can rotate through the wavelengths, a whisper floats across my positrons.

Tonick, help me.

My heart clanks against its framing. This time it’s not Teq’s voice in my head.

It’s Dyad’s.
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CUE THE SEXY ROBOT on my roof. Tonick’s thumping around. He sounds like a stray dog, trying to make himself comfortable before he lies down, but it makes me feel safe. He’s up there, taking care of things. Forever is a luxury we don’t have, but for a moment I close my eyes and feel the dream sink into my bones. 

I saw him naked. It’s not what I wanted. The morning light woke me as soon as it came in the window. I didn’t know the sun could do that. Then colors spread across the sky as I dressed down to my boots. I even found my cuffs. I wanted to see the sunrise for myself...not...that. 

That’s not true. Not that long ago, I wanted to see that. Then he had a breakdown. But it was good up until that part. A smile spreads across my face. He obviously liked that I saw him anyway. With a little more warning, I might have liked it, too. He enjoyed me well enough before he lost his brains and started babbling Teq’s name. I frown. He said he heard her. If he did...I still don’t know where he disappeared to when Teq was captured. 

What did he see? Did GenCor drag him to MidHeight? It’s a question that he hasn’t answered yet. The truth turns in my belly. Morbid thoughts twist through my mind. I don’t know what to make of it. Instead of warm fuzzies, I see Tonick, transformed. He’s standing on top of a mound of rubble, his processor lights blinking in the smoke from the destroyed building. It chills my blood. He’s one hack away from turning on me. That’s reality.

More banging comes from the space above me. He’s probably trying to see if he can pick up her signal again. He cries out, and I freeze. What now?

Thud. Thud. Thud. Long strides across the roof, toward the front edge of the porch, almost like Tonick is running. I follow, curious. Then he falls and lands hard on the ground. 

He doesn’t look back, and his pace doesn’t slow. “I’m coming, Dyad,” he bellows. He disappears between the trees.

My knees weaken, and my mouth dries. I sway as dark spots populate my vision. A wave of prickles rolls across my face. Dyad’s in trouble. My heart stops and then my pulse races. I don’t know how they know we’re here, but I won’t hide from the danger. 

It’s me they’re after. In a pink-haired heartbeat, I’ll trade Teq and Tonick for me.

GenCor didn’t wait for us to make it back to Bostgo. GenCor came to us.

I scan the room. This is my fault. Dyad can’t fight them alone. I have to help. There must be some sort of weapon that I can use. There’s nothing but a metal skewer by the fireplace and a small stool with a broken leg. I grab the lackluster sword and shield, bolting from the cabin. 

Stopping at the edge of the splintered decking, I hold my breath. There’s no sound. No singing birds. I grimace, pulling air through my teeth. A final silence waits in the air. It’s a heavy sensation I can’t shake. It hurts to breathe. You can’t have them. They’re mine. 

“Get off her.” Tonick’s voice comes from ahead of me and to the right—down the path that led us home.

For half a second, I hesitate. It could be anything. Anyone.

“Get the hell off my smartbike.” Tonick isn’t backing down. 

Whatever it is out there has Dyad.

My Dyad. I leap from the top step and sprint toward him. 

Around the slight corner, I come to a clearing I didn’t notice on the way in. I duck behind a thick-trunked tree. Tonick is facing me, his hand outstretched as he eases toward a figure that sits astride Dyad. Long tubules extend from the tips of the attacker’s fingers into Dyad’s gelatinous screen, and dark hair trails down her back. I can’t tell if she has an implant or if she’s an android like Tonick. His gaze doesn’t stray from the hacker, but I can tell he sees me by the barely there stutter in his stride. The stranger doesn’t seem to notice.

“Don’t you worry, Tonick,” she says. “Just come back with me. We’ll get your programming cleaned up, and you can live as long as your parts will let you.” I can’t tell who has Dyad, but there’s something familiar about her pale face, so different from both of ours. Dark hair trails down her back. 

“Who made that promise?” Tonick inches closer. He doesn’t have the advantage of surprise that I do. The hacker doesn’t yet know I’m here.

“Maria Stella.”

“Now, Wiskee—”

I can’t hear the rest of what Tonick says over the surge of adrenaline. I bite down on my tongue to keep a gasp from escaping. My mother sent her. I gag on the memory of blood-slicked walls and sharing her deathbed. 

Wiskee. 

I saved her, but Tonick killed her. It’s a question he hasn’t answered. I scowl. My eyebrows go lower and lower. She doesn’t have pink hair glued into starfish dreads this time. She’s not hiding. Did Tonick call her here?

I saved her. He killed her.

My fingers curl into fists. Treachery. Lies. I’m shaking as I step around the tree. Tonick’s eyes widen. His hand lifts even farther. He’s telling me not to do it, but I have to know. I have to look her in the face. I need to know if it was her treachery or his.

One step, two steps, three...and then I’m flying through the air.

I land on her back with my arms around her neck. The jolt knocks her leg out from under her, and Dyad falls over. Wiskee’s leg and mine are simultaneously pinned beneath the incapacitated smartbike. The fall yanks Wiskee’s hacker tubules from Dyad’s screen. 

Dyad’s avatar shakes her head and then presses a hand to her temple.

Tonick leaps forward, landing on Dyad’s handlebars. His weight sends pain shooting through my leg, but I tighten my hold on Wiskee’s neck. She yanks on my arms, flailing about. Tonick crawls forward, shifting Dyad. I bite my bottom lip to keep from crying out. 

Wiskee doesn’t react, just keeps jerking on my arms. Her skin feels real beneath my hands, but I can’t tell whether she’s a ReProd or a bot. One or the other. 

Tonick straightens over us as we struggle.

“It’s a trap,” Dyad screams beside us. “Wiskee is one of them.”

No longer at Wiskee’s mercy, Dyad screeches warnings in rapid succession as she catches up to the moments she lost while paused.

This time, I’ll kill Wiskee. For Dyad. For Tonick.

I let go of her neck and press my fingers into her eyeballs until fluid leaks out onto her face, and she howls. Then I pull down until the skin rips. My fingers graze hard metal. 

“Move, Jin,” Tonick says. “Let me.” Something flashes in his eyes. “I won’t let you carry that weight.” His eyebrows raise in a wordless plea. “Let me finish it.”

I release Wiskee and scoot back, still partially pinned beneath Dyad but as far back as my leg will let me get. Wiskee lifts her hands as Tonick lifts his boot. He brings his heal down. Hard. And then again. And again. Until there’s an electric fzzz-pop and Wiskee’s garbled voice moans Tonick’s name. He stares at her, his boot heel raised. 

“Do it again, Tonick,” she whispers. “That feels so good.” She whimpers, and I dry-heave. 

Tonick groans Teq’s name and then mine, but the sound isn’t coming from him. It’s coming from Wiskee. She’s replaying the sound track of their time in bed. Then she twitches and the sex tape comes to a halt. “GenCor wants you,” Wiskee starts up again, this time in a singsong voice. “You belong to GenCor. We aaaaaall belong to GenCor.”

“I don’t. Not anymore.” I make a fist and hit Wiskee in the back of the head. My knuckles splash in a puddle of fluid that’s collected on the back of her head. I don’t know if Wiskee is even conscious enough to hear me, but I won’t let the lie stain the air.

“Tonick will bring her to me.” It’s my mother’s voice from Wiskee’s mouth.

Breathing hard, I press my lips together and jam my fingers in my ears. “Make it stop.”

Tonick shakes his head, as though coming out of a fog from the memory Wiskee is replaying. He lifts his foot and then smashes his heel against her face once more. She wails once.

And then it’s quiet. Death is in the air, but maybe Wiskee’s will be the only one today.

We stare at each other. Tonick’s blue eyes are bright, the mechanical irises still and focused on me. I shift, but I still can’t move out from under Dyad. “You killed her.”

Tonick flinches and averts his gaze. “Twice.” He turns away and wipes his hands on his pants. The hems are wet from Wiskee’s fluid, his boots splattered with red. 

“With good cause,” Dyad says. “She tried to reprogram him.”

My shoulders sag. The smartbike sounds like her old self. My best friend’s first order of business is to banish all doubts about Tonick, doubts I’d been trying to crush on my own. 

I love her. 

I study Tonick’s shoulders. He’s got his back to us, peering down the trail that was supposed to keep us safe. “Is this the same one?”

Tonick studies her. “I don’t know.”

“Can you help me up?” Dyad’s lights flash. “Or at least install a set of arms with an opposable thumb?”

Tonick pivots on his feet. He’s smiling. “I think arms are a long way off.” He crosses to us, lifts Dyad as though she weighs nothing, and sets her on her kickstand. 

I shimmy out, dragging my leg behind me, whimpering. I fight the darkness that threatens. I can’t pass out. I can’t.

My foot smacks the floor, and I cry out.

The lower portion of my appendage is covered in red, skin peeled back to expose muscles and bone. It’s not the normal shape. In the middle of my shin, the bone disappears altogether. I shouldn’t stand on it.

“Doesn’t look good, Jin,” he says.

“Tell me something I don’t know.” It’s bad. It’s crushed, and it’s going to test the limits of my self-healing ability. “It’s not bad yet,” I lie. 

Tonick shrugs. “Give it time.”

“Pinks have genetic programming at the cellular level. Their physiology is such that a series of endorphins is released once wounds reach a certain severity. These megadoses of endorphins combine with adrenaline to mask the sensation of pain.” Dyad recites it as though it’s well known, and Tonick nods. I guess he knew it, too.

I didn’t know that about myself, but I don’t admit it already hurts like hell. “In that case, I should get back to the cabin.” Judging by the tatters my leg is in, I’m going to want to be unconscious. 

“We’ll take you,” Tonick says. “Dyad can give you a shot of painkiller anyway.”

“Examine her first,” I say. 

“That’s not necessary.” Dyad backs away.

“Do it.” I cross my arms.

Tonick looks like he wants to argue, but he doesn’t. He runs his hands over Dyad, his circuits blinking in time with Dyad’s lights. His mouth is moving, but I don’t hear any words. I’m sure he’s checking over Dyad.

Still seated beside her, I study pseudo Wiskee’s body. Her dark hair stretches out from her bashed-in face; red fluid leaks from beneath her imitation epidermis. It spreads beneath her like blood. One busted eyeball hangs from the socket, lying on her cheek. The optic nerve, now a frayed wire connection, sparks. Her mouth moves in a weird repetitive motion, mimicking a function that her programming can no longer complete. Hack tubules still extend from her fingernails. I scoot back a little more. 

Tonick approaches and then kneels down by the dead bot. He flips Wiskee over, his movement rough, his expression hard. His face is tight and his nostrils flare. He raises one of her arms and shoves his finger in a socket beneath her armpit. “Accessing her processors.”

“Is that wise?”

“I’ll be careful,” he says. “I have to get anything I can.” 

Once he decides something, it’s useless to fight with him. It’s always been that way. Maybe because he’s got AI. Maybe because he’s Tonick.

I shift, and pain shoots through my leg.

Dyad doesn’t argue with him either. Finally, he shoves Wiskee away from him. “Teq is alive,” he says, and his voice cracks. “They say they’ll let her go if we come in.” 

My knees buckle, and tears blur my vision. Of course Teq is alive. She’s a part of us. They wouldn’t kill her. She’s too valuable to them. But they won’t let her go. They’ll keep us all. I swallow the lump in my throat. “What else?”

He kicks Wiskee. “This one is a scout.” 

“There’s more coming?” More Wiskees or more GenCor? I decide it doesn’t matter. They’re the same. Horror clogs my throat until I have to step back. It might be more Tonick.

Tonick nods and crosses his arm. “There was a message. From your mother.”

Even more good news. “What did it say?”

“Come home. Your father misses you.” He grits his teeth.

And then I’m sobbing. My father. Teq. They aren’t dead. They aren’t free. 

Everything is wrong. I want forever in the forest. I want to grow old with Tonick. I want to be free of GenCor. Dead might not even be the end of it for me.

I’m the center of a web of conspiracies. My mother knew what my father was doing the whole time. She let him believe he would save me. I lift my chin, wishing for the return of the good feelings from the morning. The forest spins around me as a hint of pain creeps across my skin. 

Dyad parks beside me, and I put my hand on her so she can jab me with a needle. It’s the medicine for my leg. I take a deep breath, waiting for the painkiller to seep through me. Everything slows, and Tonick seems farther away.

“Cut it off,” I say, reaching for him but missing. He doesn’t know yet. “It’ll grow back faster than it’ll rebuild.” Or it won’t. But I’m a ReProd. I’m a Pink. It’ll grow back. It has to. Tonick needs to know that I know what has to happen. I give him my permission.

Tonick freezes. “You want me to amputate your leg?”

“It’ll grow back.” I sigh. I have more to say, but my mouth won’t work anymore. 

Tonick lifts me onto Dyad and climbs up behind me. I retreat into the numb fog of the meds.

The trees aren’t beautiful anymore. They’re knives against the sky. They’re a tiny, green closet GenCor wants to keep us in. 

We aren’t an army. We aren’t even enough to defend our home on the bayou. But we have no choice. We have to go back anyway.

When I wake, it will be time to take down the GenCor Goliath.




GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: Pursuit

Possible detection.

Stand by.

***End***
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The Cabin
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BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. 

The beeps continue at a steady pace. The smartbike is monitoring Jin for me. Jin’s blood pressure keeps falling. Her cardiac rate is sporadic, and it’s getting worse. 

“You have to go back,” Dyad says. 

“Maybe.” 

The metallic scent fills the cabin, fills my mind. It’s not the way Jin is supposed to smell. I pull another bandage from the med-supply kit and wrap it around her from the thigh down. Then I rummage through the bag again, looking for more combat gauze. Fresh out.

Cut it off. I hear her voice in my mind. It’ll be faster. I don’t know if it’s my own brain that’s pushing the nonsense at me or if it’s Dyad.

I don’t want to. I can’t do that to you. I love every part of you.

“You have no choice, Tonick.” Dyad stares at me from her screen. Her arms are crossed, and her mouth is pressed into a thin line. “You have to amputate.” 

“I can’t do that.” As I stare at the mangled mess of her leg, the truth punches me in the face. If I want to keep Jin, she has to lose her leg. Even if we manage to stop the bleeding, there’s so much that could still go wrong. If it’s a straight cut, I can cauterize it all at once. 

Beep. Beep. Beep. 

Jin has been unconscious and bleeding since we brought her back to the cabin. 

I don’t have time to think about that right now. Jin needs me. She’s resting on a wheeled stretcher I found downstairs. I’m sure it’s uncomfortable. Once we get the bleeding stopped, I’ll move her to the bed, tuck her in, and kiss her on the forehead. A med bag is hooked up to her, the self-setting needle patch positioned over the main vein in her arm. I couldn’t have stuck her. She’s been asleep the whole time.

“There’s no maybe about it.”

“I won’t take Jin back into Bostgo.”

“Agreed,” she says. “Don’t take Jin. But you have to go back. Jin won’t be safe until this is finished.” A small hatch opens near her handlebars, and Jin’s star pendant rises. “Jin asked me to analyze her necklace.”

The smartbike earns a look this time. “What did you find?”

Beep. Beep. Beep.

“When you shine light into it a certain way, it reveals a cartograph. I had to use a bit of her DNA to get the map to broadcast.”

I take the necklace. When Jin’s stable, I’ll help her put it back on. “A map to what?”

Dyad hums. “My best guess is a secret entrance into GenCor, but I can’t be certain until we get there.”

“You’re going?”

“Jin isn’t.” It’s not happening. I won’t risk her. “You have to stay behind with her.”

“You can’t make that long of a trip on foot.”

“Watch me.”

“If she survives,” Dyad says. The stubborn bike isn’t as certain Jin will live through this latest mess as I am. Dyad doesn’t know how amazing Jin is. “She won’t stay behind.”

“We’ll have that fight when we have to.”

Traps disengaged. Your pendant is the map. You’re the key. I hear the words in the old man’s voice. Maybe he meant more than just the trail that led to our little bungalow. Maybe Dyad’s right. Maybe Jin can’t stay behind. That doesn’t mean I won’t try to talk her into staying.

Beep... 

The pause startles me. “Jin?” She’s resting, not dying. 

B-beep. Beep. Beep...

Dyad is parked next to the stretcher. Each time Jin’s heart beats, a small pink dot bounces on Dyad’s screen, a digital electrocardiogram. 

“The bandage is soaked.” Again. Red seeps through the combat gauze. The hyperabsorbent material can’t handle the amount of liquid. The calculations aren’t hard. After that much blood loss, anyone else would already be dead. 

“Tonick. I can’t detect her pulse. She’s in asystole.” 

I spin toward the two of them. “Try again. Anything?” 

Dyad wrings her hands. “Nothing.” 

“Try again.”

She shakes her head. “You have to do something.” 

A countdown clock materializes in one corner, counting down from 5:00. 

“Five minutes until irreversible brain damage,” she says. 

Two beeps close together appear on her screen. 

I scramble onto the stretcher. I stack my hands and start compressions in the middle of her chest thirty times. “Come on, Jin.” She hasn’t even seen the stars out here at night. When I stop, I glance at Dyad. “Anything?”

She shows me three beats, irregular, bumping up against one another. 

“Thready,” she says. “But I can work with that.” She cracks a smile. “Get off her, Tonick. I’ll try the paddles.” Two prongs shoot out from Dyad and stick in Jin’s chest. Each one unfolds to form a flat paddle. The pads heat up, and tendrils of smoke swirl around them as each one melts through Jin’s shirt to reach the bare skin. “Three...two...one...” Jin’s whole body seizes. 

Four more beats.

Jin seizes again.

“Come on, come on.” Dyad taps her chin. 

Another beat. Then another. Ten more.

Beep. Beep. Beep. This time the rhythm is even.

I dive to the med-supply kit, grabbing the vial of epinephrine injection and a dose of nanos. I carefully program the nanos to repair any heart damage and clot at the thigh. If I can get enough of the nanos into her, maybe she can get on the other side of the injury and start to mend. When I stand up, Dyad’s watching me. She rolls backward until she’s as close to me as she can get. 

Dyad turns to me. “Amputate it, Tonick. It’s killing her. Save her.”

I know Dyad is right, but the smartbike doesn’t get it. I’m not programmed to make hard choices. I’m no hero.
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

The Cabin
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JIN HAS BEEN ASLEEP for over twenty-four hours. She’s as pale as I’ve ever seen her, but just as beautiful. She lost so much blood. Dyad and I tried to save her leg, but it kept gushing. Her heart stopped once more while I was sawing through her thigh. The flat line on Dyad’s display frightened me. Terrified me. It had taken even longer to get her heart beating again the second time.

I can admit now that we would have lost her. She hemorrhaged right up until we were able to cauterize the wound. I gave her two nanoinjections and then I left the cabin, retching on the stench of burning Jin. 

It was ugly and horrid. And it had to be done. Somehow, Jin knew that truth before I did, before she even passed out. She even gave me permission. Looking back, I see she already had forgiveness in her face.

Jin...always saving everybody, always saving me. I smooth her hair back from her face. It’s as long as I’ve ever seen it. This is the first time she’s had to grow a new appendage. I wasn’t sure she could do it. I pull back the sheet to stare at the new leg. It’s as gorgeous as her other one, a matched pair. I couldn’t have built her a better replacement. I let the sheet settle against her, and she stirs for the first time since yesterday. My heart swells.

“The world is upside down,” she whispers, and punches the air beside her. She hits nothing. She keeps swinging. “GenCor. They’re coming.”

I capture her hands, tucking them in mine, relishing the warmth of them. “You’re safe.”

“Tonick.” She relaxes against the bed. Her eyes flutter open, and she smiles at me as though she knew I’d be here. It’s the sun breaking over the horizon. 

“Hey, sweetheart,” I say. “I missed you.” I can’t live without her.

She beams at me a moment. Then her expression turns serious. “We have to go back. We have to face GenCor, and I have to go with you.” 

My heart tumbles into my solenoid. So much for convincing her to stay behind. She’s not even well enough to stand, and she’s already calling the shots. I can’t fight her.

“I know.” I clutch her necklace in my hand. Dyad said she had to use Jin’s genetics to get the pendant to work. She has to go with us to Bostgo. When the time comes, she’ll know how to get into GenCor. Her pendant is the map. She’s the key.

Her nose wrinkles. “Did you amputate my leg?”

“We did.”

She throws back the sheet. “It grew back.” She claps her hands together.

I wince as her reaction sinks in. “You didn’t know that it would?” She shouldn’t have made a demand based on a guess.

“It was a guess.” 

I crossed my arms. “You said it would.”

“It was an educated guess. It happens that way for starfish.”

“Risky.” I could say so many other things, but I don’t. I don’t want to ruin the moment before we have to talk about what comes next.

“Have you heard from Teq again?” She sits up and grimaces. She puts a hand to her head and then sways. Her other hand clutches the mattress.

I step toward her and steady her by the shoulders. “Jin?”

“Dizzy,” she says, but her eyes pop open. She swings her legs over the side of the stretcher. She stares at the floor surrounding the makeshift hospital bed. “Is that my blood?”

“It wouldn’t stop.”

Dyad rolls in through the front door. “He means he wouldn’t amputate it like you told him to.”

“It’s like when I found you with Wiskee, back in Bostgo.” Jin draws in on herself. “There was blood everywhere then, too.”

I know what’s on her mind. “They came for us then,” I say. “I’m betting they’ll do it again.”

Jin nods. “We have to go back. To end it.”

“You want to go back?” Dyad’s squeal reminds me of tires peeling out. “You must not go in your condition. You need to stay here until you’re fully recovered.”

Jin shakes her head slowly; her pink dreads shift across her shoulders. “If we don’t go now, I’m not sure I’ll ever go.” She stands, wincing when her weight settles on her new leg. She flexes her foot, studying her toes. “Then I’ll die like a coward, tucked away in a bed, waiting on GenCor to kidnap me.”

“That’s not true,” Dyad scoffs.

Jin sits back down, and her eyes glisten. “I won’t become the template for an army, Tonick.”

Dyad rolls backward, at a loss for how to answer. Maria Stella wants an army of Jins. Of self-healing artificials, if she can manage it. Why? Does she want to take over the world? That has to be why.

“Don’t argue,” Jin continues. “It’s truth as far as I can tell it.” She isn’t mad at either of us. The stoop of her shoulders radiates weariness. At this moment, she’s spent, tired down to her bones. 

“We’ll need to pack today and leave in the...” My determination to return to conquer GenCor stutters when she looks up at us. It’s the tears that are collecting on her eyelashes, making her green eyes shine in the afternoon light. 

We represent two choices. 

Go or stay.

“I don’t want to go, Dyad. I want to stay here and live out my life in peace with you”—her gaze moves to me—“and Tonick.” Her voice breaks. She clears her throat. “I don’t want to go, but I have to.” One side of her mouth pinches, and she wipes at her cheek. “Teq was there when I woke up. I saw her face first. If there’s any chance at all...” 

“The odds are not in your favor.” Dyad raises an eyebrow.

“They never are.”

Jin is killing me. She’s always been too good for the both of us. I don’t want her to go. I want her to stay. I want to yell the odds at her, demand that she be sensible, but I can’t ask her to not be who she is.

She moves closer to me and waves at her head. “There’s a bounty on my head.” She pulls a pair of scissors from her pocket and hands them to me. “I can’t go like this.”
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TONICK TOSSES THE SCISSORS aside and picks up the straight razor. 

This is the harder step.

He cut off all my pink last night, but he’s doing one more pass to make sure my hair is as gone as we can make it. It’s a flimsy shield against GenCor, but it’s the best we’ve got. They’re going to be watching all the roads in. For all we know, they’ve got sensors out here.

I hold still as he draws the straight razor across my skull. He’s quiet, focused on his task. I stifle a yawn and shift in the broken-back chair. I tried to get some sleep but didn’t sleep at all. Tonick prepped for hours yesterday, tucking supplies in every spare space Dyad has. Then they went over the map and their plans. I tossed and turned on the bed. I’ll need a stim injection before this day is over.

The edge of the metal grates against my scalp. Tonick is removing the most telling part of me with the blade he found downstairs. 

There haven’t been any more footprints or any more versions of Wiskee, but Dyad is making rounds one more time. Wiskee could have been sent or she could have followed us. We’re not certain if it was the same Wiskee that tried to reprogram Tonick or a different one. There were enough similarities in the body that we can’t be certain.

Dyad is nervous about our trip back.

If I’m honest, I am, too.

We’re leaving today, heading into the belly of the GenCor beast. Our map is hanging around my neck. None of us knows any more than that.

“Done.” Tonick freezes. After a moment, he raises a hand over me.

Then I’m wide awake. My pulse speeds up. The air pops with tension. I grip the edge of the seat. “Tonick?”

He runs his hand over my head, stroking his fingers slowly from front to back. “I think I got it all.” But he’s not checking for stray fuzz. 

“Did you?” It’s all I can think of to say. I shiver beneath his touch, but he doesn’t stop. I’m glued in place. In all the times I’ve earned my survival on the Mag Mile, no one has touched me like that. It’s intimate. 

He sighs; his warmth disappears from my skin. “Jin...”

I brace myself, preparing to harden my heart against his words. “If you say it, I won’t want to leave.” 

If he says it out loud, I’ll drag him to the bed, and we’ll never leave. I’m three words away from not caring what happens to the rest of our world

We can’t leave Teq or the rest of the Pinks on GenCor’s altar. We can’t leave the rest of the planet to fall to GenCor’s twisted intent.

“But I want you to know how much—”

“Save it for after.” I interrupt him. “Tell me when it’s over.” I reach for his hand but don’t touch it. There’s too much between us, too much in the air. If it meant I could come back to this with him, I would burn down the world. I only hope we don’t die instead. Peace isn’t easy to hold on to. He stares down at me, and when I stand, he doesn’t move back. His gaze drops to the valley between my breasts, and I can’t help the way I arch toward him. I like it when he looks.

“I thought,” he starts, his gaze still low. His arm curls around my waist, and he pulls me close. “I thought you were dead.” He presses a kiss to my forehead and then buries his head in the nape of my neck, taking a deep breath. 

“I’m hard to get rid of.” I slip my arms around his neck and tip my chin up. His bright blue irises are a mesmerizing marvel. I could watch them focus and refocus for hours. They’re GenCor tech, probably the best they have, but they’re his. They make me safe. My gaze drops to his lips.

“Promise you won’t do that again,” he murmurs, his mouth hovering over mine.

“Never,” I say. It’s a foolish pledge, one I’m sure I can’t keep. Our mission might kill all three of us. GenCor might have an army waiting for us at the border. But I want this moment to remember, to replay if everything falls apart.

We stand there like that until Dyad’s front tire makes the boards on the front porch squeak. Then we break apart. He goes one way and I go the other. He mutters to himself while I take the window.

It’s still dark out. In front of me, Dyad rolls across the wide porch. We hope to slip into Bostgo under cover of night. Once we’re into the smog, it’ll be easier to hide. Between here and there, the Barren is the biggest risk to our success.

“All clear.” Dyad moves into the room as Tonick relists the supplies he’s gone over and over. “We’re ready.”

He crosses his arms. “Have I forgotten anything?”

“You’re an android.” She sounds like she’s smiling. “You’ve probably thought of everything and then some.” She rolls toward me. “Do you have your necklace?”

I clutch the pendant that rests between my breasts. “Right here.”

Tonick’s glowing eyes follow my movement. When he licks his lips, my tongue follows suit without permission. His mouth opens slightly. He’s as hungry as I am. What a loaded way to start a six-hour trip in his arms.

“Let’s go already.” Dyad isn’t just impatient; if we wait much longer, it’ll be morning by the time we cross into Bostgo. We’ll be racing the sunrise as it is.

I cross to her and climb on. Tonick does, too. He scoots as close as he can to me, and I move back against him until there’s no space between us. If he thought we could survive, if he thought we could defend ourselves against GenCor, if he said the word, I would stay.

But he doesn’t.

Instead, Dyad moves out of the cabin, onto the porch, and into the open.

My heart skips. “Oh.” 

One syllable, but it comes out like a long sigh after I’ve been holding my breath. A blanket of stars envelops the sky, a dark void inhabited by light and stretched out above us. I’ve never seen anything like it. 

Dyad stops in the middle of the clearing where we killed Wiskee. Wiskee’s empty shell looks on, but I don’t care. The universe is smiling. The trees aren’t knives tonight. They’re heralds pointed to the beauty above. 

Tonick steps down off Dyad and then offers me his hand. “We don’t have long.” He whispers the words against my ear. They planned this, the two of them. 

I kiss his cheek as he pulls away. “Thank you.” 

Dyad’s front end dips slightly as she moves backward.

And then I’m left to the stars my father gave me. Creatures I don’t recognize call to one another. My pulse slows to match the beat of the universe. A smile spreads across my face, and I raise my arms like the branches that surround us, listening to life. 

Tonick laces his fingers in mine. “Watch.” A vein of light opens in the darkness, and brilliance shoots from one side of the sky to the other. And then it happens again. 

“What is it?” I breathe the words, afraid to shatter the spell.

“A meteor shower.” Tonick squeezes my hand.

“How did you know?” I press my hands over my mouth, blinking away tears, overcome by the magnificence of this moment.

“Dyad,” he says. Of course Dyad knew. She’s my keeper, my sister on wheels. 

The nanoseconds stretch. Tonick watches me while I watch the sky.

Stars are lucky. Stars are lucky. I count ten more streaks before I reach for the smartbike. 

“I will remember this forever.” Even when my memory breaks.

But it’s time to go back. It’s time to shape our future. It’s time to fight for our peace. If we make it back, alive and together, the stars will never be as brilliant as they are right now.

For the first time, I dare to hope that we might be made for the task ahead of us. That we’ve been placed in the world for this. 

GenCor will face their reckoning. We won’t let them take over with an army of Jins or an army of self-healing artificials. 

I won’t let it happen on my watch.

We’ll play our part. For all the Pinks. For all the ReProds. I watch an instant more, soaking in the loveliness as fuel, a safeguard against the ugly ahead.
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SIX HOURS LATER, BOSTGO looms ahead of us. There is no standing army waiting at the border. I can’t decide if that brings relief or disturbs me even more.

It’s no longer hidden by the curvature of the horizon. We’re nearly to the outskirts, Dyad’s tires eating away the distance between us and them. She estimates that we’ll cross into the smog just as the sun comes up. I can already smell the acrid stench. It tickles my throat now. It never used to bother me. I’ve changed. 

Dyad’s screen moves aside, and Tonick pulls two masks from the interior. He hands me one. “Put that on.”

“Yeah.” I oblige him without argument as we advance on the city. 

The tops of the skyscrapers glitter with the lights only the Swanks can afford to keep on. The Swanks stay on top, oblivious to anyone beneath them, and the MidHeighters ignore the UnderCity dwellers. 

GenCor’s evil flourishes in the indifference, easily hidden by pollution and a constant stream of assurances that nothing’s wrong. Will the whole world fall if we fail?

Tonick’s avatar appears on Dyad’s screen, and a countdown clock appears above them. Three minutes to the edge of the city. Another hour will see us to the old haunts and back home to Cheers. We haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary.

Tonick and Dyad are talking, but I can’t hear what they’re talking about. The wind noise covers their conversation. I can’t see the sky anymore. The predawn light grows darker and the fetor stronger.

Slow-blinking lights mark the far end of the Mag Mile. People are stacked on people, spread over the torn furniture. Hardcores litter the streets, strung out on Happy Sticks. As we barrel by, a whiff of death rot makes me gag. 

Sprawled across the hood of a junked-out car, an old woman’s head turns as she follows our progress. She has an implant in place of one of her eyes, but that half of her face has turned black. She’s not going to be alive much longer. She tucks a strand of dark hair behind her ear.

Tears flood my eyes. It’s Raina. Chemical dealer or not, she doesn’t deserve to die alone, waiting for death rot to eat enough of her to interfere with her body’s functions. I squeeze Tonick’s arm.

“Jin?” He speaks into my ear. On the screen, he holds a hand up to Dyad and stares at me. “Are you okay?” The timbre of his voice strikes a chord in my heart. 

My chin quivers, and I hope he doesn’t notice. “Fine.” 

I don’t know when I got to be so weak, so soft-hearted. We were only out of Bostgo for a few days. I was even unconscious for some of the time. Even so, I don’t have the hardness I used to, the edge I’m going to need to turn this attempt into a success. 

I shouldn’t have come.

We’re going to fail. Because of me.
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I DON’T KNOW IF JIN knows, but I can see her from inside the screen. Her skin is dark umber, a stark contrast to the brightness of her green eyes as they reflect Bostgo’s lights. Her bottom lip quivers. 

On the outside, I squeeze her in a hug, and she leans back into me. It’s a strange sensation to be in two places at once, but it’s like managing two separate boxes in my brain. The real me is up there, holding her in my arms as we speed through Bostgo. The other me, the one that needed to have a private conversation with Dyad, is down here. 

“What’s the matter with her?” Dyad asks me. Her avatar rubs the back of her neck. 

I shrug. “We’re back home, but it’s not home anymore.”

“It was never home.”

“Maybe. But it was all she knew.” I cross my arms. Dyad doesn’t understand that our broken-out bar was home to us. We all lived there, saving Pinks and helping ReProds. Jin said it herself. Teq’s was the first face she saw when she woke up. That happened in Cheers.

Dyad studies Jin as our friend swipes at a tear that spills over her cheek. Jin ignores us, her gaze fixed at some point over the handlebars. Dyad turns to me and puts her hands on her hips. “Will you be able to kill Teq if you have to?”

The question punches me in the middle. “What are you talking about?”

“What if Teq isn’t alive?” Dyad frowns. “What if Teq isn’t Teq anymore? What if she’s one of them?”

I need to sit down. A chair appears behind me, so I take the seat Dyad offers. We’re still connected. “We’ll decide that when we get there.”

Dyad sits down next to me, now dressed in black leather from head to toe. “That’s not good enough.” 

I scowl, sorting through the feelings coming through the link. “What do you mean?”

She has an energy pistol on her lap. She folds her hand over the weapon, completely relaxed, but she pins me with her gaze. “I’m programmed to protect Jin. That’s what you made me for. If I have to, I’ll kill you to save her. I don’t have ambiguity because of feelings. I won’t let you choose Teq and sacrifice Jin.”

I consider Dyad’s avatar through the benefit of the link. Dyad has become everything we wanted her to be. She’s the triumph of my partnership with Teq. We both love Jin in our own way.

Dyad’s eyes glow with a kind of intensity that I’ve never seen from her before. “We all come home.” 

“I won’t make that choice, Dyad. I won’t leave Jin behind.” I study Dyad’s profile. The weapon disappears. “Promise me something.”

She tips her head back and studies me, waiting for the rest of what I’m about to ask. “If I can.”

“If it comes to it, don’t let Jin save her father instead of herself. He wouldn’t want that, and neither do I. Your job is to save Jin. Always choose Jin.” 

It doesn’t matter if it’s her or me; Jin has to survive. I’m certain that she is more important to our future than either of us knows. 

Dyad stands. “We’re almost back.”

Without another word, I let myself recede from Dyad’s world and move back into my own.
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THE THICK SMOG TURNS from dark gray to light gray. The sun must be up.

“Rolling through Six Corners,” Dyad says as we move over the shapes painted on the pavement. It’s always been one of our favorite places to hide. 

Jin lifts her head to study the intersection. “Stars are lucky in the UnderCity.” The mask muffles her voice.

She shakes her head. “At least they always have been for me.” Jin coughs. The dirty air is getting to her. It would get to anybody after breathing the clean of the bayou. She points to pile of rubble. “Last week, that was a building.” She rubs her thigh. “Has it only been a week?”

“What happened to it?” 

She stiffens. “You.”

I flinch at the barb in her voice. I don’t remember doing it. Bits and pieces of recollection drift to the surface of my thoughts. It must have been while my programming fought off the malicious attack from Wiskee. The base of my skull throbs. 

“Are you hungry?” For the first time I think how sore she must be. Besides a couple of stops for her to relieve herself, we haven’t stopped at all. I’ve been so preoccupied with planning our attack that I’ve forgotten to make sure she eats. She hasn’t had anything since we left the forest.

“A little,” she admits.

At the end of our block, Dyad eases to a halt. I can’t pick up any hostiles on my limited sensors. Maybe she can. “Getting anything?”

Dyad shakes her head. “Nothing out there.” 

We bounce in the seat as Dyad hops up onto the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. We stop when we’re even with the run-down bar. The edges of the window frame are blackened with soot, but we’re too far away to see inside the main room. Maybe they angry-bombed the place after we got away. 

How many Pinks have come by since we’ve been gone? How many have we helped? How many have come to us looking for sanctuary? I grimace. 

Without us, Pinks might have gone extinct. We’ve been protecting them for as long as I can remember. We’ve been helping. Haven’t we?

Though, I can’t shake the feeling that they established me there to find Jin. Her mother was pretty set on having her. She wouldn’t have thought anything of sending me to collect Pinks. Is that why I need her to survive? Is it just my programming?

Has Jin been my mission all along? So many unanswered questions.

I turn to Jin. “Hit the scatter.”

Jin twists one of the studs on her cuff. The extra heat provides a little extra camouflage, but not enough to sneak in completely unnoticed. Dyad slows and pulls to a halt.

I stand up to look one way and then the other. Straddling Dyad, I swivel in place. This is too easy. GenCor must know we’re here. Surely they were already processing digital images of us as we rolled into Bostgo. They’ll figure it out.

But we might have a little time.

They’ll know soon enough. 

Jin is most wanted. If Maria’s words were true, GenCor was jacked into the bungalow network. How else would Wiskee have gotten down all the way to the clearing?

A siren warbles at the end of the street. There’s a patrol out and about. “We need to get inside.”

Dyad doesn’t argue. She zips across the pavement and stops at the window. “Door-to-door service,” she says. She must be trying to lighten the mood. 

Jin puts both of her hands on the low masonry wall and pitches herself over into the main room. Once she’s in, Dyad peels out and away down the street. She has her own list of places where she hides. 

My entrance isn’t as graceful, but I’m in the room posthaste. The familiar broken tables and chairs are in the same positions as I remember them. Everything is covered by a layer of dust and, beneath the dust, there’s blood-red fluid everywhere. The smell is all gone, and it’s turned almost black.

But it’s there like an unwanted tattoo.

The footprints are ours. Other than the burn marks on the window frame, nothing indicates anyone else has been here since we left. 

The patrol’s siren warbles again. A tinny voice announces, “We are only here to help. We are committed to help all ReProds with their unique medical needs.” 

Although I can’t see the actual vehicle yet, the patrol is close enough that I can see the flashing lights reflected in the haze. I lean back against the wall. 

The robo is three buildings away from us and getting closer. Jin needs to disappear.

I turn to her. “Jin, get below.”

It’s the safest place for her. 

Jin doesn’t wait. She keeps low and scurries around the bar. There’s the sound of breaking glass, and then the seal on the hidden room hisses. Fluorescent light splashes across the floor. She gets gone. Her footfall stops, and she cries out. She doesn’t say my name, just a retching gasp.

“I’m coming, Jin.” I sprint across the floor and down into the hole after her. “I’m coming.” 

She’s standing over my bed, trembling as she gapes at...someone. Long legs, breasts, everything dusted with freckles. It takes a moment, but then I recognize the woman there. My knees almost give out.

It’s Wiskee, spread-eagled and blank-eyed. In this GenCor version, pink imitation starfish arms spread across my pillows, reaching toward Jin. Wiskee’s fingers end in hacker tubules that reach toward me. This isn’t the same one that attacked us in the forest. A chill travels down the stairs.

Above, the siren warbles. It’s a countdown clock. Capture is imminent. “We are only here to help. We are committed to help all ReProds and their unique medical needs.” The tinny voice is closer now. Close enough to pick up our signatures if we don’t seal the room.

Jin’s eyes dart from Wiskee to me. “Do you remember doing this?” She takes a step back. “There was blood...no, not blood. Red fluid everywhere. It looked like blood. It was awful. I woke up in your bed, next to her. I woke up with death.”

“I did it to protect you. Wiskee wanted you. Just like back in the forest.” I remember that much. At least I think I do. I put up my hands. “Love changes things, Jin. I’ll never go back to what I was that day. Trust me.”

Her composure cracks. “What if they reprogram you again?”

“I beat it last time.”

“Will you this time?”

“So many variables.”

“We’ll make it.”

“I can’t do this. Why did I come?” She sinks to the corner of the bed and buries her face in her hands. “I’m going to lose you all: Teq, Dyad, you.”

I grasp her shoulders. “You won’t lose us. We’re all going to make it back home. Together.”

She trembles from head to toe. A shadow crosses her face, but she nods. “Together. We’ll be together. ”

I move away to slam the button, and the hatch closes. Fluorescents blink and then come on. I shouldn’t have brought her. This isn’t going to end well.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Seven


[image: image]


LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

Bostgo Sector

UnderCity

Date: 16 Pentian

Time: 1000

––––––––
[image: image]


TONICK IS SEARCHING the shelves for something. We’ve been down here a while. 

“Aha,” he says. He comes near. “Here.” He presses something against my hand. “You’ve got to be starved.”

I glance at my palm. He’s given me an emergency meal. I don’t want to eat it, but I’m hungry enough to forget that I’m going to be eating next to a dead...thing. 

I won’t call her a woman.

“Thanks,” I say finally. The metallic wrapper crinkles as I crack it. The food warms in my hand.

He dips his chin. “Dyad says it’s all clear out there. The patrol left without finding anything. She didn’t pick a fight.” 

“We don’t want one here.”

He rubs the back of his neck. “We’re not far from the infiltration point on the map. As soon as you’ve recuperated, we’re ready to breach GenCor.”

“Where does that map lead?” I put a bite of potato in my mouth. It tastes of garlic.

“To a tunnel entrance.”

“Where does the tunnel go?”

“Into the basement of the GenCor building.”

“The old one?” I’m talking between bites now.

“Yeah.”

“What if they moved?” 

“We thought of that. Dyad’s been parked over there, checking it out. Guards are still stationed at entrances and exits. At this point, we think they do their experiments in the basement. Maybe that part was too hard to move.”

I toss the empty tray aside. “What do we do then?”

“If we can get inside, we can hack the network.” 

“What if they hack you back?” He has to know that’s a possibility.

“Dyad has orders to kill me the minute anything looks shady in my programming.”

“And what if—”

The corners of his mouth turn down. “Then I will kill her.” 

“And Teq?”

“If she’s there,” he says, “and that’s a big if, we’ll rescue her. Otherwise, our first goal is to plant a virus in the GenCor mainframe and dump all their private documents on the newswire. It’s the best way to get MidHeighters and the Crest dwellers to understand what GenCor’s been doing in the dark.

We’ll launch a truth bomb on Bostgo. The Swanks and MidHeighters will have to make a choice. They’ll either turn a blind eye or do something.”

“What if they choose to do nothing?”

Tonick grins. “Then we’ll have access to all their records. We’ll know all their weaknesses. Dyad will download everything before they can get the leak cleaned up.”

I shiver. “What if nobody cares?” It should matter to them all. They should care about what happens when nobody watches.

“It’s up to them.” Tonick moves his hand across my back. “If they don’t, we’ll find another way to make them care.”

That sounds more ominous than I can handle right now. More militant.

How do you make a generation care about anything outside their own scope?

I don’t ask about my father. I don’t want to have that conversation. If my father is there, I’ll save him. Tonick doesn’t want to hear that. But the old man risked it all for me; it only seems right that I should try to do the same for him.

“What’s in the bag?” 

“Nanos.” He tilts his head to study my leg. “I used the last we had on you. Back in the cabin.” He slings a pack over his shoulder. “Dyad’s waiting.” 

“Let’s go, then.” I hit the button and then hurry past him without waiting on him. I’m not sure I can handle his touch right now. Two dead Wiskees are too fresh in my mind. I don’t blame him. I should thank him for doing it, but it’s hard to stomach. The droid I love kills for me.

Outside, Tonick takes the front seat and I climb onto the back, locking my hands around Tonick’s middle. It’s hard to think of Tonick as a killer. He was the manipulated triggerman. Yet the murders rest on the shoulders of Maria Stella. Maybe the deaths of Teq and my father, as well. I want the stars he gave me, but she won’t let me keep them. My world won’t right itself until she’s gone.

Dyad switches her lights to the off position. We’re traveling on sensor readings only. I never could get the hang of cruising by instrument. Between the two of them, they make it happen. 

A reporter recites the audio headline...

Jin and Tonick on Pentian 16. 

Today is a day that will die in the dark of secrets and be buried in an unmarked grave, though the results will be felt for years to come. 

If we can get the newswire to dole out the truth...

Once we dump GenCor’s privates out in public, I’ll beg Dyad to drag Tonick away. Once he’s gone, I’m going to end my mother. Even if it kills me.




GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: Decoy Status

Unknown.

Launch new search.

***End***
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A PATROL WARBLES BEHIND us. We’ve seen three on this road alone. There’s something here that GenCor doesn’t want anyone finding. Jin’s heart pounds against my back.

Why aren’t there more? There should be more of them. They’re just welcoming us in. I drum my fingers on the handlebar. What are they playing at? Maybe Wiskee didn’t tell them she found us. 

I shake my head. Wiskee would have completed her programming.

Jin tugs on me. “Are they gone?” 

“Gone enough.” I plant one foot on the ground and lean over. We’re at the top of a small rise. Ahead of us, the road leads down into the darker parts of the UnderCity. Even the smog gets thicker. Underground tunnels belch yellow clouds of stench into the UnderCity. We’re off to see whatever GenCor cooks in their basement.

Jin glances around and takes off the necklace. “Give me some light.” Dyad’s headlight comes on, and Jin moves to the front of the bike. She holds the pendant between two fingers, positioning it so the light strikes the crystal in the middle of the five-pointed shape. She rotates the pendant until it lines up over the pavement. A star winks in the upper-right corner.

“I compared this to the encrypted maps in your “Brave New Day” files, Tonick,” the smartbike says. “I’ll take a picture and mark our progress on my display.” 

“Why didn’t you do it before?” I ask. “You could have done that out at the cabin.”

“In the past few days, you and I have both been hacked.” Dyad’s avatar frowns at me. “It didn’t seem like a good idea to have it in our memory until we needed it.”

“Good point.” Strictly need to know.

Jin drops the necklace back in place. “What did she mean, ‘Brave New Day’ files?”

I clear my throat. “It’s something that I found—”

Down the tunnel, a clatter interrupts me. Something squeaks, and another thing growls. A refugee hunting rats maybe. We wait for the Corp patrols to converge behind us, or a stampede of night creatures in front of us. Nothing comes. 

Without more ado, we ease into the tunnel. As easy as a GenCor knife through flesh. Our progress is slow, but we keep to the roads. Dyad highlights each inch as we go.

At the second turn, a body pops up on Dyad’s screen. It has minimal heat but shows positrons similar to my own. 

“I’ll take care of it.” Easing from the seat, I study an infrared Jin. She can’t see in the dark. I drop a kiss on her cheek. “Run if you have to. Promise you won’t save me.”

“I can’t.” She presses her lips to my earlobe. “They can’t have you, Tonick. We die together or not at all. See you in a flash.” She drops something metal in my hand. 

It takes a minute, but I realize it’s a cone from her cuff. “What is this?” I ask.

“Giving you my scatter stud. You might need it,” she whispers back.

“You might need it.”

She shushes me.

I bite my tongue. Doesn’t she get it? We want her to stay alive. The woman is getting to be as frustrating as Dyad. Then I grin. It might make me love her more. Easy is boring.

I creep forward until I reach the edge where the two walls meet. I toss the stud down the hallway. The guard turns toward the sound. I leap for him; his neck is broken before he hits the ground. He’s easy to move, more portable than I imagine myself to be. As I round the corner, his positronic reading dissipates. 

“Let me see his face,” Jin whispers.

“No,” Dyad says. “I won’t let you do that to yourself.”

“Let me see him,” she bites out. “I want to see who died for me today.”

Instead of climbing onto the seat in front of her, I scoot Jin to the front of Dyad and climb on behind her. “Not today.” When she tries to move my arm, I hold fast.

Dyad moves ahead, making quick work of the remaining length. It shouldn’t be so easy, but we can’t turn back. We come to a rest in front of a thick concrete barrier. “The star is on the other side,” Dyad whispers. 

Starting at one side of the impasse, I drag my hands over each row of blocks, but nothing happens. Nothing stands out. Row after row. The impediment doesn’t budge. So I start over. Again. 

On the fifth pass, Dyad flips her lights on. “There should be cameras down here.”

There’s a catch. It’s too easy. 

As I pass in front of her, Jin catches me. “Let me help.” She places her hands beneath mine, following the same path I’ve already used. We start over.

On the third row, halfway down, there’s a click. Mechanisms turn. A seal hisses, and dust shoots out from beneath the wall, floating like the UnderCity smog. 

Jin falls back. “What’s happening?”

I step in front of her. “You’re the key.”

“The key to what, Tonick? What did we just open?”

A narrow opening forms in the middle of the wall. I sigh. Dyad is too wide. She can’t come along. We won’t have her incendiaries, her sensors, or any of the tech I worked so long on.

“I’ve enjoyed every inch of the journey, Jin.”

Jin turns to Dyad. “You’re not coming?”

“This is as far as I can go.” Lights roll across her in a playful pattern. “I’ll be waiting for you on the other side of tomorrow.”

Jin presses her hands over her mouth. “I can’t leave you here.”

“You have to,” Dyad tells her. “You have to know what comes next.”

Jin throws her arms around Dyad, weeping on her alloy. “I’ll find you after.”

It’s up to you now. Her voice is soft in my mind. 

Wait for us at Cheers.

Affirmative. She rolls back. Keep her safe, Tonick.

If it’s the last thing I do.

I enter the passageway first with Jin close behind. Dyad won’t head toward the surface until we’re through to the star. I’m sure she’s watching us on her sensors. Ten steps in, Dyad disappears from my mind. They’re blocking transmissions in and out.

Hands on either side of the corridor, we stumble ahead, twisting first one way and then the other. My chronometer counts thirteen minutes, and then the stone floor gives way and the walls disappear. I tumble out, landing face-first on a surface as smooth as glass. The temperature drops fifteen degrees.

“Look out,” I call back to Jin, but it’s too late. She lands on top of me. If they didn’t before, whoever’s waiting for us knows we’re here. There’s a whir all around. I help Jin to her feet.

Fluorescent lights flicker, and a holo appears in the center of the room.

“My name is AVA.” She smiles. “Welcome, Jin.” 




GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: AI - 06042000, AKA “Tonick”

Whereabouts unknown.

RE: Test Subject, Jin

Anomaly detected in Research Level.

***End***
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WE’RE DEAD. The holo knows my name. 

I flinch, waiting for the inevitable. Yet alarms don’t blare, warnings don’t screech, and we’re left standing in the middle of GenCor’s basement. It feels like cold storage. All around us, illumination brightens the room. 

The floor has been buffed to a mirror shine. I spin slowly. Rows of naked Wiskees fill the bay. In various stages of development, hundreds of them—maybe thousands of them—are suspended from the ceiling, umbilical cords plugged into their necks. 

The holo clasps her hands together as though it’s the most exciting thing in the world. “An army.”

“An army?” I don’t want it to be true. “Are they alive?” I scan the warehouse, filled with hanging bodies. “What are they waiting on?”

“You, Jin. Your genes will turn all of these”—she lifts a hand—“into a self-healing army.”

“Why aren’t they coming to get me?”

She beams. “I am the brainchild of your late father.”

“Late?”

“He died after Maria Stella discovered him on the Mag Mile while searching for you.”

“How did she know I was there?” 

“A chemical dealer named Raina reported it.” She holds up one finger. “However, I was able to salvage a small part of his consciousness.”

His face appears next to the holo. “Jin.” The gravelly voice brings a rush of tears.

“He’s in there?” I study the face of the man who gave me stars. Death rot doesn’t mar his digital features. His eyes remind me of Tonick’s.

“Oh, something like that,” he answers. He turns toward Tonick. “You got her here.” 

“Yes, I did.” Tonick scratches his head. 

“A bit early, though.”

“I didn’t expect to find you here. Either one of you.”

“Stars lead the way to a brave new day.” The older man chuckles.

“Indeed,” AVA says. “We did not expect to see either of you so soon. We are still preparing.” She glances to the side. “I’m afraid our visit is going to be cut short. The security systems have detected residual traces of Jin at your entrance point. They are logging the anomaly. We don’t have much time.” 

Another holo materializes nearby. It matches the first. “Please come this way.”

“Where are we going?” I don’t know whether to go or stay.

“Out,” she says. “We are not ready for you to play your part.”

“We’ve come all this way, and you expect us to leave?” I plant my hands on my hips. “Just like that?” I came for revenge. I’m not leaving yet.

“You’re safe at the cabin. I’ve been monitoring GenCor’s invisi-communiques. We’ve successfully sabotaged each Wiskee unit.” AVA waves me after her as she glides over the floor. 

“We came to destroy them.” I still don’t follow.

“That is the plan,” AVA says, but her gaze darts upward. “Oh dear, they’re headed down. Once they arrive, we cannot assist.”

“Tonick, listen to me.” My father materializes next to Tonick, and Tonick leans toward him as though they’re deep in conversation. AVA hovers nearby. She’s wringing her hands.

“Oh.” Tonick steps away from my father. He rushes to my side and grabs my elbow. “I know what they’re trying to do. Let’s get out of here.”

“I’m not leaving.”

Tonick drags me with him; my boot heels squeak as I scramble against the polished surface. 

“I need a reason to leave.”

“I said so.” He bites out the words. “I’ll show you the file when we get back to the cabin. We have to get out of here.”

My father disappears and then AVA does. Nearby, five naked Wiskees raise their heads. Their eyeballs are eerily blank, but then they shudder and pupils form. Their hair follicles turn dark. Clamps disengage from their heads and arms. They fall to the floor in a crouching position, but they do nothing. 

As though they’ve been given no commands.

We hurry toward the exit on the other side of the growing chamber. The door whooshes open, and a white-coated Maria Stella steps into our path. “Well, well, well, fancy finding you in my basement.” 

A horde of Tonicks glares at me from over her shoulder, and I shrink against the only Tonick I love. My mouth dries. We’re one hack away from disaster.

I lock my knees and straighten my spine. “Mother.” I hope the title offends her. She never wanted it. Groveling isn’t in my future.

“I have a surprise for you, too,” Maria answers. She snaps her finger, and a pink-haired someone steps from between the Tonicks.

My knees weaken, and my Tonick has to keep me from hitting the ground. “Oh my god.”

Teq.

“That’s right.” Maria smirks. “Now you be a good girl and let Mommy take you to the surgical theater so I don’t have to tell the pseudo Pinks to kill all your friends.”

I spit at the older woman, and Maria takes a step back—out of my range. My defiance makes Teq laugh. Maria retrieves a weapon from her pocket. She waves it at me. 

She winks at Tonick. And then winks again. “I’ve missed you,” she mouths at me. 

Tonick leans up on his toes. “Real bullets?”

Maria nods. “Nothing less.”

“You’re the one that shot her.” He looks thoughtful and then nods. “Seems about right.” Teq shifts slightly to her right. Tonick jerks his head toward me. “Took you long enough to catch her.” Teq moves again, her eyes gleaming. 

That’s when I notice the pointed metal blade in Teq’s hand. I try to cover my reaction with a cough. Teq is going to try to kill Maria. And Tonick knows. 

Don’t do it. Don’t do it, Teq. Stay alive.

Teq dives at Maria, and Maria points the weapon at Teq’s chest. 

Boom.

The bullet leaves the barrel, lodging itself in Teq’s chest. As Teq falls, she drags the blade across Maria’s neck. Blood spills from the wound, staining the white coat bright red. They both land at the same time. The door behind the madwoman closes, sealing the Tonicks out. Something buzzes on the other side. Multiple Tonicks scream. The sound twists my insides.

I dash to Teq’s side, and Tonick rounds on Maria. He kicks Maria’s weapon out of her grasp and stands over her as she bleeds out. She’s dead before he can question her. 

Gasping, Teq clutches her middle. I try to help her to her feet, but she shakes her head. “No use, sister,” she says. She spits at Maria. “I’ve been waiting to do that for the longest time.” 

I help Teq lay her head in my lap.

AVA materializes beside me. “These artificials no longer function.” The door slides open. “Please deposit the bodies in the incinerator. Thank you.” 

Tonick moves the twitching android bodies inside the warehouse and stacks them on top of one another. They remind me of garbage waiting to be collected. 

AVA disappears and seals the door. As though it’s just another day at the GenCor office. I swallow back a round of bile.

Teq is quiet. Finally, she says, “Ask me. Maybe I know.”

“How many are there?”

“As many as it takes. That’s all she ever said.” 

“Why does the Corp want them?” 

She coughs, and a trickle of blood leaks from the corner of her mouth. “For the same reason any government wants any army.”

“They already own Bostgo.”

“Bostgo isn’t the only city on Alter Earth,” Teq says.

I fall silent and sit back. In all my life, I’ve never heard of any place beyond Bostgo. Until last week, I hadn’t known the Barren that surrounds Bostgo or the forest beyond it. Or the stars. 

GenCor means to overtake the world with a Wiskee invasion.
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Chapter Thirty
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LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

Bostgo Sector

UnderCity

Date: 16 Pentian

Time: 1600

––––––––
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I CRADLE TEQ AGAINST me. “Does it hurt?”

Her face pales. “Not anymore.”

“Hold on, Teq. They did it once. We can save you again.” I move a stray dread from her cheek and hold her as she coughs. 

She laughs, her voice thinned by the blood loss. “Don’t be silly. You aren’t GenCor.” She sighs. “Besides, I think it’s time for me to go.” 

I choke on a sob. “Tonick. Come here.” 

He stiffens but keeps his back to me. “I can’t watch it happen again.” He goes back to removing the evidence of our visit to the floor.

“Don’t make him.” Teq gives me a weak smile. Her pink dreads cascade over my forearm. Her lips are pale, and red spreads across her chest. “He did everything he could the first time. Don’t make him live through this, sis.” She’s always loved him. “Now you have your chance to give me a last goodbye.” She makes a face.

I laugh but wipe another flood of tears from my cheek. “I’ve missed you.”

“I missed you more,” she whispers. “Did you see the stars? I heard the bitch mother talking about the cabin in the forest.”

I nod and weep at the same time. “They’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I wish you could see them.”

“Anything is better than that dump we lived in.” 

Tonick tries to make a joke, but his voice cracks. “I heard that.” He snaps the neck of another motionless Wiskee droid. Why didn’t they do anything?

She licks her lips. “I think I’ll see them soon.” Death is in the air. “Love him good, sister.” She runs her hand over my face. “He loves you back.” A convulsion rolls through her. “You were always the one he wanted.” Teq takes a deep, shuddering breath. 

She doesn’t breathe again.

Tonick watches me ease Teq to the floor. He’s crying, but I’m not sure he knows it. 

I move my hands over her eyes, closing them as gently as I can manage. I reach for his hand, borrowing his strength. “I want to take her home.”

He nods. “I think she’d like that.” 

“We can bury her in the clearing.” 

“She’ll be safe there.” He drags a white sheet across the floor and helps me wrap Teq. When he hoists her to his shoulder, AVA appears beside us. 

“We’re hiding protocols in the Wiskee units,” she says. “All will be well, Jin. We’re building the future. Give us time. We’ll send for you. Be patient.” She stares off to the side in that way she has. “Your father sends his love.”

I can’t decide how I feel about her words. But if I’m honest, right now I don’t care much about anything besides taking Teq home. We get out the way we came in. Tonick carries Teq the whole way.

Dyad meets us at the mouth of the tunnel. She says nothing as we lay Teq across my lap and Tonick climbs on. With three of us, it takes twice as long to get to the perimeter of Bostgo.

We start the return trek.

On the screen, Dyad’s avatar sits at a desk. She wears a white coat and glasses, and has five writing utensils shoved into a bun on top of her head. She types away on a keyboard. “AVA hack successful.”

Against my ear, Tonick nods. “Do it.”

I twist in my seat, trying not to dislodge Teq. “Do what? What are you doing?”

“What we have to do.”

The keyboard on the desk in front of Dyad becomes a big red button. Dyad slams her hand down; as the button depresses, the street beneath us shakes. Screams split the air, but we don’t stop or slow down.

The screen flickers, and then Dyad is herself again, studying us with a worried expression.

When we pass the Mag Mile, a group of chemical addicts watches us make our way out. As we pass into the Barren, smoke billows up from the pale smog. GenCor is burning. Above it all, the Swanks’ world shines in the sun, oblivious to the ending that’s just beginning. 
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Chapter Thirty-One


[image: image]


LOCUS: ALTER EARTH

The Cabin

Date: 19 Pentian

Time: 0600

––––––––
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AFTERWARD, TONICK GROANS into my neck, calling my name, and his lips are salty when I kiss him. I’m breathing hard. He is, too. His legs give out and he lays his head between my breasts. I stroke his cheek, thinking of the circuits beneath. We’ve been holed up, naked for days straight, exploring all the things we didn’t get to the first time around. 

I knew he was fully functional in multiple techniques the first time I heard a woman screaming his name louder than the music he tried to use to drown her out. But I didn’t know how much I was missing. It’s not like this with tricks from the Mag Mile. I’ll never go back to that. He promises I’ll never have to.

Things are quaking in the UnderCity. AVA sends us regular coded updates through the newswire. Tonick thinks rebellion will spread upward as time goes by. 

Tonick looks just the same as he did back in Bostgo, except his sable skin is covered in sweat right now. I grin, mentally applauding my prowess. It pleases me to please him. I made the robot breathe hard. No, not the robot...the android I’m in love with.

Dyad’s outside on patrol. She’s happy we’re together. She even asked Tonick to build her a partner. She suggested that two smartbikes would be better for a couple than both of us riding one. After the long trip to bring Teq home, I think he agrees. She’s even drawn up schematics. I guess she’s been working on it since he made her. 

Tonick hasn’t told her yes yet, but he will. He can’t fault her logic.

When Tonick starts snoring, I slip out of his arms to stare through the blown-out window of the bungalow and out over the bayou, caressing the inscription on my pendant. I wish I knew what it all meant. I’m sure it means something for me. It’s probably hidden away in Tonick’s memory banks somewhere. Dyad says they still need to rebuild a few circuits. 

Stars lead the way to a brave new day. Pretty words and a lovely promise.

The horizon’s rim is still bright blue as night tiptoes across the skyway overhead. Pinpoints of light wink at me from the darkness, and I’m sure stars are lucky no matter where I am. I don’t know how long this place has been standing or how long my father spent storing food in the basement, yet he managed it. 

Somehow, my father knew that Tonick would find me. 

Somehow, he found out that Wiskee had been sent to capture me. 

Somehow, he knew that Tonick would save me in the end.

I shake my head. I still have so many questions, but when it comes down to it, my mother was a real bitch, and my father gave me the stars. I wish I’d known I was his daughter rather than thinking he was a random stranger on the Mag Mile. I wish I’d known him enough to miss him now. 

Regret wounds like a bullet. I don’t mourn him the way I still cry over Teq. I think that pains me most of all.

We still can’t figure out who shot me with an old-fashioned bullet. We don’t know who taught Tonick about the plight of the Pinks, set the cryostorage meltdown in motion, or sent Tonick to find my father. 

Tonick must have been tasked with finding me. GenCor needs my genes to make their conquest successful. I’m still important to the completion of the Wiskee army.

Although, since Dyad helped Tonick correct the access pathways to his memory banks, he’s figured out some of his files are corrupted. He admits he could be wrong. His meltdown at the bar had been a result of Wiskee’s attempt to execute the commands GenCor installed when they figured out what he was, after they captured him and Teq. The tracker in Wiskee’s leg attempted to access and reinforce the GenCor programming, as did the fingernail implants. Then somebody pushed a button, and the tracker poisoned her. The reprogramming should have worked on Tonick. I should have been dead, but love does funny things to long-lived positrons. 

It’s still twelve days away, but this year’s Sextus has potential. Tonick doesn’t know what’s next beyond hours of stargazing and lovemaking. Both of those were my ideas. Our biggest worry has been tracking down the can opener. 

We won’t stay in this respite forever. After all, they are bound to come after us. But the freedom from fear has been as beautiful as the night sky I’m standing under. 

That’s Tonick’s hope realized. I was the only way for him to get back inside so he could shake things up. Overhead, the constellations shift every few hours, creating new designs, new ways to see them. 

Maybe the rest of Alter Earth will wake up to GenCor’s plan. Maybe we can make the Swanks care enough to topple the government that didn’t care about ReProds or the Pink genocide. Or maybe the treachery goes much deeper, and we’re only the beginning, but someday...

The Pinks will be free.

Beside me, Tonick clears his throat. “Are you ready to see the file?”




Date: 20 Pentian

Time: 0900

GenCor Invisi-Communique

***Begin***

RE: Government Genetic Transfer Tests

Destroy all records. Restructure imminent.

***End***
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THANK YOU. I hope you enjoyed meeting Jin, Tonick, and Dyad. That smartbike has been one of my favorite characters. This story has been a long time coming, and I’m glad the Jin and Tonick rebellion has started.

In May 2020, we’ll be releasing book two in the Jin & Tonick series, Wiskee Chaser. Preorder it so you don’t miss the exciting fight. Jin gets invited to the Crest. There’s a kidnapping and all sorts of fun new technology to experience as she figures out how to topple a perverse government.

Thanks for letting me borrow your eyeballs (and maybe your heart) while I tell you about the coming rebellion. Things are about to get so much more exciting.

Thank you for taking a chance on an author like me and a story like mine. I don’t think I can convey how much I appreciate you. 

Thank you for sharing this adventure with me, and I hope you’ll join me for Wiskee Chaser. 

Join Feathered Fiends (my Reader Group) to get your dose of #DailyBird.

Drop me a line or visit me on Instagram. Can’t wait to connect with you!

~Bokerah
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