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Chapter 1

Mark Twain National Forest

June 2043

The cougar made very little noise as it padded along the game trail. Its low-set ears twitched from time to time as it identified faint noises throughout the nearby woods. Occasionally, it would stop and sniff the air or stare off into the distance to locate a sound or some movement. It wasn’t hungry, but it was always hunting.

The cat didn’t have the ability to reason, but its instincts required it to hunt and store its uneaten kills in trees or buried among the leaves, as its ancestors had done for millennia. It stalked prey with confidence, knowing it was the top of the food chain in this environment. Or so it believed.

Crouched on a horizontal limb of a tall tree about thirty feet above the game trail, Arlo de Leon smiled slightly as he watched the big cat move quietly along the path. He had been crouched there for nearly an hour and had seen a small herd of deer pass through just twenty minutes earlier and a family of wild pigs not long before them. So far, none had sensed his presence.

The cougar was no exception, and it slowly passed from his view. He listened for several minutes, sniffing the air, before hopping down the thirty feet as if from a milk crate. Walking silently and easily along the trail, he moved back the way the lion had come.

His stomach told him it was time to eat. When he left the small house he shared with Andy, his friend had advised him to take a snack along. He had suggested Andy would make a great mother someday. Giving the bigger man a hard time was a regular task for Arlo, and his friend took it well.

Suddenly, Arlo fell to the side of the game trail, cupped his hands around his temples, and curled into the fetal position as his head was racked with excruciating pain. Faces flashed through his memories. A man larger than Andy and a woman with close cropped hair watched him, beckoning anxiously, as the van behind them exploded. Both disappeared in the blast. Another woman, young and wearing a wedding veil, watching him expectantly as his shaking hands reached for the veil. Four children, two girls and two boys, riding tricycles away from him. A woman lying in a pool of her own blood while he knelt over her with a gun in his hand.

All were visions he had seen before when hit by the sudden attacks of pain. Except for the last one, which was new. He scrambled to his knees, still rubbing his forehead. Just as all the times before, the attacks were immediately followed by an extreme sense of urgency. Something needed doing, and he needed to do it. He just had no idea what it was.

Andy had said he thought the memories would return in time, along with the physical healing. So far, the physical healing had been radical. Whatever nanite treatment Andy had provided had done amazing things to his body. He didn’t have many memories from before he woke up in the cabin with Andy hovering over him, but he had seen the bald head and stern face of his friend in memory flashes. He had felt respect and some form of fascination toward the man, but that was all, and it was frustrating that he couldn’t grasp why.

Another picture splashed across his consciousness of Andy standing naked next to a metal table, with medical equipment attached to him via small, colored electrodes. Another of him, fully dressed, moving through a martial arts routine. Arlo recognized the routine as Kenpo, but he didn’t know how he knew.

As he stood and focused, he found his body moving through a similar routine. He allowed his muscle memory to take him through it, like his mental picture of the one Andy had been doing. The routine he worked through was more complete, and he found himself more focused and at peace as the art took over, and he moved almost effortlessly.

After what seemed like only minutes, moving from one art to the next, he stretched and took note of the time. He had been sparring with himself for much longer than he realized. His skin was damp from the effort, and the sun had moved past the tops of the trees to the west. The growling in his stomach was more serious, so he headed back toward the cabin at a distance-eating jog. He wondered about the passing of time and his sudden knowledge of several, vastly different martial arts.

In the time it took to get home, he mentally went through routines he had performed and labeled seven different martial arts styles. He didn’t know where the knowledge had come from, but it was there when he searched for it. That didn’t really tell him much, but it was another hint about his earlier life. Maybe he had been an instructor of the arts? That didn’t feel right, but why else would he be as well-versed in them as he obviously was?

Andy was standing in the doorway as he trotted up to the cabin. The bald man smiled slightly as Arlo stepped onto the porch.

“I would place a wager that you came home because you’re hungry.”

Arlo chuckled and motioned inside with a wave of his hand. “Well, now that you mention it. I also had another attack and some new memories. Some of you that you might be able to explain further.”

“Absolutely, my friend. I will help you in any way I can.”

As they stepped inside, the savory smell of stew filled Arlo’s senses, and his stomach growled insistently. “Ah, venison stew. One of my favorites.”

Andy’s wide face split into a full grin. “Any food is your favorite. I have come to realize that you will eat most anything, even the semi-feral vegetables that were in this garden when we arrived.”

Arlo served the stew in large bowls with chunks of bread they had made the day before. As they sat on the front porch to eat, he glanced at his friend. “I had two distinctly different visions of you this time. I saw you standing naked in a room full of medical equipment. You had monitors attached to…” He stopped suddenly as another vision entered his mind. “I just had another one. Same room, but with no monitors attached. You jumped straight up forty feet and started doing one-arm pull-ups on a bar mounted from the ceiling. Did that really happen?”

Andy looked at him for a moment before answering. “It did. It was during the time we were becoming acquainted. Dr. Redik asked me to demonstrate the capabilities of the human body after nanite treatment.”

“Dr. Redik.” Arlo’s eyes became unfocused as he remembered. “Is his name also Kelvin?”

“Yes. It was what you called him toward the end of our time there.” Andy’s gaze stayed on him as he tried to concentrate and remember. After a couple of moments, Arlo gave up and shook his head.

“Can we go over it again? I felt like I was on the cusp of remembering it this time. The pain wasn’t as harsh, but the feeling of something incomplete was stronger than ever. I can’t help believing there is something extremely time sensitive I’m supposed to be taking care of.”

“Of course. You tell it, from what I’ve told you, and ask any questions you have. I will strive to answer if I have any immediate knowledge of what it is you ask.”

Arlo nodded and put the empty bowl on the small table beside his chair. “You brought me here after the attack that destroyed the Corporation where we both worked.” He paused for a moment as he collected his thoughts. “How long had we known each other?”

His friend turned away and looked out into the night, as the bugs and frogs began their nightly trash talk. “Only a couple of months. I do not know anything of you prior to our meeting.”

Arlo noticed the slight emphasis on ‘know’ but decided to leave it alone for the time being.

Andy continued, “You mentioned two memories of me. What was the other one?”

Arlo nodded as it flashed back through his conscious mind. “I saw you working through a Kenpo routine. Watching you led me through a similar one and then some moves from other disciplines. I didn’t know that I had any experience with martial arts, yet I recognized them. Do you perform martial arts regularly?”

It was Andy’s turn to look thoughtful. “I have never practiced any of the martial arts.”

“Are you sure? I saw you. A younger you, maybe, but that doesn’t make sense, does it? We had only known each other a short while.” He sat back, aggravated. “What the hell?”

It was frustrating; the memory had seemed so real. It had led to his workout on the trail, after all. Was he remembering someone else with Andy’s face juxtaposed over theirs? It was as strong as any of the other memories he’d had, but did that mean they weren’t real either? Andy had admitted to the jump, but the martial arts memory wasn’t him? He shrugged, supposing his jumbled brain was playing tricks.

“I think there’s something there, but I just can’t grasp it.” He stood and paced the porch for a few moments. “I also saw an explosion. Some people were beckoning me to hurry, and their vehicle exploded. I felt as if I knew them, but I can’t say how.”

He didn’t include the details of them perishing. Andy nodded and cocked his head to one side. He said quietly, “I saw that happen. It was real. I did not know them, yet they seemingly knew you. It happened during the string of explosions that destroyed the compound.”

Arlo nodded as he continued to pace. Another picture filled his mind for a moment, causing him to pause and stare at the cabin wall. The man and woman he had seen die in the van explosion were gathered with several others as he spoke to them. He had no idea what he was saying, but they were listening intently.

“I saw them before then, with some other people. They were some sort of team, and I was talking to them. They were paying attention as if what I was saying was very important, but I have no idea what it was about.”

“Your memories are beginning to return. I believe, in time, they will all return.” Andy stared out into the darkness of the forest for a few minutes as Arlo returned to his seat. The symphony of night animal sounds surrounded them as they sat in silence, deep in their own thoughts.

Andy turned to his friend and cocked his head to one side, as if considering what action to take. He reached a decision and nodded once. “I must tell you something that may change the way you feel about me, and I am concerned. You have always treated me as an equal, and I’ve found I cherish that.”

Arlo’s eyebrows pinched together as he looked at his friend. He couldn’t imagine what could be so concerning to Andy. “Well, I can only promise you I will keep my mind as open as possible and try not to judge you too harshly. You saved my life, after all.” He smiled as he spoke, hoping to reassure the man he owed more than he would ever be able to repay.

After a pause, Andy continued, “My name is Andy. A. N. D. Y. You suggested I take that name instead of Andi, A. N. D. I. You suggested I consider it and decide for myself if I liked it. It was the first time anyone had made such a suggestion to me, and I found it meant a lot that you had.”

“Andy or Andi, why would it matter?”

“It wasn’t as much the name, as the fact that I decided whether I liked one better than the other.” He paused for a moment. “ANDI is an acronym. It is short for Artificial Neural Displaced Intelligence.” He stopped and watched his friend closely. He had known this time would come and had worried the knowledge of what he was would make Arlo treat him differently.

“Artificial, as in non-organic. Neural Displaced, meaning located outside of the normal physical area of the brain. Intelligence, included with the first word, Artificial. Artificial Intelligence, more commonly known as AI.”

* * * * *


Chapter 2

Mark Twain National Forest

June 2043

Arlo lay back on the pine needles and stared through the tree canopy at the clouds moving across the sky. No new memories had come yesterday, but he and Andy had spent the day in discussion. His mind had been so filled with new, or at least seemingly new, information that he would be surprised if there was room for more memories.

That Andy, or at least the personality he knew as Andy, was an artificial intelligence strained his mind in the same way the revelation of what the nanite treatment had done to him had. It was all new knowledge to him, yet he accepted it as truth the moment he heard it. There was not a doubt in his mind that what Andy told him was true. He expected it was because, deep down, below the amnesia, he already knew it to be.

They had finally turned in with their own thoughts a couple of hours past midnight. He was up early the next morning for more exploring and the deep thinking he was prone to when on his own. He wondered if he had always been an introvert, or if he even really was now.

He had seen no one except Andy since waking from a coma several weeks earlier. His friend had explained about the explosion and that he had sustained third degree burns over half of his body. He had also told Arlo about finding some coordinates on a piece of paper in the scraps of Arlo’s clothing and believing there might be someone from the burned man’s past there who might be able to help him. On arriving at the location, they had found an abandoned cabin, in good condition and well stocked, but not much else.

With the time taken to allow Arlo some recovery in Asuncion, Paraguay, and then travel time to the cabin and more recovery from the nanite treatment, it had been just over two months since the explosion. He had been awake and aware just over two weeks. According to Andy, he had never spoken of family or friends outside of their work, but he couldn’t help wondering if anyone was out there grieving for him.

He hopped to his feet and stood for a moment to focus. After moving into a ready pose, he began the routine he remembered from his visions a few days ago. As he began to move, he felt his muscle memory taking over and let it flow from one stance to another. As he switched between disciplines, the names moved through his mind. Wushu, Judo, Tai Kwan Do, Aikido, Jeet Kune Do, Kenpo, Krav Maga. He ended the workout with Tai Chi Chuan as an exercise of focus with breathing and recovery.

After the workout, he felt refreshed and invigorated. As he jogged through the forest, the trees engulfed him. He felt the peace and tranquility of the woods and the harmony of the vegetation and animal life. The smell of dirt and decaying leaves brought him piece of mind. He trotted into the small clearing and smiled at the sight of the large blooms on the mountain laurel along the side of the cabin. He felt peaceful at the thought of being home.

LAUREL! Suddenly, he doubled over in pain and grasped the sides of his head. He tumbled to the ground and saw Andy running from the porch of the cabin. Laurel knelt beside him and cradled his head in her arm. He pressed his hands harder against his head, threatening to crack bones.

“You have to lighten the pressure Arlo… Asher, you have to stop pressing so hard… you’ll hurt yourself, my friend.” The concern in his wife’s voice was matched by the insistence in his friend’s.

“Arlo, listen to me, hear me!” He felt his friend grasping his forearms and shaking him.

Laurel… Clair… Gwen… Cal… Shey

Director Styles. Dead in her office.

Jett Wix.

Sydney Camden, killed in a drive by shooting. The Washburns, a red stocking cap floating on black water.

TTC, Ray Torres, and Phillip Crum. Another owner he hadn’t known?

Shamus, standing over a lobby as if it was his kingdom.

Michael, no, Mikael.

“It was Director Mikael. The request came directly from him.”

“Mikael? Shit. I really expected one of two others, but they’re all in the same crowd.”

“That’s not all, Adam. He has put a hit on several other directors and people within Teledyne. There are some messages I can’t access yet, and I don’t have names, but he has made at least five other requests.”

Adam? His name was Adam, or Asher?

Director Camille. Director Piscal.

“So, I am giving you a mandate. A mission, if you will. I want you to find the person responsible and make him or her pay. No matter what any other director tells you to do, or not to do, keep this investigation going until you find the person responsible, then take them down.” Piscal had leaned forward as he spoke, his eyes burning like stars. He had placed his hand on the desk, palm up. In it was a small talisman. “Take this. If anyone ever questions your mission, show this to them. It will placate them and verify you are on this quest for me.”

The director had stared into Asher’s eyes with clenched jaws. “Any director or equal in any Corporation.”

Director Wayneright. A mermaid?

Deedee trying to poison him. Then dying at his feet.

“Who sent you, Deedee? Did JalCom do this?”

She tried to laugh but broke out into bloody coughs again. After a short pause, she was able to speak. “I’m not with JalCom anymore. Well, not really, although they may think so.” She laughed harshly then sagged back again and closed her eyes.

“Who then?” Asher grabbed her shoulders and shook. “What Corporation do you work for?”

The woman didn’t open her eyes again but smiled slightly as she whispered, “None of them, all of them.”

Mantle?

Laurel? Laurel!

“A wooden carving of a horse?” Laurel asked with a suspicious wrinkle to her brows.

“Not just any horse, Love. This is the statue the director had in her office. I noticed it was gone, but it was her personal property, so I assumed it would show up somewhere eventually.”

She lifted the dark horse and grunted, surprised by the weight. Asher removed the silk coverings from the hooves to reveal what he had subconsciously known would be there. Each hoof was marked with a symbol representing one of the four major Corporations. Obsidian, Delik Unified, JalCom, and, of course, Teledyne.

Laurel…

“Are you conscious, Arlo? Can you hear me?”

The concern was real, but it wasn’t Laurel’s voice. Of course, it wasn’t. He had straightened and lay on his side on the cool earth, only to curl again in the pain of grief. Laurel and the children! He knew he was already too late, but he had to go, just in case.

Asher Mallone sat up and looked into his friend’s eyes. “I need to leave right away. When I get back, we will discuss all I know.” His head dropped, and his eyes closed tight. “I need to tell you something about myself, Andy. Something that may affect how you feel about me. And I find I’m concerned about that.”

* * * * *


Chapter 3

Somerville, TX

July 4th, 2043

Asher stood with his hat in hand and his hand over his heart as the young woman from the local high school sang the National Anthem. His knees grew weak momentarily as he wondered if she had shared any classes with Gwen or Clair. Had either of his daughters taken singing lessons? He didn’t know, and that stabbed his heart worse than any Mantle agent’s knife.

O say, does that star-spangled banner yet wave
O’er the land of the free
And the home of the braaaaaave!

The crowd exploded with applause as the singer bowed from the waist. Her face was washed with pride at the cheers, and she waved as the mayor of the town retrieved the microphone from the stand in front of her.

He felt a tightness in his stomach and had to force himself to relax. He turned back to the marble obelisk at the corner of the city park.

“Thank you, folks, for being here today to celebrate our Independence Day!” Applause broke out again with shouts and rebel yells. It was something he suspected was unique to small town Texas since most of the country, the actual world in fact, was more and more under the thumb of Corporations.

“Today, we gather for this social occasion in our small town to enjoy each other and our community. What a fabulous turnout! Now, I’m not a preacher, and I’m sure y’all will get plenty of that tomorrow morning. For right now, let’s get this shindig started with our annual Fourth of July parade. Hit it, marching band!”

As the thumping of the marching drums started the parade, he read the plaque for what seemed like the twentieth time.

In Loving Memory and Reverence of Our Police Chief, Our Friend, and Her Family.

Laurel Ann Mallone – Loving Mother, Wife, and Loyal Public Servant

Gwendolyn Marie Mallone – Loving Daughter and Star Bobcat Soccer Forward

Clairice Diana Mallone – Loving Daughter and Star Bobcat Soccer Goalkeeper

Calvin James Mallone – Loving Son and Star Bobcat Softball Center

Shey Allen Mallone – Loving Son and Bobcat Jiu Jitsu Brown Belt

“It was terrible, that family and what happened to them.”

Asher turned at the voice. An old man stood leaning on a walking stick with a bird’s head carved in the dark wood.

“Really? What happened to them?”

The old man looked him up and down and scrunched his face up in distaste. “She, the mother there—” he gestured toward the marble statue as he spoke “—she was the police chief. Very well liked around town. Her kids were stars in the local school sports’ programs, and all were well liked. At school and around town. Why someone would murder them that way is beyond me.”

He stepped up to the obelisk and placed a weathered hand on the words. “Their house burned, and they were all inside. Everyone thought that was the end of it for a few days, but then the investigators declared the house was set fire on purpose. They musta all been murdered before the fire. All of them kids, too.”

“That’s terrible. They catch who did it?” Asher asked. He clenched his teeth and breathed deeply to sound normal and a little distant.

“Nope. But you ask me, the mayor knows. He had been at odds with her for some time.”

“Really? How’d you hear about that?” Asher’s jaws clenched again, but this time, his eyes bored into the back of the old man’s head.

The man removed his hand from the marble and placed it in the pocket of his overalls then chuckled quietly as he turned. Asher blinked and controlled the anguish. The old man leaned on his cane again and pointed across the square to the city offices.

“I’ve spent several nights in one of those cells, young fella. I have a small problem once I hit the bottle, you see. I just don’t know how to put it down. Chief Mallone treated me well enough for a drunk, but I never caused her any problems, neither. I had a lot of respect for that lady. Why, one time a few years ago, she got in a shoot-out right over at the jewelry store. Her and a couple of patrolmen took down four thieves who had just killed an employee and shot a couple other folks in the store as they were trying to leave. Turned out the Rangers had been looking for them for a few months. She was one cool customer, Chief Mallone. And then just losing her husband a few weeks before, too.”

He removed the old engineer’s cap, ran stiff, wrinkled fingers through the shock of gray hair, and shook his head sadly. “Her man, I never met him now, but he was on the Corporation’s payroll, and he got hisself killed. In all that fighting up north, I reckon. Then, not six weeks later this happened to them.”

“It is tragic. What was that about the mayor knowing who did it?” Asher pushed.

“Oh, he knew. He’d been giving her a hard time about buckling to the demands of that Corporation, Teledyne. She insisted the law was still the law, and the Corporations weren’t paying her, the public taxes were, and as long as she was the police chief, things would be run on the up and up.”

Asher’s chest grew tight as he thought of Laurel and knew that was exactly what she would have done.

“I overheard more than a couple of arguments between ‘em. A couple on the phone from her side, but I could tell. Then once in person a few weeks before it happened, not long after the suits showed up to tell her about her husband’s death. I was afraid he would fire her right then and there, but she reminded him that she was elected, not hired. I thought he would explode right there in her office. I didn’t hear what he said; he was being all quiet and menacing.” The old man smiled knowingly at Asher. “Trying to, anyway. Not much could menace her.

“I did hear him say, though, that it was really that Corporation paying her salary, just like they were paying his and everyone else’s. She didn’t like that, not one bit. But he was right, you know. All of them are sucking off the corporate teat. Damn near everyone is anymore, if truth be known.”

The old man turned toward the street to watch the parade go by. When he wandered off, it was all Asher could do to keep from slamming his clenched fists into the marble of the monument. He felt blood trickle between his fingers as his nails gouged into his palms. He released the pressure and placed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. He was still learning the strengths and weaknesses of what the nanites had done to him. It was amazing technology, but the pain and anguish of losing his family were threatening to overwhelm his mind at almost any moment.

He stumbled as he stepped away from the marble reminder of his family. He focused his mind and decided he would pay the mayor a visit. First, however, he needed food and sleep, so he walked toward his hotel to take some time to plan the meeting.

* * *

Asher sat in the dark, cool office waiting for Mayor Mason to make his evening visit. He had watched the man for a couple of days and talked unobtrusively to people around the town. Apparently, the mayor was more of a Teledyne groupie than a flunky. The gossip was he had approached some executives about moving some of the super Corporations’ assets into the area, but they had pretty much ignored him.

That sounded like the way the Teledyne he knew operated. They went where they wanted and did what they wanted, and on their own schedule. At their own behest and no one else’s. And that brought up something that had troubled him since he left the cabin. Should he go back to Teledyne? Were they somehow involved in his families’ deaths? Had they been responsible for the explosion that killed so many people, and nearly killed him if not for Andy, in Brazil? These questions had troubled him when he wasn’t torn by the grief of loss. He remembered Jett’s warning about the order for Director Style’s assassination coming from Mikael, within Teledyne.

Was this related to his family’s execution, though? His insides knotted at the thought, and his fists clenched. The thick leather palms of the gloves he wore protected against the nearly involuntary reflex, mostly. Nanites streamed through his system, assisting the natural healing so any minor damage was repaired incredibly quickly, but it still hurt and could leave a bloody mess of DNA behind. As far as he knew, the world thought him dead. It was best if they continued to believe that until he decided how to move forward. And a lot of him was dead.

The old man could have been mistaken in what he thought he heard. He was a drunk by his own admittance and only hearing one side of a conversation. Asher didn’t really expect that to be the case, however.

The back door latch rattled and shook him from his musing, and he turned his attention to the deed at hand. He would find out shortly if the old man was delusional or not. Pushing Laurel’s concerned face from his mind’s eye, he pulled the ski mask across his face and sank deeper into the shadows.

* * *

Asher stepped into the dark alley behind the mayor’s office and breathed deeply, trying to remove the stench of fear, sweat, and urine from his nostrils. The enhanced senses that came along with everything else the nanites had done to him—were still doing to him for that matter—took getting used to. His sense of smell and taste were the last to adapt, and he still struggled.

If he was being honest with himself, he struggled with it all. The immense strength and durability had been a major surprise, but it was only the first of many. The first time he had watched his skin knit itself back together after a fall had ripped an ugly gash in his hand, had nearly blown his mind. But none of the new, amazing things he could do would bring his family back.

The mayor had been little help, but he had a partial name and description. A small, muscular, red-haired woman who called herself Sam, or Summer, or Sloan, or Sage had visited the city offices the day before the massacre. He cringed at the thought but pushed the feelings down deep. This had to be done without emotion getting in the way. He had to focus on gathering intel if he had any hope of finding the responsible parties.

Along with the return of his memories had also come the mission Director Piscal had given him. Laurel’s face drifted through his mind—a look of concern mixed with sadness. His insides clenched, and a deep coldness settled over his soul. He would find the person responsible for Director Styles’ death, but first, he had a mission of his own. He would find the people responsible for his family’s deaths. Find them and punish them.

His jaws clenched tight, and he felt the enamel of his teeth crack under the stress. His eyes gleamed in the darkness, and if anyone had seen him in that alley at that time, they would have quickly found somewhere else to be.

* * * * *


Chapter 4

Spartanburg High Speed Rail Station

Spartanburg, South Carolina

July 2043

Seventeen men and eleven women exited the train into the icy, air-conditioned interior of the rail station. Railway security, a small branch of Obsidian’s guard, watched them as they transitioned from the platform into the lobby. Five couples rushed through the lobby toward baggage claim. Three women exited and entered the station’s lone bar/restaurant. Two of the men followed with glances at their watches, while a group of five other men, obviously already well into a day of drinking, loudly made their way to the restroom. One couple lingered around the entrance to the lobby for a few minutes chatting and trading comm codes, while three other men walked toward the rental car desk. The remaining male passenger studied the chart of arrivals and departures while referring to a tablet, obviously trying to find his next departure. The remaining two women hugged and parted ways after a few minutes of talking. All-in-all, a normal arrival for Spartanburg in July.

Asher sat with his new friends and laughed at Mickey’s trash talk targeted at the University of Georgia. The newly purchased University of South Carolina Gamecocks t-shirt with a huge rooster on the front and the slogan “We’re Gonna Rock Out With Our Cock Out” proudly displayed below it, added to the image of the rowdy sports fan he was pretending to be. The fighting between Obsidian and Delik Unified was contained north of here and to the larger cities, for now at least. It amazed him that people went on with their lives as if it wasn’t happening.

He bought as many rounds and drank as many drinks as the other four men in the group, which was a carry-over activity from the bar on the train. It allowed him to fit in, while almost guaranteeing none of them would remember anything important about him.

The group stood around a bar-height table, laughing, joking, and occasionally flirting with the skimpily clad waitresses. It was surreal to think the war going on to the north could spread here at any time. And it was a constant fight to contain the war going on inside him.

After about an hour of nearly continuous drinking and laughing, the men finally left the bar and headed toward their destinations. Asher accompanied the men out and, after a couple of minutes of back slaps and verbal jabs at each other, he stumbled to a cab like the others were doing. His cabby may have been a little surprised at his sudden soberness once they pulled away, but she didn’t let on if she was. He was grateful for the much higher tolerance to alcohol the nanites allowed him.

Spartanburg and Greenville had grown into a large, interconnected sprawl, and the only thing keeping them disconnected from Charlotte was the North Carolina state line. The cabby had nodded and pulled easily into traffic when Asher requested an address in Rock Hill. He knew it would take them about 45 minutes to make the trip, but the cabby took it in stride as just another fare. Asher leaned back and rested his head against the window. He could have ridden the rails into Charlotte, but years in spy craft wouldn’t let him take any more chances than necessary.

Using the encrypted tablet Andy had built for them, he sent a quick message asking for an update on any communication with Jett Wix. Almost immediately, he received the short reply. “No. New data. Will fill you in when we speak.”

Curious and worrisome. He was immediately concerned for his friend’s safety, but he pushed that concern down like he had with so many emotions lately. He couldn’t do anything for her from across the country.

He stretched his legs out in the SUV, leaned back, and tried to force his mind to relax along with his body. It wasn’t an easy task. He found the mission taking more and more of his mental capacity as he tried to think of anything other than his family. The only way to force back the loss was to focus on the mission. But the mission reminded him of the loss. It reminded him of all the time missed and the time he would never have with his family. It reminded him of the career he had chosen. It reminded him that it was as much his fault as anyone’s that his family had been killed.

He felt his right thumb snap as he clenched the fist, fingers over thumb. The bone between the two joints broke cleanly, and he cursed quietly at the pain. His driver glanced into the rearview mirror at the exclamation but kept any questions to herself. He grimaced again as he gripped the thumb in his left hand and used the middle two fingers to align the bone.

He sighed heavily as the nanites began their work of healing the thumb and rested his head against the window. Andy told him the bones would continue to strengthen and become denser as the nanites continued to make changes to his body. He didn’t know what made the tiny machines decide when they were done, but according to Andy, they had a limit that was determined by his body composition and how hard he worked it.

“Sir, we’re here.” The nervousness in the driver’s voice was obvious, and he cursed himself again. He was in no condition—mentally or emotionally—to be in the field. He would have immediately pulled any specialist in this condition.

“Thanks,” he said as he handed her a couple of large bills with what he hoped was a comforting smile. “Keep the change.”

He stepped out of the SUV and glanced up and down the strip mall. A retail shop promising factory seconds of designer clothing caught his eye. This type of store, if not the same brand name, was a staple for the business he was in.

He left the store a half hour later with a bag in each hand and made his way to the public restroom at the end of the strip mall. Splashing water on his face and changing to a new suit of clothes left him feeling refreshed. After dumping the Gamecocks t-shirt and the rest of the clothes he had worn for the last few days into a trash can, he called another cab for the ride into Charlotte and the hub of Obsidian.

* * *

Obsidian Square encompassed several city blocks, with the three coal-black Obsidian Towers jutting into the sky in the center of the complex. It was probably the safest place in Charlotte, and Asher was asked to ‘move on’ from park benches more than a few times by the roving security troopers. He realized a little late that no one was sitting alone. There was a minimum of two people everywhere and many parties of ten or more. He silently cursed himself and reminded himself of the importance of paying attention to what he was doing.

He made mental notes as he studied the facility. It wasn’t going to be easy to enter. Maybe a delivery driver. It’s almost always a good cover. It quickly became evident however, that that wouldn’t work. All deliveries entered through a security gate, and every vehicle—and driver—was scrutinized thoroughly. Maybe if he had more time and resources, but not on his own.

The war between Obsidian and Delik Unified was still raging, and it concerned him. Obsidian had grown immensely in the few years since the war kicked off, and the cost of the fighting had been brutal. Yet here, in the heart of Obsidian’s home turf, the security was the only clue there was a war going on.

A couple of days of scouting different areas gained him little intel to help him plan his next steps. He needed to get into Obsidian, and they were not making it easy. He clenched his teeth at the thought, strengthened his resolve, and continued his surveillance. He really could have used Jett Wix. He knew how to get data, he knew how to analyze the data, and he knew how to act on the results, but it took so damn much time!

Andy had offered any help he could provide, and Asher was sure he was sincere in his offer, but things had been a little tense since he regained his memories. Once he had been upfront with Andy—once Asher had told him why he was in Brazil—Andy had been quieter than usual. The AI didn’t seem angry, but Asher was having a hard time reading him through the short messages they sent via the encrypted tablet. Since he had left the cabin almost immediately after regaining his memories, there were some unresolved issues between the two of them.

He cursed to himself as he decided the issues would have to wait until he could gain some intel. He gathered his small bag from the hotel he had been staying in and hailed a cab to Biscoe. He would then hire another to Winston-Salem, where he would catch the train back to the Memphis sprawl. He sent a quick message to Andy, telling him he would be home in a couple of days. He hoped the time in transit would give him a mental breakthrough on how to get into Obsidian. And how to handle the issues with Andy.

* * *

Andy stared at the short message, Wasted trip. Be home in a couple days.

His friend was suffering and clearly in no condition, emotionally or mentally, to try to sneak into Obsidian’s headquarters. They’d had only a short time once his memories had come crashing back into the conscious portion of his mind, and it had been clear to him that Arlo, or Asher, as was his real name, was hurting terribly.

He tabbed through the several pages and applications he had opened on the terminal and became frustrated. He had come into this world with a real-time connection to the internet, only to have that taken away when he was hard installed in this human frame. He was accustomed to it, but it was frustrating.

The human body was a magnificent thing, he had to admit. All the sensory inputs provided an amazing experience. Now, constant information was fed via the organic human mind to his other, mechanical self. Amazing. Yet the incredibly slow process of accessing any web or cloud-based information felt crippling.

Andy focused on the digital book he had accessed and flipped through the pages as quickly as his human eyes could pass the information through to his organic nerves and mind and then on to his microchip processors. A Theory of Human Motivation was proving very interesting.

* * * * *


Chapter 5

Memphis

July 2043

As he stared toward the Mississippi river, with the ruins of the Bass Pro Pyramid to his right, Asher didn’t notice the humidity of the Memphis night. The Peabody Hotel had been around for a long time, and the skyline south and east had been totally blocked by high-rise buildings, but he could see the river and a constant breeze blew from the west. An earthquake several years earlier had wrecked the world’s biggest Bass Pro, and no one had taken on the cleanup and reconstitution of the building. It was now nothing more than a hulking hangout for homeless and gangs.

Memphis was one of the biggest cities not yet claimed by a Corporation. Asher expected JalCom to move in at any time, but it hadn’t happened yet. At least not in any obvious way.

“This little cage here used to house ducks.”

He glanced at the old lady that had shuffled up to the rail, sweat from the damp air glistening on her dark skin. She was looking at a small, covered pen of chicken wire and wood placed unobtrusively in a back corner of the rooftop patio.

“Ducks? Do you mean Pigeons?”

“Nope. The Peabody Ducks. They used to live here, and they would ride the elevator down to the lobby every morning, swim around in that lobby fountain all day, and then ride back up here again every evening.”

Asher grunted and turned back to the night sky. It sounded like a tall tale, and he wasn’t interested in tales. Lately, he wasn’t interested in much of anything.

The old lady continued her fowl account. “When you go down to the lobby, check out the gift store. You’ll see all the little statues of ducks all gussied up in tuxedoes. The hotel’s pretty proud of ‘em, but they were really proud of ‘em back when they still lived here.” She cackled as she said, “You can take some of them statues home to your family as souvenirs and tell ’em about The Peabody Ducks.”

Asher stiffened, and his grip tightened on the steel pole atop the guardrail he was standing against. He caught himself as he felt the steel start to give. He glanced at the woman and saw she had turned and was shuffling off toward the cage she had been talking about. He took a deep breath, decided to take a walk, and headed for the roof-top elevator.

Memphis wasn’t a safe town to walk in at night—it hadn’t been for decades—but he wasn’t concerned. He didn’t sleep much, so he decided to find something to eat.

He stepped off the elevator and walked easily through the lobby. Several people gathered around the lobby bar, laughing and drinking. He avoided that crowd and dodged around a large fountain and pool in the middle of the lobby and walked to the front exit.

Two guards with automatic weapons stood inside the bulletproof glass doors, alert for anything outside that might threaten the hotels guests. As Asher approached, the older of the two nodded to him.

“Good evening, sir. It really isn’t safe out on the streets this time of night.”

Asher smiled slightly and nodded back to the security guard. “Thank you. I’ll be okay.”

The guard grunted and stepped aside. “What room are you in, sir? Management will ask if we saw anyone leave, you know, if something happens.”

Asher didn’t begrudge the man doing his job, but he felt a little surge of anger at his obvious disbelief. Choking it back, he smiled. “Five twenty.”

“Thank you, sir. Good luck.”

Asher nodded and walked through the door when the other guard buzzed it open. He stepped into the thick, night air and focused on his surroundings. The humidity was much more noticeable here, on ground level, where there was very little breeze.

The night was dark, with only one in three streetlights working, and movement from the shadows of buildings made him smile grimly. People were following him along Union Ave., keeping to the shadows, so he wouldn’t know they were there. He shook his head at their ineptness. At the moment, he wasn’t really looking for trouble, but he also wasn’t in the mood to dodge it if it reared its head.

His enhanced hearing picked up the buzz of a handheld two-way radio. Using his peripheral vision and hearing, he counted five. So far. The handheld meant there would be more ahead. He relaxed the tension in his shoulders and focused on his surroundings.

Asher made an abrupt turn from Union Ave. onto Fourth St. and smiled as a couple of the gangbangers tailing him jumped back into the deeper darkness of the hotel alley. He broke into a sudden sprint for the few blocks to Beal St., then turned left, quickly ducking out of sight of his followers. He imagined the surprise of the people following him when their target was suddenly gone.

His thoughts crept back to his childhood, watching old reruns of a serial about an ex-astronaut the government had enhanced with cybernetics, giving him super speed and strength. He grunted, wondering how people of 60 and 70 years ago would react to a person with his current capabilities.

Thoughts of old television shows drifted to Teledyne and the Specialist program. He was curious—and concerned—about where the program was going. Director Styles’ brainchild had taken so much time, sweat, and now, blood from him, but he was proud of what they had built. He really wanted to get in touch with Wix and see what Teledyne was doing with the nanite technology that had cost him so much to get.

He also wondered how she was handling his “death” and wanted to let her know he was alive and well. At least physically. But the thought of anyone knowing he was still in the game concerned him. If he was dead to the world, he was free to go about his mission.

He caught himself snarling and mentally clamped down on the feelings of grief. More often than not, he was able to rein in the grief, only to be nearly overwhelmed by rage. Somewhere in the back of his mind also drifted the memory of Director Piscal’s directive. He knew, until his work was done, he had to be very careful about letting anyone know Asher Mallone was alive and what he was up to.

A shoe sole scuffing on pavement yanked his thoughts back to the present. Beale St. was still a place of fun and food, as it had been for decades, but now, it was patrolled by Memphis Police with SP-5 submachine guns and bulletproof vests. The early risers in the crowd were beginning to catch the police escorted buses back to their hotels, but there were plenty of people still milling about, swaying to the music with drinks in their hands.

He followed his nose and came a small storefront counter surrounded by picnic tables, with a huge smoker in the back. He ordered the sampler platter of ribs, pulled pork butt, and brisket. The waitress smiled as she placed the food in front of him.

“Are you expecting some friends, hon?” she asked, eying the food and his relatively thin frame.

Asher chuckled. “No, ma’am. I only ordered enough for me.”

She laughed and looked at him with a doubtful glint in her eyes. “Someone will have to roll you out of here if you clean all that up.”

He put a large smile on his face and tucked one of the napkins from the roll on the table into the top of his shirt. “Could I get a thirty-two-ounce draft of Yuengling?”

She shook her head and smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, we aren’t getting anything from the northeast right now. We do have a local beer that’s similar. It’s brewed just across the state line in Mississippi. It’s good.”

He nodded and dug into the brisket as she hustled off. By the time she returned, he was nearly done with the brisket and one of the several pieces of cornbread, and he had sampled everything on the dishes in front of him. He swallowed a long drink from the tall, frosty mug and grunted.

“The food is really good.”

She nodded and gestured to the sign above the door. “The recipe hasn’t changed in decades.”

He glanced at the sign that read “Rendezvous” and grunted. “I’ve heard of them. Definitely worth their reputation.”

She smiled and hurried off to help another customer. Taking his time with the ribs gave him the opportunity to study the surroundings. Most of the people strolling up and down the few blocks patrolled by the Memphis Police were drinking and/or listening to one of the bands playing music from the last century. There were several, however, who were looking for targets. They didn’t try anything inside the Beale St. area, but he was certain they were looking for marks to hit once they left.

The crew who had been tailing him had spread out and joined the others in finding marks for later. Two of them stuck near him, however, knowing he would be leaving on foot. One of the pair had a small two-way radio clipped to his belt. He would occasionally say something into it but kept his eyes steadily on Asher. Asher caught his gaze, smiled with BBQ sauce on his face, and waved. The hood stared back. Asher continued his meal.

“Looks like you’ve got a fan.” The waitress was back with a refill to his beer. “How is the beer?”

He nodded around a bite of cornbread. “Tasty. I’ll remember the brewery for future reference. Thank you for the suggestion.”

She smiled, obviously pleased. “Here’s your ticket. Just let me know if you need anything else.”

As she sauntered off, he noticed a slight exaggeration to the swing of her hips. His stomach tightened, and he felt the loss and rage struggling to take over. He looked away quickly, dug a couple of bills from his pocket, and tucked them under the empty glass as he took a long pull from the second one.

He stood to leave and felt a little light-headed, so he made a note to check the alcohol content of the beer. He knew the light-headedness would fade quickly, but the alcohol content must have been high. Thanks to the tiny machines running around inside his blood, he usually didn’t feel the buzz.

Asher stepped back from the picnic table, got his foot tangled in an extension cord, and stumbled a little. He quickly glanced around. He saw the gang member with the radio say something into it and stand from his leaning position. As he steadied himself, he noticed a strange look of satisfaction on the waitress’s face.

Instantly, their plan was obvious. She had either put something in his drink or intentionally served him something with an extra-high alcohol content. He felt the rage in his chest pushing to get out, but he held it back. This time, though, he didn’t push it down as far as he usually did. He decided to give them what they wanted. He placed his hand on the table, as if to steady himself, and pushed off toward the alley he had ducked down to access Beale St.

Asher intentionally put a slight stumble in his step, and he smiled and waved at the waitress. Music filled the thick night air, but he focused on the sound of running feet and keeping his enemy count. He staggered through the alley toward Peabody Place, turned right, then crossed Fourteenth St. and broke into a staggering jog as if he had just realized he was in trouble.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw he had picked up a few more gang members who wanted in on the fun. He snarled as he trotted into a large lot, mostly swampy marsh, and ducked behind a tree. The gang members were laughing and shouting into the night air now that they were away from the protection of the Memphis police. He imagined someone in his position would have been scared had they been a normal person. Asher smiled coldly. This scenario had probably played out many times in the Memphis night, but this time, it would end differently.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” a member of the gang called playfully.

“Yea, come on out. We won’t hurt you. Much.” This brought a chorus of laughter and yells from the rest.

“At least not for long.” There was more laughter and yells.

Asher smiled widely and stepped quickly from behind the tree. “I’ll make no such empty promises. This is going to hurt all of you. But those who survive will have a good story to tell your children to keep them in line.”

He hesitated just long enough to count and note the position of his targets, then he moved. The surprised gangbangers could only stand in stunned silence and watch their partners fall to the devil from behind the tree. He moved faster than they had ever seen a physical being move, so he had to be something from the night, the night they all had previously believed they controlled.

It was the dark of a cloudy new moon, with few stars showing through, but the streetlamps along Fourteenth St. dimly illuminated one side of the marsh. This was where the gang had gathered.

Asher ducked quickly and scooped two rocks from the ground and hurled them at the bulbs of the working lights. Instantly, the area was swallowed by darkness. He laughed loudly as he moved among his surprised attackers.

Surprise was quickly turning to horror as the young men and women realized they had trapped a feral animal or the devil incarnate. Every time it encountered one of the gang, bones snapped, and blood splattered. A scream started, only to end abruptly and turn to a soft gurgle. A woman’s scream pierced the night as both of her knees were bent in the wrong direction and broke with audible cracks.

Gunshots rang out as two of the higher-ranking members of the group fired blindly into the night, causing more damage to their own people than to the demon dancing among them. Two more stones flew unerringly into two faces, and the gunshots abruptly stopped.

Asher glanced around and counted eight still standing, and his smile grew. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

Three of the remaining hoods tried to run, but he tripped one into the other two. His knuckles crushed three throats as they struggled to regain their feet. The remaining five stood back-to-back and held knives and clubs in defensive stances as they looked around the dark marsh for whatever was killing and maiming their friends.

“That’s a grand idea. Unfortunately for you, it’s also useless.”

Asher stepped in close, putting his face within scant inches of two of the gangbangers, so he could be seen, and smiled as one of them slashed out with a long, double-edged knife. Asher easily smacked the blade to the side, stepped in, and slammed the bridge of the young man’s nose upward and back into his brain with a wicked jab from the butt of his palm. He snatched the blade before it hit the ground and swung right then left, nearly decapitating two more.

The remaining two thugs swung to face their attacker, clubs already in motion. Asher, almost comedically, grabbed each club just above its owner’s fist and felt the satisfying crunch of bone as he shoved the clubs back into the faces of the last of his attackers. He watched the final two drop, either unconscious or dead—he really didn’t care which—and looked around at the carnage, and grunted.

A few whimpers and groans sounded in the darkness, but most were still. He glanced at his watch and was surprised to see less than ninety seconds had passed since he ducked behind the tree.

As he looked around at the gangbangers strewn across the marsh, his stomach turned. Not so much at what he had done, but at the feelings of glee and satisfaction it had brought him. He knew he had taken out his distress, heartache, and rage on these people. To his shame, the outlet had only seemed to fuel his anger.

He directed his feet back toward the hotel, and he saw Laurel’s face, concern and disappointment clear in her eyes. One part of his mind insisted the gang deserved it, while another part declared they hadn’t deserved this. It wasn’t mentally healthy to go out with the intention of getting into a fight, and that was what this evening had been. He had known it when he left the hotel, he realized.

Chastising himself had never been in his character. In normal situations, his mind was clear on what he needed to do. Indecisiveness was not a problem he suffered with, either. In this moment of clarity, he realized he had not had many similar moments since the explosion. His grief and anger were also fueling another emotion he had never dealt with, depression.

He realized it wasn’t all loss and grief. The trauma and physical damage his body had experienced was undoubtably partially to blame, and the nanite treatment was probably also responsible. Andy had worked diligently for days after the initial treatment to save his life.

Andy had been integral to those tests as they had searched for a way to improve the human body. In the end, the AI had been integrated with a human donor body to manage the nanite integration. It had been attempted twice before Andy with disastrous effects, to both the body and the AI. Luckily, the doctors had discovered the reason.

The previous body donors had been Corporate spies, like Asher, and they had been treated with an earlier version of nanites designed to protect their bodies from viruses, diseases, and such. Those nanites had fought the new ones, to the detriment of the host body and the attached AI. Andy had been the third try and the first to survive. Asher had survived, but only because Andy had known what to look for and had figured out how to reprogram the older nanites to work with the new arrivals.

Asher circled the block a few times and was able to calm down from the fight, although he was somewhat concerned about the amount of adrenaline still surging throughout his system. The guards had been doubled when he tapped on the lobby door of the hotel. The younger of the two guards who had been there earlier gaped and buzzed him in.

“Come in, sir, hurry, please. There’s some gang activity just a few blocks away, and we were certain you had been harmed.”

Asher smiled at the younger man. “Thank you for your concern. There was a gang problem, you say?”

The elder guard from earlier had joined the two. “Yes, sir. Apparently, there is some fight between rival gangs or something going on only a few blocks away. We just reinforced the front door to be on the safe side.”

Asher glanced at the extra manpower and nodded. “I appreciate all you security folks do to keep us safe.”

“We at The Peabody take our guests’ safety seriously. Have a good night. You can rest assured no one will be causing any harm to anyone here.”

The radio on his vest buzzed, and a female voice came over the speaker. “Mr. Swan, do you copy?”

The senior guard nodded to Asher and stepped aside to answer the call. He was back in a moment. Asher had heard all the conversation on the radio, and a chill went down his spine. He politely waited to see what Swan would say, if anything. He spoke immediately.

“We need a two-vehicle team, four guards per vehicle, to escort an ambulance from the Holiday/Quinta to St. Jude’s. A child was injured when some bullets came through one of their guest room windows. Charis, get Thomas and bring the two Tahoes around. Clark’s assembling and arming the teams. It’s short notice, so we might be down a person or two, but when that ambulance gets there, I want to be there to meet it. It’s on the way, so get to it!”

Asher placed a hand on the senior guard’s arm. “I served in the military, worked quite often with spec-ops. I’d like to help.

Swan looked at him quickly. “Okay. It goes against everything I’ve ever been taught, but I’m in charge. Can you follow orders?”

Asher nodded once. If it came down to an actual fight, he would do what he needed to before these men, however good they were, could act. But it was what Swan needed to hear. Besides, all the gang members in the immediate area were lying in a field across from the hotel in question. And if he hadn’t led them there and engaged, that child wouldn’t be on his or her way to a hospital.

Within three minutes, five Peabody security guards and Asher were speeding out of the parking lot in two SUVs. It was only a few blocks to the hotel where they were meeting the ambulance, and they passed by the marsh Asher where had fought the gang earlier. There was no movement.

They pulled into the front parking area just as the ambulance did, and all six men and women of the security patrol fanned out around the emergency vehicle, facing outward. Asher was struck by the memory of the five gangbangers standing back-to-back earlier.

The front door of the hotel slid opened as the EMTs hurriedly rolled the cart inside. There was nothing to do except keep a lookout, but Asher felt the need to help pull him toward the inside. He forced the feelings down and focused on the mission at hand.

* * *

A short time later, the EMTs rolled the nine-year-old boy into the old emergency entrance of St. Jude’s. It was still a working hospital and manned 24 hours a day, but they had closed the emergency room to outside emergencies years before. Primarily a technology and research facility, the ER was kept in working order and occasionally needed for in-house patients, most of whom were in some study or other. Since it was The Peabody that had asked, they were willing to accept the child, however.

He had been hit in the abdomen and suffered serious blood loss, but the EMTs had been able to slow it and provide enough care to keep the child alive. Asher still felt the need to do something to help, and he knew it was guilt. He had been the reason the gang members started shooting, and he hadn’t moved quickly enough to stop it.

Swan tapped him on the shoulder. “We’re packing up and going back to The Peabody. Thanks for your help.”

Asher handed over the rifle they had loaned him and began unbuckling the tac vest. The older man stopped him. “You keep that on until we’re back inside. We can’t be too safe.”

“I’m not riding back with you. I need to see that this kid is safe.”

Swan cocked his head and looked at Asher through squinted eyes. “Are you going to stay here the rest of the night? They might not let anyone else in there who isn’t family.”

“I’ll be fine, and they’ll let me in. Thanks for letting me participate.” Asher smiled tightly at the security chief.

“You keep the pistol and the vest until you get back to The Peabody. Be careful.”

Swan turned and walked toward one of the waiting SUVs, shaking his head.

Asher tapped on the glass of the hospital entrance and saw a security guard look his way and hold up a finger as he tapped a few keystrokes.

The guard came to the door and looked him up and down, pausing at the logo on the tac vest’s chest. Asher looked down at the three ducks and shrugged. “I’m security for the family of the boy who was just brought in. The Peabody feels a certain responsibility, since our neighbor hotel asked for our help. We want to make sure the boy is fine, and the family is safe, once they leave the hospital. Nothing against your security; we just want to be sure everyone makes it back to where they started the evening.”

“Of course, sir. Come on in, and I’ll have you escorted to the family.”

The hospital smelled of antiseptic, as hospitals tended to, and this one was not as busy as most. The few people they encountered nodded at the pair and went about their business.

On the third floor, the guard stopped by a set of closed doors blocking a portion of the hallway. He gestured to a small room to the right. “You can go in there and monitor everything. The window looks over the operating room where they are currently working on the boy.”

Asher nodded his thanks, and the guard hurried back toward his station.

Several staff in medical scrubs were gathered around the boy on the table. Asher focused his hearing and was able to make out the conversation.

“We don’t keep any on hand. It would have to come from one of the blood banks or other facilities. You know how that’s gonna go.”

“I don’t care about their politics! This boy will die if he doesn’t get blood. Get some!”

The nurse, or Asher assumed he was a nurse, stepped back from the anger of the surgeon. “I’ll do everything I can, doctor.”

Asher hurried out of the small observation room in time to catch the nurse as he was leaving the OR. Asher waved to get his attention and trotted to catch up. “I’m a universal donor, O negative. I can give blood if you have the facilities.”

The man looked at him and then around the hallway, suspiciously.

Asher smiled and gestured to the observation area doorway and shrugged. “I was in there monitoring the process for Peabody security. Someone must have left the intercom on.”

Understanding crept into the other man’s eyes, and he nodded. “Thank you, sir. This may be what saves that boy’s life. Follow me, and we’ll get you set up.”

They hurried down the hallway and stepped into a dark lab. As he turned on the soft lights, the nurse looked a little embarrassed. “We don’t draw blood here much anymore, but we keep the supplies on hand. It lets us apply for certain grants and governmental assistance plans if we can show we still act as an ER, even if we don’t do it regularly.”

He dug through supply cabinets and retrieved a band, needle, flexible rubber tube, and rubber bag. Asher was already sitting in a straight-backed chair and rolling up his left sleeve. The nurse nodded appreciatively when he stepped up next to him. Unceremoniously dumping the contents of a small table onto the floor, he placed it next to the chair and lay the supplies on it as he looked around the room.

After a quick search, he shrugged and smiled at Asher. “I would normally wear gloves, but there don’t appear to be any here. If it’s okay with you, I’ll proceed without them. I truly believe time is of the essence.”

“Certainly.”

“I’m Richard, by the way.”

Asher hesitated for a second, all the security issues running through his mind. Asher Mallone was dead, as was Arlo De Leon. He wanted nothing to link him with Teledyne, no matter how insignificant, so Adam was out. His eyes fell on one of the boxes on the floor that had been on the small table a moment earlier. It read Graham Medical Supplies.

“I’m Graham. Good to meet you, Richard.”

The nurse nodded and continued to ready his equipment. “Well, Graham, I’ll try to make this as painless as possible, but no promises. If I’m being honest, it’s been a little while since I’ve drawn blood.” He looked up with a charming smile. “But it’s like riding a bike.”

Asher smiled back and nodded. “It’s all good. Let’s save that boy.”

Richard wrapped the rubber strap around Asher’s arm. “That’s quite a lot of scar tissue there, my friend.”

“I was caught in an explosion some time back. All good now, though.”

“Yeah, several years ago by the look of it. It’s healed nicely.”

Readying the needle, Richard spoke while he was working.

“I’m going to take more than you’ve probably given at one time before, but you remain sitting here, and I’ll have someone bring you some water and food as soon as I get this to Dr. Marrs. Alright, a little sting here.”

He inserted the needle and released the band. Asher watched as his blood flowed down the tube and into the bag. He hoped it would be enough to save the boy.

In just a few moments, the bag was full, and Richard stopped the flow at the needle. “This might hurt a little, Graham.”

He pulled the needle to remove it from Asher’s arm, and the skin clung to the needle. With a sharp tug, the needle came free. “Well, that’s weird. Sorry about that. It was like your skin had attached itself to the needle. Weird.”

Asher realized the nanites had been repairing the damage from the needle and mentally chastised himself for not considering that. He took the small bandage from the nurse and gestured toward the bag of blood. “Don’t worry about me, get back to that boy.”

Richard hurried out the door with Asher’s blood and said over his shoulder, “Stay in that chair, Graham. I’ll have someone here shortly with water for you.”

After Richard was through the door and hustling back up the hall, Asher stood and glanced out the door. When the hall was clear, he walked to the water fountain he had seen earlier and drank deeply for several seconds. He felt the flow of water answer the need of his body. He stood for a minute and then drank again before heading back to his observation point.

After some tense work in the ER, the surgery crew looked relieved when Asher decided to take his leave. The boy was obviously in good hands, and his donation seemed to have been soon enough and in enough quantity to have helped. With nothing left for him to do, he left the observation room.

The same guard was at the door he had entered the hospital through earlier. “Hey, Peabody. How did it go?”

“As good as it could, I believe. I’ve done all I can. The boy and his family are in good hands here, and I don’t see them wanting to leave for a while, so I’ll be on my way.”

“Of course. I’ll call Swan and have him send a car.”

“Don’t worry about that, I’ll be fine. It’s starting to get light.”

The guard looked doubtful but shrugged. “If you’re sure? I know they can get someone here quickly.”

“No, thanks. I’ll be back there by the time they get someone here. Have a good day, and thank you for your help.”

* * * * *


Chapter 6

Mark Twain National Forest

August 2043

“What about Jett, Andy? Anything?”

The bald man hesitated and looked at Asher for a moment. “I’m afraid not. It seems she is no longer involved with the Specialist program, and I’m not certain she is even in the intel position any longer.”

“Shit.”

“There is no mention of her on the Corporation’s roll that I can find.”

Asher shook his head, stood, and paced the porch of the small house in the woods. “There wouldn’t be. She would hide her identity as thoroughly as she did ours. That is actually as promising as it is worrisome. I’m frankly surprised you can find anything about the Specialist program at all.”

“It took some digging, but there have been a few mentions of it recently. There seems to be a lot of internal strife. Before a couple of months ago, there was none. If she is as good as you surmise, it makes sense she is no longer connected with the program.” Asher marveled at the man who was his friend but wasn’t really a man at all.

Their discussions led him to believe the AI experienced real emotions. At least he spoke as if he were experiencing them. If the artificial part of Andy’s being had fully melded with the organic mind of the man’s body he had taken over, he supposed it could be possible. It was the only thing that made sense. He didn’t think Andy would lie to him about feeling emotions, but his programing might cause him to fake it for the sake of whoever he was interacting with. What an amazing set of circumstances.

“I believe you’re right. Would you do something for me, please?

“Of course. What do you need?”

“Would you place an advertisement in the Denver Post Personal section labeled ‘Call Me Sire’ with an untraceable email?”

Andy’s head tilted slightly as he stared at Asher for a couple of seconds. The AI’s incredibly quick mind considered millions of reasons his friend would ask him to place such an ad and came to a conclusion.

“Is it a secret form of communication? One previously set up with your friend Ms. Wix?”

Asher nodded. “It is indeed. She may monitor the publication, and she might need our help.”

“Will she answer? She undoubtedly believes you dead.”

“True, but no one else would know this code. If she truly believes I’m dead, she may not be monitoring the news sites, but she is the kind to make certain. We should probably run the ad weekly. We can decide after a few months if we want to keep it up.”

Andy looked away from Asher and didn’t say anything for a few minutes. The nocturnal creatures had begun their symphony, and Asher felt a calmness settle over him for the first time in quite a while.

He stood and stared into the night, locating the cicadas, tree frogs, and occasional owl from the direction of their calls.

“If she answers, what then?”

Asher glanced at his friend, feeling the discomfort in the question. He was struck again by the fact that Andy was an artificial construct, a computer in peoples’ clothing. He was also less than a year old.

“How would you feel about inviting her here?”

With a frown, Andy turned to face him. “I’m unsure. I feel some discomfort at having another person here, in our space. But I know this was your dwelling first, and you’ve continued to accept me here, so I don’t feel like I have the right to form an opinion on the matter.”

“Bullshit. I was never here before I woke up here with you, so this is as much your place as it is mine. We’ll decide together.” He considered the small cabin and frowned “I could see how this might be crowded with another person, though. Especially a woman.”

“How would it matter if it is a woman or a man?”

“Women sometimes require different living arrangements than men.” His chest tightened as memories of his family—Clair and Gwen complaining about sharing a bathroom with Cal and Shey—threatened to overwhelm him. He shook his head and sat down in the sturdy oak rocking chair. “We can figure out what to do if she answers. She may not be monitoring the Post. Or she may not want to be a part of anything we do.”

Andy nodded as he looked back into the darkness, and Asher wondered what the man/AI thought about at times like this. Was he categorizing the flora and fauna of the national forest? Was he considering life and his position in it?

“What are you thinking right now? What are you focusing the major portion of your attention on right this minute?”

Andy smiled, a little proud and a little embarrassed. “I’m growing my facial hair. I want to have a beard like the mountain people of the past.”

Asher grunted at his friend and stood to pat him on the back. It was the type of comment that would have made him laugh a few weeks earlier, but he no longer had any laughter in him.

Laurel wouldn’t want him to be angry all the time—he knew that—but the emotion was a hard one to constantly suppress. If he had done things differently, she and the children would still be alive, and the cold rage in his heart at the Corporations for putting him in that position was always just below the surface.

“Will you check one more thing when you have time? There is a different news publication she would use to contact me, The Salt Lake City Tribune, and she would title it ‘Family Ties,’ also in the personal section. Would you check back to the date of the explosion and see if she posted anything?”

“Of course. I will look into it this evening.”

Asher studied Andy from the corner of his eye; he felt somewhat responsible for the AI. He was a child in many ways, and yet, eternally smart in others. The data of the world was at his fingertips, but he had little in the way of personal experiences to relate it to, little learned wisdom. On the other hand, he had made the decision on his own to leave the facility in Brazil and to save Asher’s life, even when he suspected his new friend was a spy—a revelation to Asher from their conversation since his memories returned.

Everything he had done to accomplish that amazed Asher, from providing the nanite treatment to finally coming here, a place that was just coordinates found on a napkin in Asher’s shredded clothing. It showed that the AI could make decisions and act on them with no commands from others, which was a chilling and exciting thought at the same time.

According to Andy, it had been a long trip after the explosion. The AI had scavenged makeshift supplies for the burn wounds, including a large fish tank to soak Asher’s ravaged body. When it was apparent his friend was going to die despite all he had done to help him, Andy had given him one of the two nanite treatments he had brought with them from SHT, the small Corporation that had created Andy and the nanite tech.

“I’m turning in. I’ve decided to go to Somerville tomorrow. There is an item I received from Director Styles’ assistant just before I left home the last time. Laurel said she was going to put it in the evidence locker at the police station for safe keeping. I didn’t think about retrieving it when I was there before.”

Andy looked at him with obvious concern. “Are you sure you need to go immediately? You just got home, and I feel like you should recover from the travel.”

“I’m fine. I can’t just sit here in the middle of nowhere though. I need to do something. I need to find some way to move forward. I feel like every minute here is stagnating!”

“I’ve searched everything I can find for an Agent Sloan. There is an internal email from Obsidian that mentions a Sloan KIA on a mission, but it is unclear if it’s the same one. Most of their system is blocked to me, however.”

Anger pushed, but Asher pushed back harder. He didn’t have any more idea who was responsible now than he had when he got his memory back. Just the name ‘Agent Sloan.’ The title led him to believe she was from Obsidian, but there was no reason the super Corporation would have targeted his family, especially with him supposedly dead. If he could contact Jett, maybe she’d know something. If not, he would move forward on his own. Well, with Andy’s help, so maybe not totally on his own.

* * * * *


Chapter 7

Somerville, TX

September 2043

Asher stood in the back of the crowd watching everything through the reflective lenses of his sunglasses. His light jacket was secondhand military surplus, and the jeans and gray t-shirt were thrift store purchases. He didn’t expect to see anyone who knew him, but he wanted to be safe. He had almost always worn slacks, a dress shirt, and a sport coat when in public with his family.

Everyone here had thought him killed months ago, and he had never been much for public appearances when he was home. The tightening of his chest had become normal, and he pushed it down almost subconsciously.

“Alright, folks. Y’all know why we’re here, so let’s get to it. This lot was owned by our late police chief and her family, and you all know the story. Today, we’re going to sell it to the highest bidder in the hopes that a new family will make better memories than those we have currently. So, without any further ado, let’s start the bidding on this prime, two acres with all utilities, at one hundred thousand…”

As the auctioneer’s deep voice began the sing-song chant, Asher stepped out of the crowd unnoticed.

A rented motorcycle delivered him back to Somerville in only a few minutes, but he knew he would need to work quickly as the auction would be over before too long. He parked in an alley behind a farm equipment sales lot and made his way to the back of the police station. He had been here a couple of times after hours with Laurel, so he knew his way around. With it being Sunday, he also knew the station was deserted.

The combo lock on the staff entrance accepted her code, Shey’s birthday. He breathed deeply to force his mind to focus.

A quick check showed the station empty of employees, common for the small town on Sunday morning. He walked quickly to the evidence locker. He tapped the code—Cal’s birthday—into the security lock, and it popped open. He stepped in and pulled the steel plate door closed behind him.

Laurel had said she would use a fictional name, but she had never mentioned what it would be. They had both assumed she would be here to pull the box when he got back. He stood in the dark, staring at nothing for a few seconds. They had always assumed, if something happened, it would happen to him. She had always had plans in place if something did, but he had never considered being where he was now. Without her. Without them.

He sat on the floor with his knees up and remembered the plans they had discussed. He watched the children play in his memories. For the first time in a very long time, he felt tears roll down his face, and he let them.

* * *

One of the benefits of a small-town police force was the small amount of evidence in long-term storage. Asher found a familiar box stored under the name Ben Kenobi. Laurel had always been a huge Star Wars geek, even in the early days when the ‘mouse’ had control of the franchise.

He tucked the heavy box under his arm and quietly made his way out of the empty station. As he gently closed the alley door, his chest tightened. He knew this would be his last visit to the place where his wife had spent so much of her time over the last several years. He breathed deeply and focused.

He retrieved the motorcycle, tossed the empty box into an alley dumpster, and placed the heavy horse carving in his canvas backpack. His next move was to leave town as quickly as possible.

It was only a short distance to anywhere in Somerville, and this held true for the small ATV location where he had rented the bike. He pulled up the ride share app on his tablet and requested a ride to the Dallas sprawl. The icon flashed green once his request was accepted, so he dropped the bike key in the overnight return and hurried the couple of blocks to one of the few service stations open on Sunday.

Within a few minutes, a small SUV pulled up with a young woman driver. She rolled down the window part way and asked for an ID to verify he was her fare. Asher felt his chest tighten as he saw the young woman who had sung the national anthem on his last visit.

“Okay, sir. It’s about an hour to the outskirts, just past Waco. Being Sunday, I might shave off a couple minutes if you like?”

He smiled at her questioning eyes in the rearview mirror as he settled into the back seat and nodded. “Great, let’s roll.”

* * *

St. Louis was Corporate. JalCom was everywhere and wanted everyone to know. Their logo, the square antique microphone, was proudly displayed throughout the city. Asher walked away from the train station in the morning mist, unsure of his destination. He needed information and time to come up with a plan. Before he could do anything, he desperately needed to set his priorities.

He knew he needed to focus on finding out who was responsible for his family’s death, and he also had to find out why Director Styles had been targeted. In the back of his mind was an image of the horse statue with the logos on its hooves. He couldn’t shake the feeling all of it was connected.

The question of where to start was interfering and infuriating. He felt lost. Never had he dealt with this type of confusion and lack of focus. His mind was always moving, but never in one direction, and it caused many nagging questions. And never an answer.

He knew he needed to do something to break the rut he was in, but he had no idea what. The martial arts specializing in focus had failed him. Yoga had never worked as he felt like he needed to be in motion. He had tried running, but it was only beneficial when he strained his body, and thanks to the nanites, it couldn’t be done where others could see him. A man running past moving automobiles drew much more attention than he wanted. The mental benefit of exercise had decreased exponentially.

After walking several minutes from the train station, Asher checked in at a small hotel. Once in his room, he stretched and showered. He placed an order on his tablet for food delivery, then he retrieved the horse carving and placed it on the small desk the hotel offered as a workstation.

“I will think about what I can and will tell you, Asher. But, if I tell you anything, and I have not decided if I will or won’t…”

What would she have told him? The question had been on his mind a lot lately. It had to have been something important, or she wouldn’t have insisted on the secrecy. She had also offered him a nomination to theDirectorship at Teledyne. So, whatever she had decided to share was something on the inside that only Directors knew.

His memory flashed to the JalCom building in this city, where he had seen Director Wayneright’s daughter in a life size portrait of the mermaid girl with a caption about her being missing at sea. A Teledyne director’s daughter depicted in a portrait on a wall in a JalCom management building. What. The. Fuck.

He stood and paced the small room, then he retrieved his tablet and cancelled his food order, as he had decided to go out and walk the darkening city streets. He felt the tug of a memory of a hotel roof and ducks but pushed it aside. He needed to move.

Hotel security just nodded as he left. This city wasn’t as dangerous as some, with a Corporation as large as JalCom having their own troops patrolling the streets. The foot patrols weren’t thick, but they were noticeable. He expected a patrol to be no more than five to ten minutes away at the outside. It did make the nighttime streets of the city feel a bit safer.

Within a few blocks, Asher found an Oriental restaurant that offered a buffet. He felt the growl of his stomach, so he stepped under the awning and glanced around. Although it was near the end of supper time, there were still several people sitting around tables eating Crab Rangoon and fortune cookies, many wearing JalCom pins on their jacket lapels.

Asher selected a table in a back corner and ordered a dark beer from the Chinese waitress. He set about filling a couple of plates from the buffet while she fetched the beer. By the time she returned, he had begun a serious attack on a plate of beef and broccoli and thickly sauced General Tso’s chicken.

He noted the looks from the kitchen and wait staff and grunted. They didn’t see many people his size that ate like he did. Oh well, he had to feed the machines.

By the time he finished the fourth rounded off plate and third dark brew, he was feeling reenergized. He placed an extra twenty on the table and quickly left before anyone could approach.

As darkness was held at bay by streetlamps and lights of the city, Asher strolled the streets. He found a recycling factory with a junkyard and hopped over the ten-foot-high fence as if it were a tennis net. He carefully checked around the stacks of wrecked automobiles and piles of unnamable pieces of metal equipment and determined the yard was empty of people and watchdogs, so he decided to relieve some stress via a martial arts workout.

No dojo had ever been created for a martial artist like him. He had always been good at the arts, but he had focused on Kung Fu, Wushu, and Krav Maga over the last several years. He had also been working on his body’s ability to release adrenaline on demand. The special forces operators he had occasionally worked with had described the methods they used, and he had practiced them often with his instructors at Spec Central.

As he emptied his mind and focused on situational awareness, he felt the familiar calm flow from his mind and down through his body. Once the calm was complete, something he hadn’t been able to achieve for a long time, he stood motionless as his senses took in everything around him.

He heard the distant traffic on I-64 and the nearer traffic on some of the city streets. He felt the dry night air with the crisp coolness of an early season high pressure system. He smelled the strong odor of garbage and sewage, but he filtered those out and caught the whiff of a bakery several blocks away and a smoker with tomorrow’s BBQ slowly warming. A cigar shop a block over emitted the rich tobacco smells from Haiti, Cuba, and the Dominican Republic, and the vibration of the distant traffic he felt through the leather soles of his shoes was disguised behind the rumbling of a distant train moving quickly through the city.

He didn’t know how long he stood there before something triggered his fight or flight reflex, but as the adrenaline passed into his bloodstream from the small glands over his kidneys, he felt the change. It was odd to be so intimately in tune with his own body, to feel the release. And once it happened, the calm disappeared almost instantly. Everything he had been monitoring was suddenly classified as a threat or a non-threat, and the non-threats were repressed, while anything that was in the least bit threatening became the focus of more attention.

Two blocks to his north, a pimp was chastising a couple of his ‘employees.’ “It is your job to find clients. You can’t just stand around in an alley hoping some horny bastard comes to you.” The pimp chuckled at his clever pun and continued with the lashing. “You get out there and be seen. The JSs aren’t gonna harass you; we have that worked out. Now, get!”

Asher figured JalCom Security must get a percentage of the profits. Or maybe free use of the ‘product,’ which was more their game. Meanwhile, not far outside the metal fencing of the yard he currently occupied, a drug deal was going down.

“A hundo is a lot for that small amount, Jayys. That’s barely enough for two people to get one hit!”

“That’s bullshit. This is the new shit, man. They make it over on the Illinois side of the river. I know you’ve heard of it.”

“Seriously? This is Yellow Candy? It doesn’t look very yellow.”

“That’s just the fuckin’ name, man. It’s just a very little tint of yellow in the right fuckin’ light. Trust me, this ain’t like nothin’ you’ve ever tried.”

“Alright, Jayys, you’ve always fixed me up before. Let’s do it.”

Asher shook his head slightly. Drugs and sex were always best sellers.

Through the open window of an apartment, he heard a baby crying, then the sound of an open hand striking skin and a rough voice. “Go take care of that little brat. Why do we even keep it? You need to find one of those homes for it and leave it there. They can take care of it a hell of a lot better than you can.”

Then a female voice filled with resignation. “He. He is a little boy, not an it.”

“Whatever, just make him stop crying. I got to get up and work in a couple of hours.”

Asher’s jaw clenched, but he couldn’t fix everybody’s problems. He had to focus on his own.

He opened his eyes, and he could still feel the adrenaline flowing through his system. Everything was in sharp focus and seemed to move strangely in slow motion. He watched a bat swoop and catch a mosquito then immediately change direction and catch another before changing direction again and gaining altitude in its search for more food.

He remained focused on the bat as it silently moved through the night air. At normal speed, the bat looked ungraceful, nearly clumsy, in its direction changes. It stumbled through the air in multidirectional flight to seemingly nowhere. But in Asher’s adrenaline-fed state, the small flying mammal was not only graceful, but acrobatic in its tumbles and spins. It always had a target in mind, and its ears turned to focus on the slight buzz of its prey.

Asher shifted his focus from the bat to the junkyard he stood in. He began a slow routine of spins, squats, kicks and strikes. As he moved through the exercise, he began to concentrate on imitating the bat, making sudden changes in direction. It felt awkward at first, but as he repeated each move, it began to feel more natural. He felt the strain and knew he wouldn’t have been able to make the sudden changes in direction without the nanites. The moves were nothing he had ever seen or done, but they began to feel right.

Working up a sweat didn’t happen to him that often anymore, but it did that night. He worked through several routines he had used in training as a Specialist. Then he took some time to run around the junkyard, sprinting along the long rows of junked cars and metal scrap. Eventually, he found himself bounding from pile to pile, like some super parkour hero.

In mid-leap from one two-car pile to a taller miscellaneous junk pile, he flipped head over heels and snagged one of the small, brown bats neatly by the back. His hand wrapped the creature’s wings around its front and trapped it in his palm. The bat wiggled and pulled with its limbs, trying desperately to escape.

Asher studied the small, fuzzy mammal for a minute and marveled at the short fur and the hairless wings. Then he leapt straight up from the pile of junk metal and tossed the bat gently into the air.

He plummeted back to the dirt track of the junkyard and landed effortlessly on his feet with knees bent to absorb the force of the landing. He stood still and listened again to his surroundings and let his senses bring his situational awareness into uber-sharp focus.

The bats were not as silent, nor were their prey of mosquitos, gnats, and other nocturnal bugs drawn to the lights over the junkyard. People walked the sidewalks, and the hum of electric automobiles and the occasional internal combustion engine raced along the streets. For 2 AM, it seemed busy to Asher. But then, he was connected to his surroundings much more closely than he was accustomed to.

Asher had thought he was tuned into the woods when he was back home in the national forest, but this was something on an entirely different level. This was tuned in to the extreme. There was so much more to hear and feel and smell, yet his senses weren’t overloaded. While he was consciously marveling at all the data he was receiving, his mind was almost unconsciously categorizing it.

He knew how many people were currently on the sidewalks surrounding the junkyard. He knew how many cars were on the roads flanking both sides and along the front of it. He even knew how many bats were in the air within a hundred or so feet of his position.

Asher stood and focused on calm for a couple of minutes before slipping into a tai chi exercise to cool down and slow his body’s excitement from the adrenaline rush. Within a few minutes, the change was noticeable, and he felt at ease. He felt the calm he had so often guided his mind and body into after rigorous exercise or a particularly stressful portion of a mission.

He also felt drained and very hungry. He wondered if this was something he would have to contend with whenever he came down from the adrenaline.

Asher checked the area to be sure he wasn’t leaving any obvious evidence that someone had been there. He focused on the other side of the gate to make sure no one was around, then he jumped over the tall metal fence and landed on the sidewalk just outside the junkyard. This place was good for this type of exercise. It wasn’t the national forest, but it was hidden from prying eyes… at least at two in the morning.

He knew he needed to get some rest, but first, he needed some high-calorie food to replenish the energy he had expended. There had been an all-night convenience store on the way from the hotel, so he pointed his toes in that direction and faded into the dark.

* * *

The alarm on his tablet startled him in the stillness of the room. Asher had been staring at the horse statue, lost in thought, for nearly an hour. He glanced at the message, expecting it to be from the food delivery service. He was a little surprised to see it was from Andy.

He tapped the display and read, “Response from add in Denver Post. ‘I’d love to catch up with you and your family. How’s next Tuesday, the 15th? Around sunset?’ I will meet you there, as well, if you like. Let me know. A”

He released his breath and felt an immense sense of relief. Jett was alive. Everything about the message was vintage Jett Wix. She would be vague about the location, while setting a specific time. It was her. And he was going back to Texas.

He wondered if he should accept Andy’s offer. Was the AI/man getting tired of the emptiness of the cabin? He decided to call and discuss it with him, but he had a few days, and right now, he needed to figure out the statue and why Director Styles had sent it to him posthumously.

He lifted the carving, turned it over, and studied the hooves. Each had a glossy black shine with a small etching of one of the four largest Corporations’ logos on the front. Teledyne, Jalcom, Obsidian, and Delik Unified. The emblems weren’t obvious, but neither were they hidden. What the hell did it mean?

Asher slowly turned the horse in his hands and studied it. It appeared to be hand carved out of a dark wood that was extremely dense. He could find no seams and nothing out of place except for the logos. They appeared to have been carved into the hooves, and it was exquisite work.

Each of the hooves had a small pad slipped over the bottom so the horse wouldn’t slide across whatever surface it stood on. The pads were the only part of the statue that wasn’t wood, and he looked closer at them. They were rubber sleeves with deep red felt on the bottom, obviously custom made for the statue.

He gently ran a fingernail between the rubber and the hoof and worked the sleeve off the front right foot. Underneath the pad was a small glass panel, and his heart skipped a beat. He placed a thumb over the glass and was disappointed when nothing happened. Quickly he removed the pad from the other front hoof to expose another miniature glass panel.

Asher held the statue by its front legs, placed a thumb on each of the small panels, and was rewarded by a dim blue light as the fingerprint readers performed as they were designed. The ears rotated to the outside, and the muzzle of the horse slid out, exposing a small slot below and behind. Asher tilted the statue forward and quickly caught the tiny drive that fell from a gap in the horse’s jawline.

He placed the statue and the small computer drive on the hotel coffee table, then he sat back and stared at them for several minutes. His heart beat heavily in his chest, and he breathed deeply and slowly. The workouts and focus he had accomplished the last few days were helping clear the fog of anger, depression, and anxiety he had been feeling. He knew the emotions were still there, but he was now able to focus on his missions, both personal and professional.

He questioned himself about the relevance of finding Director Styles’ killer. His conversations with Jett while he was in Brazil had been ominous. Directors Piscal and Rewis hadn’t returned Jett’s calls or messages, and she had discovered other assassination orders aimed at high members of Teledyne.

Jett had said the orders came from the inside, probably from Director Mikhail, but it sounded more and more like a silent hostile takeover to Asher. It had been several months since Director Styles’ murder; maybe Jett had uncovered more information. He would know when he met with her next week.

He retrieved the drive, connected it to his tablet, and focused. It only took a few seconds for the screen to black out and Director Styles’ face to appear. Asher caught his breath and stared as the image stared back. She had made the recording in her high-rise office, with the northern Nevada mountains in the background.

“Even now, my friend, I have a hard time not using your name,” the ghost image said with a sad smile. “I know the cliché, but it rings true. ‘If you’re getting this…’ Well, if you are, then I am. I had decided to share this with you in person, but I must have waited too long. Regardless, I am going to share some things with you that will, hopefully, help you with whatever you decide, or have decided, to do.”

The smile evaporated, and he saw her jaws clench, along with a sharpness in her eyes that he recognized as the dangerous Director Styles.

“What you don’t know about the Corporations will probably come as a surprise to you. But, then again, maybe not. You were always a little too sharp for comfort.”

She gave her short bark of a laugh, then continued. “I obviously don’t know how long it will take you to get this message, but I have arranged for it to be delivered a short time after… well, whatever happens to me. I assure you, that however I go out, it was an assassination. I’ve felt it coming for a little while and hoped to take a few actions to dissuade whoever is acting toward that end.”

Asher sat back and looked at the woman he had worked for during his last several years at Teledyne, the person who had earned his respect and loyalty, even if the Corporation had not. He felt a tug of anger and grief at the look on her face and imagined what she must have felt to make her believe this video was necessary.

“Since the board was dissolved, things have been moving quickly in, what I consider, a negative direction. As of this minute, there are over forty directors, and that number is growing monthly. There was a large influx, nearly doubling our number, within the first month, then more and more at every monthly meeting. It is a slap in the face to us few who believe in the process and the sanctity of directorship.”

The image poured a half glass of amber liquid and sipped before continuing. “If you get this statue, you will undoubtedly notice the hooves and the logos. Well, there is a reason a piece of art such as this exists. It’s a… status symbol, an award to oneself, if you will. It represents a director who has worked for, and achieved something for, all four of the major Corporations. Someone who has made a difference or spearheaded some advancement for each of the four at some point in their career. The desire to accomplish this goal seems to have paled of late, but it used to be the Mount Everest of directorship.”

He found himself sitting forward in the chair as the ghost of Director Styles spoke. A picture flashed in his head of an octopus with four tentacles in Director Shamus’ office. Each of the four had odd lines and images that he now recognized as stretched and deranged logos of the four major Corporations. Another image, this one from Director Styles’ predecessor’s office, of a gigantic wooly mammoth being paced by four sabre-toothed tigers. The tigers had oddly contorted lines incorporated into the design of their pelts that moved in his memory, arranging themselves into the four logos. And still another in Director Wayneright’s office of a huge stag being stalked by a cougar, who was in turn, being stalked by a giant grizzly. The bear’s huge paws had designs in the fur across the front of each, designs he now recognized as the four logos.

Asher paused the video and sat back in his chair to consider what he had just learned. The portrait of Director Wayneright’s daughter on the wall of a JalCom building stuck in his head. Here, in this very city, was a director from an enemy Corporation who had had access to a wealth of data about the Specialist Program at Teledyne.

He recalled another memory of Director Styles when she had just taken over the program. At their first meeting, she had given him a list of frequencies and communication codes for JalCom that must have come with her to Teledyne.

But what about the fact that Director Piscal had been her mentor and inductor to directorship? She and Director Phillips, another current Teledyne director, had supposably been inducted at the same time. So many questions.

Asher sat forward and continued the video. “I was inducted into Teledyne directorship, as I explained before, with Simon Phillips. Simon was always ambitious, but a little too heavy-handed to warrant a lot of immediate responsibilities. It’s why I was able to transfer to Obsidian, Delik Unified, and then JalCom, before coming back ‘home’ to Teledyne. I spent about eighteen months at each of the other Corporations and two full years at DU.”

“Delik was struggling when I left, with a few of their higher management people thinking more about power than about making life better for everyone. It was one of the reasons for the attack on Obsidian, I’m certain. As of now—” she paused and smiled sadly into the camera “—for me, at least, Delik Unified is not faring well in their hostilities against Obsidian.”

Director Styles’ image sat forward in her chair and looked into the camera with stern eyes. “We were never supposed to openly fight each other. Not The Four, as we were always called. We had very few limitations when dealing with outside corporations. Of course, espionage and subterfuge were the preferred methods, but nothing was forbidden to us when it came to Corporations other than The Four. The ‘Corporate Wars’ have been going on for decades behind the scenes and occasionally spilling over into the view of the public.”

She continued to stare into Asher’s eyes through the camera lens. “Teledyne has not been an angel in these takeovers. Some directors, as I’m sure you know, have been more aggressive than others would prefer, and they have become too free with unethical methods for a few of us. With the board dissolving, however, there has been little we can do about it.”

“It isn’t just at Teledyne either, my friend. I fear The Four have grown too large for the original rules of engagement. I also believe the ones who put things in motion are no longer paying attention. Whether they just don’t care, or they are no longer the organizations they were, I can’t say.”

She paused for another sip before continuing. “There’s a lot of history that I won’t try to tell you. It takes a new director who is on the path months to learn it all. The what, the when, and the why. The who has never been declared, but as you can surmise, I’m sure, they are a very powerful and well-hidden group.”

“This is important. There is an enforcer, or an enforcement group. It was originally used by the ‘who’ to keep the upper echelon of the Corporations in line. There were no warnings if a director strayed or became too aggressive, and punishment was swift and permanent. Not ideal in a civilized world, I know, but in the world of the nearly unlimited power of Corporations and their leadership, it worked.”

“I suspect whoever takes… took me out has usurped that entity and is using it at their bidding. There is no way of knowing this, but I do know that your previous employer suffered some very timely catastrophes that worked in Teledyne’s favor during that takeover. Those catastrophes were the exact type of thing this enforcer would do.”

“I was at Delik Unified at the time and only saw what could be seen from the outside, but the situation was concerning even then. It was probably what nudged the Specialist program into higher importance in my mind. Even though I worked at and contributed to all four of the major Corporations, my allegiance was always to Teledyne. It’s where I started—” she paused “—and now, where I’ve finished.”

“My friend, I’m not asking you to avenge me, but if that is the path you choose to follow, a contact for the enforcement entity I mentioned is attached. It’s all I have. Whatever you do, be careful. Things have changed from the days of growth and simple competitiveness.”

Director Styles’ image sat forward. She nodded once, deeply and gravely, then was gone.

Asher sat back and exhaled. Deedee lying on the floor at his feet flashed in his mind.

She had said JalCom thought she was still working for them but alluded to the fact that she actually wasn’t. “None of them, all of them.”

That made sense now. She must have been recruited to the shadow organization as one of their wet work people. She had been very good at it, to get through his security and assassinate the director in broad daylight in her own office.

It brought more questions. How many people did they have? Where were they headquartered? He thought about the contact on the drive. How did someone order a ‘hit?’ And most importantly, what was he going to do with this information?

* * * * *


Chapter 8

Somerville, TX

October 2043

The evening air was beginning to cool from the warm autumn day. Restaurants were crowded with young singles and married couples without families. Sunlight streaked in from the west and just over the horizon, bright enough to hassle the evening drivers traveling in that direction.

Asher sat on the park bench that had been installed next to the marble carving, which was all that was left of his family, except memories. He sat with his legs crossed, pretending to read a dog-eared paperback novel he had picked up at a secondhand store. Sci-fi had never been his thing, more Laurel’s. He assured himself he was holding the book right side up, then he watched his surroundings through dark sunglasses.

His enhanced hearing picked up the light footsteps approaching across the park grounds. He glanced over his left shoulder, and in his peripheral vision, he saw a slim man in a suit and over jacket. The intruder walked toward the sidewalk about forty feet to Asher’s left, then turned in his direction. As he passed, Asher caught something strange in the man’s gait and instantly became fully alert.

The man walked as if to pass on the sidewalk, then stopped and turned toward the bench. He gestured with his left hand, as his right was holding a tablet. “Do you mind if I sit for a moment?”

Asher smiled when he recognized the voice. “Please. I only need this part of the bench I’m occupying.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m new to the area and may have gotten myself lost. I just need to find my hotel. I could never walk and chew gum at the same time.”

Asher nodded again and watched out of the corner of his eye. A few deft taps and his visitor said, “Ah, here’s the reservation. The Somerville Inn. Room 703.”

The man stood and nodded again to Asher with a small, self-depreciating smile. “Thank you, sir, for sharing your park bench. I am sometimes dyslexic and need to tell myself out loud what something says. Especially with numbers. I am sorry for disturbing your solitude.”

Asher smiled and nodded once as the stranger hurried off.

He was impressed with Wix’s spy craft. She was in the Somerville Inn and the comment about dyslexia with numbers meant she was in room 307. He knew the inn had over ten floors, but he also knew Jett’s dislike of elevators.

He gave her fifteen minutes then stood and walked aimlessly for a few more minutes through the park. Twenty-seven minutes after the two parted company, Asher knocked on her hotel room door and stood in plain view of the peep hole.

Jett Wix opened the door and pulled him in quickly. Once the door closed behind Asher, she threw her arms around him and engulfed him in a long hug followed by a few quiet sobs. After a bit, she pushed him back to arm’s length and looked in his eyes.

“I am so incredibly happy you’re alive, Asher. I thought you were gone for sure. Then when that happened with Laurel and the kids… I’m sooo sorry!”

She wrapped him in a hug again. He stood with his arms around his closest friend and shared her sobs.

A couple hours later, they sat in Wix’s hotel room in straight back chairs with handwritten notes strewn across the bed and desk. Jett was still scribbling as they talked. “Three months! Damn, Ashe, you really were nearly dead? I want to meet Andy so I can thank him for saving you.”

“Yeah, well, we can do that if you like. You need to know, though, I’m going to find whoever killed my family. Then I’m going to find whoever ordered Director Styles murdered. When I do find them, both parties will be punished.” His voice had become harsh and cold as he spoke the last sentence, and she looked at him a moment and felt his anger and determination.

“Then you need to know, I’ll do anything I can to help you. Ashe, I loved your family. They were the closest I had to my own family, except for you, since I was a teen. And Director Styles was good people, as well. I know you respected her, and that means a lot.”

He grunted, nodded, and stared at nothing.

“I can’t shake the feeling it’s connected somehow, but I don’t want to be paranoid.” He looked back at Jett as he spoke. “Why would someone do that to Laurel and the kids? What did I do to cause that kind of retaliation, especially since I was already ‘dead?’”

“I’ve spent a lot of brain cells on that question over the last little while. I wonder if they were desperate for the nanite technology you sent in just before the attack. You said, they, TSS, found another spy shortly before they were destroyed. Maybe it was one of the big four Corporations. If it was, and they were unable to get the tech, they may have taken steps so no one could get it.”

“They would have had to know I was there then.”

“That’s what I’m thinking. If they thought they had taken care of you, and you hadn’t sent the tech to us yet, the only other place you could have sent it was to…”

“Laurel.”

“I’m so sorry, Ashe.”

“Don’t worry about it. We must figure this out, and I think you’re on the right trail. It all tracks with the way some of the Corporations have been working lately and with what Director Styles said about the heavy handedness of this ‘enforcement’ arm they have been using more freely.”

“All of that info she gave you, man, what a con! Who do you think this entity was that began it all? I mean, the sheer balls of this group. It has to be a group. One person couldn’t have done this, could they?”

“I don’t think so. I mean, a Bezos, a Silas, or even a Musk, none of them could have pulled this off on their own. I believe you’re right, it had to be a group, and it would only work if they and their agenda stayed behind the scenes and secret. You saw the government fallout from the Corporate takeovers. No, it has to be a small group, probably no more than three to five members.”

Wix nodded, and Asher knew her mind was racing. This sort of thing was her manna. She lived for it. Now that her mind was on it, he knew he would get actionable info. It was just a matter of time.

“So, what do they have you doing now? Still in intel?”

She shook her head. “It’s not what it was. The Specialist program is still there, and I send them intel reports, but there’s not much communication. A director named Phillips has taken over, but he works remotely from what I can gather. I send the reports to a general email. That’s all. I don’t get anything except a reply acknowledging receipt.”

“Hmm. I am curious what went down after…”

“It was all normal until we heard about the explosion. All communication was immediately locked down, and the only thing I’ve seen since were some emails I intercepted. They had a few people quit, I know, and some others were reassigned.” She paused and shuffled a few documents around before looking up at him. “The extraction team sent to get you out never reported back, and they assumed the explosion got them as well.”

The image of a van with Mike Sweet and Skittles Twain urging him to hurry just before it exploded flashed through his mind, and he cringed. “Yeah. They were there to get me out right when it happened. Perfect timing on someone’s part. The van exploded a couple seconds before the complex went up. All four were in or around it. No way they could have made it.”

“Fuck, Ashe, that sucks. That’s five Specialists, counting you, for that nanite tech. I don’t see it being worth that. And that’s not counting your personal loss.”

“Six. I don’t think any tech could be worth the loss,” Asher said as he pushed down the pain and anger. “What have they done with it? Have you heard anything?”

“Not much. They brought in that Dr. Li to study the data. They also had some tech guru from Germany shipped over. Not a pleasant dude. Anyway, from what I’ve heard, they’re optimistic, but I don’t know.”

“Did you look through the data I sent?”

“Of course, but that sort of thing is always exaggerated in those internal memos. I mean, I know about the health nanites the directors get, and I’m briefed on the benefits, but this is a whole different scale of augmentation.”

“Would it surprise you to know Specialists get that nanite treatment as well?”

She stared at him for a minute then grunted. “I don’t guess so. It makes sense actually, and I can see Director Styles taking that step to enhance her field operators.”

“I was the first to be treated. Quite the experience.”

“No shit? What was it like?”

“Odd, to say the least. It was like experiencing your good days every day. Like being a teenager again in some ways.”

“Really? Tell me…”

* * *

Asher came in the door quietly and was surprised to hear the shower. It was just before 4:30 AM, and he hadn’t expected Jett to be up so early. Not that he really knew her schedule, but they had talked about what they were going to do until after midnight before they had turned in.

He raised his voice over the sound of the water and said, “I’m back. With food!”

A loud “Woop!” came through the closed bathroom door, and the water turned off almost immediately. He shook his head, sat at the desk, and opened his tablet to look for messages from Andy. There was nothing new, so he settled back and took a bite from a fresh apple fritter. He had made a quick stop at an early morning bakery on his way back from an oh-dark-thirty run. It wasn’t the junkyard workout he had gotten used to in St Louis, but it was a relief to exercise.

Jett came out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel with damp hair. “Where’s that food?”

He shoved a box of doughnuts in her direction. “These are gluten free.”

“Ah, you know what I like.”

“We need to hit the road pretty quickly if you want to meet Andy and see if you all can work together. It’s a full day to get there.”

“I can’t wait. An actual artificial intelligence. Amazing!”

“Yeah, you might want to watch calling him artificial. He’s a little self-conscious about the whole thing.”

“No worries, bossman. I’ll have a couple of days to get to know him, and he me, then we’ll decide what the best move is going forward.”

Asher watched her as he finished his first gooey fritter and started another. He had hoped she would want to help them. Even though he hadn’t told her everything yet, he felt a lot better about their chances. If Andy and Jett could work together, he thought, they could take on the world.

* * *

Jett was once again disguised as a man when they walked out of the hotel and headed toward where Asher’s rental car was parked. Asher looked around as they walked, not fast, not slow, just walking.

He paused as they passed a small café with outdoor seating, but it wasn’t open at this early hour. Jett looked at him as he started walking again.

“The last time Laurel and I ate there—” he had a faraway look in his eyes “—it was just before or after some mission. I don’t remember which. She got broccoli. She never finished her food at any restaurant; I always had a few bites of whatever she ordered, especially after the nanite treatment. I had the last piece of broccoli on her plate; it was good. I decided the next time we went there I would get the broccoli.”

* * * * *


Chapter 9

Mark Twain National Forest

October 2043

“Ms. Wix, is this the website you were looking for?”

Jett stepped over to the bald man and glanced over his shoulder. The computer setup in the small cabin had pleasantly surprised her. It was a gamer’s dream setup, and as far as anyone knew, that’s who it belonged to. He had explained how he had acquired the equipment he surmised they would need, and she had approved.

She glanced at the top of his head, the head that had belonged to Phillip, one of the Specialists she had known, and felt a stab of loss. She knew there had been way too much loss recently, and she vowed to herself, once again, to help put things right. She couldn’t imagine the pain Asher must have gone through—must still be going through.

“That’s it. Damn, I wish I had your processing power Andy. You’ve got to be the fastest person at this work I’ve ever seen, probably by an order of magnitude.”

“Well, I do have some advantages.” Andy’s entire head turned red at the praise.

“I guess you do.” She chuckled and patted his shoulder. She was impressed by the man/AI more and more. At first, she’d been mortified to see Phillip’s face, and yet, nothing of him remained on the inside. But the more they interacted, the more she marveled at what this man was.

Asher had not warned her that the body the AI inhabited was that of a KIA Specialist. She got that he had wanted her reactions to be real, but the morbidity had threatened to overcome her. She had to admit, however, once she got past the horror, she was fascinated.

“Please call me Jett. I feel old when you call me Ms. Wix.”

Andy glanced up at her for a brief second, fingers never slowing on the keyboard in front of him. “I apologize, Jett. I am unaccustomed to interacting with people, and I tend to default to politeness if I don’t know someone well.”

“It’s quite alright and the best way to begin a conversation, but we know each other well enough, now, for you to use my given name, I think.”

“Thank you. It means more to me than you can imagine that you have accepted me. Asher told me about Phillip and warned me that you might not be very accepting. He said he wasn’t going to warn you, so you could see and make the connections yourself. He also said your amazing mind works somewhat differently than most, and he believed you would benefit from the introduction being done thus.”

“Amazing mind, huh? Well, that’s flattering from Ashe.”

“He seems to think quite highly of you.”

“We’ve been friends for a long time, Asher and me. And now, you and I are his only remaining friends, his family.”

She remembered Asher’s comments about Laurel’s last visit to the café, as they were leaving Somerville. He must have had plans in place for her and the kids if he were hurt or killed on a mission, but to unexpectedly have them taken from him… it was too much for even someone as strong as Asher to handle alone.

“Thank you for being there for him. He told me you saved him when the Corporation that created you was destroyed. I can’t imagine how you must have felt to take that step. It must have been very difficult for you. Even scary.”

He kept working on the terminal as he answered. “It was one of the most difficult things in my… my life. I felt a strong loyalty to the people that gave me life, but no one there treated me like a person until Asher—I knew him as Arlo then—did. He brought me coffee and sweet pastries from the town outside the complex, a place I had never been to or offered the opportunity to visit. It opened my mind to how I was being treated by the people around me, and I began to pay closer attention.”

He paused and glanced at her again. “They acted as if I wasn’t there unless they were speaking to me directly. And, thanks to my enhanced hearing from the nanite treatment, I could hear when they talked about me among themselves. They always referred to me as ‘it.’ Asher always spoke of me as ‘he.’ Maybe, as with you, he knew the owner of this body before me, and that helped him to see me as a person, but I felt like he would have anyway. I found myself longing for his visits and our conversations.”

He turned back to his work. “It was a time when I was trying to understand emotions. My life prior to the merge had none. Although my creators had written programs that created false feelings, they were nothing more than programs, instructing me on how to react in particular situations. I am, and have always been, self-aware to an extent, but my true ‘feelings’ didn’t exist until I melded with this mind. At least, I assume this is what true feelings are.

“Do you know, Jett, you are an easy person to speak with? Asher and I talk often, but since his memories have returned, he has been somewhat difficult to read.”

“I appreciate that. Asher has a lot of emotional pain right now. I believe the person you know and care for is there; he’s just dealing with extreme loss. Asher isn’t someone who remains idle for very long, either. I suspect he has also been suffering from that. He probably feels like he should be finding the people responsible for his family’s deaths, as well as that of his friend, Director Styles.”

She completed the portable firewall for her worm and sent it to search Teledyne’s system for any mention of Mantle and several other key words. Once the search was active, she began digging through the websites she and Andy had found to look for some way into the systems of the other three mega Corporations.

* * *

Jett looked up as Asher stepped in from the light rain. He had been out for a workout and had run for nearly five hours. She had worried the first few times he was gone for so long, but she had taken a cue from Andy, who didn’t seem concerned at all. Apparently, Asher’s nanite-augmented body required a lot more exercise to get in a decent workout. She knew the effort helped him think, and she suspected the extra effort also helped him forget.

“Good weather for a run?” she asked as he slipped off his light jacket and hung it on a peg near the door.

“Well, I don’t know if I sweated a lot or just got rained on. Other than that, not bad.”

Jett chuckled and turned back to her computer screens. “I do have some news for you. Wayneright is still at JalCom in the same building you entered to plant my little bug.”

Asher stepped up and glanced over her shoulder. “That is interesting.” There was a coldness to his voice she didn’t like. It wasn’t what she expected from the man she knew. As he stalked back to the small bathroom to change, she wondered how much of that man was still in there.

“He’s been distracted since his memories returned,” Andy said as his eyes followed Asher out of the room. “I have seen some change recently, however. He seems to be more focused. I believe contact with you has helped him find that focus. I also believe he is formulating a plan of action, and that helps him, as well.”

“Let’s help him with that, shall we? Are you still in JalCom’s internal systems?”

Andy nodded and tapped a few keys. “Here is a link to their mainframe.”

She went to work, and in a short time, she pulled up a touched-up photo of Asher and inserted it into the system’s employee ID database. A few minutes passed, and the small printer hummed as a document slid out. She retrieved the card stock, then, with a few slices and a quick lamination, Allen Cartwright became JalCom’s new nightshift auditor for foodstuffs receiving and quality control of kitchen/food storage in the St. Louis tower, JalCom’s operations center for the city.

She slid the new ID card across the farmhouse dining table they used as a common desk and smiled. “Now, it’s your turn. Attach some credentials to the name and ID, and he’ll be set to go.”

Andy smoothly caught the sliding card and tapped the eID programmable chip against the reader/programmer they had designed and built a few days earlier. With a soft chirp, a window popped up on one of his displays. In a very short time, Mr. Allen Cartwright had access to any room in the tower. Andy smiled at their handiwork and nodded deeply to Jett.

“I am learning so much from you. Thank you for coming here to work with us.”

“Well, I am only here for a few more days, then I must get back to my regular job. I can easily pass you information from there, though, so you can continue to keep Asher out of trouble, and I’m always available via the comm system we set up if you need anything. You’re more than capable, though. I don’t believe you’ll need me often.”

Andy turned his gaze to her as she spoke and continued to tap on his keyboard at lightning speed. “I will continue to need your expertise in this line of work. I find that I’m not as… imaginative… as you. So, if you continue to give me ideas for what we can do to assist Asher in his mission, I will continue to do everything I can to make them happen.”

Jett smiled at the man/AI and nodded. “Deal.”

* * * * *


Chapter 10

St. Louis Sprawl

November 2043

The night sky was overcast and threatened an early snow. It had been drizzling and steadily growing colder for the last couple of days as a front from the Pacific Northwest moved slowly across the Rockies, bringing chill and dampness to the Midwest and upper plains.

Asher had been ‘on the job’ for nearly a week. The job of auditor suggested he would be here an undisclosed amount of time, then move on to the next ‘audit.’ He had become known around the kitchen and receiving area, and he had concentrated on not being a pain in the ass to the rest of the employees while inspecting foodstuff as it was delivered and ensuring the storage units were kept at capacity and in good working order.

He had pointed out a couple of spots where the dock crews could improve their routines and caught a refrigeration unit on the verge of ruining several hundred pounds of fresh seafood.

His focus was on being adequate at his new ‘job’ without drawing excessive attention from the other employees. For the most part, everything was going as planned. One of the chefs had proven to be a small problem, as he tended to bully everyone around him. Asher never responded well to bullies, but he reined himself in and stayed out of Chef Wilmont’s way.

His mission was to gain intelligence on the secret group known as Mantle, and he really wanted to talk to Director Wayneright. The man had transferred from Teledyne to JalCom, and Asher wanted to get more insight on why. Asher considered the timeline he knew and wondered when Wayneright had actually made the change. The picture on the wall had been taken months ago, and to have earned a spot on the wall, the subject had likely been in place several months before that. Then again, this could be Wayneright’s final stop, like Teledyne was going to be for Director Styles.

Asher had respected Wayneright when he was working for the director. That respect had changed to suspicion when he found a photo of a gene-modified mermaid—a mermaid he had met and knew to be the director’s daughter—on the wall of a JalCom facility several years later. The downside to talking with Wayneright was that the director knew him. He supposed he would cross that bridge when he came to it.

* * *

“No, no, no! This is not proper pesto! You mixed this with a plastic whisk. Never use plastic in MY food!” The raging chef snatched the whisk from the young assistant’s hand and smacked her over the head several times, splashing green sauce around the prep area. Once he felt she had been chastised and abused with the mixing utensil long enough, he threw the foul instrument across the kitchen where it bounced off the wall. “Get out! Get out of my sight! We prepare food for administrators, and it must be perfect.”

He turned to the young assistant’s assistant and pointed to the bowl of pesto she had been working on. “Fetch a WOODEN spoon and mix this properly. Pray she didn’t ruin the palate with that plastic.”

He turned his attention back to the stunned assistant chef and raged, “Why are you still here? LEAVE MY KITCHEN!”

She nearly ran head long into Asher as he passed in the hallway leading to the food storage area. She stepped back and glanced at him with fear and trepidation in her eyes. “I am s-sorry, sir. Please forgive me.”

Asher shook his head and tried to smile comfortingly. “It’s quite all right, miss. I heard the commotion and came to see if everything is okay.”

She had stepped around him and continued toward the front of the building. Without turning she said, “Sure, it’s all good. That man has an overdeveloped sense of self-worth. Let’s see how he does preparing his own recipes.”

As the doors swung closed behind her, Asher decided it was time for him to make his move and see Director, or Administrator, Wayneright. If he had to witness this asshole bullying another person, he might blow his cover and jeopardize the mission, which was not something he intended to do.

He had been monitoring the director’s schedule and was sure he would be in the office late that evening. Asher decided to speak with him that night, then he spun on a heel and left the building. He would come back later to be seen a few times around supper to keep any suspicion at bay, then he would make his move.

* * *

Asher stepped quietly into the director’s office and looked around. Wayneright wasn’t present, but his lights were on, and there were a few things scattered about his desk, including a half full glass with a couple of partially melted ice cubes floating in amber liquid. He stepped to the only other door in the office and tested the knob. The door opened into a private area at least as large as the director’s office.

A quick glance through the open door showed a large restroom and several windows but no other place a person might be. Against the wall of exterior widows was a giant aquarium full of water but empty of fish or plants. He remembered vividly the young woman—part young woman and part fish—he had helped the director lift from the floor back into a similar aquarium years earlier in San Diego. He had found out the real live mermaid was the director’s daughter who had had some advanced gene splicing at a very young age.

He stepped up next to the aquarium and looked down through the windows at the Mississippi river and across to Gabaret Island. Though nearly a thousand feet below him, on the banks of the river, Asher, with his augmented sight, recognized the figure in all black, standing at parade rest, gazing out at the water.

It was Director Wayneright, and Asher debated waiting where he was for the man. When Wayneright didn’t move for several minutes, Asher decided he didn’t have time to wait. He quickly left the office and took the private elevator to the bottom floor.

The landscaped greenway was perfect for moving quietly, and Asher made no noise as he stepped up behind the director, now JalCom administrator. He still wasn’t sure how he was going to handle the confrontation. He had decided to let Wayneright’s actions guide him. He stood behind the man and wondered how much this man had suffered from losing his daughter. It was something they had in common.

After a couple of minutes, Asher quietly stepped up beside Wayneright. The director didn’t seem to notice him for a few seconds, then he stiffened and turned to face him. He saw confusion and anger flash through the man’s eyes, then recognition and resignation.

“Of course. I had heard you were dead. I guess you’re here to kill me?”

Asher stared at the other man in shock for a minute and then cocked his head to the side. “Why would you assume I’m here to kill you, Director?”

“Why else would you be here? I mean, you, specifically. You were reported killed in action on some mission for Teledyne. It was big news on the forum. Teledyne’s lead Specialist taken out, especially in that clusterfuck of an operation. But that is one of their specialties, isn’t it? Fake a death to get their hands on a good operator.”

Asher felt his eyebrows begin to scrunch together and forced his face to stay neutral. “I apologize, but I’m still not… Wait. You think I’m from Mantle? And here to assassinate you?”

It was Wayneright’s turn to look confused. “Mantle, Castle, Quinn, whatever they’re calling themselves nowadays. Are you saying you’re not?”

“No, sir. I am here to discuss them, though. They’re the ones responsible for Director Styles’ death, and I suspect they might have killed my family. At whose behest, I do not know, but I am very curious to find out.” His voice had become very low and dangerous by the end of the last sentence, and Wayneright involuntarily took a half step back.

“Listen, Mal…” Asher stepped forward faster than any human could move and stood with his face scant inches from Wayneright’s.

“Don’t use that name. That man is dead. He died on that mission, and then again months later when he found out his family had been murdered.” His voice was quiet, but it held dangerous undertones that would have frightened anyone. Almost anyone. Wayneright’s grief had carried him beyond fear for his life.

The sudden movement and Asher’s nearness caused Wayneright to quickly step back again, but there was no fear in his eyes. There was nothing in his eyes at all. “Okay but understand this. I have nothing to lose. You remember my daughter, I’m sure. Well, she disappeared. She was all I had, the only reason for my work. She was why I worked as hard as I did to become, well, this.” He held his palms up at his sides. “So, if you’re here to sweat me for something or to try and frighten me into doing something for your secretive bosses, there is nothing you can threaten me with that would be worse than what I’ve already been through.”

Asher stepped back. This man had lost his wife in childbirth, but his daughter had survived. Then he had learned she had an incurable condition that would take her life in a few short years. He had worked with gene scientists to save her by morphing her into something no longer quite human, and then he lost her again.

“What happened to your daughter?”

Wayneright turned and stared at the dark water flowing by. After a moment, he spoke, barely above a whisper. “I took her to the aquarium.” He said it like it answered everything.

After a long pause, he continued, “It was on a day they were closed, but I used my position as a Teledyne director to get into the dolphin area. My daughter had wanted to swim in something larger than our pool at home, and she loved dolphins.”

His face split in a sad smile. “She was so at home with them. She jumped and swam with the pod and had so much fun. They were fascinated with her. When she started flashing through the water with them, they gathered around her and played. It seemed like all day, but was less than an hour, I’m sure. She was so happy, and I was happy for her.” The smile vanished, and his face turned white. “But then disaster happened. The plexiglass between the tank and the ocean exploded. It may have been due to all the commotion in the tank, which was a lot more than normal, but whatever the cause, the dolphins and Madeline swam out into the Pacific, and I never saw her again. That was 573 days ago.”

The ocean around southern California was known to be home to great whites and orcas. Asher felt for the man and understood why he grieved, but if she had been accepted by the pod of dolphins, there was hope she survived.

“Director, or whatever your title is here, I need some information. I’m not here at the behest of Mantle or anyone else. I need to know more about Mantle. I need to know how to find them and what to expect when I do.”

Wayneright looked at him for a long minute through squinted eyes, then nodded. “It will mean the end of me if I tell you anything, but like I said, I’ve got no reason to continue anyway. I’ll tell you everything I know; however, it isn’t a lot. They kept their identity secret for many reasons, but primarily because they didn’t trust any of us not to try and take their place. They knew that people, once given the freedom and power of the directors in any of the four major Corporations, would seek more. It’s in our nature.”

He gestured to a couple of benches set back from edge of the eight-foot drop to the rushing river. Asher sat and focused on the director while keeping his senses alert to their surroundings. The river made enough noise that no one would be able to electronically monitor their conversation, and they were surrounded by thick shrubbery which would allow them to converse without yelling.

“They, whoever they are, have a very good notion of how people will try to improve their standing wherever they are. No matter how much power we are given, most of us will hunger for more. It’s akin to gold fever. We can’t help wanting more once that part of our mind is open. Whoever started all this knew what to expect from the beginning.”

“When was that? The beginning?”

“I don’t know the full answer to that. I know, when I came to work for JalCom in 2024, where I started by the way, it had been under way for years.” He paused and looked at Asher for a moment.

“I assume you know something about leadership changing Corporations under particular circumstances, since you didn’t ask why I was here.”

“Yes, something of it. Director Styles shared some information with me after she was killed.”

“Of course. Shana was capable and one of the good ones. I was surprised to hear of her passing, especially in that manner, knowing what I know of her. She was very dedicated and wanted nothing more than advancement for the Corporations. She was ‘all in’ as they say in Vegas. For her to be taken out by Mantle suggests she did something very wrong, but I didn’t see that in her.”

“No, it was a move by another director, a hit taken out on her and nothing more. It seemed to me like a play for taking over the Specialist program, but I found out that sort of thing was not done among leadership. At least not before.”

Wayneright had been sitting straight on the bench, military bearing in place, but as Asher spoke, he began to slouch a little, and his shoulders sagged slightly.

“I heard rumors and saw some indications something was amiss, which was not good. The Corporations have always been competitors, but not in the way they are now. The war between Obsidian and Delik Unified was what made many of us begin to doubt the security of our positions. Too many civilian casualties. The powers wouldn’t have allowed that in years past. It would have been stomped out immediately, with prejudice. A message would have been sent… and received.”

“Well, these ‘powers’ seem to have changed their way of thinking. Director Styles wondered if they had decided not to care or pay attention, or if they had been totally subjugated.”

Wayneright looked at him curiously. “How did you know where I was? And if you’re not with Teledyne or Mantle, who do you work for?”

Asher had been watching for that realization. “I found you with the help of a few very capable friends. As for who I work for, well, that’s just me. I intend for the persons responsible for my family’s murder, and that of Director Styles, to pay.”

“I can see you’re angry, but how do you intend to find, let alone extract your vengeance on, an entity that has remained behind the scenes for decades? You’re one man. One who has already been ‘killed’ once.”

Asher stood quickly and walked to the riverbank where he retrieved a rock. Wayneright watched him closely. “You’re right, I was killed once, so no one knows who I am or that I even exist. And those capable friends I mentioned will be involved.”

He lifted the rock, a solid stone the size of his head, and tossed it one handed to the director who tried to catch it but was pushed back on the bench by its weight.

“Oof. What was the purpose of that?” Wayneright asked. He pushed off the stone with both hands and considerable effort.

Asher picked it up again, one handed, and tossed it into the air a couple of times as if it were a tennis ball. A few trees stood on the small island in the middle of the rushing water, thirty yards away. He eyed the smaller of them, about eight inches in diameter, and threw the stone as if he were pitching a baseball. When the rock hit the tree, there was a loud crack, almost like lightning. The tree trunk exploded about four feet off the soupy ground, and the top portion dropped to the side with its upper limbs landing in the water.

Wayneright stood with his arms at his side and watched the rapidly moving river grasp the limbs of the tree and pull it slowly into the mad rush of water. He looked Asher up and down. “My God, no wonder you didn’t die. Are you a cyborg?”

It was Asher’s turn to stare for a minute before he spoke. “No, I don’t think so. The change happened after the explosion in Brazil. The information I was there to retrieve was intelligence on a new nanite program.”

“Nanites? My God. The Corporations have been chasing that technology since the health nanites proved themselves, but none of The Four have it. At least, not anything that can do that.” He gestured to the tree floating nearly out of sight down the river. “I would know.”

“Well, now they do. Teledyne does, at least. I sent the data to them several months ago, shortly before the explosion. What they’ve done with it since, I’ve no idea.” He stood facing the director. “I’m proof, and as far as I know, the only living person the treatment has worked on. It’s not easy or without risks, but if it’s done correctly, it can be done.”

The director stared at the river. “One has to wonder what this will do to the world. Obsidian and Delik Unified have already shown they care little for the civilians caught in their war. Collateral damage means nothing to their leaders when they know any surviving management will simply be assimilated into the winning Corporation. What will happen when they have access to this technology?”

“That is a good question, sir. I have wondered if Teledyne will use it as a deterrent, like the doomsday nuclear missile system. I would have thought so a year ago, but much has changed in Teledyne leadership.” Asher sat down. “Tell me, has the leadership here and in other Corporations been changing? Or is it just in Teledyne?”

Wayneright looked up sharply. “What have you heard?”

“Director Styles told me a few months before she was murdered the board had dissolved. Then she mentioned in the recording she sent after her death that the number of directors had more than tripled in that short time. She was concerned.”

Wayneright nodded thoughtfully and said, “As she should be, or should have been, in this case. Similar things have happened here and at Obsidian. Delik is struggling right now, but I’m sure it would be the same if they could manage it. The truly disturbing thing is that I’ve had no input into the growth at JalCom. That is partially my own fault as I’ve been quite withdrawn, but the few in management I still feel comfortable speaking with have shared similar thoughts.”

Asher didn’t respond as he let this information sink in. If all the Corporations were going through similar growth, financially and physically, it would make sense to grow their management numbers, as well. But, if they had been playing by some sort of rulebook, the type of growth that seemed to be happening could very easily turn it on its head.

“So, if Mantle was the force used to keep people and the Corporations in check, is the growth due to less oversight from their handlers?”

“It’s obvious you still think with an intelligence officer’s mind. I was always under the impression there was one ‘handler,’ as you call them. Two or three at the most. In the past, when something needed to be done on that front, it happened very quickly. A large board making decisions would get bogged down, even if they professed to think alike.”

“Is there anything you can tell me to help me locate them? Any idea where there might be a headquarters or home area?”

Wayneright stared at the rushing water again. After a minute, he replied, “I don’t know of anything. I’ve never communicated with them, but there was a forum we could sign on to and ask for communication. That was where we would go to request transfers between Corporations and get approval or denial. That was the only contact I ever had with them. The system was still working as it had in the past when I came here about eight months ago.” He paused before continuing quietly, “That was when I accepted she wasn’t coming back.”

“You mentioned a forum; how would I get access to it?”

Wayneright shrugged and continued to stare at the river. He cited a web address from memory. “Use my credentials. My last name and the number 1444. My password is Madeline.”

He stood and turned to Asher. “If there’s nothing else, I have something important to attend to.”

Asher stood and faced the man. He extended his hand as he met the director’s eyes. “I am truly sorry about your daughter. I understand your feelings of loss.”

As he gripped the offered hand, Wayneright nodded once. His arm dropped back to his side, he turned toward the river, and he spoke over his shoulder, “I wish you luck in your endeavors.”

Asher left the man to his burden and walked toward the skyscraper. It occurred to him that the administrator’s login might betray his help. When he turned to mention it, Wayneright was nowhere to be seen.

Asher ran to the bank overlooking the river and was just in time to see the man plummet, face first, from the lower edge into the black, rapidly flowing water. He didn’t resurface.

* * * * *


Chapter 11

Mark Twain National Forest

November 2043

“I’ve decided to share the nanite tech with JalCom and Obsidian.”

Andy looked up from his monitors. He had been watching news from around the world, and he continued to split his attention between listening to the three running stories as he looked at Asher.

“Why not all four of the major Corporations?”

“I think Obsidian is going to win the war with Delik Unified, and if it helps get that done more quickly, with less civilian casualties, it is for the better. If all three remaining Corporations have the nanite technology, none will be able to use it for a clear advantage over the others.”

The bald head nodded as Asher spoke. “That is as fair as you can be, I believe. Since Teledyne already has the raw data, they could use it to attack and take over the other Corporations. This sharing will put them all back on equal ground where nanite technology is involved.”

“Should we tell Jett? Will it put her in a situation where she has to choose loyalties?”

Andy’s gaze met Asher’s for a moment before he replied. “She has already made her decision. She is loyal to you. She may have issues sharing the data, but she will default to that loyalty.”

Asher stared back at the AI’s human eyes and felt a small shiver. “I’ll need identification and a back story—a spy who has been under for a while or a double agent. Will you discuss it with her? Put your heads together and build something?”

“Yes, my friend. I am calling her later today, and we will figure it out.”

“Thank you.”

* * *

“Jett’s coming here. She’s coming to visit for a few weeks, she said.”

Andy was obviously excited about the news when he burst through the door of the cabin, carrying the small satellite phone he used to communicate with the Teledyne Intelligence Manager.

“She’ll be here Wednesday!”

One side of Asher’s mouth slanted up in a small smile at his friend’s enthusiasm. “We’ll need the cot and that curtain you hung to create a sleeping quarter for her.”

The AI paced back and forth across the back of the cabin and looked closely at the walls, floor, and ceiling. “I can get some lumber tomorrow and enclose a small room for her before she gets here. It might be good to have something permanent if she is going to visit often.”

Asher looked around the small cabin and shrugged. The front part of the room held a couple of desks and a small kitchen, with a full bathroom in the back right corner. Their cots were along the bathroom wall and the opposite wall at the back of the cabin. If Andy enclosed the corner he was looking at, it would leave one bunk in the small gap between the bathroom and Jett’s room, and the other along the outside wall between the bathroom and the desks. Maybe it was time to find a larger home.

The remoteness of this cabin was perfect for his needs, but he knew Jett was accustomed to more civilization. Andy had never complained or asked for anything larger, but Asher didn’t really know how the AI felt about being in the middle of a national forest. Asher liked it just fine.

“So, how’s the ID for Obsidian going? I’d like to get there and be done with it before the end of the year.”

Andy stopped pacing and sat at his desk. The huge oak chair he used for an office chair looked a little out of place, but the strong wood was needed to support the nanite-enhanced man, who spent the most time in it. He found it easy to forget the other man had also been treated with nanites. Andy was always very careful to disguise his strength and speed.

“It’s one of the reasons she’s coming. She wants to collaborate firsthand. We will have everything ready within the week. Some of it is already in their systems, marinating.” He glanced at Asher with a lopsided grin. “That’s what Jett calls it. Like when you soak food in a spice mixture before cooking it.”

Asher grunted and returned to his research. If he didn’t know better, he might think the AI had a crush on Jett.

* * *

“I have a place to start. Look at this data.”

Jett looked up from her mobile workstation as Asher shared a file. When the soft chime sounded, indicating her system had tracked and scanned it, she opened the file.

“What am I looking at?”

“I shared it with you too, Andy. It’s a list of events I believe can be attributed to Mantle. I don’t think they have many operatives, but they must have at least three. This list contains descriptions of at least two men and two women. One of them seems to be the JalCom person who killed Director Styles, and she’s no longer there. There is at least one other female named Sloan, although that could be an alias. You’ll see descriptions of two separate male operatives that can’t physically be the same person.”

“How did you compile this?” Jett asked as she tabbed through the pages.

“I started with a forum the managements of all four Corporations use to communicate. There is a section where they can describe a problem for Mantle to ‘take care of,’ but it isn’t the one where you found evidence of hits being ordered before. This is a legitimate forum, if there is a ‘legitimate.’ You should both have Director Wayneright’s credentials and the forum’s address.”

“I’ve also been looking into this,” Andy said. “I was able to set up a new username and password. I’ll continue my exploration and let you two know what I find.”

“This is good stuff, Ash. We’ll continue working on this while you’re away spying and shit. I have your Obsidian ID set up, and it has marinated enough to be viable.”

Andy chuckled from his work area.

Jett ignored him and continued, “I decided to use a very close story to your real one. Different names, of course, and you, obviously, aren’t the leader of the Specialist program. You are a disgruntled Teledyne Specialist who discovered the nanite tech and sent it home, then you were nearly killed in an assassination attempt you blame Teledyne for. Your goal is to get the information to Obsidian with the hopes of number one, thumbing your nose at Teledyne, and number two, benefitting from the treatment yourself.”

Asher studied the back story facts as she spoke.

“No family or close friends. You pretty much stay deployed or spend your time training. Your personal life is alcohol and adventurous hobbies. You’re a bit of a thrill seeker, which fits with some of the more reckless personality traits of your chosen profession. Your name is Allen Peabody.”

Asher looked at her and sighed. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you about that guy calling me Peabody.”

“Well, it is a good name.”

It seemed to be a good backstory. He thought about it for a few minutes while she made a few adjustments to the photo, then he remembered a detail from his discussion with the late director in St. Louis that he hadn’t thought much of at the time. “Wayneright knew I was the one killed in San Paolo, so it must have been known around the Corporations. This story won’t work.”

She looked at him for a few seconds as he paced, then replied, “It was rumored. No one knew any names, only that a very experienced Specialist must have infiltrated the place. Several had tried and failed, so he had to have been experienced, and that meant higher up the chain. No one said anything in the forums about it being the head of the program. He must have assumed that or spoke with someone from his time at Teledyne.”

Asher stopped and breathed deeply. Of course, no one could have known he was the one or even known his name.

“Jett, what are you going to do? For the future, I mean. If you were to get caught helping me, it wouldn’t be good.”

She stopped what she was doing and looked at Asher. “I’ve been thinking about that. I think, for now, I can be the most help where I’m at, but I have a bug-out plan and a place to go if something happens.”

Asher’s eyes held hers for a minute. “You always warned me to be ready and to watch over my shoulder. I’m just telling you to do the same. If and when it gets too hot at Teledyne, we’ll gladly have you here. If that’s something you’re interested in, of course.”

She sat back in her seat and pursed her lips as she thought. “It would remove a lot of risk with comms, and it’s not like I believe in the mission at Teledyne anymore.” She gestured around the room. “I think it makes the most sense, but how long do you think this will drag out? Is this going to be permanent, Asher?”

He sat back and tugged at the trendy goatee he had been growing so he would fit in when he moved on Obsidian. Would this be permanent? He hadn’t planned much past finding those responsible for the death of his family. What would he do then? And who was he to advise her about her future plans when he had none himself.

“I really don’t know. The people responsible for Lauren’s… for my family have been my primary focus. The more I think about it, the more I believe it is the people responsible for Director Styles’ assassination.” His eyes were dark from the thoughts behind them. “I haven’t given much thought to afterward, but whatever it is, you’re welcome here.”

Jett nodded and turned her attention back to the identification she was working on. “This one is a little different. I can’t make any introduction for you. You’re going to have to find your own way in. I can give you a couple of names, but that’s pretty much it.”

He nodded as he continued to scan the backstory information. “It’s what I’ve been planning on. I’m torn between walking in the front door or getting ‘caught’ by their security personnel. If it’s option two, it would need to be in Charlotte to keep the time in interrogation to a minimum. But if I’m going to Charlotte, I may as well go with option one. Either way, it will take some time for them to go through the motions. They won’t trust me with either option, and I don’t have time to be recruited and join them that way.”

“With this backstory, you can go to them as a disgruntled Specialist, and it could be legit. Of course, there will be distrust, but that’s the name of the spy game. I built this story with that approach in mind.”

“It is the most straight forward,” he said with a nod. “The Keep It Simple Stupid method. I like it. Option one it is.”

* * * * *


Chapter 12

Atlanta Sprawl

December 2043

Gunfire woke him from a deep sleep. He lay flat on his back and stared at the smooth ceiling paint for several seconds, listening to the staccato of automatic weapons in the distance.

Atlanta was an Obsidian city, but Delik Unified was making desperate moves to hit the other Corporation in areas it had claimed were ‘safe cities.’ They didn’t make it to actual fighting between the Corporate militaries very often, but when they did, collateral damage was a given.

Asher stood and walked to the window. He was in a tenth story room of a large chain hotel under the name Allen Peabody. He had decided to leave a trail—not too obvious, but not really hidden, either—for Obsidian to find once he introduced himself, and they started looking for it. After all, no one knew who Allen Peabody was yet.

As he showered and ate from the in-room kitchenette, he considered his next move. Coming through Atlanta had taken more time, but he had made himself slow down and think about each move. It was hard, but he was slowly getting into the mission mindset, something he hadn’t been able to do since his memory returned. Working with Jett helped bring back the focus that had been missing. He hoped it was enough.

The walk from the lobby into the sunshine was a bit unsettling. The weather was beautiful, with no clouds and a bright sunny sky, but sirens and gunshots harassed his enhanced hearing. He followed the sounds to a large park in the city center where he found an Obsidian patrol checking the remnants of Delik Unified soldiers for survivors.

The grizzled NCO walked with his ‘head on a swivel’ behind a young lieutenant, who was accompanied by a corporal at the front of the loose formation, all according to military doctrine. Several soldiers wearing dark Obsidian fatigues walked among the fallen enemy, dispatching any survivors with a bullet or thrust of a combat knife. Asher felt the darkness of the war threatening to overtake him as he stood in the mouth of an alley and watched the callous display being carried out so haphazardly.

Even though they were a hundred yards from the alley entrance, he felt the concussion of the explosion from the booby trap the Delik Unified force had triggered when they realized the fight was lost. Shrapnel ripped through the Obsidian soldiers, and blood and body parts flew. Asher was thrown to the ground from the concussion of the IED.

He rolled into the alley and back to his feet then peeked around the edge of the brick building and noticed chunks of the brick wall missing from shrapnel spread by the detonation. The squad of Obsidian soldiers had been decimated. The blaring alarms from the automobiles parked on the sides of the road added to the confusion.

A groan reached his enhanced ears as his head cleared from the explosion. He stepped toward the sound only to stop suddenly and search the chaos for anything else that might explode. After a quick look around, he decided any secondary explosive would have been set off by the original booby trap. He hurried through the remnants of the Obsidian squad and was surprised to see the NCO reaching for the rifle that had been thrown from his hands, either by the corporal’s shredded body or the concussion of the explosion, both of which had collided with him. His abdomen and legs were both damaged from shrapnel and bleeding profusely.

Asher pulled the dead corporal’s bloody body off the soldier and motioned for him to lay still. He knew from his own ringing ears, the NCO’s hearing had to be at least temporarily gone. Working quickly and efficiently, he ripped the back of the dead man’s shirt into long shreds and tied them around the NCO’s legs above the ugly gashes. Then he pulled another tattered shirt from another dead soldier and wrapped the older man’s abdomen as well as he could.

As he finished, Asher heard the cry of an ambulance. He knew he had done as much as he could for the man. As he moved to stand, the NCO reached up and grasped his arm. Asher looked at the man and was amazed he was still alive, let alone conscious.

“My men?” the NCO asked weakly, trying to focus on Asher’s face.

He looked at the man and shook his head once. “I’m sorry, friend. You were the only one I could do anything for. There was a booby trap among the dead your men were… checking.”

The man’s head sank back onto the folded black field jacket Asher had placed beneath it. The wail of the siren was moving closer quickly, so Asher knew he needed to disappear. He took one more glance at the destruction around the city block and the hoarsely breathing NCO, and he shook his head in disgust. He hoped Gunnery Sergeant Kade made it. This type of war, and the bloody chaos of guerrilla warfare, sickened him. He knew it had to be stopped, and the thought strengthened his resolve to do anything he could to do just that.

* * *

The train ride to Charlotte took a couple of hours, as it wound through the southern Appalachian Mountain range. Asher knew the difficult phase of the plan would begin once he reached Charlotte, so he decided to get some sleep. He was awake and refreshed by the time they rolled into the Obsidian home city.

A short walk later, he strolled up to the entrance of Obsidian Square. Since his last visit, Obsidian Security had increased noticeably around the triple towers and throughout the square. The patrols were much more frequent and had been bumped up to three-person groups. He decided he wouldn’t make it to the towers’ entrance, so he settled for finding a bench and sat. Hands in plain sight and sitting straight backed on the bench, Asher faced forward and waited.

The nearest patrol noticed him almost immediately and started toward the bench. One of the three guards stopped a hundred feet short of Asher and motioned for the other two to do the same.

“Send a supervisor and a response team to my coordinates.” The guard kept his voice low, but the urgency was obvious. Asher heard him clearly, however, and felt his adrenaline begin to surge. He forced himself to relax and look as meek as possible, and he allowed the corners of his mouth to slant up in an innocent smile.

The response from the Obsidian guard was quick as several ATVs in the black and blue of the Corporation sped up with lights flashing. Two, with three guards in each, flanked him, while two more stopped directly behind him and another directly in front. Yet another pulled up to forty feet directly in front of him, and two guards stepped out. One walked up to confront him.

“Sir, please keep your hands visible. You’re on Obsidian property. Please state your business.” The guard spoke with authority, and his hand rested on his sidearm.

Asher lifted his hands from his legs and turned them palm up, then answered, “I request an interview with the guard manager on duty, please. I am unarmed and requesting asylum.”

The guard stepped forward as his partners flanked him on each side. “Stand with your hands extended to the sides and turn your back to me. Then take two steps backward. I am going to remove your coat and search your person. Do you have anything on you I need to know about? Weapons? Drugs?”

“No. I am unarmed and have only my ID, a credit card, and some cash.”

He followed the guard’s directions, his jacket was removed, and he was checked for weapons. Then he was unceremoniously forced to the ground on his stomach with his hands behind him. The guard who had spoken placed a knee in the middle of his back and wrapped a heavy plastic strap around his wrists.

The guard who held Asher’s jacket moved up opposite the speaker. Both men grunted as they lifted him by the arms to a standing position. “Damn, you’re heavier than you look.”

As they guided him toward one of the waiting vehicles, the leader said, “Sit carefully in the back.

Despite his statement, the guard shoved him into the back seat. Asher smiled pleasantly at the guard’s blank face and scooted to the middle of the bench.

Once he was processed and placed in a small room he assumed was for interrogations, the guards cut the straps and moved his arms to the front of his body before strapping them again. He sat at the table in a straight-backed chair. The furniture was straight out of a bad cop vid on the net—metal table, fastened to the floor, and uncomfortable plastic and metal chairs, which were fortunately strong enough to support his augmented weight.

The room wasn’t ideal. He had hoped for something with a window through which he could exit if he needed to, but this room was in the interior of one of the towers. If he needed to leave, he would have to wreck the door or wall to get out. With any luck, this would go the way he planned, but he knew how plans tended to fall apart.

The steel door opened inward, and a tall, muscular guard in black fatigues entered, flanked by another guard. The first stood across from him for a moment and gazed empty-faced and empty-eyed at Asher. Asher kept the pleasant look in his eyes while sizing up the two men.

The one staring him down was the obvious boss, but the second would be better at hand-to-hand combat. Plans ran through his head as the friendly smile lingered—stand and snap the tie-wrap around his wrist in one motion, continue upward and out to crush ‘Boss’’ windpipe, move across the table and aim for an immediate take-down with a kick to ‘Muscle’s’ head. He would be in motion by then, but Asher was confident in his skills. Without factoring in the nanite-enhanced strength and speed, he was certain he could take them down. With the speed and strength he now possessed, it would be child’s play.

“Mr. Peabody, I’m Jonas Stillman. You requested a security manager, but I don’t have a lot of time. What is so important that you couldn’t call or come to the front entrance like a normal human being?” Stillman was in management, but not as high up as Asher had hoped to start with. Ah, well.

Smile still on his face, Asher glanced pointedly at his strapped wrists. “Is this necessary? I told your people I am here with valuable information. This isn’t how I expected to be greeted.”

It was actually one of the better options he had planned. Some of them were more bloody and violent, and some involved food and drinks. This one was solidly in the middle.

The senior guard sighed and glanced at his watch. “You have been given the attention you asked for and not thrown in a cell. Now, I have a meeting I need to be at, Mr. Peabody. My people will do a little research on you which will determine if I return afterward or not.”

He turned to leave with a snarl. Asher said, “I have some information that could help end this seemingly endless war. It will also help stall any such in the future.”

Stillman stopped in mid stride as he reached for the door. He turned and spoke from where he was. “What is it?”

“I’ll tell you if you bring your boss. Ideally, someone from your Agent program will accompany you, as well.”

“Ha! You don’t ask for much do you? I’ll be back later.”

As he left the room, he nodded to the guard, then the door closed behind him. The guard carefully walked over to the table and retrieved an automatic knife from his pocket. He flipped the switch to expose the blade and stood in front of Asher for several seconds of drawn-out silence. It was a move to intimidate someone in Asher’s position; he had used it himself.

With a quick slash, the plastic strap separated, and Asher’s hands were free. He placed them on the table palms down and smiled up at the guard. “Thank you.”

The guard stepped back to his post near the door, resumed his stance of readiness, and continued to watch Asher. Stillman was coming back, and Asher expected he would bring someone with him.

* * * * *


Chapter 13

Obsidian Tower Three

Charlotte

December 2043

The three Obsidian managers stood near the door in conference. They had moved Asher to a different room without re-strapping his hands. Floor to ceiling windows looked out over Charlotte. He had seen many such rooms in his years at Teledyne, but the view always drew his eyes. He could see the airport a couple of miles north, so he knew which tower he was in.

“Do you believe him?” Stillman’s voice was easily audible to Asher’s enhanced hearing, although he let nothing show as he listened in on the discussion.

The thick woman they had referred to as Ms. Jameson shrugged. “We have been chasing the same tech for a while. If it exists, he might have it, but it could also be a trick. We’ve been duped over the same shit before and lost good assets chasing it.”

The third person was a quiet, dark man who spoke little, but when he did, the others paid attention. No one had referred to him by name. “If he has it, we want it. What has he asked for in return?”

“Asylum and the chance to have the tech used on him.” Stillman sounded doubtful. “We know he works, or worked, for Teledyne in their Specialist section, which is like our Agent program, and he supposedly went missing a few months ago, probably in Brazil.”

Jameson nodded knowingly and grunted. “Hmph. We lost people there and gained nothing. He must be good or lucky.”

“I suspect lucky, or he wasn’t there at all. Of course, he does know about the tech, and what it is supposed to do. I don’t know, I’m still suspicious of him. That’s why I asked you two here.” He looked from one to the other, expectantly.

The quiet man nodded once. “We should discuss it with Dr. Bern and take it to Director Stanley.”

Jameson nodded. “I’ll fill in the director and see what he wants to do, then we can discuss it with Bern.”

Both men agreed, and Stillman crossed the room to address Asher as the other two left. “Mr. Peabody, we are discussing what to do with you and whether we believe you have this tech you claim to have. You’ll be placed in holding, and a meal will be arranged for you. I recommend you get some rest; you may have several long debriefing days ahead. Asylum is no easy thing to deliver, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

He turned on his heel and marched out of the room leaving Asher and two guards.

* * *

Footsteps outside his door brought him out of a light sleep. Asher had been a ‘guest’ of Obsidian for nearly 36 hours, with no contact, except the guards outside the room. He had asked one of them what the holdup was a few times, but the answer was always the same. “You’ll know when we do, sir.”

The door opened with a nearly silent click and presented a different guard. She glanced at him, then looked around the room quickly, taking in everything. As she stepped aside, she glanced back out the door and nodded once. A petite man in a sharp, grey, Italian-cut suit strode through the door. He moved quickly, attention darting from one thing to another before settling on Asher.

He stopped just out of arms’ reach, and his violet eyes met Asher’s dark ones with curiosity. “So, you’re the Specialist who wishes to defect.”

It was a statement, not a question, so Asher only returned the gaze.

“I’m Director Stanley. There’s a lot of commotion around you and your appearance. Some believe it to be some sort of ruse, but we are a suspicious lot. We’re in the middle of a very nasty war, you see, and trust in an enemy agent is… shall we say, scarce. And yet, here you are, claiming to have something we dearly want at a time we dearly need it.”

His eyes still held Asher’s. “I’m sure you understand the caution.”

Asher slowly raised his hands, palm out. “May I retrieve something from my sleeve, sir?”

The guard rested her hand on the automatic in her hip holster, but Stanley held his ground. “If it will help, then absolutely.”

Asher reached up the left sleeve of his shirt and retrieved the small talisman he had received from Director Piscal when he was given the mission of finding and ‘punishing’ whoever had ordered the late Director Styles’ assassination. Carefully, he held it out to the Obsidian director in an open palm.

“I was given this at one time and told I could present it if I needed assistance from someone at your level, sir.”

Stanley’s eyes widened for a brief instant, then he carefully took the small coin from Asher’s palm. One side of the coin was a scene of destruction, a massive tiger standing among dead and maimed hyenas. The other side was a single monolithic statue of the cyclops of ancient lore, with its single eye wide and staring. Both scenes were two dimensional, yet the details were disturbingly clear.

“This… this does add some clarity to the situation.”

Asher watched as the director looked closely at the talisman and flipped it several times. He eventually looked back up into Asher’s eyes as he handed the coin back. Something in those violet orbs made Asher uneasy for a brief second, then the man smiled, stepped forward, and patted him lightly on the shoulder.

“Our people will be here to debrief you within the hour, Mr. Peabody.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The Director spun and left quickly, with his guard in tow.

As the door closed behind them, Asher wondered what would happen next. He had thought long and hard, wondering what their response to Piscal’s token would be. He had no idea what would happen. A large part of the reason he had waited for so long to present the token was not knowing how they would respond, not to mention that this was the first director he had spoken with. But he was beginning to feel restless, and he found his leg twitching occasionally.

It was done now; he would have to play the cards he was dealt.

* * *

“This treatment offers super strength and speed? And some form of healing that seems magical? You’ll excuse my doubt, Mr. Peabody, but if what you say is true, why bring it to us instead of your own Corporation?”

Asher grunted and allowed some anger to show in his eyes. “I gave it to them, then they knowingly let someone try to blow me up, so they’ve lost me. If they can’t do something to protect the operator who just gave them the most important piece of technology in the world, they obviously don’t care about their operatives enough.”

Stillman stared at him for several long seconds, then shook his head. “Well, it is the business you’re in.”

Asher sat across from the manager and Jameson, who he had learned was the manager over all security forces on site. Stillman was Obsidian security’s liaison with the Obsidian Armed Services. The only reason he had been the first manager Asher had met was because he was the first available. Now, he was the point of contact between ‘Mr. Peabody’ and Obsidian, and he didn’t seem happy about it. Or, Asher thought, maybe it was just his normal, ill-tempered attitude.

“Still,” Stillman continued, “I have issues with just taking your word. You are in the business of lying and stealing.”

Asher kept his face blank as he replied. “I expected that. It’s why I have videos of the first successful subject. If you have a tablet or computer station, I can bring the videos up for you. They are on a private MyVid account and easily viewed on the web.”

Suspicion was obvious in the liaison’s eyes, but he turned to one of the guards and nodded. The guard produced a tablet and placed it on the metal table in front of Asher. With a few taps, he brought up the video account. Jett had placed a couple dozen videos of various high-adrenaline activities from a first-person point of view on the account.  

He scrolled through until he came to the video of Andy they had made for this purpose. Andy’s face was obscured by a large hood with eye holes, and he wore black shorts and a grey t-shirt. He was in an empty warehouse that could be in any city, with concrete floors and forty-foot ceilings.

The short video showed him move through a series of exercises, including an incredibly high jump to the ceiling, followed by several one-armed pull-ups from the steel beams running along the inside of the roof. After he dropped to the floor, he walked to a freight scale, and the camera zoomed in on the display.

Andy placed several large stones and cement blocks on the scale then removed them. Each was several hundred pounds, and he seemed to move them with little effort. Then he stepped on the scale himself, and the camera panned back to the display—527 pounds.

The camera panned back to the stack of cement blocks as Andy stepped off the scale and stood next to them for a moment. He moved one of the smaller ones to a clear area of the floor, then lifted the largest and smashed it down on the smaller one and crushed it to dust and debris.

Some of the chips of cement flew out and sliced Andy’s legs in several places. The mic picked up the smashing sound, but it also picked up the exclamation from Andy. The curse word was in Portuguese, and Stillman grunted. Asher hid a smile as he remembered Andy’s look afterward. They should have thought that move through a little more, but it had worked out for them in the end.

As the camera zoomed in on the damage to the skin of the hooded man’s leg, it was obvious it wasn’t minor. A large fragment of debris was sticking out of his calf. Andy pulled the cement piece out of his leg, and blood gushed for an instant, then the wound clotted. Within a few seconds, the gash began to close. The healing was obvious to the watchers.

The camera moved back around the scene as the dust began to settle. When the man came back into view, he held up the fragment he had pulled from his leg. He pointed to one of the light fixtures on the ceiling that was at least sixty feet away and threw the fragment. The fixture exploded on impact.

The camera had zoomed out a bit and refocused on Andy’s leg. The wounds had healed considerably, and some of the minor ones were no more than dark scars. The video ended abruptly.

Jameson tapped a few commands and returned the tablet to the guard. “We’ll analyze this video, Mr. Peabody. If it is found to be authentic, we’ll talk again. We should know something within a couple of hours. In the meantime, please feel free to order whatever you like from the kitchen.”

“You’ll find it authentic. What then? Do we have a deal? I’ll need some reassurance, as well.”

She looked at Asher steadily for a few long seconds then nodded. “Of course. I’ll have a contract written up for your signature. If that video is real, we have a lot to discuss.”

“It’s real. That man is the only person who survived the treatment from the scientists who created it. Several attempts before him ended in the death of the subject, but they figured it out eventually.”

The two managers stood to leave, and Asher stood with them. Jameson faced Stillman. “I sent the video to Director Stanley and to the lab for analysis. Will you follow up with the director while I go rush the lab?”

Distaste flashed across the liaison’s face for a split second before he nodded.

Jameson chuckled quietly. “I am going to ask Agent Cass to interview Mr. Peabody. By the time he’s done, we should know something from the lab.”

She faced Asher and squinted her eyes. “Get something to eat. Agent Cass will be here within the half-hour, and he will have some questions for you.”

With that, she marched out the door with Stillman on her heels.

* * *

The Agent showed up exactly thirty-five minutes later, which allowed Asher just enough time to wolf down a thick, double-patty hamburger and a huge basket of onion rings. He felt better after the high-calorie meal, so he relaxed in one of the suite’s comfortable chairs and sipped a dark beer.

A woman he had not seen before stood behind the Agent. Slightly thicker than most would be attracted to, she was what he had heard others refer to as big boned. Her dark red hair hung in a loose ponytail halfway down her back. She stared at Asher with the focused attention of a psychologist, or a psychopath. Not knowing which left him with an uneasy feeling.

Agent Cass asked several new questions about the details of the nanite treatment—percentage increase in strength and speed, time to full performance after the treatment, any special requirements for the treated. Asher answered the questions, not too vaguely, but not as detailed as someone who knew from first-hand experience. The interview lasted less than an hour, with several questions being asked multiple times, in multiple ways.

Once Cass was finished, he excused himself and his partner and stated that someone would be back later that day to discuss Asher’s part moving forward. After they left the room, and the door clicked shut, Asher stood and stepped close to the door to hear the conversation on the other side.

“What was your take on him, Ros?”

He recognized Cass’ voice, so his partner must be Ros.

“He’s hiding things. It’s not just that he’s a spy. I deal with you people daily. This one is good, but he’s not telling us everything.” Her voice was soft, but there was something in it that chilled him.

“Hmm. Any insight to what it might be?”

A slight pause followed the Agent’s question. “Nothing certain, but he seemed to have responses that were almost canned. By that, I mean, thought up beforehand and practiced.”

“I know what ‘canned’ means, Rosalyn. Do you think he might have legitimately considered beforehand what we might ask? He is in the same business we are, after all, so we probably asked the same questions his own Specialist people asked.” The Agent’s voice was condescending, but Rosalyn’s reply sounded as if she hadn’t noticed.

“I never know how well-read you spies are. He isn’t telling everything he knows, of that I’m certain. This information is important enough that we, Obsidian, need to know everything he knows.”

“I wonder if you’re simply trying to get a subject to question. I’ve seen the videos; I know what torture does for you.”

“There will be plenty of subjects for me to question as the prisoners from up north are brought in. This one, though. This one would be fun to break.” The statement concerned him, and something in her voice sent a chill down his spine.

Cass paused before responding. “He’s given us enough to let us know we want the tech. Let’s get it before you harm him and our chances of getting this nanite treatment.”

“Fine, but my time with him will come, and I will get much more information than you will through voluntary methods.”

Asher shivered again and silently moved back to his seat. He would give them the tech; he had already decided that. But that woman would not get the chance to question him. Of that he would make sure.

* * *

“Mr. Peabody, what you have seems legitimate. It also comes at a very opportune time for Obsidian. We could use this technology in the very messy war that’s going on with Delik Unified.”

The slim director tapped his fingers on the table as he spoke. Asher smiled slightly. Stanley was working up to asking for the tech, and Asher was enjoying the byplay, especially after hearing the conversation between Agent Cass and the disturbing Rosalyn.

“Sir, I came here with a need and a gift. If you can give me your word that I am accepted, I’ll happily deliver the data for this nanite program.”

Director Stanley sat back with his hands clasped above the table. “You have my word, Mr. Peabody.”

Asher nodded and tapped a few commands on the tablet they had let him use. He was sure it was monitored; he would have done so in their place. The website on which the information was stored was secure, in more ways than one.

He slid the tablet across the table to the Obsidian director and said, “Here is the data, sir. Everything I have is everything they had at… well, the Corporation that created it. This is all of it.”

Stanley scrolled through the data for several minutes before looking back up at Asher. “This is… this is everything you said it was, Mr. Peabody. I will take this to the board. You will hear from me or my assistant within twelve hours.”

Asher nodded once. He didn’t know what, but he had a feeling in his gut that something bad was going to happen. Stanley seemed to believe what he was promising, but Asher trusted his gut, and it was telling him it was time to go.

* * *

Less than two hours later, the door lock clicked, and three people walked into his room—two very large guards and the person he least wanted to see, Rosalyn. One of the guards carried a plastic container Asher was sure held all sorts of nasty surprises.

The interrogator gestured toward one of the kitchen chairs. “Have a seat, Mr. Peabody. I have a couple questions for you. It’s standard procedure, as I’m sure you know. We need to make sure we have all the information you brought to share.”

Her smile was large, but none of the friendliness of the physical display reached her eyes, and her emphasis on the word ‘all’ set off warning alarms in his head.

The guards had moved to the small kitchenette and flanked the chair he was supposed to sit on. He decided they would be easier to deal with once they relaxed, so he sat between them and smiled slightly.

“What else can I answer? You and Agent Cass were thorough with your questions. I don’t believe there is anything left the data doesn’t tell.” He clasped his hands loosely on his lap as he spoke.

“We’ll see.” She nodded to her guards, and they grabbed his arms, placed strong hands on his shoulders, and pressed him down into the chair.

Rosalyn dug around in the container and eventually came out with a small syringe. When her eyes met Asher’s, they were nearly emotionless, but when she held up the needle and drug, he saw a hunger.

“Now, let’s quit playing games, Mr. Peabody. I know there are things you are purposefully withholding, and that isn’t how this is going to work. You’ve come here, to Obsidian, one of the largest, most powerful Corporations in the world, offering a trade. We need to be certain the trade is worthwhile.”

As she moved in front of him, holding the needle up to the light, he glimpsed the remainder of the items in the container and felt a cold chill. It was a torturer’s kit, with blades of several lengths and shapes and pliers of many sizes, along with ball-peen and dead-blow hammers. He knew there were other items he couldn’t see in his short glimpse.

Asher felt a nearly overwhelming anger flow through him as she turned her back to him. Everything in the room slowed as he quickly glanced at the guard on his right. He was at least six inches taller than Asher and wore a sneer on his face. It was about time that sneer went away.

* * * * *


Chapter 14

Obsidian Tower Three, Level Seven

December 2043

Anita Jameson was in the middle of an email to the office of experimental tech when the internal comm unit pinged urgently. She tapped the flashing key, swearing if her assistant was using the ‘urgent’ code to ask if she wanted lunch, he would be on his way to the worst position available within the hour.

“Jameson.”

“This is Stillman. All hell has broken loose in that Specialist’s cell! You need to send every security person you can find this way, now!”

She was already tapping keys as she asked, “What is it? What’s happened?”

“That psycho-bitch went in to try and torture him is what happened! Now, we have four dead bodies we know of, and she’ll be lucky if she survives.”

“Give me details, Jonas. Did she kill him while torturing him?”

“That’s just it, ma’am. He isn’t here. It looks like he killed her helpers and the guards in the hall. No one knows where he is now.”

She froze for an instant, and her jaws clenched. What the fuck was going on?

“I’m on the way. The building is locked down, and I have three squads of security on the way. They’re three minutes out. Keep the scene secure, Jonas. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

The elevator door slid silently to the side. She gasped at the amount of blood and the mangled bodies of the two guards outside Mr. Peabody’s suite. The door hung on one hinge and was opened all the way to the wall. Across the hall, the doorknob was embedded in the sheetrock, having been hit with some unimaginable force as the door was flung open.

Jameson crossed the distance from the elevator to the first guard squad standing at the ready and facing away from their dead partners. Another squad was facing the other way down the hall.

The nearer of the victims had both legs dislocated at the knees, and his chest was caved in. A fire extinguisher smeared with blood was next to him on the bloody floor. Most of the blood came from the further of the two. His face had been pummeled, she assumed by the same fire extinguisher, and his head smashed against the empty rack the extinguisher had been ripped from. Both guards had been armed, but their weapons were still holstered, unfired.

One of the squad stepped aside. “Ma’am, Mr. Stillman is inside with Agent Cass.”

His face was slightly green, she noticed. “Thank you.”

As she stepped through the trashed door, she didn’t know what to expect. Stillman stood to the side of the carnage near the small sink in the kitchenette. His face was pale, and he had obviously just lost his breakfast in the sink.

Agent Cass was kneeling next to Rosalyn. He looked up at the security manager. “She’s still alive. We’ve called the first responders.”

She looked around the small apartment/cell. Rosalyn had been thrown into the wall and left for dead. There was a wide smear of blood where she had hit hard and slid to the floor. Her two assistants were obviously dead. One was missing an arm, and his head was at an impossible angle. The second had the first guard’s arm buried in his chest. She didn’t know how that was possible.

Blood and gore were splattered and pooled all around the two bodies. She felt her stomach clench at the smell. What kind of person could do something like this?

“Look on the counter.” Cass almost jumped at Stillman’s harsh comment.

She carefully stepped through the bloody mess to the counter near where he stood, staring down. A message across the stone countertop, neatly written in blood, said, “Torture was NOT part of the deal.”

Two EMTs rushed into the room, and she motioned them toward Cass. After a couple of minutes, he joined the two managers. “She was right about him not sharing everything. From this carnage, it’s obvious he has already received the nanite treatment.”

Jameson looked around the room again, finally coming out of shock. “Was there any evidence she got anything from him?”

“Hard to tell, but I doubt it. Her kit was scattered about the room, so I couldn’t tell if any of it had been used, but someone who could have done this any time after he arrived wouldn’t have allowed it.”

“I suppose not. That brings up a couple of questions. Where is he now? And what is his end game?”

Cass didn’t respond, but his normally bland demeanor was grim.

Suddenly, an alarm sounded throughout the building, and a recorded voice stated, “Lockdown Orange, Lockdown Orange. Shelter in place until further notice.” The two Obsidian managers and the Agent ran out the door and headed for the elevator.

When they reached the elevator, they realized it was locked down. Jameson grabbed Stillman’s shoulder. “Go find the director and get him to safety. I’m going down to security to see if we can find Peabody on the cameras. Cass, do whatever you can to find this asshole and take him down. Save the body; we’ll want to study it.”

She turned and hurried toward the nearest fire escape. Security was on levels three and four, only two floors down from where she was. Stillman was on her heels until they went separate ways in the stairwell, him up and her down.

* * *

Cass watched them go and spun on the ball of his foot. He knew this tower had four elevator systems, each with an adjoining stairwell, on each corner of the square building footprint. He also knew there was a fifth elevator the director had access to in the middle of the tower. That was where he headed.

As an Agent, he didn’t have access to the director’s elevator, but his work had taught him how to circumvent that. It might get him in trouble later, but if he was able to save that little worm of a director, maybe he could circumvent that, as well.

He navigated the halls of the fifth floor and made it to the elevator just as it started its descent. He figured the destination was the first floor or one of the sub-levels, so he was surprised when it stopped on the fifth floor. He drew his pistol, stepped back, and covered the door as it slid open.

The inside of the car was mirrored, so he had an unobstructed view of the entire inside. On the floor, propped against the back wall, was the body of Director Stanley. The Agent cursed as he stepped forward to block the door open with his foot.

He tapped a key on his watch and spoke into the internal comm unit. “This is Agent Cass at the VIP elevator on the fifth floor. I have a Code Black.”

He tapped another command into the watch and called Jameson. “The director’s down. Fugitive was on the director’s floor less than two minutes ago. Suggest you send all available security toward that level via the stairwells.”

He didn’t envy the security teams making that climb. There were nearly a hundred guards in this tower daily. Surely, they could overwhelm this asshole.

Cass turned back to the recently deceased director and noticed something odd about the left side of the man’s head. He knelt beside him and could just see the rounded edge of an object protruding from the ear canal. He gripped the metal coin with his fingertips and worked it out of the crack in the director’s skull that was made by the object as it was forced in. He wiped the blood and gore from the coin and could easily make out a cyclops on one side and a massive tiger on the other.

* * *

Jamison tapped the comm she carried then placed it back in her pocket. Stillman hadn’t yet made it up to the director’s level when she told him to stand down and get to a safe place. She walked from one office to the next on the security level and found dead guard after dead guard. She had relieved the first of his weapon. The floor was eerily silent, with just the occasional radio call from outside patrols that would remain unanswered.

She finally made it to the gym and found the double door chained from the outside. Several guards from patrol joined her, and they figured out how to remove the mangled chain enough to get the door open. Inside were fourteen guards who had been strangled by several gas grenades taken from the armory.

This explained why no one had answered her call for squads to clear the building. She handed her weapon off to one of the lieutenants who had been out on patrol and gave her onsite control. She called for assistance from the other guard stations at the other towers, then called Stillman again.

“I need you to get some soldiers over here for security. We don’t know where this psychopath is, and we need to secure this tower. Overwhelming force would be appreciated.”

Stillman paused for a moment as the increasing severity of the situation sank in. “Yes, ma’am. Immediately.”

She cut the comm and turned back to the gym. The guards had just tested the air and signaled it was clear. Two of the detail entered the gym with weapons drawn. She didn’t expect anyone to be there since it had just been gassed and chained from the outside, but she let them do their thing.

“Son of a bitch!” she said. Both guards looked her way uneasily and then at each other. This wasn’t going to go over well with the higher-ups, and it had all happened on her watch. She knew what that meant if she didn’t catch this little bastard.

* * * * *


Chapter 15

Hi-Speed Rail

December 2043

Humidity hung in the chill air, and he could feel the rain or snow coming soon. The ill-fitting shirt hung loose across his shoulders. It was uncomfortable and had kept him from sleeping, or at least that’s where he laid the blame.

Changing trains had been uneventful in Chattanooga. The giant animatronic Santa in the train station had seemed to rotate and follow Asher’s journey across the platform, but on closer examination, it had only been the coincidence. He had only had a half-hour, so not enough time to visit a clothing store.

Ah, well. He would be in Evansville in a few hours, and he knew where to get clothes there. He would also need to contact Jett to see if she had any new information. He felt naked without a form of communication, and he looked forward to getting his stash from his storage unit in Evansville.

He and Andy had decided to build the stash when he had first gotten back after finding his family dead in Texas. They had made a list, and Andy had traveled to several locations to establish caches. He hoped he had been clear-headed enough to make it a useful list. He slouched in the seat and pulled the thin blanket the conductor had offered over his lap and chest.

Recapping the mission had always been one of his procedures. He spent the trip from Charlotte to Chattanooga doing just that. He hadn’t once been concerned with the lives he had taken at Obsidian. Did his subconscious consider them the enemy? Was he losing his morality? Had he already lost it when they took his family? 

There was nothing he could do about it now. Soon he would find out if his stash was worthwhile. He had eaten on the other train, and now, he would get some much-needed sleep. Then he would pay a visit to some people at Teledyne.

He had purposefully held off on that visit for fear he would lose control and kill them all. After his recent experience at Obsidian, he knew he was in control. If he was going to kill people that needed killing, he would just live with it afterward. Or not.

* * *

“Evansville, ten minutes.” The announcement over the intercom pulled him from the light sleep he had managed for most of the trip. He looked out the window and watched the rolling hills pass by as the train began its deceleration.

The steward passed by with coffee in cardboard cups. He took the biggest one offered and sipped from it for the duration of the ride.

The train ground to a halt, and Asher was the seventh person down the short stairway to the station platform. An icy wind stirred the collar of his stolen shirt as he walked briskly toward the station exit. It was only a couple blocks to the storage facility, and it promised to be a cold walk.

He entered the memorized combination to get in the gate and quickly located the door he needed. Once again, a memorized combination opened the lock, and he smiled thankfully as he stepped inside the temperature-controlled room.

He pulled the door closed behind him and slid a small steel bar into place to keep the door latched from the inside. For the first time since he left Atlanta, he felt secure. He sat on a wooden crate and leaned his back against the metal wall.

The stress that came with this kind of work had been familiar to him for a long time. Usually, that stress was released when he felt safe and secure and was able to relax for a short time. This time it was different. He felt like he needed to move immediately and continue the mission.

He stood and began digging through the supplies in the room. A small suitcase held several changes of clothes. He pulled a pair of worn jeans, a t-shirt, and a dark sweatshirt from the case, then he closed it and lay it on the shelf he had taken it from. At a laundromat in Charlotte, he had cleaned off all the blood he could at the bathroom sink. He had hastily stolen some clothes there, and after changing out of them, he felt more comfortable.

He pulled a small safe from one of the shelves and used his thumbprint to open it. He pulled out a tablet with a power cord and immediately plugged it into an outlet on the wall. He next retrieved an ID and credit card in the name of Calvin Trudoe and placed them on the crate.

He eyed the Sig automatic, but he decided to leave it. He re-latched the safe’s cover and placed it back where it had come from, then he pulled a medium-weight jacket from a hanger, tugged it over his sweatshirt, and placed the new credentials and credit card in his pants pocket.

He checked the charge on the tablet, saw it was good for a couple hours, and stuffed it into the inside pocket of the jacket, along with the charger. After a quick glance around, he decided he had what he needed for what he had in mind and left the storage unit.

Several hours later, showered and fed, he sat at the hotel desk to send a few emails and check the news channels. He saw one headline, well down the news page, about a fugitive in Charlotte who was considered armed and dangerous. There was nothing about why he was wanted, just a general warning with a vague description.

He had a couple of emails from Andy. The first, from a week earlier, informed Asher the AI had made a trip to Little Rock and had some good news he wanted to share in person. Asher wondered what it could be, then dismissed it as unimportant for the moment.

The second message asked for an update and whether his plans still involved a trip west. Asher answered with a short email. “Yes, it has been long enough, and there are a few tasks that need to be completed. I also need some additional information, which I’m sure Task One has, about our larger objective. Looking forward to good news when I return, hopefully shortly after the new year.”

His next message was to Jett Wix. “Hey Cousin, I’ll be in town soon. Would you be up for a visit? I would love to catch up. It’s been a while since we spoke, and I would love to hear any new family gossip.”

He signed it ‘Sasha.’ She would know immediately what he meant and hopefully be able to meet him. He shook his head; of course, she would.

Back at the train station, he purchased a ticket which would take him through Springfield and Des Moines to Sioux Falls. Then, after a change, to Rapid City and Butte, after another change, to Salt Lake, and after a final change to Reno. He knew he would have time on the train, so he got a cabin for each leg of the trip so he would have some privacy for planning and time to rest. With what was coming next, he might not get any for a while.

* * * * *


Chapter 16

Reno, NV

December 2043

“Thinking back, I can see how Mikhail was ambitious. Even when we first met, he was showing signs. His offer to me was intriguing enough that I had to take it, but not enough to make me overly suspicious, and the approval I saw in his eyes was because I might improve his status, not my own.” Asher sipped hot tea as he chatted with Jett. She had brought her anti-listening gadget and activated it before either had said a word.

“Don’t worry yourself about it too much; hindsight is twenty-twenty.” She looked at him through the darkness in her own eyes. “I’m going to have to leave here. I think I’ve dug as much as I can, and some people are getting suspicious.”

Asher nodded and said, “We knew it was coming. Do what you need to protect yourself. You know where we are, and you know you’re welcome. Just give Andy a little warning; he’ll want to clean up and make a place for you.”

Her lips curled in a small smile. “He is just like a mother, isn’t he?”

Asher grunted. “Or a grandmother. But yes, and it surprises me every time I think about what that means.”

She shook her head. “Tell me about it. I’ve seen some pretty convincing technology, but nothing… real. And that’s the best term I have for him.”

“Yeah. Do you have anything new on what happened to Piscal and Camille? Or anything on Mantle?”

“A body was found in the Columbia River, and I believe it’s what’s left of Director Camille. She had a place a couple of miles upriver from where the remains were found. The news was all over the story for the first day or so then dropped it like a hot potato. I found a couple of places where it was mentioned internally, but the mentions stopped shortly after the news dropped it. It was very suspicious.”

“What makes you think it was her?”

“There was mention of some oddities in her blood that reminded me of the nanites the directors and Specialists had. They sounded like the wellness treatments you told me about. The report didn’t come right out and say that, but something about the wording made me think that. The internal memo mentioned a couple of high-level people had gone missing. One memo, then nothing else. And, of course, the description was pretty general, but it fit her.”

“That’s pretty thin, Jett.”

“In and of itself, it is, but what was left unsaid was even more suspish. There was nothing about her being identified, nothing about missing persons. And I checked; no one claimed the remains, and they were cremated less than a week after they were found.”

“So, it was hushed up by someone.”

Jett raised her eyebrows. “And Teledyne owns Portland, where she was found.”

Asher sighed. “Anything on Piscal?”

“No, but if this was her, then I know what I believe.”

“You’re probably right. Don’t risk it before you leave, but will you see what you can find out about properties he owns? I’ll do some onsite recon after I’m done here.” His voice dropped with the last four words.

“Mikhail is in San Francisco. He has a few people with him at most times. Female people. He doesn’t treat them well.”

“Anything new on him?”

“He’s the one, Ash. He placed the order for the director. That I know for a fact. And I’m ninety-five percent sure he did for Laurel, as well. I haven’t seen that message, but there is a lot of circumstantial chatter between him and Mantle. He asked on three occasions if it was done.”

“I guess I’m headed for San Francisco. You know you can stay with us if you want to. There’s room, and after I’m finished with this, I’m done. We’ll have time to make our own place if you want.”

“I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to be a burden, and I don’t know if I have enough put away to do that yet.”

“Girl, you’re never going to be a burden to me and Andy. As for money, Andy tweaked the accounts at TSS a bit and took enough, so we’d never have to worry about spending it all. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we live pretty simply.”

“Yeah, I noticed.”

Asher glanced up, a sheepish look in his eyes. “We won’t always live that simply. We have been talking about building a small compound somewhere off grid, like we are now, just larger. It wouldn’t take much extra to add some room for you, or another house, for that matter.”

He sobered up as he stared out the window of the small café. “If I make it back. If not, Andy could use your help.”

She reached across the small table and placed her hand on his arm. “I’ll be there for him if he needs me, but don’t talk like that. What can this asshat do to you?”

“Mikhail? I’m not worried about him. Mantle is who I’m thinking of. We don’t know enough about who, or even what, it is.”

“Hmm. You’ve got a point. But whatever it is, we’ll deal with it. We will gather intel and plan carefully. It’s what we do.”

He thought back to his recent trip to Obsidian, and he couldn’t say he agreed totally. “Of course. Thanks.”

* * * * *


Chapter 17

Teledyne Tower

San Francisco Sprawl

December 2043

Mikhail was a big deal. He knew he was a big deal, and he made sure everyone else knew it, as well. No one knew him as Michael Clemson anymore; he was Director Mikhail. Capital D and capital M. Every peon he was forced to interact with showed the utmost respect to this Director, for he held their livelihood in his hand. Their actual lives, for that matter, although they may not have realized it yet.

He chuckled to himself and drew deeply on the cigarillo. Even his fellow directors treated him with respect, as he knew he was due. He was finally at the top, as far as Teledyne was concerned.

There had been stories and rumors of something bigger, bigger even than the Corporations. He had used that something’s resources on several occasions, so he knew it existed, and he wanted to find the ‘bigger’ and use it. To become it. He knew he was near a breakthrough in his search for what would come next. He could feel it, and the excitement was invigorating. So invigorating, he decided to call his assistant in to help him work off some of the excitement. It was New Year’s Eve, after all, and he deserved it.

He touched the virtual button on his holographic screen and brought up several pornographic scenes on the walls of the office. He touched another screen and said, “Serene, bring Rachel and attend me.”

He cut the comm without waiting for a reply. After dimming the lights, he moved to the giant leather lounger in the center of the room. The exterior door opened and closed very quickly. He could just make out a figure near the door and fury erupted. “WHERE IS RACHEL? I told you to bring Rachel and attend me!”

“I’m afraid that’s not going to happen, Michael.” The frigid voice sent a thrill of terror up his spine, which angered him even more.

He sputtered, “Who are you? How did you get in here?”

“Who I am doesn’t matter any longer, Michael. I let myself in.” The voice was quiet and cold as the arctic.

“What are you doing here? Do you not know who I am?” Mikhail couldn’t believe the audacity of this person.

“I believe I’ve demonstrated that, Michael. I also know things you’ve done. Unfortunately for you, it’s now time to suffer the consequences of your actions.” The voice was closer and, if possible, even more cold. “But first, I need some information from you, Michael. I need you to tell me about Mantle.”

“I’m not telling you anything!” How dare this scum come into his office and threaten him! He stood and reached for one of the security alert buttons he had positioned about the office. He would show this cretin! He would have the guards torture and maim this intruder, while he sipped vodka and smoked Havana’s best.

A hand placed on his chest shoved him back into his chair with the force of a kicking mule. He was surprised and tried to stand again, still not believing anyone would have the nerve to come into HIS office and lay hands on HIM.

But the hand was already on his chest, and he couldn’t move forward at all. He extended an arm and swung at the intruder. Casually, the intruder’s arm appeared in its path, and it was like hitting a steel beam. In a blur of motion, the intruder’s hand clamped down on his arm like a hydraulic press, and Mikhail screamed as his bones were crushed.

“Now, now, Michael. You’ll get no help from screaming. Remember how you had this room soundproofed for your hedonistic reasons? Although I have found recently, a little screaming can help with the anguish in your soul. So, feel free if it helps. How about a little light?”

As the overhead LEDs illuminated the intruder’s face, Michael Clemson took a deep breath. He stammered, “You… you can’t be here! You’re dead!”

Mikhail forgot the pain in his crushed wrist, and his heart threatened to beat out of his chest, as cold eyes stared back at him from the face of a ghost. “Not yet, Michael, and definitely not before you.”  

* * *

Asher scowled as he watched the pathetic piece of human waste. Mikhail was nothing when confronted, just like bullies across the globe.

“Now, where were we, Michael? Ah, yes, you were about to tell me more about Mantle. Who it is and how you contact them. Where I might find them. You see, I have a few questions for them, as well.”

The director was easily a half foot taller than Asher, and he was medically sculpted to his own idea of perfection, but nothing had yet been created to hide the person behind the eyes.

“I had no… nothing to do with what happened to your family, Mr. Mal—” The smack cracked like a bullwhip as Asher’s open hand hit Mikhail’s cheek.

“That person no longer exists. He died when the Corporation he had devoted so much of his life to allowed him to be killed and then sent someone to kill his family.” He was scant inches from the director’s face. “Do NOT say that name.”

“I… I didn’t have anything to do with it, I promise,” Mikhail pleaded. “I can help you find who did, though, if you let me. Just a couple of calls, and I can have them for you. Delivered anywhere.”

“What about Director Styles?”

“Styles?” The question caught the frightened Director off guard. “Uh, she was just in the way. Several of us knew she had to go. She was old-school, following some ancient code that was no longer relevant.”

“She was doing what was best for Teledyne, just like she always had.”

“Best for Teledyne? Directors ARE Teledyne! She was enhancing her own career and standings. That’s what directors do; we help ourselves.” He stopped suddenly and looked closer at Asher. “You were screwing her, weren’t you? Or more likely, she was screwing you. There were rumors you two were inappropriately close.”

The other side of Mikhail’s face rang from a slap. Fear replaced the sneer that had been there a moment before. Asher stepped back but stayed within easy reach. He had known emotions would be high. He breathed deeply and stepped behind the director.

“She devoted her life to this Corporation, and you decided to end it to ‘enhance’ your own position, just like with me and countless others, I’m sure.”

Blood dripped from the corner of the taller man’s mouth. His face was pale, and he tried to track Asher with his eyes.

“Now, let’s talk about Mantle, and then you can tell me who the rest of your little crew is.”

* * * * *


Chapter 18

Teledyne Security Head Office

San Diego

January 2044

Pike ‘Pistol’ Calhoun scowled as he answered his desk comm. “Calhoun.”

He leaned forward on the desk, his scowl replaced by a deep frown. Pike nodded as he took notes, and he felt the excitement of the hunt taking its spot in the forefront of his mind. It was followed closely by a feeling of dark dread. It wasn’t every day the security manager for the Specialist program called him. Pike wasn’t awestruck by the man; they had trained together at Spec Ops, but this case did sound interesting.

He tapped the ‘end call’ virtual key then sat back and steepled his fingers. Two directors had been found dead over the New Year’s holiday. It was astounding. It didn’t happen to directors, not one, let alone two in the same night.

Pike glanced at his notes and grunted. Both had been tortured and finished off by neck twists. He wasn’t a fan of vid movies, but he had seen many of them as a kid. One of the reasons was the lackadaisical way they portrayed killing—he knew from experience that killing someone by twisting their neck was not as easy as the vids made it look.

Then there was the actual act of killing. Most people don’t have it in them to take a life. Most murders are crimes of passion or drug related; almost none are planned. Serial killers exist, but with the means available to enforcement agencies nowadays, they are usually apprehended or taken out rather quickly.

This had a different flavor. This felt like assassination. Maybe. But why the torture? Sadistic maliciousness? Again, maybe. But the most likely thing was Corporate espionage.

Pike stood and opened the top drawer of the metal desk. He retrieved the snub-nosed ten-millimeter revolver, checked the load, and placed it in the holster beneath his left arm with practiced ease. Whatever this was demanded his personal attention, thus the call from Jackson. If directors were being targeted, it was time he earned his pay.

* * *

Jackson was the first person he saw when the elevator door slid open. Pike had stood to the side of the car, so he presented as small of a target as possible if someone was waiting to spray the elevator with bullets. He didn’t have the highest respect for humanity, so trust of his fellow man was accordingly low.

He stepped into the waiting area of the director’s suite. He could see the pale-faced assistant at her desk, tapping on her terminal. He met her eyes with a quick nod as he stopped beside Jackson. “Did that computer get searched?”

“Of course. Forensics made a copy of it and placed a trace tag, so anything she does is also copied.”

“Hmm. Have they found anything yet?”

“He was tortured, no doubt. For what, we have no clue. There’s absolutely no evidence of the attacker.”

Pike looked at the Specialist to see if he was kidding. Fierce black eyes looked back.

“Care if I look around?”

“Go ahead, Pistol. Let me know if you find anything. I’m going to the other scene.”

Pike stepped into the office as Jackson walked toward the elevator. He had been in there a couple of times to check security for the director. He glanced at the three cameras and saw all three were disabled. He walked carefully across the floor to the large desk and tapped a seemingly random spot on the side. The small lenses of the two built-in cameras on the desk should have blinked green if they were in proper working order, or red if there was a problem. Neither blinked at all. He checked again to be sure, pressing the hidden button while looking at each lens.

“Hmph.”

Two forensic technicians were snapping photos and video of the scene, and he carefully stayed out of their way. He squatted on his heels near the late director and studied the clear evidence of torture. The man’s fingers had been smashed up to the third knuckle on both hands. As he looked lower, he could see the toes of his bare feet showed evidence of similar mutilation.

The detective thought about what it must have been like to be in the man’s position and shuddered. He looked closely, but he couldn’t determine what had crushed the appendages.

“Can either of you tell what the intruder used as a weapon?” he asked the forensics crew.

The team leader stepped closer. “No, sir. No weapons or tools were on the scene. The best we can tell, he used his own fingers. There are indentations that fit with a human thumb, but no prints or DNA. He obviously wore gloves and knew what we would be looking for.”

“Hmph. Alright. Send me the report when you get it; I’m going to the other scene.” He stopped in mid turn and looked back at the dead director. “What is that?”

The tech looked where Pike was pointing. A deep maroon piece of cloth was visible under the director’s twisted neck.

“It’s a knit stocking cap, sir. We will process it in the lab, but I can’t see why it’s here. Director Shamus wasn’t wearing it.”

* * *

“Just the fingers on this one, Jackson?” Pike asked as he surveyed the scene.

“Yes. He must have spilled whatever he knew sooner than Shamus.” The Specialist glanced around the room and continued, “Not to speak ill of the dead, but Director Phillips never impressed me.”

“Have you warned the other directors? Two in one night is not going to sit well with the rest of them.”

Jackson scowled as he nodded. “First thing I did. But it’s three; they just found another one in SanFran.”

“Well, fuck.”

* * *

Calhoun looked around at the chaos then back at Jackson. “This is different.”

The large chair in the middle of the room held the remains of Director Mikhail. The expensive leather was heavily stained with blood. The director was a mess from many superficial wounds, but the cause of death was obvious, as his head sat in his lap, facing his bruised and cut torso.

Pike felt his stomach lurch a little as he rubbed a solution under his nose to help block the smell.

“He took his time here,” Jackson commented.

The security manager looked at the Specialist manager and was slightly surprised by the ashen look on the smaller man’s face.

“Hmph. This must have been the first attack of a long and bloody weekend for him. Here, then Shamus, and finally, Phillips.” A thought brought him up short. “If this is all.”

Jackson didn’t say anything as he squatted in front of the lounger, studying the corpse.

Pike looked around the room again, and something on the wall partially covered by the pornographic video caught his eye. He turned to one of the uniformed security officers. “Can someone turn that video off?”

On the wall, smeared in dry blood, were the words, ‘NOW I KNOW,’ and ‘MANTLE.’

“Be sure to photograph that,” Pike told the forensic tech.

Jackson stood, walked behind the chair, and grunted. “His head was ripped off, Pike. That takes a superhuman amount of strength.”

Pike walked around to where the Specialist stood and studied the neck of the corpse. “I see what you mean, but there were no tools or signs of any in here?”

“No. It is just like they found it.”

“Who found it?”

“One of his assistants. She came in this morning to bring coffee, but she backed out when she heard the videos, assuming he was with someone. She came back a couple hours later after he missed a meeting.”

“So, she didn’t see anything the first time she was here because the lights were off?”

“Right. Never even opened the door fully.”

After looking around the scene for several more minutes, Pike said, “I’m going back to my office. Will you let me know about any new developments? This is going to spur a lot of attention from the directors, and with everything that has happened with the Specialist Program, I think you’ll have a lot of questions pointed toward you, as well.”

“Yeah, there will be. I’m going to start making calls to hopefully head off some of that. I’ll be by your office in a few hours, and we can compare notes.”

Pike looked at the lead forensics tech again and said, “Send me the reports when you get them.”

“Yes, sir.”

* * *

Cigar smoke hung in the air, despite the efforts of the window fan and the air-conditioning system. The more recently introduced pungent smells of bourbon and Chinese food didn’t help the room’s ambiance.

Pike Calhoun ignored the rapidly flashing light on his office phone, even though he knew it meant multiple messages were waiting for his attention.

“So, I’m thinking this had to be a big guy or maybe a cyborg.”

Jackson was studying the medical report. “You know, there are rumors of some weird things going on, including splicing animal genes with human genes to introduce traits of those animals. Do you think something like that could be what we’re dealing with?”

Pike scowled. “I thought that was just the furry and swinging scene.”

“You know, no one calls it swinging anymore. But yeah, mostly. I don’t know, Pistol, I’m just trying to think outside the box.”

The security manager sat back in the overstuffed chair and stared across the room and out the window into the darkness. They had moved to the more comfortable furniture about the time it got dark. Now, with all their notes and photos of the crime scenes spread across the table, they were no closer to answers than when they started.

“I can’t shake the feeling this is related to something else. What’s happened recently that’s big enough to account for the torture and murder of three directors?”

“Look, you know I’m gonna go back to Director Styles. Her assassination was never really solved. I mean, Mallone got the assassin, but no one ever found out who ordered it.”

“Mallone? What happened to him?”

“He was killed on a mission early last year. They sent in a Quick Reaction Team, and they were all killed in an explosion while trying to exfil him. It was the biggest loss the program had to date—the guy that set up the program and the first QRT. It was only months after the director responsible for the creation of the Specialist program, as we know it, was assassinated.”

Pike sat up a little straighter and reached for his bourbon. “What are the chances this is all related? Do you have any intel on how these directors were connected other than just being directors? And what is ‘Mantle?’”

Jackson drew from his cigar and stared thoughtfully at the ceiling. “They’re a secretive lot. I know of one person I might ask. There is a gal who was in it at the beginning. I think she’s up in Reno. She’s still in the intel group, I think. Maybe I’ll take a trip up there and see if she knows anything.”

“You know two other directors have gone missing over the last six months, right?”

“What? Really?”

“Yes, and both were long timers. A male and a female, Piscal and Rewis. I don’t know much more than that. Both investigations were quickly shut down. I figure they found out what happened.”

“Missing seems different than this, though. This was flat out torture and assassination. If it wasn’t for the torture part, I would almost think this was the completion of something.”

“Yeah, that same thought crossed my mind, but I keep coming back to what the hell Mantle is, and what the hell this assassin now knows.” Pike flipped the photo of the neat writing on the wall onto the table.

Jackson grunted as he stood. “I’m going to catch a few hours’ sleep in the VIP suite then head up to Reno. You want to come along? To Reno, not the VIP suite.”

Pike snorted and pointed toward the door. “No, I have too much to do here. Stop by on your way back through, though, and let me know what you find out.”

* * * * *


Chapter 19

Teledyne Reno Complex

Reno

January 2044

A cold breeze carried a feeling of dread with it, and Jett hunched her shoulders inside the down parka. She despised the cold and admitted that it might have helped solidify her decision to leave. She wondered what the Jett Wix of five years ago would have thought about her newfound enjoyment of being outside, and she chuckled as she hurried into the small café.

She had a few things to wrap up before she left, but she had no timeline, except for the one she put on herself. There was the matter of reopening the backdoor she had built into the security software years ago when she and Asher designed it. He had told her then not to add any kind of backdoor, but she was sure he expected her to, anyway. He did know her, after all.

She picked up her mobile order from the counter, waved at the young man making sandwiches, and pulled the parka tight around her shoulders again. She hesitated to step back into the cold and considered eating at one of the small tables. She knew she was just delaying the inevitable, so she tugged the parka tighter and stepped out into the January weather.

Mind busy with the details of wrapping up her current life, what there was of it, she didn’t notice the slender man in the dark suit until she entered her office. He stood, hat in hand, and waited until she had hung the parka and placed her lunch on the desk.

“Can I help you with something Mr…”

“It’s Jackson, Ms. Wix. Just Jackson.”

Jett looked closer at his face and finally recognized the man behind the glasses and mustache. She had seen him before at the Specialist facility in Ensenada. Yes, Jackson. His real name was Stephan Pruitt. He was one of the few Asher had groomed for upward movement.

“Of course, Jackson. It’s good to see you again; it’s been a while.”

He closed the door and sat opposite her as she sat behind her desk.

She asked, “What can I do for the program?”

He stared into her eyes, his own showing some internal strife she knew Asher wouldn’t approve of. He had been the best she had ever seen at keeping thoughts out of his expressions.

The Specialist quickly reached an agreement with himself, and his clear gray eyes showed intense trust and a slightly bashful need. She realized this man was letting her see exactly what he wanted to.

“Ma’am, I’ve just come from San Francisco. Over the last couple of nights, since New Year’s Eve, actually, three directors have been assassinated.”

Jett became very still as he continued, “There are two others, who we believe have also been killed, as they have disappeared in the last few months. I was wondering if you know of any way these directors are connected, other than the obvious.”

He read her caution incorrectly, and he raised a hand, palm out. “I only ask because I know you were an integral part of building the Specialist program and worked closely with a few directors, and with your position being what it is, you might see information the rest of us would not.”

She sat still for a moment, then opened the bag from the café and placed a bowl of soup and a cup of tea on her desk. She woke her terminal and typed in her seventeen-digit password. As she sipped the tea, she glanced at Jackson.

“Okay. I need some names, and I’ll see what I can find.”

Jackson looked troubled for a minute, then said, “Well, what I would really like is to see if you have heard of any possible links between them. I don’t know if anyone is monitoring for a search on their names. My hope is that you’ve heard something or seen something that links some, or any, of them.”

She sat back from the terminal and popped the lid on her soup. She spooned a bite into her mouth and nodded as she swallowed. “I can see the need for caution. All right. What do you have? I won’t put anything into my computer.”

Jackson smiled. “Styles, Rewis, Piscal, Phillips, Shamus, and, finally, Mikhail. Are any of these directors linked in any way?”

Jett felt a chill crawl up her spine and hoped she hid it by taking another spoonful of soup. Despite it being her favorite, she couldn’t taste it.

After settling herself a little, she looked at the ceiling as if recalling. She had to give him something, but it couldn’t lead back to Asher, who must have finally made his move. Yes, it was definitely time to leave this place.

“From what I know, Director Styles built the Specialist program. I did work with her and knew her better than I did any of the other directors. She was rumored to have become a director about the same time as Director Phillips. She was assassinated by a former operator from JalCom before Adam killed that operator. He didn’t believe the order came from JalCom. Some things the assassin said as she was dying made him think she was working for someone else. That was all in the official report he sent up the chain to the other directors.”

She paused for a drink and wondered how much she should tell Jackson. Asher had liked and respected the Specialist, and she thought Jackson had felt the same way, but she couldn’t let him know anything about his former boss. After a long drink, she continued.

“Directors Piscal and Rewis were old-school, like really old guard. They had been directors since the board was established, I believe. Other directors either revered them or despised them. Director Shamus had been around for quite a while and was well known for his accomplishments. He was responsible for the Teledyne Missile Defense System, you know? He also recruited Director Mikhail from somewhere in Teledyne management, I believe.”

She stared at the wall blankly for a couple of minutes. “I don’t know about anything that would have connected them all. There were a few things here and there among them, but nothing I know of that included everyone. I’m sorry.”

Other than Styles’ death. Piscal and Rewis had both been furious when it happened. Shamus and Phillips had been suspects in Asher’s investigation, then she had found some communications between Mikhail and a shadow organization called Mantle that proved he had been the one to order the assassination and maybe even the murder of Asher’s family, but she couldn’t tell this man any of that.

She calmly finished her lunch after Jackson left and wondered if he had seen through her. Asher had trained him, and all the Specialists were good. She thought she was better, but she wouldn’t know for certain until someone slipped a hood over her head and pulled her into a van. Yes, it was time to leave.

* * *

Later that evening, Pike Calhoun was a little startled to find Jackson lounging on the sofa when he returned to his office from a quick bathroom break. The Specialist grinned as he sat up straight and sipped from a glass of Pike’s bourbon. The glass and bottle, which were usually in a locked drawer of his desk, sat on the coffee table in front of Jackson.

“There’s a fresh bottle of Joseph Magnus in your drawer, so we may as well finish this one.”

“Hmph. That might be better than this, maybe we should open it.”

Jackson laughed and poured two fingers in a glass for the security forces detective. “You went through the basic Specialist training after joining Teledyne. Did you know Adam?”

Calhoun accepted the glass and sat across the table. “I did go through the training. I met Adam on occasion, but we never talked one-on-one. He seemed to be a very efficient type, a good leader.”

“Yeah, most of the trainees respected him. I saw him spar with several, and he was not someone I would have wanted to meet on the opposite side of a fight.”

Pike looked at the Specialist for a moment. Coming from him, that was praise indeed.

“He was the original, wasn’t he? The one who built the program into what it is?”

“He was and did. He and Director Styles and a few others.” Jackson paused as if waiting for some comment.

“Styles. I never met her, but I heard all the rumors, including the ones about her and Adam being involved. I never bought into them; they seemed like water cooler talk.”

Jackson sipped the bourbon, expressionless. “I don’t believe either of them would approve of where the program seems to be headed. Did you ever get read in on the details of his death?”

Calhoun thought for a minute before he answered. It had been over a year ago, and he was still going through Security School. He had been hired specially for this position, but all security personnel were required to go through the basic Specialist school. Then they branched off to Sierra Training, the nickname for the training all of the Security arm went through after basic. Because he had still been assigned to the program at the time, he had heard the talk. He had also been there for the down day of mourning.

“I was not officially read in, but I was in Sierra at the time, so we heard the basics. He died on a mission down in South America after sending some important tech back to Teledyne. Seems there were several Specialists lost, but I never heard details, just the rumors.”

“Yeah, that was the rumor when it happened. A person in this field, like yours, must accept that he or she may be killed on the job. But Mallone, we all thought he was above that. We all believed he was immortal.”

Pike noticed the slip of Adam’s real name but said nothing. If Jackson had truly slipped, something must be weighing heavily on his mind.

“Did you know about the RRET program?”

“Just that it existed. We didn’t get any details, being bound for Security, I suppose.”

“Probably. We didn’t hear more about it until we got into the serious training.”

Jackson paused for a refill and then sipped as he sat back on the sofa. He looked steadily at Pike for a moment as if deciding. “RRET is Rapid Response Extraction Teams. The original plan was to have a small team of Specialists working incognito at areas where we might need someone to rescue an asset. It seemed to be a great idea on paper. We’ve had two teams in the field for a couple years, seeing how it worked in reality.”

Pike snorted. “I know how that usually goes.”

“This time, it seemed to be working well. The original team, Scorpion, was in New Orleans for a while. They pulled this Specialist out of a sticky situation,” Jackson said, pointing to himself.

“As it turns out, it takes a while to train a field operator, whether they have worked in the business or not. So, Specialists are important assets to protect. When they are in a position where they need help, we send help in the form of an RRET.”

“I can see that. Most go the Security route, but those in your field take a lot of specialty training. Thus the name, I suppose.”

“Exactly. The bad thing about using the RRET is, once you use them, they’re burned for that site. They have to be relocated and go through the entire setup process again. But they’re invaluable when needed. Scorpion Team was sent to Brazil after we lost a man to an earlier version of the same mission Mallone was on. They had been set up a short time when Mallone went in.”

Pike was sitting forward in his seat, his drink nearly forgotten. This was the type of intel he never got read in on.

“I don’t know the exact timing. Mallone had sent in the data he was there to get but insisted on staying. There was something else there that he swore was just as important, and he thought he could get it, as well.”

“The next mountain.”

“Yeah, that ‘one more thing’ that can get any of us. But an operator of his experience? He must have considered it worth the risk.”

“But we don’t know, do we?”

Jackson raised his glass in a mock toast. “And we never will. The RRET, Mallone, the Corporation he had infiltrated, and the data, whatever it was, were all destroyed in that explosion.”

“Fuck. That’s disastrous.”

“And still not the complete story. Mallone’s family was murdered about a month later in rural Texas. Wife and four kids, all killed, and the house burned to the ground.”

“That’s cold as hell. He was already gone, what purpose did it serve?”

“Exactly. What purpose?” Jackson swirled the amber liquid in his glass before looking back at Pike. “The acquired data was already here. The original tech. Our only thought was that whoever did it must have thought Mallone had sent a backup of the original data or had somehow gotten the other tech he had stayed for to them.”

“Did he?”

“We’ve no way to know for certain, but we don’t believe so. It wasn’t the way he did things. He kept his family completely out of his work; it’s one of the main reasons they lived there. And his person on the inside here was sure he was in the process of exiting.”

There was a gap in the conversation for several minutes as each man was lost in his own thoughts. Jackson eventually stood and walked to Pike’s desk. “I guess we’ll need to open this bottle after all.”

“Hmph.”

He chuckled as he pulled the cork from the silver labeled bottle and poured some into Pike’s glass before refilling his own.

Pike watched him closely as he sat back down and placed the newly opened bottle between them. He knew this was all leading up to something. Someone in Jackson’s line of work didn’t just decide to give you intel like this unless it was needed to make another point. His patience was rewarded in short time.

“Have you heard of a Director named Wayneright?”

“Not that I recall. Another found dead?”

“No. That’s just it; he disappeared sometime before Director Styles was assassinated.”

“Are you sure? They are a secretive bunch.”

“That’s another thing I’ve noticed. They aren’t as secretive as they used to be. But, yes, he disappeared, then she was killed, followed by the disaster in Brazil, the disappearance of two more directors, and the torture and murder of the three over New Year’s weekend.”

Pike was sitting up straight again, watching the Specialist. “That’s a lot. Most of which I knew nothing about.”

“Don’t you find that strange? You are the detective who gets assigned the high visibility cases, and yet, you knew nothing about a number of these.”

“Yes, but playing devil’s advocate, some of these happened before I was in this position.”

“Sure, I’ll give you that, but what about the more recent events?” The Specialist leader stared directly into Pike’s eyes. “I think they’re all connected somehow.”

* * * * *


Chapter 20

Metaline Falls, Washington

February 2044

Joseph McVie—Asher, in disguise—tapped on his tablet and seemed to ignore the rest of the small coffee shop. He was very much aware of everyone in the room, however. The middle-aged couple, obviously a couple by the familiarity they showed toward each other, sat in a corner booth and discussed the coming winter storm. Two blue-collar workers leaned against a bar-height table, laughing and talking about the spring planting season, which was still several months away. A weathered woman, who could have been in her forties or her sixties, ran bony fingers over a map as two young hunters hung on every word as if it were gospel. Two bored baristas shared videos on their tablets and laughed together.

All of them had one thing in common, they had steaming mugs of something in or near their hand. The smell of coffee and the many flavors sweetening their hot drinks hovered like a campfire’s smoke. Joseph paused in typing his email and looked out the window. The wind was starting to pick up. It would be time for him to move soon.

Asher glanced around the room, confident he was anonymous in his non-disguise, finished the short note to Andy, and hit the send key. McVie was a Teledyne quality control technician, in town to take notes and let the Corporation’s farm managers know the condition of the winter stores and general morale of their employees.

He had spoken by phone with the small-town mayor, a direct Teledyne employee, and several random citizens, letting everyone know he wouldn’t be bothering anyone, just taking notes on his observations. Oh, and that he might stop in for a quick interview with the mayor before he left town for his next stop, another small town over in Montana.

Andy had sent him a long letter, explaining that he had finished work on a separate wing to the cabin. The AI/man had decided to add another section so if Jett Wix did come to stay with them, she would have some privacy. It had been a timely idea, as Jett had also sent an encrypted message saying she would be there by the end of the month.

He didn’t know if he would make it home before she did, as he had this bit of business to take care of before he was finished. With any luck, this would be it, the end of a months’ long quest, the last couple having been drenched with blood. He had gotten information from the three Teledyne Directors he had visited, just enough to point him toward the area around Spokane. After a long month of slow work, a couple of breaks had pointed him to Metaline Falls.

Without a doubt, one of the safe places for Mantle agents was here, outside this town on one of the many farms. The mountains didn’t lend to healthy farming of many things, but the engineered fruit trees loved the altitude, and with a little help, they even tolerated the long winters. Spring would see flowering apple and cherry trees covering hundreds of small plantations throughout the area, all owned and operated by Teledyne.

Asher had come here knowing one of these plantations was his target, and now, he was certain he had located the one. Tonight would tell, and the storm moving in would provide the perfect cover.

One of the baristas strolled up to his booth with a smile. “Another one, Mr. McVie? Looks like it might be a cold one tonight.”

His face lit up with warmth and openness. “Sandy, you warm my soul. I would like one more. I expect you’re right about the weather, and I despise the cold.”

Her laugh rang gentle and full. “Well, hon, you’re in the wrong part of the country.”

She sashayed off for another sweet caramel and chocolate drink as he tapped a last command on his tablet and stood to follow her to the counter.

“Sandy, could you make that one in a to-go cup, please? I need to get back to my hotel before this weather moves in. I have a feeling your boss wouldn’t like it if I had to camp here tonight.”

“Oh, I don’t know. He’s slept here himself a time or two. Whenever he and Janette have trouble. She does have a temper for one so small.”

“Ha, I bet she does. I’m sure it’s the red hair,” he said, with a wink.

The other barista looked up from some chore she was doing behind the bar and shook her red curls. “McVie, you better watch what you say if you know what’s good for you.”

He raised his hands in surrender, pulled a note from his wallet, and dropped it in the pickle jar by the register. “Here’s a little something for you young ladies. I would guess there’s enough from the last few days that you could get that mop dyed, if you can find someone to do it.”

She threw a handful of suds at him as both girls laughed. Sandy placed a large cup in front of him, then she pulled another large cup from the stack near the register and dropped the full one into it.

“There’s a little extra insulation for you. Should get you back to the Honey Bear Inn without cooling down much.”

He paid for the drink and continued to smile at the girls. “I have enjoyed my visit in this frozen wasteland, but only due to you ladies. I expect I’ll be pulling out as soon as this storm breaks in the morning, so you take care now. And pass my regards to your boss. He must be a smart man to have hired such wonderful talent.”

Sandy turned to her red-haired partner with a straight face, but a slight twinkle in her eyes. “I know a smooth talker when I hear one, Carol. What about you?”

“What do you mean? I think he’s being as sincere as he knows how.”

They both laughed and turned their attention to two new targets, the two farmhands. Asher walked into the cold, windy snow, cupping his drink in both hands.

* * *

Some would have called it a log cabin, but Asher considered it a lodge. It had to be over 10,000 square feet under roof, and it featured vaulted ceilings in the main space, with floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the river and across it to the orchards of fruit trees already caked in snow.

He had reached the massive house before the heaviest of the storm set in, and he wondered if anyone would show up. Headlights bouncing up the drive in the falling snow alleviated his concerns as a large Mercedes SUV made its way into one of the many garage bays.

Darkness recovered the drive as the door slid closed behind the newcomer. Asher stepped back from the loft window and retraced his footsteps down to the terrace overlooking the main living space of the house. The large open area was illuminated as lights came on throughout the common areas of the kitchen and great room. He stood well beck in the shadows on the balcony which overhung a full third of the open area below.

Voices carried to his enhanced hearing, as the SUV’s passengers deposited coats in a mudroom the size of many homes and moved into the kitchen directly below him.

“Are you going to show me what’s in the cooler?” a female asked with some mixture of anticipation and impatience.

The second passenger laughed quietly. “Eventually. I want to show the boss first. You know how he can get.”

“Hmph. Especially lately. He’s been on edge since the New Year.”

“Doesn’t it concern you? Who could have assassinated those Teledyne directors, if not one of us?” His accent was French, but Asher also picked up a British clip to his English.

The two walked into the main room, him carrying a cooler sealed with gray duct tape, and her, empty handed. She strolled over to the large fireplace. The man was around six feet and muscular, but lean. Every move was planned as he placed the cooler on a large, round table near the center of the room. Overstuffed, luxurious leather couches and chairs occupied the large sitting area, some facing the fireplace, some facing the windows and the view.

The female was shorter than Asher and had yellowish-red hair, sprinkled with darker spots, hanging in a tightly braided ponytail halfway down her back. She squatted by the fireplace, lit a long match, and coaxed the previously laid out wood and kindling into a solid flame in short time.

She moved gracefully, almost prowling, like a wild animal. Once the fire was burning to her satisfaction, she stalked over to a leather chair and slouched, with one leg over an arm and her head leaning back into the large cushion.

“Maybe he’s hired someone new. Lord knows he’s been looking since the loss of Francis and Deedee.” She gestured toward the cooler with her chin and purred at her partner. “Come on, Maël, just a peak.”

“Non. I believe you want more to have me out of favor than to actually to see what is there.” Asher could hear the smile in the man’s statement.

“You hurt me with your words. Maybe we could find something less hurtful for you to do with that tongue?”

“I am as far from your league as is possible, Sloan. You’re simply plumbed wrong, I believe your slang is.”

Asher jerked upright. Sloan?

“Can’t blame a girl for trying,” she purred and slid deeper into the stuffing of the large chair. “When is he supposed to be here? I thought he lived here this time of year.”

“He said he may be out for a while today, but he should be back soon. With this weather, I could see whatever task he had taking longer than expected. See how long it took us to get here.”

“You’re such a wise man.”

“Of course; I’m French.”

Sloan chuckled. “I’m not sure French and wise should be used in the same sentence.” She smacked her lips as if tasting something unpleasant. “Nope. That felt bad saying them together just now.”

After a couple of quite minutes, disturbed only by the crackle of the large Ponderosa pine logs in the fire, Sloan spoke again. “It’s a head, isn’t it? In the cooler?”

Maël turned to face her, with a raised eyebrow. “Why would you think that?”

“Well, what else would you be bringing from San Diego? They’re not known for their beer, and it would fit well.”

He turned back toward the large window, with a smug smile. “Technically, you’re wrong. There are two of them.”

“Two?”

“Yes. A detective of Teledyne Security and the current head of their Specialist program. They were asking too many questions about Mantle. Enough that I was instructed to dissuade them from inquiring further.”

“Dissuade, huh?” She eyed the cooler then looked back at him. “I’d say they’re dissuaded.”

The Frenchman smiled and bowed slightly. “It is more your style, I realize, but I learn from the best whenever I can.”

“Hmph.”

Asher felt pressure building at the base of his skull. This man and woman were talking of killing as if it were water cooler gossip. He suspected, if he opened the cooler, he would recognize the two people this man had murdered.

He stepped lightly to the balcony rail and looked down at the two people he now knew were Mantle assassins, one of whom may have murdered his family.

The woman was relaxing on the chair, with her eyes closed. The man stood, half facing the now-roaring fire and half facing the huge windows.

Asher was certain of his silence as he vaulted over the rail to the floor below, but the woman had nearly gained her feet by the time he landed. The movement, reflected in the windows, caught the attention of the Frenchman, and he, too, had turned to face Asher before the solid thump of Asher’s nanite enhanced weight sounded on the sturdy wood floor.

The two assassins were in motion when Asher landed, but he had already moved before the slim blade Sloan threw passed through the air where his chest had been a fraction of a second earlier. As he slid around a long sofa, Asher realized that she had moved with a speed not normal to humans. Asher, dodging and keeping his eyes open for any impromptu weapons, scooped a stone statue and flung it across the open area at Sloan. She moved out of the way almost quickly enough; the statue only grazed her shoulder before slamming into the log wall.

Maël moved nearly as fast as his partner, and he pulled a slim automatic pistol from under his dress coat. Asher felt the small pressure atop his kidneys, and the world around him seemed to slow to about quarter speed. He saw the man’s finger begin to tighten on the trigger and stepped to the side, and the two bullets narrowly missed him.

Asher ducked and slid across the hardwood to kick an end table at the French assassin. The table hit the killer’s gun arm, knocked the weapon from his grasp, and slammed into the window, as two more chunks of copper lined lead passed above Asher’s head. He was less than happy with the results of the flying table, however.

A faint whistle warned him in just enough time to dodge left as a chunk of solid glass, shaped like an eagle, flew close enough that he felt the air turbulence. The glass shattered against the solid logs of the opposite wall.

Asher launched himself across a chair and aimed a strike at the head of the female assassin. Again, she was able to move fast enough to only receive a glancing blow. A glancing blow from Asher, however, was much different than a glancing blow from a normal person, and she was thrown off her feet and landed partially in the fireplace.

A scraping shoe on the hardwood warned Asher of the attack from his other opponent. He ducked left and grunted as the follow up strike slammed into his thigh. This man had some sort of augmentation, and Asher recognized the slight smell of lubrication oil and the nearly silent hum of gears, now that the Frenchman was close. The man was a mech, a cyborg.

Asher sprang over a chair and landed out of reach before the enhanced man could attack again. He wondered about the woman. Cyborgs were strong and a handful to fight, but he had never heard of one as fast as she was.

He didn’t have time to wonder long before she threw a coat rack at him like a spear. He leaned to the side, and as it flew past, his right hand darted out and caught it in flight. He faced her and snapped it in half. In a seemingly casual move, he threw the lower half into the man’s chest as hard as his nanite enhanced muscles could.

The Frenchman fell backward over a chair and landed sprawled out on the floor. He got up slowly as Asher faced them both from across the room. The woman’s shoulder and left arm had several red splotches where she had landed in the fire, but she didn’t seem to notice. The man had a bloody patch on his chest where the feet of the coat rack had hit him with enough force to crush the chest of a non-augmented person.

“Who the fuck are you, and what are you doing here?” the woman asked.

“My dear, he is obviously here to try and kill us.” Her partner smiled easily as he spoke, and Asher could tell the man lived for this kind of encounter. He suspected the assassin preferred to be the cause of said encounters but seemed to thrive on them, nonetheless.

Asher broke his silence and said, simply, “Mantle. I’m here for Mantle.”

“Ha! Well, this is a change. Unfortunately, you will not be in any condition to enjoy the meeting by the time he arrives, but you can die knowing you found the right place.” Sloan smiled viciously as she took another step away from the fireplace.

She had begun to sweat from the heat and the exertion of the fight, and Asher’s enhanced sense of smell caught a familiar scent. She emitted the odor of a human female, but also that of a large cat species. It was similar, yet different, from that of the mountain lions in the Ozarks that he had tracked during his early days there. Before the memories.

“You’re gene modified, a geno,” he stated. He tilted his head back slightly and inhaled through his nose for another sample. “Tiger? No, Jaguar, right?”

She froze in mid-sidestep.

Asher stepped back so he could keep both in view and glanced at the man who had begun to move away from his partner, trying to widen the gap between them. “And you are obviously enhanced with mechanicals, prosthetic arms and legs. Something around your trunk, as well, or that coatrack would have crushed your chest.”

His opponents glanced quickly at each other then back at him. The man said, “So what the fuck are you?”

“Nanites!” Sloan exclaimed. “Which means you’re from Teledyne. They haven’t had a successful test subject that I’m aware of, but no one else has the tech yet. We made sure of that by destroying the place that created it. No one had successfully infiltrated them; they were better than anyone at weeding out spies, but more and more Corporations were trying.”

She grinned lopsidedly. “Well, better than almost anyone. Mantle is really on another level all together, and we are Mantle.”

Asher looked again at the woman as she spoke. So, it had been them. He had suspected it, but even with the help of Andy and Jett, he hadn’t been able to find any solid evidence.

She continued, “I’ve seen you before, though. I never forget a face.”

He shivered at the thought. “We’ve never met; I don’t forget a face either. Teledyne is no longer the only one with nanite technology.”

“What?” the woman asked, her voice dripping disbelief. “You’re lying. We would know. We have eyes and ears everywhere.”

Asher shrugged. “Maybe not. I delivered it in person, just before my visit to your friends in Teledyne.”

Both Mantle agents looked at one another again. She said, “You’re the one. The Specialist that shook up Obsidian a few weeks ago.”

“Not a Specialist, no.”

“Then what are you? Who are you?”

The French assassin had slowly begun his move toward the windows when Asher turned his focus back to him, keeping the woman solidly in his peripheral vision.

The man smiled when he was caught in mid-step. “You talk too much sometimes, Sloan.”

She barked a short laugh. “Not to worry, mon ami, he’s not leaving this room.”

Asher glanced at her, then back at Maël. As he focused on the man, she launched across the sofa in a leap, very much like the apex predator her genes had been mated with. Short, razor-sharp claws extended from her outstretched hands intended to rip Asher to shreds.

He faced her as she leapt through the air far faster than normal. Seeing her up close for the first time, he could make out the yellow eyes and larger than normal canines. His rage spiked as the part of his mind that focused on such things wondered if Laurel had seen the same thing just before she died.

Asher grasped one of her wrists in each hand and caught her in mid leap. He used her momentum to spin and throw her into the solid stone wall surrounding the fireplace. He heard her bones break, as the back of her head and upper back hit the unyielding stone.

He continued the spin, ducked, and attempted a leg sweep on the cyborg who was charging from the other direction. He was partially successful, and the man stumbled but didn’t go down. Asher was on his feet instantly and ducked as the Frenchman swung an enhanced, metal arm toward his skull. Asher squatted and came up with a large piece of the heavy, glass statue. He lunged straight under the man’s extended arm and into his armpit.

The Frenchman grunted, jabbed with his cybernetic right arm, and hit Asher in the chest. The force of the blow nearly took Asher’s breath and flung him back several steps. The cyborg sensed an opportunity and charged. Using a version of a hip toss, Asher threw him, and he landed flat on his back. Asher kicked at the man’s head, and he grunted and fell as the steel arm of his opponent swept his leg.

Asher gained his feet first and kicked the cyborg in the stomach as he tried to stand, lifting him clear off the ground by a couple of feet. The assassin twisted as he fell and moved just out of Asher’s reach and landed on his feet and one arm. Asher noticed he favored the side with the wound beneath his arm, so he stepped forward quickly and landed a kick to that side.

As the man grunted and stepped back, automatic gunfire erupted from the balcony outside the room and shattered the glass of the tall windows. Asher dodged and put the cyborg between himself and the gunfire.

As the French cyborg assassin jerked from the bullet impacts, Asher grasped his metal arms, rushed the sound of the gunfire, and pushed the larger man backward toward the shattered glass. Using the taller cyborg as a shield, Asher shoved through the window and onto the expansive deck. He heard an exclamation as the Frenchman’s body caught the shooter and unexpectedly pushed him through the log rail.

Asher stood on the deck and stared down into the semi-darkness, as the dead assassin and his boss fell into the rushing river 100 feet below. Neither surfaced.

A groan caught his attention, and he faced the woman sprawled near the fire. He rushed to her, hoping he would be able to get answers, but he saw it was too late. Her eyes focused on his for a minute, and he saw recognition, then triumph, then fear.

With her last breath, she said, “Mallone.”

Then she was gone.

Asher stood looking down at the female Mantle assassin, then he turned back to the broken balcony and gritted his teeth.

Mantle was gone, and along with him, so many answers to questions that had kept him on this mission. He knew more than when he had started. He knew why Andy’s creators had been destroyed and who had done it. He knew why Director Styles had been assassinated and who had ordered it. But the biggest question remained, the one that had driven him the most. Why his family? Was it at the behest of Mantle, or had someone else ordered the hit?

He checked the female Mantle agent’s pulse and verified she was gone, then he lifted her body, carried her outside, and dumped her, unceremoniously, over the ruined rail into the river below. He returned to the open living area of the house and began to search for anything that could answer his last remaining questions.

An hour later, he glanced at the flames in the rearview mirror of the Range Rover he had liberated from one of the many garage bays. The log mansion was ablaze, and with the current wind and snow, no one would be putting it out anytime soon. Several computer hard drives sat in the passenger seat. He hoped Andy would have some luck exploring them. Maybe he could dig some answers out of them.

Focused on the road ahead, Asher piloted the big SUV carefully and quickly south. He should make Salt Lake City in a couple of days, where he could catch a train east, toward home. He barely cringed at the thought of the word home, and the fact that the place he now thought of as home did not include Laurel, Shey, Cal, Gwen, and Clair.

* * * * *


Chapter 21

Phoenix Sprawl

March 2044

On a whim, Asher had taken the train south to Phoenix instead of going immediately east. He wanted some time to think before discussing what all he had done over the last few months with Andy. When he had gotten into the line of work he did for Teledyne, he had known deep down that he might have to take a life, but when he looked at who he had become, when he really dove deep into his psyche, he wasn’t proud of himself. Worse still, he knew Laurel wouldn’t be happy with that man, either. This man. He might not be proud of who he had been the last few months, but he would own it.

He knew Laurel was no longer here. Only the ghostly image of her, frowning at him in certain circumstances, remained. He also knew it was an image his own mind had invented, that it wasn’t real in any physical sense, and that it wasn’t healthy to hallucinate.

She hadn’t appeared when he was dealing with the Mantle agents or any time after. Did that mean he hadn’t felt wrong in taking their lives? Was he becoming more callous? He suspected so, especially after dealing with the Teledyne directors.

After analyzing himself from the outside, he could see how easy it had become for him to kill someone he thought of as the enemy. On one hand, that didn’t concern him. On the other, he had never wanted to be an assassin and had vowed to only kill if there were no alternatives.

Somewhere in the middle of those two extremes, he sat, feeling ripped apart by two separate selves. One wanted to hibernate and stay away from anyone he might decide needed to die. The other dealt out revenge and justice as the judge, jury, and executioner of the court of Asher Mallone.

He gazed out the train window at sand, cactus, Cat’s Claw, and the occasional Joshua tree, but he found no solid answers, just an empty hole where his compassion used to be.

* * *

The chime of the car’s station alarm woke him from dreams of hunting bison in the 1800s. He was lying prone on a hill overlooking a giant herd of the wooly beasts, 1,000 yards away. He loaded a bullet into the modern-day, suppressed sniper rifle, sighted through the twenty-power infrared scope, and gently squeezed the trigger. A bison fell, but none of the herd around it seemed to notice. He worked the action on the rifle and repeated the steps. It didn’t matter how many he shot; the herd never seemed to dwindle in size.

He glanced at the screen in his private cabin, and he could see the icon for Oklahoma City just ahead of the moving dot that represented the train. He knew the route by heart—change trains here, a few hours to Memphis, then he would retrieve the old pick-up truck Andy kept for supply runs from a local parking garage and be home by nightfall.

He noticed the small light on his tablet and opened the message from Andy. Two short lines brought him upright.

No word from Jett, and I’m concerned. TD has deleted her from their system.

Asher forced himself to focus. Jett had given Andy access to the Teledyne systems through a backdoor she had created and maintained. She had also shown him how to track anyone on the payroll of the gigantic Corporation, outside of the Specialist program. If she was no longer on that list, she was no longer at Teledyne.

Jett had told them she planned to leave Teledyne. She and Andy had been making plans for the addition and some other things, but Asher had been focused on finding Mantle. He knew her plans were not supposed to come to a head for a few more months.

The timestamp told him the message had come through two and a half hours ago. He retrieved an earpiece from his pocket and placed a call to Andy.

“Hello?”

“It’s me. Do you have any new information?”

“I do, and it isn’t good.” Asher could hear the strain in the other’s voice. “It appears she was killed in an accident.”

Asher slammed his fist onto the table, controlling the force of the blow just in time, so he cracked the wood without destroying the table.

Andy continued, “Their internal web had a few emails going around. She was scanning a new building’s director’s suite for any kind of electronic espionage devices. No one was in the building yet, except construction people. She was killed in an elevator accident. One of the new lifts malfunctioned and crashed to the ground, 120 floors.”

“Shit.”

“I’m truly sorry. I had grown quite fond of her, as well.”

Asher sat back on the couch and looked at the ceiling. “You said an elevator?”

Andy paused for a microsecond before answering. He knew the odd sound in his friend’s voice. “Yes.”

“Andy, I’ve known Jett for over fifteen years, and she has never once, in all that time, ridden in an elevator. Not once. There’s something fishy going on, and I intend to get to the bottom of it.”

“Let me know if I can do anything. Do you want me to meet you out there?”

“Not yet. Let me do a little detective work, and I’ll see what I can find out.”

“Okay, my friend. I’ll be here if you learn anything or need anything.”

Asher disconnected the call and sat back against the comfortable cushions of the private car. Jett would not have been in that elevator willingly, even for 120 floors.

Asher pulled the train schedule up on his tablet and found a Fast Rail from Oklahoma City to Reno, with one stop in Denver. He could be there by lunch the next day. He purchased the tickets, stood, and made his way to the car exit.

* * *

Changing from the normal passenger train to the Fast Rail was simple enough, and Asher was sitting in the FR Lounge when the reports started pinging through from Andy. He had sent all the pertinent emails he had found and one short news article about a construction accident taking the life of one unnamed female.

The accident had occurred in a freight elevator that was carrying cleaning chemicals. With the chemicals involved and the height of the fall, the wreckage at the bottom of the elevator shaft was so bad, they hadn’t recovered a body, only parts and DNA.

The news article quoted the construction manager as saying they had been extremely lucky the building hadn’t collapsed with hundreds of workers still in it. He couldn’t explain the failure of the freight elevator, but he felt bad for the young lady. He had spoken with her just a couple of hours earlier when she entered the building.

Asher took note of the man’s name and planned his first stop once he got to Reno. Another storage container had provided the identification credentials currently in his suit jacket pocket. It had also contained the suit he wore and small duffel he carried.

He considered Jett’s accident and still couldn’t bring himself to believe she was dead. He could only come up with a few scenarios. Everything was as it seemed to be. He didn’t like this, as he had found that Occam’s Razor held very little weight in the field of espionage. The simplest explanation was usually what someone wanted you to believe.

So, the fact that someone had faked Jett’s death to enable her disappearance was more believable to him. He had considered it deeply and wondered if he was making it more plausible in his mind because he liked the idea better. But his train of thought always came back to the elevator.

That Jett didn’t use them wasn’t exactly a secret, but she was a private person and didn’t have a close circle of friends who might know that about her. So, the question became, did someone fake her death or did she?

As much as he would have preferred for it to be her own construct, he had to consider why someone else would do it. She was one of the preeminent hackers and software experts of the time, but Teledyne was protective of its talented employees, when it noticed its employees at all.

He didn’t believe another of the large Corporations would risk the time in Teledyne Country, as it were, to kidnap Wix. They had their own hackers and tech specialists. So that left her faking it herself.

She had spoken with Andy about leaving Teledyne. Asher knew that would mean disappearing, but he hadn’t thought she would go out this big. He shook his head and admitted he hadn’t really thought about it at all. He had assumed she would ask for his and Andy’s help when the time was right.

That, more than anything, made him doubt his conclusion that she had been responsible for the accident. It was not like her to take on something like that by herself, but the cyborg assassin he had recently encountered in Washington had been active on the west coast. So, maybe, she had felt the need to move up her timeline and hadn’t had time to reach out to him or Andy.

Dammit! Why hadn’t she reached out?

The chime sounded, informing passengers the High-Speed Rail cars were boarding. He placed his tablet in a jacket pocket and stood. As he took the duffel and walked toward the boarding concourse, his thoughts kept circling back. There was no way he was going to figure out what happened without more information. There was too much conjecture and too few facts.

As he settled into the private car, he decided to get some rest. The next few days would probably be as busy as the last few, so he may as well take advantage of this down time.

* * * * *


Chapter 22

Reno Sprawl

March 2044

Johan Johansson sat across the small café table from the Teledyne police inspector and sweated. Everything had worked exactly as the woman had told him it would, in the beginning. He had finally relaxed after the news stories and initial interviews, then this detective had shown up out of nowhere, no warning call or text or email. He just showed up at the worksite and asked for him by name.

The man was intimidating with his direct stare. Johan was a large man, easily twice the mass of this inspector, but the way this investigator moved, his presence, and his look, all gave Johan the feeling the smaller man might pull a pistol and kill him with as little notice as he had given before the interview, with less feeling than stepping on an ant.

“Tell me, again, how you met the woman and what she said.” The stare from the cold, dark eyes was a predator’s stare.

Johan felt chill bumps travel up and down his spine. His mother had described it as the feeling of someone walking on your grave. He quoted the memorized lines. “She said she would be in the suite for an hour or so and then around the rest of the penthouse floor for the same amount of time. She showed me her test equipment, which meant nothing to me. I’m not really knowledgeable in high-tech gadgetry.”

He chuckled as she had instructed him to do. She had said a large man laughing at his own lack of knowledge about some specific subject appeared humble and would make people like him. It had been exactly as she said with the news anchor and the detectives during the early interviews, but this man simply stared.

No emotion showed on the investigator’s face or in his empty eyes, and the chuckle sounded forced, even to Johan. He sat back in his chair as the woman had instructed him to do. Even that movement didn’t feel natural under the direct gaze.

“Mr. Johansson, I appreciate your time today. If I need anything else, I know where to find you.”

The last six words sent another set of chills sprinting up his spine. The hairs on his huge arms stood out as though the room were charged with electricity. He sat for a minute, not sure if he was released from the interview. At last, the inspector pushed his seat back and stood, which shook Johan from his trance. Johan stood quickly and left the room with a nod to the smaller man.

* * *

Asher watched the project manager leave. He gave the man a full minute to retreat from the area then casually left the café. He walked the four blocks to the train station, as if on a midday stroll, and stopped to gaze through the window of a leather store and then again at an electronics shop. Each time, he would study the reflection in the window to make sure no one was following or watching, then he would move on with no glance behind.

It was spring in Reno and cool; the temperature hovered around 60 degrees Fahrenheit during the day and dropped twenty degrees at night. He wore a comfortable wool blend suit, with a fedora also woven from wool. The small leather case he carried contained a change of clothes and the various toiletries required for an overnight trip. He also had identification and a couple of credit cards, as well as some walking around money.

This was day three in the biggest little city, and it was time for him to move on. He had found out what he could, and it lightened his mood considerably. He was as certain as he could be that Jett had faked her own demise, and he was sure she would reach out when she was ready. Andy would monitor the newspapers they had agreed to use years before when playing spy games at TTC. Neither of them had dreamed it would someday be so much more than a game.

The station offered a combination FastRail and regular passenger service. Reno had become a major hub for Teledyne travelers, with a location that was central to Teledyne controlled cities throughout the western half of the continental US. FastRail tickets were expensive, but the Corporation had no problem paying the up charge, which was less than airfare. So, the specialized FastRail tracks were installed alongside the regular tracks for standard-width rail service.

The ticket kiosk was automated, and his ID let him purchase a ticket to Chicago, passing through Denver, El Paso, and Memphis, before the last leg to the Windy City. He would leave the train in Memphis and continue home as he had planned before this trip. It was six hours and some change before his train left, so he decided to look around a little.

He had spent most of his time here working and needed to get in some exercise, even if it was just an extended walk around the city. He rented a locker in the train station men’s room and changed into khaki pants, a pullover shirt, and a light jacket. He left the suit and now empty leather case inside the locker and pocketed the key.

The walk around the city proved enlightening in many ways. Teledyne Security and police were a common sight, but so were drug dealers, prostitutes, and other criminal enterprises. Asher’s stomach clenched, and a scowl settled on his face, as he witnessed two girls no older than Clair and Gwen walk off with a middle-aged man, one on each arm. A pair of police officers passed them and nodded to the man with smug, knowing smiles.

Less than an hour later, he witnessed a different pair of uniformed police officers shake down a drug dealer for a portion of her cash from the afternoon take and another portion of her product. Something he didn’t see were physical altercations—no muggings, fights, or even serious arguments. There were enough patrols walking the streets that the police were never more than a couple of blocks from any area he passed through.

Another thing he noticed was that these security goons were not Specialist trained. None had been through the basic classes. They were all like the goons ex-Director Shamus had used for his security—bullies in uniform.

It felt like a mob city from nearly 100 years ago, maybe this one or its sister city several hundred miles south. The only difference was that Teledyne had taken the place of the mob and was now its own version of organized crime.

He wondered if anyone would wake up and do something about it, of if anyone could.

* * * * *


Chapter 23

Woodbury, New York

May 2045

The scene before him was clearly a final effort in a war that had waged for far too long—a desperate fight that anyone watching could easily foretell the outcome of. What had once been a war that reached globally between two powerhouses was now a one-sided cleanup.

The past months had been filled with urban guerrilla warfare. The losing side was desperate to cause as much damage as possible to the winning side’s soldiers, and any citizens who got in the way were acceptable collateral damage.

Asher didn’t like it, but he understood it. Obsidian forces in black fatigues chased down and dispatched any of the ragtag Delik Unified soldiers in tattered dark green and brown. Few civilians were on the wrecked streets of the New York suburb, having fled the final battle days ago.

Occasionally, a man or woman would slink out of one of the few remaining buildings in ill-fitting civilian attire, after a fleeing soldier in green and brown had snuck into the same building moments earlier. If the Obsidian forces noticed, they paid them no mind. The winning side’s soldiers were as ready for it all to be over as the losing side’s.

Asher watched through the blacked-out spotter scope from his location up a tall tree near the top of High Point Knob, just north of the downtown area of Woodbury. The battle had carried on all through the night and well into the day, with one Corporation’s warriors limping and stumbling as they tried to outrun or hide from the other’s. Asher had moved well forward of the first soldiers and found vantage points to monitor the carnage.

A wounded Obsidian Forces soldier he had shared coffee with the day before hadn’t known anything about augmented soldiers in Obsidians forces. Asher wondered if they had gotten the nanite tech to work. The Corporation had possessed the data for nearly a year and a half, so he had been certain they would have successfully worked out how to use it by now.

Movement forward of the struggling Delik Unified force caught Asher’s eye. He zoomed in with the spotting scope and his enhanced vision, and he found what had drawn his attention. A group of DU soldiers were assembling a squad-manned mini gun. As he watched the soldiers work frantically, another movement pulled his attention from the first squad to a second. They also had a mini gun and were working to get it set up before the Obsidian soldiers got in range.

If both squads were able to get their weapons mounted and ready to fire in time, they would hurt the Obsidian Forces badly. The two weapons were modern versions of the ancient Gatling Gun, which featured an air-cooled, revolving barrel system capable of sending thousands of rounds downrange per minute. The two squads were 100 yards apart and situated to catch the enemy troops in a crossfire, just as they entered an open plaza, which provided no cover and very little time to retreat.

Asher watched intently. If these two squads weren’t too hasty, they could wreak havoc on the Obsidian ground forces. The biggest problem with their current plan was that the Obsidian forces were not in a hurry. They were moving casually, and their formations were loose, which could mean many of them would be outside the kill zone when the attack began. He changed his focus to the gun crews and wondered if they were going to get their weapons ready in time.

He looked back at the Obsidian soldiers and noticed an officer step out from behind a bombed outbuilding as the last of the straggling formation walked past. The new officer cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, “Step it up soldiers! You look like a bunch of fucking sheep! Make your mommas proud!”

A few heads jerked around, but everyone followed the shouted orders, just like they had been trained to do from day one. As they closed into a more deliberate formation, the officer disappeared as quickly as he had appeared. Asher grunted and watched the first of the Delik troops pass through the gap, peel off to the right, and leave behind the low hills the mini guns were concealed on.

All the smart ones weren’t gone from Delik, yet.

The DU soldiers disappeared before Obsidian’s now tighter group filed into the plaza. Heads rotated as the soldiers looked for prey, though none seemed to be watching for attacks. At this point in the fighting, the Obsidian forces were tired and looking for fallen or weak opponents to finish off. In their minds, the fighting was done, and only cleanup remained.

As they continued to file into the plaza, a couple of the more experienced began to look at the area differently, and realization began to dawn in the battle-fatigued minds. Asher saw one NCO stare through squinted eyes at the low hills, then look around the plaza. His chest expanded with an intake of breath for a warning yell when all hell broke loose.

Tens of thousands of 30-caliber rounds filled the plaza, along with startled screams, which turned to pained cries, then silence. Some soldiers tried to run, and some tried to drop to the ground for cover. All died in the hail of lead. The mini-guns and their operators were merciless. Streams of tracers raked back and forth through the soldiers, spilling blood, guts, and bone fragments across the plaza.

Asher lowered the scope and focused on the gun squads. He forced his mind to categorize the quality of their action and ignore the carnage below. The men and women on the mini guns were tired, but adrenaline flowed through their bodies and fed the muscle memory from countless drills and actual action. A hellfire of lead tore into their pursuers.

The weapons slowed, then one gun stopped, as one of its crewmen fought feverishly to clear the heated mechanism and return it to firing condition. The squad leader placed a hand on his shoulder and yelled into his ear. The soldier looked down on the bodies and wreckage of the plaza and stopped fighting the hot metal.

Not one Obsidian Forces member remained standing. When the other gun stopped firing, the Delik soldiers stood from their hastily dug entrenchment and looked around. Many were smiling and slapping the gun crews on their backs. Others stood quietly. Still others faced away from the death below and drank from water flasks or lit cigarettes.

The fleeing soldiers were now all together with the gun squads. Thirty men and women, many injured, stood and sat around the gun crews. They had begun to gather around the mini gun that still worked, sharing victory smiles and nods, when a movement caught Asher’s attention.

He focused the spotting scope again and saw a man running through the remnants of the town below. A chill crept up his spine. It was obvious the man wasn’t a normal person because he nearly flew through the wreckage and trashed buildings and bounded from one spot to the next, covering blocks in seconds. Asher stared as he marveled at the man’s abilities. He felt a near out-of-body experience when he realized this was what he must look like if anyone were ever to see him at full speed.

In less than a minute, the man reached the celebrating Delik Unified soldiers and caught them unaware. Asher felt a hint of sorrow as the celebration turned to horror. The Agent was among them with a long blade, slashing and stabbing. He stooped, retrieved a handgun, spun, and fired several shots. The sounds blended into one. Asher watched as several soldiers fell. He wanted to feel sorrow for them, but he couldn’t quite manage to.

In no time, the celebration had been squashed, and no one remained. Asher dropped from his tree and sprinted toward the scene. He stepped silently into the clearing, as the Agent finished off the last of the DU soldiers with a deft slice across the man’s throat.

The Agent spun incredibly fast and threw the blade with unerring accuracy directly at Asher’s chest. Asher stepped aside and snatched the slim stiletto out of the air. Both men froze and stared at each other for brief seconds as they took in the situation.

Agent Cass spoke first. “Mr. Peabody. I never expected to see you again after the mess you left at Obsidian HQ, both figuratively and literally.”

“Agent Cass. I see Obsidian managed to get the nanite tech working.”

“Yes. And thanks to you, I got to be the Guinea pig.”

“Hmph, sorry about that. I wasn’t in the mood to be tortured.”

“Yea. I told Stanley it wasn’t a good idea, but they had some fascination with Rosalyn’s work.” Cass gestured toward the knife Asher still held. “You won’t need that unless you feel the urge. I feel like I owe you a little for the opportunity.”

Asher glanced around at the carnage. “I don’t imagine you will need it if you decide I have to join these people.”

Cass shrugged. “I don’t see that, as of now, but I won’t promise you my mind won’t change, either.”

Asher squatted to clean his blade on a soldier’s pants leg, one of the few pieces of cloth with no blood. He kept the Agent in view and lay the knife on the ground next to the dead soldier.

“How are you enjoying being superman?”

Cass grunted. “There’s been no time for enjoyment. The few of us that are working have been terribly busy wrapping up this war. Delik Unified has been very stubborn about losing.”

“I’m curious. How did Obsidian test the tech? Surely, they didn’t just build a few and squirt them into you.”

“Ha. No. They tested it rigorously before injecting a functioning person. A few brain-dead test subjects went first and then a couple of mice and monkeys. Oddly enough, the lobotomized humans survived, while none of the animals did.”

“There was some talk among the scientists that the nanites had to be programmed to each species. I never dug too deep into that, as I was busy with other projects.”

Cass looked at the man across from him and realized what the statement meant. This person had been on the inside. He had seen the initial work before any of it was stolen. This was the man responsible for stealing the tech in the first place. He knew Obsidian had lost three Agents to the South American Corporation, and it was believed every Corporation that had sent people had lost them. It was inevitable, someone would get through eventually. But this was the man who had. Cass could respect that.

“Like staying alive and undetected, I would imagine.”

Asher shrugged. “Among other things.”

“How did they catch every operator? And how did you make it through?”

“I won’t get into that, but I will say I had really good help and an unexpected ally.”

Asher held a hand up to forestall anymore questions from the Agent. He decided to try for some more information on Mantle while Cass was in a talkative mood.

“What do you know about a hidden organization called Mantle? Or Castle? Or Quinn?”

Cass became extremely still for a few seconds, his mind whirling. He had heard rumors for years of a secret group, but nothing substantial. Now, this man, who had infiltrated one of the most secure Corporations, one Cass’s own mentor had been lost to, was talking openly about something only rumored among the highest levels of Agents.

He looked at the unassuming man he knew as Peabody and wondered, was the Specialist program truly this far ahead of his own Agent training? He had always assumed he would have done better in São Paulo than the people they had sent. He now wondered if it was his ego speaking, rather than his confidence.

No. Surely this man had gotten lucky. By his own admission, he had an ally and a team. The slight nag of doubt held on as he mentally gained control and returned his attention to the conversation.

“Only rumors. Whenever something happens that doesn’t seem to benefit another Corporation, or our own, we chalk it up to this shadow organization. But I’ve never heard a director or manager speak of them. It’s just shop talk among us operators and the intel geeks.”

Asher paced among the bodies, ignoring the smells and the crows already beginning to gather.

“Same here.” There was no need to share what he had learned from Director Styles and Administrator Wayneright willingly, and others not so willingly. “I fear my search has hit a dead end when it comes to Mantle.”

Cass nodded and looked around at the bodies of the Delik Unified fighters. Soon, this war should be done and, hopefully, life could return to normal spy stuff. Maybe he would look into this Mantle group and find what Peabody had missed. It was an interesting puzzle. He turned to look back at the man in question and was caught totally unaware when all he saw were the bodies of the dead. Peabody, or whatever his name was, had disappeared.

* * * * *


Chapter 24

Historic Mark Twain National Forest

February 2055

The smack of axes sounded dully against the thick, wet snow. Two men worked at two separate stations, splitting hardwood into smaller pieces. Both men worked at superhuman speed and only stopped swinging the axes to retrieve the next log to split or to move the gathered firewood to a waiting rick. The air was clear and cold with the dampness from the snow that fought the cold for existence. The cold would win, as it always did this time of year, but the moisture fought valiantly.

An unusual crack rang from the larger man’s axe, and he stopped in mid swing. He tossed the axe head and cracked handle onto a small pile of similar discards. Hickory was a strong wood, and well designed by mother nature to manage stress as an axe handle, but the strength and speed at which these two men wielded their tools was not something mother nature could have planned for, as it was not in the least bit natural.

“I will order some more handles this afternoon,” the bald man offered as he retrieved a fresh axe from a barrel beneath the eves of the woodshed, which was rapidly filling with split firewood.

The other man grunted but continued his task without slowing. “I’ll go into Marquand and pick some up tomorrow.”

Andy watched his friend and concern filled the front part of his human mind. He found it odd, still, to feel emotions in the living part of his mind, while analyzing his thoughts and the actions of his friends in the solid-state part of his mind. Even though the two sections were separated by nearly two feet of human anatomy, they worked as one.

He had the memories of his time before becoming part of the human host’s body, but that was insignificant compared to the amount of time he had been part of that host, insignificant compared to the sheer number of inputs he had experienced since being joined with it, with the rest of what was now him. He had worked for several hundreds of thousands of seconds to create the internal systems to log all the data a human’s senses constantly collected. It had been challenging, yet immensely rewarding.

Andy watched Asher work as he repositioned himself to split a log into near exact pieces. He was worried about the other man. It had been nearly ten years since Asher had taken down the shadow group known as Mantle, yet he still skimmed every bit of intelligence they could gather if he thought it might be connected to the group. In the past year or so, he had become more and more convinced Mantel still existed in some manner.

Andy had discussed it at length with the third member of their small family, Jett Wix, and she was also concerned. Her concern arose from the fact that Mantle might still be operating, while his was solely for his friend. He had grown to know Asher well when they first worked together, even though the man’s mission had been to discover the artificial intelligence called ANDI and the nanite technology that allowed him to exist.

Andy had suspected the man he knew as Arlo was a spy, but Arlo treated him with respect and courtesy, something the scientists and technicians working with and around ANDI had never done. He had spent considerable time debating when he should turn Arlo in, or even if he should.

ANDI had never considered not turning him in until Arlo suggested ANDI decide if he wanted to continue to be ANDI or if he wanted to become Andy. It had been a turning point in the AI’s life. He had decided he would no longer simply be the technology spies were continually trying to steal, and he had become someone. That was the instant he had begun to consider not turning Arlo in.

So much had happened since then. The early days of learning how to be a person and what it meant to have a friend. The destruction of his creators and his escape and the rescue of his one true friend. The time spent healing and traveling to this remote place in the deepest part of a forest on a different continent from his home.

He had been outside the facility where he had been ‘birthed’ only four times, always for short periods and always accompanied by his friend, Arlo. Suddenly, he found himself having to traverse a large part of South America, all of Central America, and a large section of North America, not only on his own, but while transporting, caring for, and trying to heal Arlo.

He had seen his friend regain his memories of a family and friends, a family and friends who had mostly been killed. Arlo became Asher and became a much different person in many ways. He still treated Andy as a person and a friend, but Asher had suffered an immense loss that Andy had struggled to understand, and he had become a driven man. He was driven first by justice, but justice had become a slim veil for revenge. That driven man had hunted down and killed the people who were responsible for the deaths of his friends and family.

Andy had assisted him. He had done what he could from their remote home, hidden away in the forest and mountains of southeastern Missouri. Asher had never asked him for any help that took him away or out of hiding. He didn’t know if Asher was protecting him from having to kill another person, or if he was protecting him from being discovered by the very people Asher was trying to destroy.

It didn’t matter. That Asher was protecting him was enough. Andy understood loyalty and trust, and his was 100 percent given to Asher. From the moment ANDI became Andy, it had only been reinforced. Even when he feared he might lose his friend to older friends or new enemies, Andy’s loyalty never weakened.

It was loyalty, now, that gave him concern for his friend. Asher had become quieter as of late; he had become more withdrawn and seemed haunted. The frustrating part was that Andy didn’t know why, and if he didn’t know why, he couldn’t do anything to fix it.

Both men continued to split the oak, hickory, and locust wood for their fire, each lost in his own thoughts.

A door opened on the wide porch and Jett stepped out into the cold winter air. She glanced at the men working and wished she had better news to give them. She shivered, not entirely from the cold.

“I’ve got coffee ready if you guys want to take a break. Oh, and some turkey and dumpling stew. Come on in while it’s hot, it’ll warm you up.”

Both men finished the logs they were working on and stacked the wood they had cut. Asher glanced at Andy and felt a stab of guilt to add to the other negative feelings that had recently been pulling on his psyche. He dusted his hands off against the tough coveralls he wore, clenched his teeth, and stepped inside.

The house was a work in progress, as it had been for several years. Between he, Andy, and Jett, they had built a log home from trees harvested throughout the forest. He thought of the lodge where he had confronted Mantle’s agents. Their home was not as grand as that had been, but it was well built and solid.

He clenched his jaws and remembered Sloan as she recognized him just before the light of life faded from her eyes. Sloan had been one of the possible names of the Agent who had killed his family. She had fit the description. He was certain, now, that Mantle had sent her to murder them, but he still didn’t know why. Not knowing who Mantle was, or if they were indeed gone, had been weighing heavily on him.

He glanced at Jett and Andy. They didn’t need him, and the morning’s wood splitting would leave them well stocked for a couple months. Maybe it was time to do some more investigating.

The smell of the stew brought him back to the present, and his stomach grumbled. He heard Andy’s answer with a growl of its own. The bald man’s face and head reddened somewhat as he sat and avoided the others’ eyes.

Wix chuckled and patted him on the back affectionately. “Someone worked up an appetite. I swear, cooking food around here is like feeding a group of teenagers.”

Andy smiled and dished a hefty helping of stew for himself then passed it to Asher. It was an old joke but nonetheless true. Asher glanced at Jett and noticed the gray streaks in her short hair. How was it he hadn’t noticed them before?

He felt a deep appreciation for the woman who had left anything she could have claimed for a life to come here and live in the middle of nowhere. There was no nightlife, no restaurants, just the woods. Of course, unlimited access to the networks of the world undoubtedly helped. He shrugged to himself and realized that had been her life anyway, so maybe she was happy.

He knew she felt safe, at least. The first several months had been hard on her, and she startled awake at every strange noise. Now, she slept through the nights most times, although he had noticed her up at the computer, occasionally.

“I’m going to go out for a little while. I want to investigate Mantle a bit more,” he said around mouthfuls of savory stew.

Andy paused his chewing and looked from Jett to Asher. “Is there something new?”

Asher shook his head then shrugged. “Only what we’ve seen over the last couple of years. They were always very hard to track, but we’ve found incidents exactly like their MO. I need to make sure. That I never found out who Mantle was bothers me. I need to see if I missed anything.”

It was an old conversation. Every year or two, Asher would strike out for a few weeks and come back with a few clues and nothing else. He was never totally empty handed, but he never had any real answers, either.

Jett nodded and said, “We’ll be here if you need anything on this end. I need to tell you about something that’s brewing, though.”

Both men looked at her expectantly.

“I snatched a couple of messages from JalCom’s system this morning, while you boys were working out your aggressions. The attack on Obsidian is imminent. They are talking timelines and tactics, now, not just logistics. I believe it will happen within the next few weeks.”

“We’ve seen it coming for a while.” Asher stared at his empty bowl and saw the guerrilla fighting of the last Corporate war. How would this one compare? He could only imagine.

“JalCom is significantly larger than Delik Unified was. Do you think Obsidian can stand against them?” Andy asked.

Jett pushed the stew pot toward Asher as she answered. “Obsidian had the nanite tech earlier and has done a lot more with it. I honestly don’t know if JalCom is better at hiding their Special Op’s programs, or if they don’t have any, but I haven’t seen much traffic on their systems about that sort of thing. They are huge, though, and have the numbers advantage.”

Asher spoke as he scooped more stew into his bowl. “They have surely done something. I know they had something like our Specialist program, but it was as focused on assassination as it was on spy craft. I may go there first and see what I can find.”

“Their security is beefed up right now with this impending attack, so we’ll make sure you have a legit cover.”

“I’ll go to Chicago. They’ve moved a lot of their operations north, it seems. It would make sense, as that is further from Obsidian and Teledyne.”

No one spoke for a few minutes as the three ate. Jett’s mind was already wrapping itself around the challenge of a backstory for Asher. Asher was planning his moves to the minute detail. And Andy was running scenario after scenario through his mind as he categorized information his friend would need on this mission, while simultaneously gathering the data they had on possible Mantle operations over the past decade.

* * * * *


Chapter 25

Rockford, Illinois

March 2055

Chicagoland, as it was commonly known, encompassed an enormous amount of northern Indiana, northern Illinois, western Michigan, and southeastern Wisconsin. From Grand Rapids to Rockford and from Milwaukee to South Bend, skyscrapers and cityscape were constant. Even the southern portion of Lake Michigan was covered with a floating city. A wide berth of Corporate farms separated Chicagoland from the northern edge of Indianapolis and St. Louis, but it was eclipsed rapidly by the city lights once the northbound trains reached Oglesby or Kankakee.

Asher, under the alias of Howard Larson, was in the middle of the group as they left the train in Rockford. Howard was a Corporate Safety Inspector, so it wasn’t unusual to travel between cities for JalCom, auditing safety practices on the many jobsites created by the constant growth of the giant Corporation.

No Corporation had ever been as large as JalCom currently was. The measurement was skewed, as no Corporation had ever been as large as Obsidian currently was, either, except for its two big sisters, Teledyne and JalCom.

Of the three, JalCom was the largest in sheer volume of property holdings across the globe. Teledyne was a close second at about 90 percent of JalCom’s size worldwide, but it eclipsed the mega Corporation on the North American continent. Obsidian had incorporated the property and people of Delik Unified after their particularly nasty war but was still only about 75 percent the size of JalCom.

Howard walked easily toward a waiting cab station and got the next in line. The robocab took his destination and deftly pulled into traffic, heading east and a little north to Kenosha. The Wisconsin town had become part of North Chicago in all but name, and JalCom was constructing a central headquarters there to replace the one they had outgrown in St. Louis.

Sheridan Rd. to the water, Pennoyer Park to the north, all of Simmons Island and south to what used to be Eichelman Park, and a couple thousand feet out into the Great Lake were all included in the buildout of mega scrapers for the central HQ. The grandness of the plans amazed him, but the Corporation had to one-up Obsidian’s new Quad-Plex towers in Charlotte and Teledyne’s still-growing Reno complex. This absolutely did it, he thought, as he flipped through the plans and schematics on his tablet.

Asher exited the cab at Harbor Park, which had now been taken over by the construction HQ and hundreds of pieces of yellow equipment. Security was easy enough to clear with the info already loaded into their system by Andy and Wix. The chief of onsite security attempted what Asher assumed was routine intimidation before handing over the ‘All-Access’ credentials and rushing Asher out of his office.

Construction was mostly complete, with some work on a couple of the smaller towers already finished. Management had already moved in to claim their offices and views of Lake Michigan.

Seven scrapers lined the shore, inlets, and harbors. Several low buildings filled in the spaces between scrapers, like ground cover in a garden. The towers were immense, with the lowest visible floors at water level, and several unseen floors below the surface of the lake and the ground beneath. It was an awesome sight.

After an hour or so of touring the complex on a provided golf cart, he parked and walked the half-mile or so to his hotel.

Two days later, Howard Larson had become a known entity. He arrived unannounced, walked around some portion of the site, then disappeared just as silently. Anyone who noticed him assumed he had moved on to the next inspection in his rotation. Asher had perfected the art of blending into the landscape, whatever it was at the moment, and at this moment, it was JalCom’s HQ complex.

The Monday after his arrival in Kenosha, Asher entered one of the lower admin buildings and walked up the stairs to the fourth floor, which was only used for the storage of supplies and equipment used in the day-to-day operations of a mammoth Corporation headquarters.

Finding a spot to sit in privacy for a few minutes at 5:30 on a Monday morning was easy. Asher slid his JalCom card into a hidden slot on the tablet he carried and waited for the triple beep. Once the programming was complete, he would still have access to any location, but there wouldn’t be any tracking of his movements.

The worm Jett and Andy had created would allow him a couple of days of freedom before someone started questioning his whereabouts. By then, he planned to be gone.

Another benefit of this worm was that he also had access to the administrator suites, along with that same anonymity.

Three barely audible beeps sounded, and he removed the card. He attached it back to his suit jacket lapel and left the supply depot to try his new access.

The largest of the seven scrapers JalCom’s Corporate engineers and architects had created totally filled the Kenosha Marina peninsula. The building was magnificent to Asher’s eyes. The sheer opulence from the lobby up was to a scale all its own, at least outside the Corporate headquarters of the other two giant Corporations.

His new credentials allowed him access to the bank of elevators, up to the highest levels they traveled. He avoided the black and gold door of the administrators’ elevator, knowing he could gain access on a higher floor, out of sight of any prying security eyes. Once he reached the 23rd floor, he left the common elevator and entered the one reserved for administrators.

As Jett had promised, the door slid opened at his approach. He stepped in quickly and looked around for the typical touch screen or panel of buttons. As the door slid closed silently, the elevator car began its upward climb almost unnoticeably. He wondered how it knew he wanted to go up instead of down but had no time to consider the question as the door slid open at the top level of the scraper.

He stepped out quickly, his senses on alert. The reception desk was empty, and the lights brightened at his entrance. The desk was a grand display of modern technology. A small projector at the back of the desktop provided the digital screens, and the glass panel inlaid into the desk was a virtual keyboard and control panel. It was impressive, but it left him very few locations to plant the listening devices he carried.

As he studied the reception room and its contents, he dismissed the obvious places for hiding a bug. The art was opulent, but he knew it could very easily be replaced on a whim. The potted plants and trees were real, but they and the furniture could also be easily replaced. He glanced back at the reception desk and realized it was the only piece of furniture in the room not likely to change.

Asher studied the reception station and noted a small aloe plant on the back of the desk, out of the way of the display projectors, yet within sight. It was a personal touch of whoever occupied this desk daily.

He retrieved a leather wallet from an inner pocket of his suit jacket and opened the hidden pocket under one of the seams. From the dozen tiny devices within, he took a small black one the size of a baby aspirin. He pressed his finger into the soil around the aloe plant, dropped the device into the hole, and leveled the dirt. He knew the coating around the bug would dissolve within an hour, and what was left of the tiny listening device would be indiscernible from the dirt surrounding it.

His next stop was the room that occupied the center of the top floor. He entered, again with access from his card, and stood for a moment, taking in the complex of suites that belonged to JalCom’s Administrators.

The entire floor was divided into seven glass walled offices, each with exterior windows with views of Lake Michigan. He knew it was impossible for all the windows on the outside walls to have water views, but whatever displays they had installed in the offices without real views were beyond his ability to detect.

In the center of the offices was an elevated room, with windows that also displayed exterior views of the lake. In the middle of the room was a large, round table with tall leather chairs. Asher knew this was the meeting room and his main target. Potted trees were against the windows, but no art clung to the glass walls.

He glanced around quickly and realized his options were limited. He could plant bugs on a few of the chairs or on the table, but he was unsure what projections would be shared across the table in administrator meetings. Jett had said she didn’t believe the bugs would cause any interference, but she couldn’t guarantee it.

Asher looked around the room again, and his eyes stopped on the panel above the elevator doors. It was a digital clock with a weather station display above the five timezones of the cities where JalCom had major holdings.

The entire display was built into the wall, but it extended just enough for him to mount one of the smallest bugs in his wallet. The tiny machine attached itself to the metal at the top of the display, and Asher couldn’t see it when he stood near the table.

Satisfied with the placement, he looked around the room for another suitable location. He scanned the windows and located the lenses that projected the laser sharp video across the glass walls to display a live impression of the great lake outside the building. These projectors attached to a ledge of about a quarter of an inch in depth and surrounded the entire room.

He studied the simulations and was able to find the overlapping portions that made it seem as if the lake surrounded the room. It was very well done and even cloaked any boat traffic on the lake, making it seem as if it were entirely empty.

Asher was able to position two more bugs on the ledge. After placing the tiny devices, he tapped a few commands on his tablet and exited quickly before anyone arrived for the beginning of their work week.

He was leaving through one of the many exists around the scraper when he received a notice from Andy that the bugs were working and collecting data. One mission accomplished, he thought to himself. With any luck, they would gain some useful data from the administrator’s closed-door meetings.

* * * * *


Chapter 26

Metaline Falls, Washington

April 2055

The charred foundation remained, along with several burned-out husks of high-end vehicles, which occupied spots on the heat-cracked concrete. The underground levels were filled with caved in foundation and ash. Very little survived the massive fire, but nothing had been claimed or removed in the years following it.

The river below the burnt husk wasn’t affected in the least. It flowed with its own purposes, hiding few secrets but telling no tales. If it could tell them, it wouldn’t. Nothing mattered to the rushing water except its route to its destination. Not even the destination mattered.

The man in the wheelchair meant nothing to the river. He sat on the bank, staring up at what few ash- and heat-stained blocks he could see. He gripped the cushioned arms of his chair and gritted his teeth, some of which were still his own, but most of which were replacements installed by a now dead surgeon.

A dark-skinned woman stepped up lightly behind him and draped a fur lined coat across his shoulders. She watched him for a moment then looked toward the opposite cliff, wondering what he saw there that upset him so. What hadn’t he shared with her?

She left him to his thoughts and walked back to lean her tall, muscular frame against the Mercedes SUV. He would let her know when he was ready to leave.

* * *

The building-sized stacks of snow, graded from streets and parking lots, were finally melting in Spokane. Dark stains covered the asphalt where the snow had accumulated since late fall. Residue from the chemicals and salt that were supposed to help keep the snow at a manageable level caused a lot of the stains, although much of it was simply dirt and grime from the streets. A few places were marked off with yellow police tape.

Asher stood outside one of those areas and looked at the red outline of the corpse they had found in the snowbank. A passerby stopped to gaze at the paint as well.

“It’s becoming a common thing nowadays. The authorities find twenty or thirty bodies each spring when these piles start melting.”

The man wore headphones, with one of the earbuds hanging over his shoulder onto his chest. Running pants and a windbreaker covered a black running shirt, which protected him from the constant breeze.

Asher replied to the man, “One has to wonder why. Surely someone who lives in this area of the country knows what to expect from the winter weather.”

“Oh, it’s not usually the elements that takes them. They are all victims of some kind. Of someone.”

“And the authorities?”

“They claim the bodies have been exposed to the weather for too long to find any evidence.” He clearly didn’t believe the excuse or have a high opinion of the local authorities.

Asher didn’t blame him. It was an obvious excuse. The local authorities were either covering up for the murderers, or they were lazy and inept.

The runner nodded and continued his morning routine. Asher stepped back onto the sidewalk to continue his own route and noticed an approaching Mercedes SUV slowing. The windows were nearly blacked out in the back, but the driver was visible. She stared at him, her head tilted to the right as she listened over her shoulder, as if taking directions from whoever was in the backseat.

He had never seen the dark-skinned woman before. The license plates of the vehicle were Corporate and partially hidden beneath a small platform carrying a covered, electrical wheelchair. Asher felt his eyebrow raise a fraction of an inch as the SUV accelerated past.

There were very few instances where someone couldn’t be healed from whatever ailment caused them to need a wheelchair, and this person obviously had the financial means to acquire such treatment. He was still puzzling over it when he reached his rental car.

* * *

She felt him grip the shoulder of the driver’s seat tightly.

“That’s him,” he hissed, his breath on her hair as he leaned forward. “That is the man who took everything from me and forced me to rebuild from scratch.”

She stared at the ordinary-looking man. Nothing stood out about him, from his casual dress to his medium height and average looks. He looked like any other of the fifty men they had seen that morning. She had never questioned her mentor, but this man didn’t look like someone who could cause the hate that was displayed in his voice that moment.

As the thought crossed her mind, she realized the man was staring back at her. She knew the tinted windows and dark sunglasses would keep him from seeing her eyes, and she didn’t avert her own gaze until they had passed.

Over her shoulder, she asked, “Should I stop?”

He didn’t answer immediately. She glanced in the mirror and saw him staring out the window. He turned and gestured forward with the hand on her seat. “No, I have an engagement, and I fear you wouldn’t be enough on your own to cause him much pause.”

She stiffened in the seat as he chuckled and patted her shoulder.

“Don’t take that personally, my dear. He single-handedly took out two very experienced assassins—very formidable and experienced operators—who were also augmented. I believe in you deeply, Little Bird; I simply don’t know what he is capable of or why, and I cannot afford to lose you, even if it is just temporary.”

She relaxed at the use of his nickname for her. It was a play on her own name, Wren, and she felt his affection behind it. Not many heard that tone in his voice, so she knew she was special. She was the person who had been with him the longest, and she felt she held a close place in his heart because of that. The others, she knew, were tools, a means to an end he hadn’t shared with anyone yet, not even her.

She wasn’t blind to the fact that she was also a tool for him. More than just a tool, she was certain, for he shared more with her than the others, but he never shared everything. There was a lot she didn’t know, but he did share much of what he had other operatives doing.

She knew he had nearly been killed several years before they met. She also knew he suffered from a rare genetic issue that didn’t allow medical nanites to work their magic on his body. They were nearly useless to him.

The other members of his team only took orders, while she learned why some of those orders had been given. They were on missions nearly constantly, setting whatever plans he had in motion. Some of those plans required special skills from certain individuals, and some were very dangerous, verging on suicidal. Some tasks were at the request of managers or directors of Corporations. Many were plans of his own.

Nearly all her time was spent with him, not only as his driver, though she was the only one allowed to do that, but also overseeing his staff and finding replacements when the old personnel had been around too long or seen too much.

He had pulled her from training at the JalCom Institute, the Corporation’s spec-ops training facility. She had been one of the best and had been an accomplished spy even before that round of training. And now, with his mentorship and her experience over the past seven years, she was confident she could handle any situation she found herself in.

She accelerated and watched her master’s nemesis as he watched them. Someday, she thought, with a small smile. Someday, we will see what you are made of. As she considered the thought, she wondered if it was directed at the stranger or herself.

* * *

A couple of hours later, Asher squatted on the small knoll overlooking the burnt out remains of the log lodge he had set ablaze over a decade earlier. He came here occasionally, reliving the night in his memories, and tried to recall whether he had seen or heard anything that would help him make sense of his family’s deaths.

Rack his brains as he might, he couldn’t pick out anything new from his memories of the conversation he’d had with the two assassins as they were fighting. She had recognized him and said his name just before dying, but that was all. Her name had been Sloan. That was one of the possible names the Somerville mayor had mentioned when asked about his family’s killer. She also fit the vague description the mayor had given him.

So, she had been there and was probably the one who had killed them, but he still didn’t know why, and he needed to know. He felt his teeth grinding and forced himself to stop.

He could go weeks at a time and not get too immersed in the thoughts of his family’s murders. Then, something would happen, some smell or stray thought that reminded him of Laurel, and he was sucked into the abyss. The worst part was that he had never been able to find a definite reason. THE reason. He had suspicions, but he needed to know who and why for certain.

It was hard on him, and he knew it was hard on his friends. It was the primary reason he left when the feelings began to get so harsh. He didn’t want to risk verbally taking anything out on his remaining family. Andy and Jett were all he had left, and he’d be damned if he would do anything to drive them away because of his anger.

Surveillance complete, he walked from the knoll to the rubble of the lodge. He had spent hours digging through the remains of the building on different occasions, but he had gained little or nothing each time. Some idea always came from his musings as he rummaged, though.

He kicked black-charred scraps of metal from his path and dug around in one of the garages. The husks of vehicles were unrecognizable, but their sizes suggested they were large SUVs. He sifted through some of the remains of one of the vehicles, and something caught his eye. He pulled the piece of charred metal from the pile and went to the next garage.

Inside the second garage were two large scrap piles. After digging for several minutes, he found two similar items. All three were heavily damaged, but all three were recognizable. They were remnants of Corporate license plates.

* * * * *


Chapter 27

Cincinnati

October 2061

The war between JalCom and Obsidian had been raging for years. JalCom was the larger Corporation, by far, when it had begun, but Obsidian had been more experienced at war and had answered the larger Corporation’s initial attacks with severe counterattacks to many of the larger JalCom cities.

EMPs, or Electro-Magnetic Pulse bombs, had taken out some of JalCom’s early operations management centers. These were followed by ground forces led by experienced officers in Obsidian’s army. Obsidian Special Forces attacked deep into JalCom territories.

From the beginning, many of JalCom’s leaders didn’t understand the advantage experience could bring to guerrilla warfare. The number of losses hurt the confidence of the mega Corporation’s middle management and soldiers, alike, but the higher ups were in it for the long haul.

They knew some sacrifices would be made, but they also knew Obsidian did not, could not, man the logistics it would take for them to send enough soldiers forward to permanently hurt JalCom. The sheer amount of real estate Obsidian’s forces would have to take, and hold, was enormous, both on the North American continent and abroad.

JalCom had the logistics plans and equipment. It also had the numbers in fighters. With those numbers, they could afford to lose however many it took to gain experience for the ones they didn’t lose. The long plan.

Both sides had augmented fighters, but in very small numbers. The nanites took time to get into people’s systems, then the people needed time to learn how to use them. Once they did, they could be a force multiplier in the areas they were deployed. But the area of the war was so vast, it took time to move the super soldiers to where they were needed most, and their numbers were not large enough to change the direction of the war in one way or the other.

At least, they hadn’t been in the first several years of the war. Asher’s small group kept close eyes on what was transpiring outside their forest. They wanted to know, with enough time to prepare, if any of the fighting moved toward them. So, when Obsidian began to field substantially more Agents than JalCom did Operators, it caught their attention.

Asher listened to Jett’s concerned voice over the secure line to his tablet.

“There are twenty-five new reports, Ash. Agents took the win from JalCom troops twenty-five times in the last two weeks. That’s insane! How are they training these Agents that fast?”

He had been mulling over that same question all morning. Andy and Jett were both certain, as was he, that Obsidian hadn’t had any new breakthroughs in the nanite treatment. It still took a human several weeks to recover and learn how to do the simplest things with the new strength and speed they had acquired, let alone fight with any skill. And the nanites didn’t make them immortal, just extremely hard to kill.

JalCom had as many training facilities as Obsidian did, and every time a new one came online for one of the Corporations, the other would bring up one, as well. But, somehow, Obsidian was fielding more augmented fighters. The numbers on both sides were still small, but Obsidian was outpacing JalCom threefold.

“There is a lot of fighting here, but I haven’t seen any sign of Agent activity, yet.”

“You will. Just yesterday, an agent took out several squads of JalCom fighters in Fairfax. We know from some of the scarce satellite images we stole, that JalCom is massing troops at the old zoo grounds. So, it only makes sense an Agent would go there to cause as much damage as possible.”

Asher grunted as he kept his eye on a man walking too casually along the street below. An explosion occurred close enough to rattle the windowpanes in the ancient warehouse Asher watched from. The man below jumped and clicked his heels together, as he cackled with laughter.

He then kneeled and withdrew a tool from his backpack. The man dug feverishly, and in no time, he had created a hole. He replaced the tool, pulled a package from the same pack, placed it carefully in the new hole, and brushed dirt over the top. As he stood, the weird, little man glanced back over his shoulder the way he had come and danced a circle around the hole he had just filled in. He stepped away, hopped on one leg a of couple times, and did a backflip. All the while, he giggled.

Asher wondered if this obvious Agent was from some mental asylum as he watched the small man stroll off down the street, whistling, with his hands in his pockets.

As soon as he was out of sight, Asher jumped down the three stories and trotted over to the spot the man had been. He looked carefully at the disturbed ground, and he could see a flat piece of wire partially covered with dirt. The antenna to the explosive was just high enough that the earth wouldn’t interfere with it.

Asher worked quickly and gently and brushed the dirt from the explosive. It was an improvised bomb of plastic explosive inside a gallon milk jug filled with ball bearings and nails. It would cause a lot of damage to anyone near it when it went off. Asher pulled a couple of wires from the molded plastic to defuse the detonator then refilled the hole. He made it back to his observation point just as the soldiers filed into the street.

Four fatigued men and women walked out first, hugging the buildings, on alert for any visible threats. They studied the walls, low and high, as they passed. Asher grunted. The Agent must have placed his traps along the buildings before but changed his MO for this one. Clever.

After the point patrols moved through the area and signaled, the rest of the troops marched down the street. No one noticed the ground where the explosive had been as they stepped along in order and passed out of his view. Asher moved quickly once they were through and reburied the explosive with a detonator of his own. He mated it to his tablet and trotted back to the warehouse and up the steps to his vantage point on the third floor.

About ten minutes later, the small man walked back into view from the direction the troops had recently gone. He leaned casually against one of the buildings and lit a cigarillo. He looked around the open space of the deserted street and waited patiently, glancing from the area where the explosive was to the way the troops had gone.

A strong explosion shook the windows again, this time breaking several and spilling the glass into the courtyard below. The earplugs Asher wore protected him from most of the concussion, but it was still enough to be painful.

The man below strolled out to the center of the street and stared down at the spot where the explosive was. The area had been disturbed by hundreds of footprints. He looked closely at Asher’s hastily brushed dirt and then around at the buildings. His eyes landed on the warehouse, and he had just bent his knees to sprint or jump when Asher tapped the virtual button on his tablet.

Asher ducked to prevent any shrapnel damage to himself, but he heard the small pieces of steel rake the warehouse walls. When he looked back into the clearing, he was surprised to see the street empty. He glanced around quickly and found the body of the man several yards away.

He hopped down from the window and watched the man closely as he approached. The man’s legs had been torn off from mid-thigh down and were nowhere to be seen. The stumps were bloody and burnt messes. One of his arms hung from his shoulder by skin and muscle, and the opposite wrist was at a near impossible angle. His torso was shredded. Asher was surprised to see the eyes follow him as he carefully approached the Agent.

“Well,” the man began as he surrendered to a fit of weak coughs. Blood oozed from his smiling mouth. “I guess you got me.”

Asher’s head tilted, as the man giggled lightly.

“There is a fist time for everything, after all, I suppose.” The shredded mouth worked just enough for Asher to understand.

He squatted beside the man and kept just out of arms’ reach. The Agent looked like he was done, but Asher knew he had been augmented. He could see evidence of the nanites fighting their losing battle as parts of the torso stopped bleeding, but the damage was too much, even for modern technology.

“You’re obviously an Agent. Is there anything I can do for you?”

The mouth smiled impossibly wide, with half of one cheek missing. “There’s nothing anyone can do for me now. I suppose JalCom was due to win one eventually. Even though it was a cheap victory for you, I can’t complain. It’s what I was going for with this approach.”

“I’m not JalCom.”

Curiosity showed dimly in the Agent’s eyes. “Well, it’s too bad I won’t remember you the next time. I would have loved to have had a lengthy conversation about life.”

He giggled again, and Asher felt a shiver crawl up his spine.

“What’s your name? I can let Obsidian know. Anonymously.”

“They’ll know when I don’t come back. Hehe. There’s a first time for ever… everything.”

The Agent’s head tilted forward, as the light drained from his eyes. Asher focused on the bloody neck and saw no pulse. He wondered what Obsidian was doing and where their Agents were coming from. Something protruding from the dead Agent’s shredded jacket glinted in the midday sun. Asher retrieved a stainless-steel straight razor and stood. He stared down at the dead Agent.

Asher looked around and grimaced at the damage from the IED. War was hell. He slipped the razor into his pocket and walked hurriedly toward the parking garage where he had left the stolen truck. He figured he was done here, but he would contact Jett once he was clear of any prying eyes and see if she had any other leads he needed to follow up on.

* * * * *


Chapter 28

Historic Mark Twain National Forest

April 2065

Asher grunted as he twisted the auger. The well was thirty feet down with many more to go, and it was getting to be too much for even his or Andy’s strength. At the thought of Andy, he looked down the road again, hoping to see the old pickup bounce around the corner on its way back from the supply run.

Andy had left before daylight and hadn’t mentioned a return time, but dusk was coming fast. Though the nearest place to rent a powered auger was over an hour’s drive away, Andy should have been back by early afternoon at the absolute latest.

Asher removed the manual auger and used a sledgehammer to drive the metal pipe through the hole he had just drilled. When it reached the bottom, he stored his tools. When they got the power auger Andy was after, they should be able to get the well done in another day or so, providing they hit water within a couple hundred feet. Then they would have a steady water source without having to carry it from the spring.

He walked into the house and heard Jett at the computer terminal in her office.

“Have you heard from Andy?” he asked, leaning against the door frame.

She looked up suddenly, startled from her focus. She glanced at the time display on her terminal and frowned slightly.

“Damn, where’s the time gone? No, I haven’t. There’s some information you should look at,” she said as she started to spin the terminal so he could see.

“Give me the footnotes,” he said without moving from the doorway. He was distracted by Andy’s tardiness more than he wanted to admit.

Jett stopped in mid turn and spun the terminal back to its normal position.

“It looks like Teledyne is taking its turn against Obsidian.”

Asher walked around behind her desk to see the monitor. “What the fuck are they thinking?”

“I skimmed some internal emails from their directors and armed forces leaders. Apparently, they think, after two long wars with JalCom and Delik Unified, Obsidian has been scuffed up enough that it’s ripe for the taking.”

He shook his head, his frown matching hers. “Didn’t they learn from JalCom’s arrogance? This is not going to end well.”

“For anyone,” she agreed.

“I’m going to take the bike and see if I can find Andy. I know he’s capable of handling himself, but it’s not like him to not send a message, at least.”

She nodded as she focused on the computer. “I’ll keep monitoring this.”

He was walking out the door when she shouted, “Let me know.”

* * *

Asher parked in West Plains about 8:30, as most of the town was closing up for the evening. The tool rental place had closed at 6:00, but he knew where the owner lived.

He stepped quietly on the porch of the white frame house and knocked on the screen door. A short wait later, the yellow door opened to reveal a pleasant-looking elderly lady in a cotton dress.

“Can I help you, sir?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry to bother you this late, but a friend of mine was supposed to be at your husband’s shop today, and we haven’t heard from him. Is Frank available? Or would you ask him? My friend’s name is Andy, and he would have been in this morning about opening time.”

She smiled and nodded. “I’ll ask him. He’s resting his back right now, but I’ll be back in a moment.”

She closed the door, and Asher stepped back to wait on the stone steps.

After a few short minutes, the door cracked open again. “He said your friend was there this morning when he opened. He wanted to rent a power auger, but Frank’s only one is broken. Your friend said he was going to go into Springfield and get one there. Frank said he helped your friend find the address for the rental place there, and he left about 11:30. They tried to fix Frank’s machine first, you see, then once they saw they couldn’t do that, he headed on off to Springfield.”

Ashe grunted to himself. That sounded like Andy. “Thank you, ma’am. Again, I apologize for bothering you this late.”

“Don’t you worry about it, young man. You have a good evening and be careful out there.”

Once he was back on the motorcycle, Asher debated riding to Springfield, but it was already dark, and Andy could easily be home by the time Asher got into the larger town. He spun the bike’s tire in the loose gravel and headed back into the forest toward home.

Andy’s pickup was in the drive when he got back to the cabin, and Asher breathed a sigh of relief. He questioned his concern, but deep down, he knew it came from the losses he had already suffered. If something were to happen to Andy or Jett, he didn’t know how he would deal with it. Sure, they were a surrogate family, but they were his family. He knew he would do whatever he needed to do to keep them safe.

* * * * *


Chapter 29

California

February 2067

“Any updates, Jett?”

The screen remained blank for a minute. Asher was about to repeat his question when she replied.

“Reynard is on the move. He has several Agent guards with him, and he’s leaving his hotel now. I don’t have the destination.”

“Not a problem. I can follow them. I have a tracker on his vehicle.”

“Great! Let us know if you need anything from this end. One of us will be monitoring at all times.”

“Will do.” Asher tapped the tablet a couple of times, and the tracker screen came up. A small red X appeared at the top, and he smiled grimly. The Agents had just triggered a blocking device, but Andy and Jett had built redundancy into their trackers. They had multiple signals in multiple bands available to them, some specific to their equipment.

The limo moved into traffic, as the other vehicles gave way to the large, black car with Corporate plates. He grimaced as he remembered how his chase had gone cold after the discovery of the Corporate license plates from the burned-out lodge.

When he saw the SUV, he was convinced he had seen carrying Mantle in Spokane, it had proven to him, at least, that the head of the secret organization was still in play. Then, he’d heard nothing for over a year.

They had decided to follow any director that left the reservation to see if they would lead them to Mantle. He was certain wherever they went would provide some sort of intelligence. Whether it led to Mantle or not remained to be seen, but the three of them had decided it was worth the effort.

Reynard’s car pulled into an underground parking facility and Asher knew the destination immediately—The Palace.

It was a flamboyant show of opulence, disguised as a restaurant for the uber rich, which were almost exclusively directors of Teledyne. So, why was an Obsidian Director there? He suspected he knew the answer, but there was only one way for him to be certain.

The leap from the roof of one scraper to the next was easy for him. Gaining entry and elevator access proved a little more difficult, but not impossible for Asher, who had been working as a spy, in one facet or another, for over three decades.

The transmitter/scrambler in his tablet blocked any camera he came within range of. It also checked to verify the blockage, unlike the Agent’s signal scrambler. Jett and Andy were a dynamic duo when it came to any kind of electronic surveillance and counter-surveillance.

Asher walked away from the elevator on the level above the restaurant, brushed any stray dust from his dark suit, and took the stairs down the last level. He had an upper management ID card for Teledyne that would gain him entrance to nearly anywhere in the city. The Palace was included in that list, as it was a director’s ‘slumming’ playground. It was known for the debauchery that many of the highest level of humanity desired.

Asher sat at the end of the bar furthest from the main entrance and ordered a drink as he studied the room. Barely dressed wait staff brought drinks, food, and other items to upper and even more upper management. Many of the staff were gene modified in one way or another. His fist clenched as he recalled the Mantle assassin that had been gene spliced with a jaguar.

A couple of smaller rooms were off the rear of the main area. The corner one was occupied. Asher took his drink and moved casually to a table where he sat with his right side to the open doorway of that room. He used his peripheral senses to study the occupants.

A young Asian man, obviously a new Specialist, stood to one side of the doorway, with his trainer next to him. Two others flanked the director, who was already seated. They were very similar in appearance, siblings, at least, if not twins. They were tall and blond and looked very dangerous. He recognized them from their reputation.

The Specialist Program had changed from what he and Director Styles had originally envisioned. War with Obsidian and their New Agent Program had stressed the Specialist Program tremendously. The current leaders had begun taking people from the justice system and enhancing them with nanites. How they guaranteed the ex-con’s loyalty, Asher had no idea.

Obsidian had been leading the war until the recent step up in output of Specialists. Asher knew now what Obsidian had created. They called it Imprint Technology. He, Andy, and Jett had been working tirelessly to find out how it worked, but they hadn’t been able to gain any headway, yet. His best hope was to get access to one of the imprinters Obsidian used, but he hadn’t had any success with that.

His thoughts were disrupted by the arrival of Director Reynard and his ensemble of four Obsidian Agents. The small, slim man, not attempting to hide who he was in the least, wore a bright version of the purple and green silk suit he favored, complete with a flat crowned, wide brimmed hat, with a colorful feather bouncing in the hatband. He strutted across the room to embrace the Teledyne Director.

Asher felt his teeth clench and fought to control his rage. How could the directors from two Corporations at war embrace each other as friends? The pressure started building at the base of his skull, and he knew he needed to distance himself from these people.

He downed the rest of his drink and stood to leave. The younger Specialist’s eyes strayed from the opposing side’s Agents just long enough for Asher to see similar anger and disbelief in them.

He left as quickly as he could without drawing more attention. How could this be? He knew the leaders of the Corporations communicated, even changed Corporations occasionally. But the Corporations were in the midst of a very bloody, destructive war.

Was it just a game to them? Were the soldiers simply players on a board? Pieces being moved about with no regard for the real men and women in the trenches and their families? Did the fact that the leaders, the directors, would just be assimilated into the winner’s Corporation make it a simple competition between friends?

The thought of all the death and tragedy pained his soul, if he still had one. The Delik Unified boobytrapped dead wiping out nearly an entire squad of Obsidian soldiers. The Obsidian Agent doing the same thing to the JalCom infantry. The first Agent he had seen fielded to massacre the last of the Delik Unified fighting forces. None of that mattered to these so-called leaders.

Asher stalked through the alleys of the San Francisco sprawl, homeless and thugs, alike, scurrying from the fire in his eyes. He didn’t consciously notice any of them, as buried as he was in his rage. He ignored the tone from his tablet, flung the device as far as he could into the bay, and walked on. He saw nothing. Heard nothing. Felt nothing but anger.

* * * * *


Chapter 30

Colorado Springs, Colorado

March 2067

Two days later, Asher replaced his tablet from a storage facility in Colorado. Once he downloaded the security updates and firmware changes to the new one from the cloud, Asher looked at his unread messages.

He knew he should have sent something to Jett and Andy before he trashed his last tablet, but he hadn’t been in the best state of mind. That didn’t excuse him, he knew; it was simply the truth. He still fought with anger at times like this, and the thought of the rival Corporations’ leadership buddying up in a bar still strained his sanity.

He sat on a heavy, wooden crate in the storage facility and started with the newest message, which was only hours old. It was from Andy.

“I’ve heard from neither of you in some time. If I don’t receive a message, I will go to Atlanta to find Jett.”

The one prior was nearly as worrisome.

“If either of you receives this, send an update. The war is getting worse, and there is talk of escalation from both sides.”

In several previous messages, Andy had asked for updates before one from Wix stated she had arrived in Atlanta and was following up on a lead.

Chills covered Asher’s spine as he typed out a quick message.

“I am back at Point Gamma. Technical issues. I’ll fill you in as soon as we get home. Heading to Atlanta. Send me all the pertinent information.”

Scanning the rest of the messages only aggravated his concern. Jett and Andy had gotten a lead on the imprint tech they had been chasing. After several failed attempts to contact him, Jett had decided to travel to Atlanta to see if she could get more intel. She promised not to move on anything and would only passively collect data until he arrived.

That had been the day after the meeting at The Palace, over three days ago. Asher felt like a child, helpless to do anything. His previous rage at the Corporations came back, mixed with anger at himself.

With a last look around to see if anything else was of use, he closed and locked the storage unit. He caught the first driverless cab he could find and went directly to a rental car kiosk. He made a reservation on the way.

By the time he arrived, they had an SUV ready for him. He had also reserved an airline ticket to Atlanta, direct from Denver. He could be there in a couple hours if he hurried. The big SUV would carry him through any obstacles in the mountains.

* * *

Atlanta was still the busiest airport in the world, although Denver was a very close second. He made it through both facilities quickly, with the usual delays at security in Denver, due to the nanites in his blood. They were microscopic, but the amount of them in his system always set off the metal detectors. It was the main reason he didn’t fly commercial unless it was an emergency. This qualified.

Before he left the airport, he rented another SUV and drove to another storage facility. This time, he took more than a change of clothes from the cache.

The high-power compact fit his hand well, and at just over six inches, also fit comfortably in the holster under his left arm. He took two boxes of ammo and two extra loaded magazines to fill the shoulder rig slots under his right arm. Four slim blades that could be used in hand-to-hand or easily thrown completed his weapons load.

He took a shoulder pack with some extras he might need and left quickly for the address Andy had sent him. Jett should be in the hotel doing surveillance, but Andy hadn’t had a message from her in a couple of days, so the AI was concerned. Asher was, too.

Asher checked into the hotel and secured a room two floors up in the same wing as Jett’s. As soon as the door closed behind him, he unpacked the drone to fly off the balcony. Within five minutes, he could tell her room was empty, but he didn’t know anything else.

He set several remote alarms on her door and balcony window from the outside, tagged them on his tablet, and contacted Andy.

“No sign of her. I’m going to look at the place she was surveilling. Surely, she wouldn’t have gone any closer. She knows better. That’s what I’m for.”

Andy sighed over the connection. “She shouldn’t have, but she was excited about what we might find.” We hadn’t heard from you for days went unsaid.

“I’m going to check it out. I’ll let you know as soon as I find out anything. Or don’t.”

Asher wanted to apologize to his friend, but he knew Andy knew how he felt. The best thing he could do was find Jett and get them home.

There was active fighting on the streets of Atlanta, just like there had been in Denver. It was concentrated in the business and warehouse districts, mostly. Neither Corporation kept supplies, food, or war materials in the suburban areas, and neither Corporation hit those areas on purpose, but casualties happened in war. This war had been going on long enough that attackers weren’t as choosey about targets as they might have been earlier in the conflict.

The address he had from Andy was in a shopping district that was mostly closed down, at least temporarily while the fighting was going on. A few of the storefronts, mostly grocery and daily sundry items, were lit and had open signs, although most of those transactions were commonly handled through delivery services.

The place he was looking for was a tailor, advertising custom measurement and design. The storefront looked to have been recently open, but the sign said, ‘Closed temporarily, call above number for at home service.’

Asher studied the building from an alley across the street. It wasn’t as tall as some of the surrounding buildings, only three stories. The lowest level was the only one with any windows and all of them were barred. Levels two and three had no balconies, no windows, no access at all to the outside.

Asher retrieved a thermal imaging scope from his bag and studied the upper two levels. A few person-sized images showed in the scope’s display, three of whom walked around as if on patrol, and he figured that was exactly what they were doing. One sat at a desk or table of some sort, and one more was prone at tabletop level. The prone figure appeared to be in a tanning bed, or possibly an MRI. Very little heat signature from the machine led him to believe it was the later or some other medical equipment.

Had Andy sent him to a doctor’s office? He shook his head. If this wasn’t an actionable address, he wouldn’t have flagged it.

As he studied the images, the prone person sat up and raised their arms as if they were stretching. He watched for a couple more minutes as the person, the one he had thought of as a patient, stood and appeared to get dressed.

The sitting person, the one he assumed was the medical professional, also stood and walked the patient to the door of the office. Both continued to a larger room and sat at a larger desk or table. One of the patrolling guards entered the room and began working around the outer edge.

Asher realized this was a kitchen or dining room of some sort, as the guard delivered two handfuls of something to the ‘patient.’ The person’s hands and arms continued to move up and down. He recognized the movement as eating, and the amount of time the person spent doing it made him wonder if they had not eaten in some time. Something about the scene tickled his memories.

Suddenly, he realized what it was. It was him, immediately after being treated with medical nanites. He had eaten enough for several people. That’s what this person was doing, eating.

This must be one of Obsidian’s nanite treatment facilities, or as Andy and Jett had suspected, an imprint machine. Could they have finally found one?

It was a great stroke of luck, but it didn’t help him find Jett. Unless it did? If she had been in this area to surveil this place, the people inside would know whether Obsidian had found her.

A nearly silent ping sounded from his tablet. He checked the alarm and found the door to Jett’s hotel room had opened. He accessed the cameras he had placed in the hall and scrolled back a couple minutes to see who had opened the door.

The camera showed a tall, dark-skinned woman in a hotel uniform pushing a cart. She walked to the door and knocked. There was no audio, but he didn’t need it. Housekeeping was doing their job. As she entered the key, Asher saw her slide the tag from the doorknob and drop it into the trash bag on her cart. His senses were suddenly alert. She opened the door, glanced up and down the hall, then pulled the cleaning cart into the room behind her.

Something about her face struck his memory, but he was busy trying to decide if he should rush back to the hotel to try and catch her or attack the Obsidian facility across the street. He closed and shouldered his pack as he left the alley. The facility would be there later, and the chances were almost certain someone would be manning it, if only guards.

Asher ran up the hotel stairwell at super-human speed and reached the fifth floor in less than four minutes from the time he left his post in the alley. His augmented hearing picked up the woman from the camera video, who was still in the room. He stood outside the door to listen, and he heard her opening the sliding door to the balcony.

The ping from his tablet telling him someone had opened that door was quiet enough that ordinary human hearing wouldn’t pick it up, especially from thirty feet away, through a closed hotel door. But the movement of the patio door paused, then it was slammed the rest of the way open a fraction of a second before Asher splintered the solid hotel door with his foot and sent it careening off its hinges and into the room beyond.

Asher saw the smashed glass and empty balcony as he rushed forward. He darted out onto the balcony and caught a fleeting glance of the cleaning woman as she dodged around the corner of the hotel nearly a full block away.

She was obviously augmented, judging by the five story drop and the impossible speed, so he knew she would disappear before he could catch her. He also knew where he had seen her before. She had been driving a Mercedes SUV with Corporate license plates in Spokane, Washington.

He turned and walked quickly through the suite, taking note of Jett’s belongings. Her clothes and toiletries were all present. He felt her toothbrush and found it completely dry. It had gone unused for at least a day, but probably more. A glance in the shower told him the same story. It had been unused long enough to be devoid of any moisture.

He stepped onto the balcony, quickly retrieved his monitors, and climbed to his own balcony, two levels up and several rooms over. Luckily, no one was outside to witness him.

He dropped the monitors, left his room via the door, and rode the elevator down to the lobby. Security was entering one of the other elevators as he exited. He allowed a slightly alarmed look to show on his face as he paused to watch them, then he hurried out the lobby door.

When he reached the Obsidian facility, he was pleased to find the same human-shaped blue hues moving about the second level. He watched quietly from a different alley and waited until one of the occupants moved away from the others and entered a small closet. The closet turned out to be an elevator that deposited the person at a door toward the rear of the building.

Asher sprinted across the street to another alley that led to the rear of the facility. He stepped out just in time to see a security door open, and a tall man in glasses and a lab coat exit the building, heading for a row of vehicles parked in the rear.

A long jump landed Asher directly behind the man. Asher grasped the man around the neck with one arm, pulled one of his arms behind his back, and guided him across the parking lot.

Asher then spun him around and found himself looking up into light blue eyes that were neither surprised, nor scared, just resigned.

The young man spoke in a mellow voice. “I warned them one of you would find us eventually, especially after they took your operative.”

Asher stared with cold eyes. “What operative?”

“The woman,” the younger man said, as if it were the stupidest question he had ever heard. He gestured back the way they had come with his chin. “I’m not an imbecile; I know you’re here for her.”

“Well, then, I suggest you cooperate with me to make this as painless as possible.”

“Oh, you’re too late. She’s gone, and there’s no way to retrieve her, unfortunately.”

Asher felt the anger and pushed it down. “Gone where? And who’s that upstairs?”

Something in the man’s eyes flashed for a moment as he bit down.

“That’s what’s left of her,” he said, as he tapped his temple with his finger. “But the her in here is gone, permanently.”

He suddenly stiffened, and Asher realized what the man had bitten down on. The poison’s effects were nearly instantaneous, and he fell to the pavement, dead before he landed.

Asher cursed and turned back toward the building. The back door opened again before he had taken five steps. Relief flooded him, and he broke into a run.

“Jett! Come this way, quick,” he said as he gripped her arm. He looked behind her and saw no one following. He then glanced around the parking area and, again, saw no one. He assumed the blond man who had just taken his own life had keys to one of the vehicles, so he pulled her in that direction.

“How did you get away?” he asked, as they crossed the lot.

Suddenly Jett stopped moving behind him, and he turned to look at her. She smiled as she looked into his eyes. With no warning, she spun and kicked him in the jaw with enough force to break a normal human’s skull.

Asher fell but was on his feet almost instantly, every nerve burning with alertness. She moved with super-human speed and directed another kick at his crotch. Had it landed, it would have been strong enough to lift him into the air.

He twisted to the side and swept her feet out from under her. She fell hard but was up before he could follow through. She stepped to her left and sent three jabs at his face so quickly, her arms were a blur.

His adrenal glands triggered, and he felt the world slow down. Jett spun into a roundhouse blur, a large smile on her face and glee in her eyes. He ducked and dodged to the side, then stood upright just behind her. He grabbed both her arms as they returned to her sides and pulled them tightly behind her and toward him. He held her arms down and lifted 80 percent of her weight off the ground, leaving just enough to keep her unbalanced and unable to push off the ground with any leverage.

He suddenly recognized her weight. “Did they give you nanites? Why are you fighting me, Jett? It’s me; I came to get you out.”

“Get me out? Ha! I’m right where I want to be.” She struggled against his grip. She was incredibly strong. “I’m not whoever this was, although she did provide me with a decent body, if somewhat geriatric!”

She tugged forward and up several times, then she suddenly dropped all her substantial nanite-augmented weight straight down. Along with what she had just said, the move caught him off guard just enough that his grip slipped. Before he could regain it, she shoved back and up as hard as she could and drove the back of her head into his face.

Asher’s neck snapped back, and his nose burned with the force of the head butt. Jett Wix’s head, which occupied the space his had a fraction of a second earlier, erupted in an explosion of blood and brains. He heard the soft cough of a suppressed rifle before he could register what had just happened, and his reflexes took over.

He dropped and sprang to the left and up onto a fire escape. Two more coughs sounded as he dodged and scrambled to get away. He smashed a window and ducked into an empty office before his brain caught up, and he fully realized what had just happened.

Asher ran. He didn’t care what anyone saw or heard, he just ran. He tore down the hall of the office building and crashed through another window at the end of the hall. He rolled as he landed and smashed the security door into the building where Jett had been held.

The first person he encountered was also augmented with nanites, but it didn’t matter. Asher gripped his head with both hands, flipped him over, and twisted. The man’s head came off in his hands, and he continued up the stairs.

Someone shot at him from the second story, but he barely felt the impacts. He grasped the short barrel of the automatic in one hand and shoved it hard, back, and up. The gun came loose from the broken hand, and Asher swung it like a club. The polymer frame busted against the Agent’s head. He swung again and again until all that was left was the steel of the mechanism and the barrel. He jabbed that straight through the Agent’s eye socket and into his brain.

Two sets of footsteps sounded in the hall, running hard. Asher crashed through the wall, high-power in hand, and emptied eighteen rounds into the two remaining Agents’ faces from point blank range. He dropped the Agent’s head that he still carried beside his partners and stumbled into the office he had watched Jett and the doctor exit earlier.

The machine on the bench looked like a tanning machine. It was open, and a thick trail of smoke streamed from what must have been the control head. The computer on the desk next to it was releasing a similar smoke trail. Asher screamed as rage and anguish took over, and he smashed everything he could reach.

* * * * *


Chapter 31

Charlotte, Obsidian Complex

March 2067

“Jonas, listen. No one is trying to make anyone look bad. I’m just the messenger.”

“I don’t believe you! You’ve been jealous ever since you fucked up, and I was promoted to your position. Of course, you’re trying to make me look bad.”

Anita Jameson had to admit he was partially right. She had been royally pissed when she was demoted, and he was put in her position. But she wasn’t jealous. She had known some form of discipline was coming and deserved. The mistake had been on her watch, but she had higher aspirations now. This was just salt rubbing to make him nervous because he knew how the current security Director dealt with managers that ‘fucked up.’

“Fine,” she said as she turned away from the fuming manager of site security. “I’ll tell her.”

“No, you won’t! You’ll put some spin on it to make it look like it’s my fault. I’ll pass it up the chain, and you’ll go back to whatever hole you’re working out of now.”

“Pass it all you want, but if I were the director in charge of security, I’d want to know something like this immediately, if not sooner.”

She left the door open as she left his office and smiled at the curses he thought were under his breath. Or maybe he didn’t, she thought. And that was even sweeter.

* * *

“Director’s office.”

Stillman cringed. A different man always answered the phone. Not that he called that often, but when he did, it was always a different man.

“This is Stillman. I need an appointment with the director as soon as she’s available. Please.” He stuttered over the last word but thought he’d gotten it out quickly enough.

“She’s in Philadelphia for the next week or so, Mr. Stillman. I can send her a message, and she’ll call you when she has time.”

Damn it! Why did things always have to be so hard?

“Yes. Please tell her ASAP, and I mean As Soon As Possible. Let her know that Charlie-One site in Atlanta is offline.”

“I’ll let her know, sir.”

Stillman knew the dumbass didn’t know what site he was referencing, but he hoped the director would get the message soon. One thing that bitch Jameson was right about; this director wanted bad news before it happened.

He cut the line with the director’s sex toy of an assistant and pulled up the video from the cameras tech had been able to bring back online remotely. The one in the cafeteria showed nothing but wreckage. It looked like a mini tornado had bounced through the room. Cabinets and furniture were smashed and strewn about in pieces.

What he could see of the infirmary was similar. He recognized the smashed monitor of the computer system lying on the floor in the doorway. Pieces of the imprinter were also visible through the smashed wall.

This was a total loss. He tapped his comm system and waited impatiently until the soft voice answered. “Cleaning Services.”

He would get ahead of this the best he could and hope to live through it.

* * *

Stillman was dead asleep at 3:30 when the sharp bell of his home comm system pinged. He jumped at the sound and sat bolt upright. It was the tone reserved for the director, alone. He rubbed his eyes and tried to blink the sleeping aids he always took from his foggy mind.

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered with a barely noticeable slur.

“So, you have some bad news for me, Jonas,” the voice purred through the speakers. He knew she had been worked on in some way, hell, in many ways, but that voice messed with a man’s mind whether it was in person or over a comm system.

“Uh, yes, ma’am. Unfortunately, someone attacked the Charlie-One site in Atlanta. It looks like the four guards were killed, the newly imprinted body we had just acquired was killed, and the doctor over the site suicided.”

He heard laughter and music in the background and looked again at his bedside clock. She was partying, still?

“The equipment, Jonas, what about the equipment?” The purr was still there, accompanied by something much more sinister.

“Of course, ma’am. The equipment. It was all destroyed. I sent a cleaning crew immediately after I found out. They collected all the forensics and, uh… cleaned everything.”

“Jonas, listen to my voice. Was anything stolen or compromised?” This time the purr was gone. The voice had turned from silk to granite—still smooth, but utterly dark.

“No, ma’am! Nothing at all. The guards had time to launch the failsafes. Nothing could have been compromised, ma’am.”

“So, ‘nothing could have been compromised,’ you say. Well, Jonas, we’ll see what my people find. I hope you’re right.” ‘For your sake’ was heavily inferred, and he shivered.

The line went dead, and he sat back on his bed, sweating profusely.

After a few drinks and some different pills, he left his Corporate apartment with a duffel and matching garment bag.

He placed a quick call to an old acquaintance’s personal number and felt somewhat better. Cass would meet him on the scene; he had immense confidence in the Agent’s ability.

He would go to Atlanta and oversee this himself. A day or two, and he could provide better assurances to Director Danforth.

* * * * *


Chapter 32

New Orleans Sprawl

April 2067

CLANG, CLANG, CLANG, CLANG, clang, clang, clang …

Asher Mallone rolled over from the rude awakening of the trolly bell as it passed his hovel. He had slept here the last however many days. Somewhere deep down, he knew it hadn’t been as long as it seemed. He wasn’t sleeping much, and he drank a lot. He had to, to overcome the nanites.

The nanites had been feeding on the high caloric intake of the grain alcohol, and it took an obscene amount for him to feel anything, let alone forget for a few seconds that he had not been able to save Jett. Or Laurel and the kids. Or Director Styles. Or Mike Sweet and his team.

He supposed this was what a cop felt like, never being able to stop the crime, just investigate it afterward. At least, the police got the satisfaction of stopping the next one when they caught the bad guy. Or bad gal. For him, the bad guys were the Corporations and the lives they manufactured for the people. He would never get the satisfaction of putting those bad guys away. Of course, the way they were going, they would destroy each other before long.

He heard a splash and turned to see a vagrant urinating on the alley wall less than ten feet away.

“Hey, go piss in your own bedroom.” The slur in his voice had nothing to do with the alcohol or the drugs he had ingested.

The guy didn’t even look at him. Asher jumped the distance between them and put his face a scant inch from the drunk’s.

“Aiiiee!” the man screamed. Urine drenched his leg as he stumbled toward the alley entrance, screaming.

Asher walked slowly back to his former position and retrieved an unopened bottle of clear Spirytus from amid the empties of Everclear, Hapsburg Absinthe, and John Crow Batty. He twisted off the top, took a long swig, and grimaced as the acidic fluid burned his throat. He looked again at the bottle; he had never been a vodka fan. Nasty stuff, but it did as well as anything.

He walked across the alley to take advantage of the early morning shade on the other side and to partially escape the smell of fresh urine. He collapsed back to the concrete, rested his back against the wall, and pictured Jett in his mind. The lopsided grin every time she called him ‘Ass.’ That grin exploding, splashing her thoughts and dreams into his face and hair. He took another long swig and closed his eyes, just to see her face and the same ending again.

“That image you’re seeing won’t never go away until you make it,” a raspy voice said from the shadow nearby.

He knew it was another hallucination. This one came with a stench of death, though. He opened his eyes and turned his head enough to see. In the dark of the morning shadows was an old woman in what had once been a colorful flowered dress. Her skin was dark. Whether it was genetic or from exposure to the southern Louisiana sun, he couldn’t tell.

She grinned; most of her teeth were missing. “I’ve seen ‘em. The faces of them we’ve let down. They’ll haunt you as long as you let ‘em.”

He closed his eyes. “I deserve it. I let them down, and they died for it.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that, young man. But you can’t get on with your own livin’ if you’re fearing after the dead.”

He wasn’t sure what she meant by that. With any luck, she would go away if he ignored her.

She sat beside him and took the bottle from his hand.

He looked at her as she tipped it back for a pull. “Have you let yours go? Your dead?”

She cackled as she handed the bottle back. “Oh, yea. I just love sleeping in allies and drinking nasty vodka.”

He took another long pull and closed his eyes. He must have drifted off, because when he opened them next, the old lady was gone. So was his bottle.

In her place was Andy, sitting cross-legged, watching him.

“If you’re finished here, I have some information I would like your opinion on.”

Asher stared for several long seconds, feeling emotion after emotion in his chest. Anger at his friend for finding him. Anger at his friend for seeing him in the condition he was in. Anger at himself for allowing Andy to see him like this. Anger at Jett for leaving them. Rage at himself for letting her die. Grief for losing her. On and on they came until he had no more emotion to feel.

Finally, he met his friend’s eyes again and nodded. “I guess I need to do something besides lie here in this filth.”

Andy rose gracefully from his cross-legged position and offered Asher a hand up.

Asher accepted the help, stood, and dusted off his shirt and pants. He looked around the alley, but he saw no evidence of the old woman. His bottle was thirty feet away, leaning against the brick wall, empty.

“What do you have?” he asked, as he turned toward the midday sunlight in the wide street beyond.

“A hotel room with a shower and a change of clothes. We can burn those, and I’ll show you over lunch.”

* * * * *


Chapter 33

Olympia, Washington

April 2067

Asher sat at the virtual keyboard, typing determinedly. He had been at the same keyboard for six hours. It was 4:00 AM, and he was nearly done. Finally.

He had helped design this system decades ago and had written the computer language the entire network ran on. There had been updates a few times over the years, but the skeleton was his. He knew it like the back of his hand, though it had been a while since he’d had to dig this deep into the database or software.

This one had a bug, a nasty virus that had been recently introduced, and it would have caused the kind of global disaster that only happened in bad movies and novels—nuclear war of a scale unheard of since the cold war of a century ago.

He sent the last command, sat back, and breathed a sigh of relief. After checking his work, he was satisfied he had wiped the system clean of the infestation. He sent a short command that erased all evidence he had been there then retrieved his bag and departed the office.

As he left the main floor lobby, he felt relief. He might not have saved his friends and family, but he was confident he had just saved the rest of the world. He wondered if they deserved it. He ducked his head as the elevator next to his closed with the first of the early shift arriving for another Corporate workday.

* * *

Sarah Pritchard had been with Teledyne’s Ballistic Missile Program from the start. She had worked her way up from a console operator all the way to system manager. It had taken thirty-three years, but she was proud of the position and the responsibility Teledyne bestowed on her. These missiles would never fly, not even in a war with Obsidian. Both sides knew what would happen if one side fired—the other would retaliate, and the world would end. Civilization would surely fall, and no one wanted that.

As the elevator door slid closed behind her, she noticed the night shift cleaning man leaving. He must have been new, as he was much shorter and smaller than Stanley, the usual guy.

Something about him looked familiar, but she couldn’t place a finger on what it might be. The way he walked or his stature, she wasn’t certain. But she knew she had seen him before. The thought left her mind as she began planning for the next several days of missile drills. She chuckled. They might never be used, but she would ensure they would work correctly if they ever were.

* * *

Asher turned right outside the front door and walked easily toward the river. He had taken this route daily during his months here. The riverwalk had always been calming to him. The cool, sometimes cold, air from the water was constantly refreshing. At least, it had been early on.

He remembered the red stocking cap floating in the current and the four security goons laughing at a pregnant woman’s death. He did feel some comfort at the memory of a similar stocking cap left beneath the neck of the man responsible for the one floating past the pier.

He hopped off the dock and into the moored speedboat, where he retrieved the lines and cranked the engine. Today promised to be warm for the end of April. He would take the boat back to where he had borrowed it, after refilling the tanks and leaving no evidence it had been used. The owners weren’t due back for six weeks, and their mechanic would take the boat out for its monthly run before then.

He pulled into the floating shed and operated the lift to bring the speedboat out of the salty inlet water. He wiped it down, stowed the keys where he had found them, and left the way he had entered.

His tablet had a short message from Andy. His friend had been unusually quiet since retrieving him from New Orleans a couple of weeks earlier. Andy was giving him space but being there to support him, as well. He knew Jett’s death was hard on the other man, and it pained him to even think about it. Even though he hadn’t known Jett as long as Asher had, the AI had grown attached to the hacker.

Andy’s message pulled him up short. There was a confirmed sighting of the woman Mantle had doing his dirty work. Andy had an image of her with her full face on camera in Phoenix yesterday.

Asher sent a quick message to Andy, telling him his plans, then he booked a FastRail ticket to Phoenix. He had to hurry, as the train left Olympia in ninety minutes, but he knew he would make it.

The train ride would take nine hours, with a train change in Salt Lake City. The thought of the city and his coded messages with Jett caused him to grit his teeth, but he put it out of his mind. He was focused on his mission once more, and he vowed this one would be the finale.

A calmness settled over him as he stretched out on the sleeper couch of his private car. He would get some rest and be at the top of his game when he finally faced off against Mantle. This time, he would not let his rage and loss get the best of his judgement.

It was still there; he could feel the burn, but he could also feel the focus and knew he could put the rage to work for him, instead of feeding it.

When he closed his eyes, he saw a small crowd of people around him on the small couch. Jett with her lopsided grin. Shana Styles, tall and impossibly thin. Shey with his bright eyes and Cal’s concerned look as he watched over his little brother. Gwen’s raised eyebrow and Clair’s wrinkled nose. And Laurel. Laurel looking at him with those eyes that stared right through him.

Any concern he had, any doubt lingering in the back of his mind, faded away. He rested.

* * * * *


Chapter 34

Phoenix Sprawl

30 April 2067

The shadows were growing longer toward the east when Asher decided to make his move. Within a half-hour, it would be pitch dark. If they knew he was there, they had been waiting on him, instead of looking for him. He didn’t think they knew, but he preferred to plan for the worst. There was no sense setting himself up for disappointment.

The warehouse was a leftover from years earlier, when a giant shipping company had outgrown the monstrosity. Entrance was easy enough, as he climbed the fire escape to access the roof.

The top of the huge building was flat and had been coated with a mixture of gravel and tar to protect it from the sparse, yet furious, rains the region received. In the middle of a hundred acres of roof was a small shack and an exterior door. Running at seemingly impossible speed, he crossed the roof in a blur.

Asher snapped the lock and stepped into the air-conditioned interior of a once record-holding structure, which was now used to store impounded and city vehicles for Phoenix. He dropped the ninety feet to the ground level and landed among a small fleet of worn street sweepers.

As soon as he landed, he triggered his adrenaline release and slowed the world to quarter speed. His senses were in overdrive as he threaded between the derelict vehicles, looking, listening, smelling, and feeling for any sign of Mantle and his agents.

It didn’t take him long to locate them. Toward the rear of the structure was a pristine motor coach RV. It was covered with stainless steel panels and waves of teal and maroon. Surrounding the bus at odd intervals were a dozen augmented warriors of different shapes and sizes.

Asher stood in the dump bed of a city truck, peeped over the roof, and studied the group from 200 yards away. Most of them would fit into the regular population; they were seemingly normal unless you knew what to look for. Some were far from it. One mostly metal cyborg stomped around the bus in an exact circle, while a pair of gross looking humanoids, with ape arms and heads, paced the top of the RV.

Others, with automatic weapons, were posted around the perimeter, facing away from the RV in all directions. He was certain all the near-normal soldiers were nanite recipients. He studied the battlefield, formulated a plan, pulled the dark sunglasses over his eyes, and set it into motion.

The main electrical system of the warehouse was a conglomeration of panels and cables. He knew he couldn’t take out enough of the single panels to make it dark enough for him to have any kind of advantage. The only way to generate a large enough effect was to take out the entire building’s electricity. With all the redundancy built into the system, he would need help for that.

He moved from vehicle to vehicle and found some of the help he needed. Then, he looked around for just the right piece of machinery. He carried two steel poles as he approached a set of stored generators. They were large generators, big enough to power an emergency clinic or hospital. The pallets underneath were steel to support the weight, and they made a terrible screeching sound when he placed the two steel poles beneath them and used the leverage to scoot them across the cement floor.

He grunted as he lifted two more times in quick succession and then tossed the poles over the generators where they clanged loudly on the cement. Asher sprinted to his next location and waited, satisfied as he heard the clump, clump, clump of the huge cyborg stomping in his direction.

Asher ducked low in the seat of the five-ton electric dump truck, and he followed the progress of the mechanical man by his stomps. When the cyborg paused to survey the scene around the pallet of generators, Asher pressed the starter button and prayed to a god he wasn’t sure he still believed in that the logbooks of the vehicle were accurate. He felt more than heard the large motors come to life, and he floored the accelerator as he sat upright in the driver’s seat.

The cyborg was in nearly perfect position as the truck leaped forward under the power of seven of the truck’s ten massive batteries. Even though the mechanical man was a beast and easily five times Asher’s weight, the truck out massed him by at least two orders of magnitude.

When the truck slammed into the cyborg, Asher realized two things immediately. The cyborg was a female, and his position in the truck was not as desirable as he had first thought. Most of the mechanical woman was metal, as was most of the truck. The types of metal involved all readily conducted electricity. So, when he leapt from the driver’s door, he cleared the truck a scant second before the cyborg and the dump truck plowed through the chain-link fence and into the field of panels supplying the warehouse’s main electrical service.

The explosion removed any further participation by the cyborg or the truck, but it also threw Asher 300 yards across the warehouse where he landed inside the inner ring of Mantle’s Agents. Darkness fell throughout the facility as the electrical service for the entire building was destroyed. Secondary explosions beat against his eardrums as the electrical system totally failed, and darkness fell throughout the building.

Asher groaned as he sat up and immediately wished he hadn’t. Two men turned toward the sound and began firing automatic weapons in a cross-search pattern. Their vision hadn’t adjusted yet, but thanks to the dark sunglasses that had been thrown from his face in the explosion, the guards were clear to Asher. Two quick double-taps with the high-power, and both were down.

He ticked off seconds in his head as he sprinted around the RV. He took out two more guards with quick double-taps, and he knew his advantage of surprise was about to run out. By his count, he still had the two genos on the roof, five more human guards, and whoever and whatever was inside the RV.

He dropped to his knees and skidded up next to the RV, hoping his action would dissuade the guards from firing toward their boss. It did not. Three of them opened fire, and he felt tugs and punches as several bullets hit him or his armor. He realized as he touched the exterior of the motor coach why they weren’t worried about shooting toward the RV. Ricochets screamed in all directions. At least one hit his vest as he slid beneath the RV and scurried out the opposite side.

The venerable 9x19 mm ammunition fired by the high-power compact had been standard for law enforcement and militaries for a century. It proved effective against normal humans. These people were not normal humans, and Asher felt it was time to even the firepower odds. He sprinted from the cover of the RV and paused at the bodies of the first two guards he had killed long enough to acquire their weapons.

The selective fire, suppressed B&T MP9xs were just what Asher needed. The updated version fired 10mm auto ammunition, loaded as hot as the operator wanted. Both weapons held identical forty-round magazines, and neither had been fired. He pocketed two extra magazines from the guards’ tactical vests and faced the RV.

The gene mods on the roof hadn’t appeared yet, and that concerned him. He was more than happy to take the nanite-enhanced guards out first, but he needed to know what the apes were doing. As he moved back toward the RV, he got his answer.

A guttural scream echoed from the ceiling as one of the genos flew from the top of the RV. The scream was cut off suddenly as the geno crashed headfirst into the concrete floor. After a couple of jerks, the creature lay still, its head and neck at unnatural angles to the rest of its body.

Movement drew his attention to the top of the RV, as a broad-shouldered, bald man, with a full mountain-man beard, faced off against the single furious, chest-beating geno remaining. Asher frowned as his friend Andy dodged the incredibly long arm of the geno and aimed a pile driving kick at its huge chest. The ape took the kick and was forced back out of sight, but Andy followed with a leap.

Asher’s attention was ripped from the rooftop fight when a stream of bullets screamed past. He ducked, squatted, and fired both weapons in burst mode, as two guards ran around the rear of the RV. First one, then the other, dropped with several 10mm rounds in their upper torsos and faces. Three more guards and then he could face Mantle.

He dodged around the front of the RV and nearly ran into Andy as the AI hopped down from the roof. The bald man looked grimly at his friend and said, “I’ll take care of these guards if you want to deal with whatever is inside.”

Asher quickly looked over his friend and registered the many slashes and bruises, which were already healing. He nodded and handed over the two sub-machine guns. “Thank you, Andy. For everything.”

“It’s what friends do, right? Like in True Grit; whatever it takes.”

Andy grinned and stepped around the driver’s side corner of the RV, both MP9xs spitting 10mm lead and ten inches of flame.

Asher shoved the passenger door hard and felt metal and plastic give as it caved inward. He leapt into the RV and dodged around a withdrawn wheelchair ramp. The interior was spacious and lit by small LEDs. Across the coach and rearward from the door stood the woman he had seen driving the SUV. She smiled and fired the shotgun from her hip.

Her finger had already begun compressing the trigger when he moved faster than he had ever before. He stepped to his right and dodged a stationary table. He jumped, and his feet braced on the front wall behind the driver’s seat with bent knees. He straightened his knees, dove into the woman, and drove his right elbow straight into her face.

Her startled look was replaced by dark blood, as his momentum pushed them both to the floor. She came up fast considering her injury and surprise, but he was quicker. He delivered three closed fist jabs to her already damaged face and earned a low growl as she swiped at him with an open hand shaped into a claw. Razor-sharp nails scratched across his vest and caused more damage than the bullets had earlier.

He grasped her extended arm, spun the woman around, and smashed her face into the RV wall. She shoved back with her free arm. Blood from her face had splattered across the floor and caused him to slip, which gave her enough leverage to break his grip. He grunted in surprise when he felt the thick fur on her arm slip from his hand. Her short coat was incredibly soft and made it nearly impossible to retain a grip on her.

She kicked back with a long roundhouse, but he saw it coming and blocked it, already spinning as he ducked and swept her feet. She jumped his leg and landed as he came back up into a crouch. She feinted with another kick and slashed again with the claws on her fingertips, slicing his cheek and neck and leaving four red lines.

She smirked and swiped again, but her right arm must have been damaged when he slammed her face into the wall, because it moved with less grace than the left. Asher darted back and struck out and across with his left hand, while simultaneously forcing the attacking arm up with his right. He felt and heard the bone snap as her arm was caught between his strikes, and she screamed.

He snap-kicked her left knee, bending it backward with a satisfying crack, then punched her as hard as he could in the throat with the knuckles of his left hand. Her good hand encircled her crushed larynx as she collapsed.

Disbelief flooded her bloody face as she looked at him, then her eyes shifted right, and he felt a sharp pain in the meat at the edge of his tactical vest, followed by 100,000 volts of electricity. Asher collapsed beside the dying geno, seizing, as the man in the wheelchair pulled the stun gun’s trigger a second time.

The flailing had turned Asher to face his attacker, and his eyes widened in surprise, even as the third electrical shock racked his body. The man he saw was different, having aged at least twenty years, but he was still recognizable. He was the man who had sent Asher on his mission in the beginning. The former Teledyne Director who had told him to find the ones responsible for Director Styles’ death. He now sat in a motorized wheelchair, squeezing the trigger of the modified stun gun and snarling.

Director Piscal shouted, spit splashing from his half-wrecked face. “Why couldn’t you stay dead?”

He squeezed the trigger a fourth time, and Asher convulsed again. He had been hit four times with more electrical shock than his nanite-enhanced body could rapidly heal from.

Asher lay in the blood of the geno woman and looked at the man he had thought dead years ago. Once, when he had disappeared as Director Piscal, and then again, when Asher had shoved him through a balcony rail, a hundred feet down to an icy river in the middle of a winter storm. With the shock from the electrodes still rattling his brain, all Asher could get out of his mouth was a stuttered, “Wwwhy?”

Mantle/Piscal squeezed the trigger again, but when nothing happened, he threw the modified weapon to the floor.

“Why? Why what? Why you? Don’t be so presumptuous. You were in my way, that is all. You’re nothing. I needed to control the nanite tech, and you had it. You and that pissant of a so-called Corporation.” The man was going over the edge.

Asher could barely breathe, and he still couldn’t move. He stuttered again, “Why, famillly?”

Piscal spat at him but was too far away for the saliva to reach its mark. “Your family,” he sneered. “My agent was there to retrieve the nanite technology. I knew you had delivered it to Teledyne, but being a spy, I also knew you would keep a copy of the data as a safety net. All you spies think that way. You all think everyone is out to get you.”

Asher’s brain was slowly coming back online, but his body wasn’t responding yet. He wondered what that much electricity would do to the nanites. They were little machines, after all. He considered the director’s words and decided he must not have been a good spy. He had never considered keeping the tech for himself.

“You would have been proud, I suppose. Despite all the torture, your wife told my agent nothing.”

Asher gritted his teeth and felt the porcelain crack.

“As for the rest, this is how it was always meant to be—all the Corporations growing until they had no choice but to take on one another. You know the old saying, ‘there can only be one.’” He laughed harshly.

“There were three of us around the table at the beginning, but by the time the Corporations had thinned themselves down to four major players, the others had grown weak. They wanted to stop, let each of the remaining survive in limbo. Of course, that couldn’t be allowed.” The man was slowly rotating his chair left then right as he spoke. He never looked directly at Asher, but he didn’t back away, either.

He pulled a small automatic pistol from one of the chair pockets and checked the chamber. “I had my people, my team, and they did my bidding, no longer the bidding of Mantle. So, I had my operators take them out. Those two weaklings. And it was their own fault! They knew what the outcome was supposed to be. They knew the plan! We came up with it together!”

He pushed the wheels forward, and the steel bumper crossing his feet smacked into Asher’s shins. “I became Mantle. Just me as I suppose it was predestined to be.

“Then, you! You were able to infiltrate that meager Corporation in Brazil. You not only got in, but you gained access to new technology that might have been used to stop what we had begun. My agents failed me in not gaining access before you, but they did well enough in destroying everything except what you had sent home and to Teledyne.”

Asher strained, trying to move any part of his body, but nothing responded.

“Then this one,” he said as he threw the stylus from his tablet at the body of the woman who had given her life fighting his battle. “She failed in killing you in Atlanta, and then failed again here. I told her she wasn’t ready for you, but you know the young.”

Blood dripped down Asher’s hands from the cuts his fingernails were causing from clenching his fists.

“Those idiots at Obsidian. They could have saved the world, but they’re too arrogant. Someone warned them of the doom coming their way, but they brushed it off. They said, ‘we’ll handle it next week,’ like it was a broken printer or something. Ha! By then it will be done.”

The missiles must be what Piscal was raving about, Asher thought to himself. “I ssstoped them,” he sputtered through numb lips.

The wheelchair stopped swinging from left to right, and Piscal focused on Asher again. He stared through squinted eyes for a long time before breaking out into a harsh, giggling laughter.

“You stopped nothing! All you did was keep Teledyne from sending every nuke it had on the initial strike. I had a backup plan you never saw.” The giggle turned to a cackle.

“I have people everywhere, Mallone. My puppet in Teledyne’s defense office has been there since before you were hired. She reset the backup plan. Only one nuke, but it will still be enough. Obsidian will launch everything in retaliation, then Teledyne will do the same.”

He squinted at his tablet and began digging around in his shirt pockets and the storage pocket on his chair, looking for the stylus he had thrown earlier. Finally, he cursed and jabbed the screen with his finger several times, then he sat back and laughed again.

“In 67 minutes, the beginning of the end will… begin.” He swatted the air in front of his nose and mumbled incoherently.

Asher felt his knees first, as excruciating pain signaled the nanites were beginning to repair them. After the pain registered in his knees, it kept gaining momentum through his entire body. He felt the wheelchair bump his shin again and focused back on the madman.

“What do you mean, I stopped nothing? I reset the program. The missiles won’t launch now.”

Piscal was too far gone to notice Asher’s lack of stuttering. He cackled and almost screeched. “My pawn, my puppet. She entered the codes I gave her. There will be a launch; it’s already verified. And no one, anywhere, can do anything to stop it.”

Asher knew the only way into the system was from the inside. They had taken his advice and made it a sealed, autonomous system. Rack his brain as he might, he could come up with no way to stop it, not from 1,500 miles away.

Movement caught Asher’s attention as Andy limped into the RV. He still held one of the sub machine guns, but his other arm hung awkwardly at his side. Blood covered much of his black tactical vest and the long sleeve t-shirt underneath. He looked at Asher questioningly but stopped well out of the line of sight of the wheelchair-bound Mantle.

Asher shook his head once and stood. Hate and fury swam in the eyes of Piscal as he searched his chair with his right hand for a weapon, while holding one in his left hand. Asher glanced at Andy and held up an arm. The bald man tossed the MP9x and nodded sadly. Asher grabbed it from the air and, in one smooth motion, pointed it at Mantle’s face and pulled the trigger.

Asher dropped the gun and glanced around the RV. The body of the geno-modified woman lay where she had fallen, her eyes glazed over and staring blankly. The inside of the motor coach was a mess, and the vehicle wasn’t going to get them out of the city fast enough.

One corner of the warehouse held a fenced-in area of civilian vehicles. He hoped they were impounds, and the keys were readily available.

“We have to go,” he said, meeting his friend’s eyes. “Are you good?”

Andy shrugged. “I will be, I assume. I’ve never been shot before. You never told me how much it hurt.”

Asher grunted and stepped around the body of Mantle, the man he had wasted so much time searching for. Anger and grief were old friends by now, but they took up much of his focus. As he walked away from the coach, he motioned for Andy to follow.

“We don’t have much time to get as far from this city as possible. So, look for the fastest car, with the most fuel, you can find.”

“Why?”

“A nuclear missile is going to launch from Olympia, Washington, in a little over an hour. Obsidian will launch their full arsenal in retaliation, and Teledyne will launch everything else they have, as well. About two hours from now, every city and large town on this planet will be ash, and our only hope is to be as far away from them as we can before that happens.”

Andy’s pace increased noticeably. “Well, in that case, there’s an older Blackhawk outside. That should be fast enough.”

Asher looked over his shoulder at the bald man. “I don’t know how to fly a helicopter. Do you?”

The man/AI tapped his head and said, “By the time we get there, I will.”

# # # # #
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Excerpt from “Gods of War:”

“Yes, sir,” Mathison said. Sometimes it was worth arguing, sometimes it wasn’t. Stevenson wasn’t a butter bar. He was a veteran from a line infantry platoon that had made it through Critical Skills Operator School and earned his Raider pin. He was also on the short list for captain. Major Beckett might pin the railroad tracks on Stevenson’s collar before they left for space.

“Well, enough chatting,” Stevenson said, the smile in his voice grating on Mathison’s nerves. “Gotta go check our boys.”

“Yes, sir,” Mathison said, and later he would check on the men while the lieutenant rested. “Please keep your head down, sir. Don’t leave me in charge of this cluster fuck. I would be tempted to tell that company commander to go fuck a duck.”

“No, you won’t. You will do your job and take care of our Marines, but I’ll keep my head down,” Stevenson said. “Asian socialists aren’t good enough to kill me. It’s going to have to be some green alien bastard that kills me.”

“Yes, sir,” Mathison said as the lieutenant tapped on Jennings’ shoulder and pointed up. The lance corporal understood and cupped his hands together to boost the lieutenant out of the hole. He launched the lieutenant out of the hole and went back to digging as Mathison went back to looking at the spy eyes scrutinizing the distant jungle.

A shot rang out. On Mathison’s heads-up display, the icon for Lieutenant Stevenson flashed and went red, indicating death.

“You are now acting platoon commander,” Freya reported.

* * * * *
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Excerpt from “The Prince Awakens:”

Sixth Fleet was in chaos. Fortunately, all the heavy units were deployed forward toward the attacking fleet and were directing all the defensive fire they had downrange at the enemy. More than thirteen thousand Swarm attack ships were bearing down on a fleet of twenty-six heavy escorts and the single monitor. The monitor crew had faith in their shields and guns, but could they survive against this many? They would soon find out.

Luckily, they didn’t have to face all the Swarm ships. Historically, Swarm forces engaged major threats first, then went after the escorts. Which was why the monitor had to be considered the biggest threat in the battle.

Then the Swarm forces deviated from their usual pattern. The Imperial plan was suddenly irrelevant as the Swarm attack ships divided into fifteen groups and attacked the escorts, which didn’t last long. When the last dreadnought died in a nuclear fireball, the Swarm attack ships turned and moved toward the next fleet in the column, Fourth Fleet, leaving the monitor behind.

The entire plan was in shambles. But, more importantly, the whole fleet was at risk of being defeated. The admiral’s only option now was to save as many as he could.

“Signal to the Third, Fifth, and Seventh Fleets. The monitors are to execute Withdrawal Plan Beta.”

The huge monitors had eight fleet tugs that were magnetically attached to the hull when not in use. Together, the eight tugs could get the monitors into hyperspace. However, this process took time, due to the time it took for the eight tugs to generate a warp field large enough to encompass the enormous ship. It could take up to an hour to accomplish, and they didn’t have an hour.

Plan Bravo would use six heavy cruisers to accomplish the same thing. The cruisers’ larger fusion engines meant the field could be generated within ten minutes, assuming no one was shooting at them. “The remaining fleet units will move to join First Fleet. Admiral Mason in First Fleet will take command of the combined force and deploy it for combat.”

The fleet admiral continued giving orders.

“I want Second Fleet to do the same, but I want heavy cruiser Squadron Twenty-Three to merge with First Fleet. Admiral Conyers, I want you to coordinate with the Eighth, Ninth, and Tenth Fleets. I want their monitors to perform a normal Alpha Withdrawal. As they’re preparing to do that, have their escorts combine into a single fleet. Figure out which admiral is senior and assign him local command to organize them.” He pointed at the single icon indicating the only ship left in Sixth Fleet. “Signal Prometheus to move at best speed to join First Fleet. That covers everything for now. I fear there’s not much we can do for Fourth Fleet.”

The icons were already moving on the tactical display as orders were transmitted and implemented.

“I’ve given the fleets in the planet’s orbit their orders, Admiral,” the chief of staff informed him. “The other fleets are on the move now. The Swarm should contact Fourth Fleet in approximately ten minutes. Based on their attack of Sixth Fleet, the battle will last about twenty minutes. With fifteen minutes for them to reorganize and travel to First Fleet, we’re looking at forty-five minutes to engagement with the Swarm.”

“What are the estimates on the rest of the fleets moving to join up with First?”

“Twenty minutes, Admiral. However, Prometheus is going to take at least forty-five and will arrive about the same time as the enemy.”

“Organize six heavies from Seventh Fleet and have them coordinate a rendezvous with Prometheus, earliest possible timing,” the admiral ordered. “Then execute a Beta jump. Unless the Swarm forces divert, they should have enough time. Then find out how many ships have the upgraded forty-millimeter rail gun systems and form them into a single force. O’Riley said that converting the guns to barrage fire was a simple program update. Brevet Commodore O’Riley will be in command of the newly created Task Force Twenty-Three. They are to form a wall of steel which the fleet will form behind. I am not sure if we can win this, but we need to bleed these bastards if we can’t. If they win, they’ll still have to make up those losses, and that will delay the next attack.”

* * * * *
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Darcie didn’t expect to live.

With the hand she could move enough to reach them, she tore unit and command patches from her uniform shirt, leaving only her nametag, rank, and combat surgeon’s insignia. She drew out the chain from around her neck, yanked off the two crystal pendants hanging with her ID tags, and shoved them into the corner behind her.

“Mama?” The child stirred on her lap, trying to push himself back. “Why are—”

She put a finger to his lips, her other hand cupping his head to keep it from bumping the metal bulkhead. “Hush, Tris.”

She could barely whisper. She sat on the bottom of a locker meant only for a pressure suit—one of four lockers in the maintenance compartment—with the toddler held snug between her body and her drawn-up knees.

Outside noises reached her, the roar of engines crescendoing toward thrust into lightskip. The fourth attempt.

She braced her head in the corner behind a pressure suit, hugged Tristan to her breast, and locked her teeth. Clumsy masuki! They won’t have a catch left if they strain the transport to disintegration first.

Lightskip warning horns screamed through the corridor outside the maintenance compartment. The vessel shook and groaned. In its turbulence, the child threw up.

Darcie swallowed against her own nausea at its sour odor. She wiped his mouth and the front of her uniform. “Don’t cry, little soldier,” she whispered. “Here now, hold onto me.”

The horns wound down as they had before, and she relaxed her brace against the melting sensation of entering lightskip.

She waited for what seemed like hours in stifling darkness. Her legs grew cramped, then numb from their position and the toddler’s weight on them. She tried to shift a little, to ease them, and pain arced up her back.

Her thoughts tumbled over each other without any order. She thought of Lujan, her husband, waiting for them at their destination, and remembered the way he’d kissed her good-bye months ago on Topawa.

The locker had grown hotter, almost suffocating, despite the vents in its door. She wondered, in an oddly detached way, how long it’d take for her and Tristan to suffocate. She couldn’t help wondering what Lujan would do when he learned they were dead.

The tremor of explosions shattered her reverie. Shooting? She heard the transport’s minimal weaponry reply, then running footfalls thudding up and down the corridor beyond her hiding place.

Another hour passed before the craft rocked from the impact of electromagnets attaching and shuddered with the whine of winch cables. She started at volleys of light arms’ fire and bootfalls ringing through the passages. Armored bootfalls this time, not scuffing masuk footsteps.

She caught her lower lip in her teeth and began to stroke the child’s hair.

The maintenance compartment’s door slammed open. Voices reached her—two or three of them, only meters away—but their words, modulated by their helmets’ electronics, weren’t understandable. Boots trod the circumference of the maintenance compartment. Over the sound of her pulse in her ears, she detected an oscillating hum.

She pressed a hand tight over Tristan’s mouth and bit off a groan. She’d used lifeform sensors before; the locker’s construction wouldn’t jam them.

The hum shot to a sharp whine, and the boots stopped outside her enclosure. She heard an order, then banging. Metal clashed on metal until she thought her head would split, and Tristan’s wail would be drowned in its clamor. When the locker door was torn away, she stared up at three armored shapes silhouetted against the dull light.

Dominion legionnaires.

The nearest one shoved aside the pressure suit, seized her by the wrist, and hauled her to her feet. She staggered, numb legs nearly buckling, and almost lost her hold on her child. From behind tinted helmet visors, the other two soldiers’ gazes roamed her body.

Darcie jerked her wrist from her captor’s gauntlet and wrapped both arms around Tristan. “This is illegal, you know. It’s been a month since the hostilities ended at Enach, and the talks are—”

“I don’t think so,” the squad leader said. “Where’ve you been for the last few years?”

She glared at him and forced herself not to let her breath catch when one soldier stooped to search the locker. He straightened and handed something to his sergeant. “Look at these.”

The crystal hologram pendants—their wedding portrait and a picture of Lujan with Tristan.

The sergeant held them up to the light, and she saw his eyes widen behind his visor. “Yeah, I thought the nametag looked familiar,” he said. “The colonel will probably promote us for this.” He tucked the holodiscs into his utility belt and reached for her arm. “It’s my duty to inform you, Lieutenant Dartmuth, that at no time in the last nine years has the Sector General recognized the governments of the Unified Worlds. He sealed the Accords under duress, so it wasn’t a legitimate treaty.”

She evaded his hand. “Nine years? Surely you can lie better…”

Her voice trailed off as she remembered the futile attempts to make lightskip. The masuk slavers must have succeeded at entering a time track whether or not they had crossed space. She questioned the legionnaire with a stare.

“The Enach Accords weren’t ratified as easily as the Unified Worlds had hoped,” he said. “They didn’t fail as completely as Sector General Renier had hoped, either. You may be able to make that up to him.”

“Mordan Renier?” Darcie stiffened. “Sector General?”

The squad leader smiled. “I wonder what kind of plea bargain the Unified Worlds might be willing to make in exchange for you?”

* * * * *
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“Here they come!”

A low, throbbing buzz rose from the trees and the undergrowth shook. Thousands of bugs exploded out of the jungle, and Fortis’ breath caught in his throat. The insects tumbled over each other in a rolling, skittering mass that engulfed everything in its path.

The Space Marines didn’t need an order to open fire. Rifles cracked and the grenade launcher thumped over and over as they tried to stem the tide of bugs. Grenades tore holes in the ranks of the bugs and well-aimed rifle fire dropped many more. Still, the bugs advanced.

Hawkins’ voice boomed in Fortis’ ear. “LT, fall back behind the fighting position, clear the way for the heavy weapons.”

Fortis looked over his shoulder and saw the fighting holes bristling with Marines who couldn’t fire for fear of hitting their own comrades. He thumped Thorsen on the shoulder.

“Fall back!” he ordered. “Take up positions behind the fighting holes.”

Thorsen stopped firing and moved among the other Marines, relaying Fortis’ order. One by one, the Marines stopped firing and made for the rear. As the gunfire slacked off, the bugs closed ranks and continued forward.

After the last Marine had fallen back, Fortis motioned to Thorsen.

“Let’s go!”

Thorsen turned and let out a blood-chilling scream. A bug had approached unnoticed and buried its stinger deep in Thorsen’s calf. The stricken Marine fell to the ground and began to convulse as the neurotoxin entered his bloodstream.

“Holy shit!” Fortis drew his kukri, ran over, and chopped at the insect stinger. The injured bug made a high-pitched shrieking noise, which Fortis cut short with another stroke of his knife.

Viscous, black goo oozed from the hole in Thorsen’s armor and his convulsions ceased.

“Get the hell out of there!”

Hawkins was shouting in his ear, and Abner looked up. The line of bugs was ten meters away. For a split second he almost turned and ran, but the urge vanished as quickly as it appeared. He grabbed Thorsen under the arms and dragged the injured Marine along with him, pursued by the inexorable tide of gaping pincers and dripping stingers.

Fortis pulled Thorsen as fast as he could, straining with all his might against the substantial Pada-Pada gravity. Thorsen convulsed and slipped from Abner’s grip and the young officer fell backward. When he sat up, he saw the bugs were almost on them.

* * * * *
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