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Chapter 1
Pink Carbide


 

The nightclub loomed out of the darkness like a squat golden
temple.

       A stylized Eye of Ra
blasted cold neon-white light through the misty night from its
perch above the entrance, suspended at the peak between a pair of
thick, rectangular pillars that leaned lightly against the almost
garish surface of the outer wall like a pair of massive sentinels,
watching the street below with silent, eyeless gazes. The entrance
itself was a mammoth double-door done up in a vivid shade of
eye-rending scarlet and set into the surface of the wall, framed by
the pillars and the luminous eye– outside, a few scattered members
of the night crowd lounged around, some smoking, others trying to
hide less legal activities. Typical clusters of teens and
twenty-somethings representing practically every fashion mainstay
stood out among the crowd like nanoprojection holo-ads on the pages
of a silicon magazine. Retro-punks clogged the sidewalk in droves,
the dim light thrown off by street lamps glinting dull yellow off
black leather coats, waggling chromed tongue studs and a collection
of bioluminescent piercings. A few denim and flannel suits of the
loud, glaring and clashing colors that had only recently come back
into style again punctuated the crowd, each a  rainspotted and
darkly rich column of color in the night.

       Someone proud of their
bicep rolled back a lime-green sleeve and flexed, showing off a
cheap subdermal holo-tattoo that projected a fuzzy image of an
orange sport bike making loops across his pale, rippling flesh. The
hoarse cackle of a young woman so high on something low grade she
could hardly stand echoed through the night while the bouncer,
clean shaven with a smooth and polished scalp, pulled absently at
the edges of his black tanktop, warily watching a pair of shivering
teenagers hunched over crumpled, hand-rolled cigarettes.

       “Be careful.”

       It sounded so loud in the
night. Brent nodded silently to his partner, quickly, not risking a
glance over his shoulder for whatever glances might flick his way.
The door of the glossy black hoversedan closed softly, hiding her
face behind darkly tinted glass.

       Turning to the club, he
pushed a pair of cliche’ mirrorshades up to the bridge of his nose
with a thumb. He’d done this kind of thing countless times before;
sure, not at a nightclub where neuro-nan use was the standard and
accepted practice, but– he grinned suddenly, what was there to
worry about? It was going to be easy, in and out, just like they’d
planned.

       The traces of an amused
smile stole across his lips. It was typical Aiko– her confidence
only seemed to flag when the job didn’t require blowing the walls
out of a civie business or a hobo-infested warehouse with an
assault rifle.

       As he approached the
nightclub and pulled down the edge of his shades just enough to
shoot the huge, tattooed bouncer a look, an implant imbedded in the
cornea of his right eye switched on, transmitting an RF datacluster
with his name, rank, number, and organization along a coded
frequency that the other man acknowledged with a smile and a quiet
“ ‘lo.” Standard procedure. Nothing to worry about.

       Another RF datacluster went
out, an electronic key mentally triggered by the bouncer, and the
massive red door swung open, releasing a wave of thundering base
that pounded into the street like crashing surf. Beyond the
threshold, beyond the wall of urban night that encroached on the
doors from behind him, the club opened out to distant walls of
gull-gray pavecrete and an ocean of sweaty, vibrant dancers that
undulated against one another like waves in a pulsing sea of liquid
silver. He licked his lips apprehensively.

       The air inside shimmered
with billions of air-capable nanomachines, an iridescent chrome
cloud that spread among the convulsive dancers like some kind of
visible virus. He more felt than heard the door close, then pulled
off his shades and coat, handing them to an all-too cheery Ja-Serve
droid whose french-maid outfit reeked of stale sweat and old
alcohol. She thanked him quickly in her chipper, piping voice, then
curiously asked him if he was looking for anyone in particular. Not
even sparing her a glance or a word, he lifted his hand in a
dismissive gesture and disappeared into the crowd, already intent
on his target.

       The room was blasting with
ZatVam, a mindbending amalgam of techno-jazz and death-metal muzak
accented with the twisted sounds of a high-frequency distortion
piano, a chorus of synthesized, screaming, double-electric, reverse
reverberation violins, and a bass beat that would have easily put
any 21st century rave to shame.

       Bodies slick with
perspiration and sticky with swathes of generously applied
bioluminescent dermal hallucinogens pressed in against him as he
made his way through, moving with the collective beat the dancers
seemed to feel more than hear, some of them so high on neuro-nans
they could do little more than wiggle and twitch while they
chuckled silently to themselves and stared, wide-eyed, at
everything around them. It would have been any straight cop’s dream
bust, had there still been any straight cops left in Los
Angeles.

       His arms and hands began to
take on a silvery sheen as he pushed through the crowd, moving with
them as he moved beyond them. The nano-drugs floating in the air
brought on an instant, easy buzz and gave the music a hypnotic
quality that was just as easy to get lost in, but still he pushed
forward, his neon-green eyes fixed on the reason for his visit, the
woman that he had come for, the target for the trade.

       She danced within the mob,
convulsing and twitching to every beat and musical nuance in a way
that transcended the movements of everyone around her; every
dextrous shiver and stab of her fingers wove colors in the air,
tiny isometric projections from her nails that hung in the silvery
dust momentarily before they dissipated, only to be replaced by new
and different patterns of new and different colors. The other
dancers gave her a noticeable amount of space, little more than a
few inches, but it was more than the orgy of flesh had allowed for
anyone else, including himself.

       She was the vision of youth
and beauty, a twenty-something wrapped tight in a blindingly orange
skirt that crept half-way down her thighs, fringed with rivets and
rhinestones, with a neon-green LED trail along the edge of every
pocket and seam. Blues and reds slipped across her high-collared,
sleeveless shirt of faded yellow denim as she ran her hands in
opposite directions near her exposed midriff, tracing the black and
silver trim, then bringing them to her vibrant, clear blue eyes and
threading them through her short, wild blond hair. Faded purples
and greens danced across her face as she locked eyes with him, just
for a moment, then went back to dancing, her painfully pink lips
curving into a smile beneath her sharp, angular nose.

       He hesitated for a moment,
stunned, then began moving again; a few steps put him within her
circle and, as he began to move, trying to keep up with her, she
turned her back on him. He began to dance slower, unsure of what to
do, until she reached back and grabbed his hands, pulling him up
against her.

       The crowd gave them a
nearly imperceptible amount of extra space as she brought his hands
forward and held them against her legs, keeping his sweaty palms
pressed against the cool, smooth skin of her thighs.

       “You’re late.” Her accent
was soft, yet distinctly German; she smiled to herself as she let
go of his hands and began her colorful finger-tip borne light show
again.

       “I’m sorry, Cylea.” He
managed. This close, he could smell the sweet scent of jasmine
wafting off her, likely from a built-in nano-deodorant skinweave,
sterilizing and scenting every drop of sweat that oozed from her
body. Her skin’s texture and color gave away her use of all sorts
of nanocosmetics, stuff that cost thousands of dollars anywhere but
the black market. Long gone were the days of hours spent on makeup
and tanning– specialized skinweaves made the elusive super-model
effect permanent, and Cylea had all the upgrades.

        “Have you got my
package?” It was hard to keep his eyes off her ass.

       “You got the cash?” She
asked seductively, pressing back against him, knowing it was
turning him on.

       “All five-hundred K on an
untraceable credit chip, just like you asked.”

       “Then, Ja!” She whispered
excitedly, turning to face him. Phosphorescent neon trails of green
and gold hung in the air between them for a moment as her arms
encircled his neck. “All two-hundred und eighty-two illegal pages
of it for your viewing pleasure!”

       A smile of his own began to
creep across his face as he moved with her, the nano-drugs in the
air making everything hazy and numb. Briefly, he regretted not
having the nanofilter chemical processing definitions for his still
mostly organic liver updated in the last six months. Still, the
buzz felt nice, and it was getting better with every passing
moment. He hardly felt Cylea’s fingers tracing the NSL-U jack at
the base of his skull, half mistook it for the onset of a
hallucination.

       “What… ” He chuckled,
unable to fight the rush anymore. “Hey, that tickles.”

       “Does it?” She laughed.
“Don’t worry, mein liebe, it’ll be over soon.”

       “What are you doing?”
Somewhere, in the back of his mind, he was worried, but
chemical-borne euphoria had taken control, leaving only the buzz,
the smiles, the laughter, the music, and her... God, she
was sexy. Almost too sexy. His pants tightened in agreement.

       “Mmmm,” She pursed her
lips, then ran her tongue slowly and alluring across them as she
pushed something into his NSL-U jack. “Just a little credit check,
stud. Nothing serious.”

       “Oh, ok,” He laughed
nervously, forcing himself to concentrate on keeping up with her
moves. Everything began to dull around him, leaving only her in
perfect clarity as they danced, arms wrapped around each other. An
eternity passed, or perhaps a minute; it was impossible to tell. He
laughed as she yanked the jack out and looked away suddenly.

       “Is that it, baby?” He
grinned, too lost in the sensation to notice the sudden change in
her mood. “Do I pass?”

       When her eyes met his
again, there was darkness there, animal in nature, full of fear and
anger kept restrained, tight under firm, cool resolve.

       “You’re a cop.” She stated
plainly.

       “Nope!” his grin widened.
He felt like he had known her his entire life, like he could tell
her anything; something was wrong, but it felt wonderful. Wasn’t
this the girl he was supposed to bring to justice? Yeah… as if
justice ever had anything to do with it. Maybe, if he could get a
few minutes alone with her… He sucked in a sudden breath, then
forced the thoughts away. “I’m… I’m actually with the FBI.”

       “Damn,” She looked away
again, “und I was just starting to like you too.”

       He drunkenly lifted a
finger and opened his mouth to say something, but she cut him off
with a quick, feisty smile. “Hey, do you know what German girls are
good at?”

       The expression on his face
and the bulge in his pants told her he had a few ideas; good, he
could think whatever he wanted.

       “Why don’t you come with me
to the back of the club,” she gave him her most seductive smile and
ran one long finger down his chest, tracing a line of pink and
purple to his belt. “I’m sure that my friend… uh… Erika, und I,
will make you feel right at home.”

       He chuckled excitedly as
she gently kissed his cheek, then started off for the nearest wall.
Cooing, she caught him and gently steered him through the crowd and
toward the rear of the building. He was so high now that he
couldn’t do much more than drool and chuckle as she supported him
from behind– he had absolutely no sense of direction, and didn’t
even seem to notice when she finally slipped away, pushing
through  the crowd and heading straight for the bar.

       Her heart was racing by the
time she burst from the swaying and bouncing sea of sweaty bodies
and shouldered her way between a thin, pasty-looking woman and a
brutish man covered in tattoos that looked like they had been done
the old fashioned way, using real ink instead of nanoinjectors and
synthpigment. The bartender looked up, cut-off mid-sentence, and
met her eyes instantly, arching one bushy brown eyebrow at her from
under the brim of his brown, felt, outback-style hat as she leaned
in against the bar, worry clear on her face. “Jack! Jack, there’s a
cop! An agent! There’s a fucking agent of the
fucking FBI!”

       She glanced nervously back
over her shoulder– no sign of the cop. Fucker! How had they found
her? Her eyes darted back to the bartender, ignoring the startled
and wary couple divided on either side of her. “I think he’s a
straight-runner… I mean, he’s acting like her’s noxxed out of his
mind, und I doubt he’s faking, but… ” She blinked, caught her
breath and forced a smile. “Mein Gott, Jack, Would you mind
handling it for me?”

       He gently set down the mug
and the rag he had been polishing it with, then breathed a sigh as
he watched her for a moment with his deep, grey eyes. Everything he
wore was black or brown, all felt and dark leather or synthetic
crocodile-skin, making him look like something out of a cheesy
Australian travel brochure in a silicon magazine. 

       “Alright,” his accent was
perfect, especially considering that neither he or anyone in his
family since before his grandfather had ever lived in the country,
much less visited it. He pointed one gnarled brown finger at her.
“But that’s another one you owe me. I am keepin’ track y’know.”

       She smiled as he tipped the
edge of his hat with a grin and winked at her, then his eyes
flicked from the brute to the girl and he managed an even “‘scuse
me” before exiting the bar and disappearing into the crowd, the
polished grip of a handgun sticking out of the back of his thick,
leather belt.

       Cylea wasted no time; a
moment later, she was outside, pulling on a long, dark coat fringed
with grey and white fur as she sprinted down the street toward a
dark alleyway. Only the bouncer noticed her hasty departure,
smiling silently after her as she disappeared into the night. It
wasn’t the first time something like this had happened, and it
wasn’t likely to be the last; she had too many friends and contacts
at the club to stay away for long.

       Assuming she didn’t get
caught before she made it back again.

       But then, she was a smart
kid, always had been, and if anyone was be able to catch her, even
someone like the feds, they’d probably have slapped her behind bars
a long time ago.










Chapter 2
Flesh and Alloys


 

It was four AM when the knock came.

      
       Cylea shivered, feet planted
firmly on the dilapidated wooden deck of a low and dumpy
ranch-style house on the outskirts of what had been, at one time, a
rich Los Angeles neighborhood. Pounding on the door with one balled
fist, she held her coat tight against herself with the other and
bit her lip, stifling a frustrated noise. He had to be home, had to
be. Where else would he be at four o’clock in the
morning?

       The reinforced steel frame
and cheap aluminum screen rattled against rotten wood and ancient
lead-based paint with every blow, loose screws twisting and
shuddering in squeaking protest, almost threatening to escape their
corrupted prison and drop the frame on her in the hopes of putting
an end to her fierce knocking. It wouldn’t have been the first time
it had happened. The whole exterior was due for another
nanorestoration.

       “Smash!?” She yelled.
“Dammit! Smash!!?”

       The windows were dim, the
yellow glow of a desk lamp shaded by closed drapes in the office
the only light on in the house. It didn’t take long for her to
throw her hands up in frustrated resignation and start back down
the rickety steps, stalking toward the street and pulling her coat
in tighter against herself. She repressed another shiver; it was
going to be a long night, especially if she had to sleep on the
street.

       She was halfway across the
front lawn, a dead stretch of crabgrass spotted by mudholes and
patches of overgrown green when the windows flared, halogen light
burning through every drape covered pane and bathing the lawn in
sheets of pale radiance. The door opened a moment later, and the
gentle voice of an elderly man met her ears, tinny in quality, yet
cultured and soft, carrying with it just a hint of a posh British
accent.

       “Miss, hello? May I be of
service at this late hour?” She turned back toward the house and
ran one hand through her rain-matted hair, clear, vivid blue eyes
immediately fixing on a silvery, waving arm and the sheen across
the lenses of a pair of gold-rimmed glasses hanging disembodied in
the darkened doorway.

       “Walt!?” She asked,
frustration and relief battling one another in her tone. “Where the
heck were you? I was starting to think you und Smash had gone out
for the night or something.”

       “I am terribly sorry, miss
Cylea,” He shuffled out onto the porch, the wood groaning under his
polished metal feet. “I was doing the nightly chores, and was not
paying proper attention to my duties as Master Smash’s
doorman.”

       Cylea couldn’t help but
smile; she had always liked Walt. He was an old AK series
butlerdroid, one of the first bipedal models, originally owned by
British royalty in the previous century, and a valuable antique to
say the least, even without the expensive, period-accurate garments
that Smash kept him perpetually dressed in.

       “That’s alright.” She
trudged back across the lawn. “Is Smash in?”

       Walt nodded graciously and
politely offered his silver arm to her, leading her up the steps,
across the rickety deck, and into the house.

       “He is,” Walt began, his
voice quiet and his ancient, fibreoptic and oddly bespectacled eyes
focused ahead of them at a point somewhere at the end of the
lavishly decorated entryway. “But I’m afraid he’s in the middle of
a deep security dive at the moment, so if you’d like something to
drink, I–“

       At the end of the hallway,
past a plethora of polished, hardwood antique furniture, ancient
framed watercolors of flowers and seascapes, fine crystal, and
golden clocks of every imaginable fashion, a man, more wheelchair
than flesh, whirred into sight and huffed tiredly at them.

       “Cylea?” He asked, a
momentary smile creasing his ancient, pink and wrinkled face. “I
thought I heard your voice. Please, do come in!”

       Walt managed a quiet “Oh,”
as Cylea handed her coat off to him and walked toward the old man,
already grinning from ear to ear.

       “Smash!” She chuckled.
Smash had contacts all through the legal system and enjoyed a sort
of legal immunity for all the dirty work he had done for the North
American District government over the years. As long as she was
under his protection, no one in the system could touch her. No-one
would risk pissing off an ace hacker like Smash. Besides, he’d
reminded her on several occasions, they owed him.

       “What brings you out here
this late?” he asked, jowls jiggling as he turned his warm,
bulldog’s eyes to her. “Is some hot-shot cop harassing you
again?”

       “Nein, it’s worse than that
this time.” She stopped next to him and he shifted his bulk to face
her. His lower torso was a convoluted amalgam of flesh and plastics
perforated with all manner of hoses and expensive life support
equipment, all humming and whirring around his body, a dilapidated
organic shell of sagging pink flesh steadily rotting into its
synthetic harness. “The FBI set me up to sell a copy of Ivan
Wajahowski’s ‘Evil Empire’ to an undercover agent und I fell for
it, hook, line, and sinker.”

       Smash laughed; it was a
deep, unhealthy sound that picked up a disturbing, wheezing quality
as it echoed through his mechanical innards. “And since when did
you start selling political commentary?”

       Cylea arched an eyebrow at
him. “Since it started paying better than black-market gen-tonics
and snuff discs.”

       “Well met.” he chuckled.
“Now, what can I do for you?”

        “The usual,” she
peered around him and into his office, a space roughly ten-feet
across and choked with the black plastic towers of corporate-grade
VR hackware. There were no monitors, no lights, just thick, black
cables poking out from between everything, with two of them snaking
across the cubic expanse to a thick, polished silver omnisense
interface headset laying at the center of it all. “I need a place
to crash for a while, und I need a job.” She pursed her lips in
thought. “I hear you’ve had your fingers in some deep-security nets
lately.” Her eyes fixed on his again, eager and curious, almost
pleading. “Maybe you dug up something there that I could do for
you?”

       “Deep security?” he laughed
again, “all I’ve been doing lately is syphoning off a percentage of
the interest from a series of high-dollar bank accounts at credit
unions across the west-coast and moving it through the network to a
financial black hole in Sweden. A little boost for my retirement
fund, but hardly anything that’s worth calling deep security!”

       An amused smile stretched
halfway across Cylea’s face as he continued.

       “Walt’s just worried about
me,” he leaned around her to look at Walt with a chuckling wheeze.
“Ain’t that right, Walt?”

       “I always worry about your
well being, sir.” Came Walt’s humble reply.

       “Indeed.” Smash said
absently, his gaze drifting back to Cylea. “Well, my dear, you’re
welcome to stay in my home for as long as you like; I’m sure I’ll
have something for you to do by tomorrow morning.” He gestured
toward Walt as he continued, then turned to the butlerdroid and
smiled benignly. “Walt, would you be so kind as to lead her to the
guest room for me? I’m no good with stairs.” He smiled at his own
joke. Walt turned away silently.

       Cylea quickly nodded her
thanks and began to turn toward the stairs, but the old
wheelchair-bound hacker reached out and caught her lithe arm in one
of his thick, pink hands. “Sleep well, Cylea. You know, kids your
age never get enough rest.”

       “Ja,” she smiled again,
this time softly, then took his hands carefully in her own,
squeezing them gently. “Thank you.”

       A tired smile worked its
way across his ancient features and he nodded silently as she let
his hands drop back to his synthetic lap. Their eyes lingered in a
stare for a moment, clear blue and soft, ancient brown touching
souls in the silence, and then a whispered “goodnight, Smash”
passed her lips and she turned away again, walking back toward
Walt, eyes meeting the butlerdroid’s fiberoptic lenses in an absent
and unspoken gesture.

       “This way, Miss Cylea,” the
butlerdroid turned, gesturing to a narrow flight of beige-carpeted
stairs perched against the wall near the door. She walked past him,
silent, her mind spinning through options, untapped opportunities,
reassurances, slowing with the sudden onset of fatigue. “You’ll
find the guest room at the top of the staircase on your left, as
always.”

       “As always.” She echoed, a
wry smile playing across her lips.

       The steps creaked uneasily
under Walt’s feet as he followed her up to the second story; it
wasn’t much, just a tiny hallway of ancient, stained and polished
cedar boards a little over five-feet tall and peaked at the top
with rooms to either side.

       “The roof is rather low up
here,” he advised, clunking steadily up the staircase. They stepped
from the stairs, the butlerdroid a polite pace behind Cylea, and
ducked as the roof dropped to meet them. Cylea smiled; the familiar
cedar smell of the hunched upper floor played through her nose,
tingling her senses, bringing back memories of all the times she’d
taken refuge in Smash’s house. He was the closest thing she’d ever
had to a father– in a way, he was like an eccentric old uncle that
always seemed to be there for her when she needed him, always
seemed ready to offer up a slice of his life to help her get past
the rough spots in hers.

       “The room on your right is
the bathroom, should you need to relieve yourself during the
night.” Walt began, gesturing. “We installed the plumbing and had
it refinished in a traditional twentieth century style since your
last visit.”

       She couldn’t help but smile
at his gentle wording of things. It was a refreshing change from
life outside Smash’s house, where it was considered perfectly
normal to refer to the toilet as the pisser or the bin.

       “Wasn’t that a closet last
time I was here?” She asked, peeking into the bathroom. It looked
more like a museum piece painstakingly put together by historians
and ace nanotech engineers than something that was actually meant
to handle human waste. That was typical Smash– fully functional and
one hundred percent historically accurate reproductions of
twentieth century technology wherever it was impractical to score
fully restored originals for everyday use. The fact that it was
something he could never possibly enjoy himself, for all the
enjoyment anyone could get out of an old-style toilet, was a
testament to his dedication, his obsession, and also perhaps to
some lurking fragments of madness that came with age and affluence.
“It looks amazing, like something out of an old film.”

       “Indeed.” Walt nodded,
sounding almost excited. “I think it converted over nicely.”

       Cylea nodded silently, then
turned into the doorway of the guest room, letting another smile
steal across her face. It was exactly as she had remembered it, a
vision of a twentieth century teenage girl’s room, down to the
oversized stuffed animals that hulked in the corners and the faded
pictures of now ancient and, in most cases, long dead celebrities
stuck into the corners of a wide, antique mirror mounted to the top
of a dresser resting near the bed.

       “Is there any other way I
can be of service tonight, Miss Cylea?” Walt asked, coming to a
stop just behind her.

       “Nein, Walt, nein.” She
turned and gently kissed his cold, metal cheek. “But thank
you.”

       He bowed silently, unfazed,
watching as she walked to the bed and plopped down, already working
the laces of her thick, black leather boots loose. An instant later
she had them free, and as she tugged them off and slid into bed,
Walt stepped out into the bedroom doorway with his head bowed and
one of his shiny silver fingers poised across the light-switch.
Cylea smiled tiredly, then thanked him again, and he bowed deeply
in response, flicking the lights off an instant later.

       Light from the staircase
gave the butlerdroid stark definition as he stood halfway in the
doorway, bespectacled face hidden by darkness, his voice a tinny
echoing that seemed utterly alien, yet still stragely comforting
and familiar, like the steady droning an old and forgotten film
heard through the fog of sleep.

       “Goodnight Miss Cylea.”

       She smiled again, snuggling
into the sweet-smelling sheets, real sheets worn soft by years of
use and abuse from old, twentieth-century washer and dryer units,
not the kind made from cheap nanospun cotton like the recyclables
that everyone else used. To most, using washables was archaic, but
to Cylea, it was luxury. Everything in Smash’s life was luxury.

        “Goodnight,
Walt.”

 

 

 










Chapter 3
Rust Syndicate Negotiations


 

  “Rise and Shine, Miss Cylea!”

       Walt’s voice was like a
needle punching through the far end of an old tin can and popping
the soft bubble of sleep hidden within. “It’s ten-o’clock, and
Master Smash is waiting for you at breakfast downstairs.”

       Cylea blinked, then mumbled
something incoherent as she turned over and buried her face into
her pillow.

       The sound of Walt’s metal
feet clanking against the groaning wood of the floor echoed through
the guest room. “Miss Cylea, Master Smash has specifically
requested that you eat with him this morning.”

       Snorting into the pillow,
she lifted a single arm and sleepily gave him a dismissive wave.
“That’s great, Walt. I’m happy for you.”

       “Breakfast this morning
will be a typical twentieth-century west-coast deluxe meal,” He
continued, politely refusing to take no for an answer. “It will
consist of– ”

       “Alright!” Throwing the
covers back, she shot a tired glare at Walt, who simply stared
back, his solid, silver caricature of a smiling butler set with
bespectacled, fiberoptic eyes quickly softening her anger. “I… I’m
sorry, Walt.”

       “No need to apologize, miss
Cylea.” He said calmly as she ruffled through her short hair
sleepily, watching him with tired, skeptical eyes. “My only concern
is your well being.”

       “Ja, Ja, I know.” She
sighed, then planted her bare feet firmly on the floor and stood,
stretching with a satisfied groan. She mumbled an incoherent word
of thanks as he handed off her boots, freshly cleaned and polished,
with her coat folded and pressed beneath them, and carried them
loosely in her arms as she sleepily followed Walt out of the room
and down the stairs.

       The distorted and
static-laced sound of a television audience laughing echoed through
the house as Cylea followed Walt into the Smash’s modest dining
room, rubbing her eyes and yawning as her bare feet touched the
cool, smooth, tiled floor. While Walt shuffled around the edge of
the round, antique table and disappeared into the kitchen, she took
a seat next to Smash, his eyes fixed on a tiny, ancient television
that sat perched on a counter across the room from him. She stared
at him absently for a moment, then yawned and set her boots and
coat on the floor beside her, letting her eyes wander to the
television’s smoky screen. She had always thought that televisions
were too primitive to be worthwhile, even as a curio, but Smash
loved watching all kinds of ridiculously old programs on them,
especially game shows. As she watched, a faded, technicolor woman
jumped up and down, then screamed ecstatically in her static
prison, almost crazy with joy after having won fifteen thousand
dollars.

       Cylea huffed and rested her
chin against her palm, turning to face Smash again. “Fifteen
thousand is a nice chunk of change, but it’s not that
great.”

       “It was in those days,”
Smash took a deep, rattling, metallic breath and lifted an ancient,
bulky remote, turning off the television before setting it back
down and letting his soft, bulldog’s eyes settle on Cylea.

       A frown creased his face.
“You didn’t sleep in those clothes, did you, Cylea?”

       She grimaced and sat up.
“It’s not the first time.”

       “That’s not the point.” He
responded, the folds of his face jiggling with every word. “A young
lady should always be clean and wear only fresh clothes.”

       “Ja,” she said absently.
“I’ll pick up some clothes at my apartment or stop by a nanovender
later today.” She pulled up a fold of her yellow denim shirt and
sniffed it, then added “Besides, it’s not like I smell.”

       Smash made a noise of
disgruntled disapproval, then opened his mouth to say something,
but she cut him off. “So, did you find a job for me?”

       Smash closed his mouth with
a tired exhale. “I did.”

       “Und?” Cylea beamed,
smiling with anticipation.

       Smash lifted a single,
bushy eyebrow at her. “… and… ” He gave her a resigned gesture.

       “Well,” she leaned forward,
excitement clear in her features “what is it?”

       “It’s nothing special.”
Smash shrugged, his eyes drifting to the table.

       One of Cylea’s
perfectly-stenciled, pencil-thin eyebrows rose in interest.

       “Nothing special,” she
echoed, then silently mulled it over before adding “As in?”

       “A delivery.” Smash
immediately responded. “I just need you to trade a briefcase for a
credit chip.”

       “Oh.” She sat back in her
chair again, her eyes drifting to the dead-black screen of the
television before they darted back to meet Smash’s again. The
traces of an excited grin shot across her face. “What’s in the
briefcase?”

       “Parts.” His jowls jiggled
nervously and a fatherly smile stretched across his sagging
features; it hadn’t taken Cylea many conversations like this to
know that a response like that meant trouble. “Come now, Walt will
tell you all you need to know on the way to the meeting itself,
besides,” He added. “It’s not something you should think too much
about before you’ve had breakfast.”

       “I’ve probably thought of
worse things before breakfast before.” She grinned.

       “How ladylike.” He
chided.

       As promised, after a lavish
breakfast of fresh eggs, bacon, sausage, hash-browns and lightly
buttered toast that was cooked entirely by Walt, the butlerdroid
led her out to Smash’s garage, where a heavily polished,
glossy-black, twentieth-century luxury car sat waiting for
them.

       The first time Cylea had
ever seen it, she had stared at it for a long time, wide-eyed and
stumbling for words until Walt finally managed to get her inside.
The thing was amazing, incredible–  not only did it burn
honest-to-goodness gasoline for fuel, of all things, but it
actually had real, rubber tires and a radiator full of heavily
diluted antifreeze. The thing must have been just short of two
centuries old, and probably should have been in a museum somewhere,
but Walt kept it running in peak condition, spending his free time
giving the vehicle everything it needed and performing every form
of maintenance or tune-up that came due with a level of dexterity
and care that human hands were incapable of. But, for Cylea, the
wonder had, of course, subsided after a while; now she hardly even
glanced at it before she climbed in, allowing Walt to open the door
and close it behind her. To her, it had become nothing more than
another part of Smash’s retro-fantasy life, a facade of the
twentieth century that he used to keep the steadily shifting tides
of reality from slipping into his own little version of a world
that time had left behind long ago.

       As she settled into the
back seat, her eyes darted to a tall, streamlined steel briefcase
that took up nearly two-thirds of the rear and was close to a foot
thick. It was seamless, except where a wide, high-security
card-lock was set into the top, just under the thing’s thick black
handle and where its four wheels sprouted from the bottom. The
crevice that would betray where it opened was so well hidden and
sealed that it was almost impossible to spot.

       The car’s shocks squeaked
in protest as Walt gently lowered himself into the driver’s seat,
his head swivelling so that the lenses of his fiberoptic eyes
stared at her from the rearview mirror.

       “Miss Cylea, I am terribly
sorry, but it is a breach of the Los Angeles legal code for you to
ride in an automobile without proper restraint, not to mention a
hazard to your–“

       “Alright, I’m buckling it.”
She muttered, cutting him off.

       “Thank you, miss Cylea, I
am afraid– “ He began

       “Walt,” she cut him off
again, “just drive, okay?”

       “Yes, Miss Cylea.” Came the
polite response as the car came to life. A quick triggering of a
series of numbers across a keypad mounted in the dash brought the
garage door up with stuttering efficiency and filled the garage
with harsh yellow light as Walt carefully backed the vehicle out
onto the street and aligned it carefully with the roadway.

       Once he was on the road, he
drove with startling precision; despite his insistence about
seatbelts, he cared nothing for speed limits or traffic laws,
weaving in between other cars, sometimes with less than a few
inches on either side to spare, at speeds upwards of eighty miles
per hour without putting a scratch on Smash’s ancient
petrol-burner. His driving still made her uneasy, but she had grown
somewhat used to it after being driven crosstown by him on numerous
occasions before. The fact that he could do other things while
driving as insanely as he did was nothing short of mind
blowing.

       “Shall I put on some music,
Miss Cylea?” he asked, one hand poised over the knob of the car’s
ancient AM/FM stereo/MP3CD combo as he darted between an automated
eighteen-wheeler and a gangbanger’s SUV, burned through an alleyway
and slid sideways through a red light onto an on-ramp for 110 north
toward Pasadena. “Master Smash has found a wonderful new station
that plays only the greatest country hits from the golden era,
nineteen-sixty through twenty-twenty.”

       “Nein, that’s alright.” She
leaned forward in her seat, trying to keep her eyes off the road as
Walt blew down the highway, all over the road and hardly slowing as
he darted between cars. “What’s in the briefcase?”

       “Parts.” He answered, as
simply as Smash had.

       “Right.” Her eyes wandered
to the road and she snapped them back to Walt. “What kind of
parts?”

       “Illegal ones.” He answered
just as simply. She sighed; this was going nowhere.

       “Okaaaay.” She paused
thoughtfully for a moment before continuing. “Where are we
going?”

       “Chinatown.” came Walt’s
immediate reply.

       “Chinatown?” Cylea smiled
ruefully. “Who are we meeting, the Triads?”

       “Formally, yes, though our
contact, Ou Shi Bing, is more of a representative under contract
for the Triads.” He glanced at her in the review mirror.

       She blinked in shock for a
moment, then chewed the inside of her lip. “Isn’t that a bit… um…
predictable? I mean, if we’re going to meet with the Triads, why
not do it someplace unexpected, like Little Tokyo?”

       “Master Smash feels that
for this assignment, the least obvious place to make such a trade
would be the most obvious.”

       She mouthed a silent “oh,”
then leaned back into her seat.

       The rest of the trip was
spent in silence, Cylea curiously eyeing the briefcase and casting
absent glances out the window at the traffic whizzing by. It didn’t
take long before the car slowed and came to a squeaky halt next to
a dark alley that seemed just a little too cliche’ for her
tastes.

       “You’ll be meeting our
contact three blocks down,” Walt turned in his seat to face her,
the tortured frame of the petrol-burner squeaking with the shift.
“He will be wearing a white suit with a red tie; identify yourself
with the phrase ‘Got my shipment of narco-stims in yet?’”

       Cylea nodded and he
continued. “When he responds with ‘not yet, but they will be in on
Monday,’ you must ask him if you may see what else he has in the
warehouse instead. From there, the negotiations are yours. Smash
expects six-hundred thousand dollars for the briefcase; your
compensation will be ten percent plus whatever you make over
that.”

       “Typical deal.” Cylea
nodded.

       “Once the transaction is
complete, use the payphone next to where you meet our contact to
phone Smash, then I will pick you up here.” Walt finished. “Is
there anything I might clear up before we part ways?”

       “Ja,” Cylea leaned forward
slightly. “What was the guy’s name again?”

       “Ou Shi Bing.” Walt
replied, carefully pronouncing each word slowly and clearly. “And
do take care not to shorten or mispronounce it. He is rather touchy
about such things.”

       “Got it.” She smiled,
“Thanks for the tip.”

       As she climbed out of the
vehicle, the butlerdroid removed the briefcase and easily set it up
on its wheels; Cylea gently rested her hands on its surface as Walt
stood beside the ancient car, fiberoptic gaze moving to meet her
eyes. “Do take care, miss Cylea. Both master Smash and I would be
deeply saddened if something were to happen to you.”

       She smiled and nodded
silently, giving him a cocky, if tired, thumbs up.

       “Don’t worry about me,
Walt. I’ll be fine.” Her smile stretched into a grin. “Be careful
out there on the road.” She chided.

       “Of course.” Came the
butlerdroid’s reply.

       The car sagged and the
shocks squeaked in protest again under Walt’s weight as he climbed
back into the petrol burner. In one smooth motion, the door closed,
the engine purred to life and, with a reverberating click, the old
car darted off into traffic bullet-like, disappearing around the
end of a sleek hoverbus and leaving her alone in the mouth of the
alley.










Chapter 4
Rust Syndicate Negotiations, 2nd Movement


 

Cylea stared apprehensively down the dark alleyway.

       She clenched her fist
against the itch for the reassuring grip of a knife, and bit the
inside of her lip. Normally she’d only do these sorts of trades if
she’d had some sort of weapon on her, preferably her trusty
switchblade, and more for moral support and intimidation value than
actual self-defense, but she’d never actually felt the need to
bring anything like that with her to the club.

       Now, she almost wished she
had.

       The briefcase rolled easily
along the broken pavecrete as she walked into the alley. Wide
cracks and shattered sections of cement, asphault and pavecrete
mingled across the length of the passageway as far as she could
see, slanting at odd angles and housing puddles in every dark,
chip-seal dip that filled the gaps between ragged slabs of smooth
grey or rough black. The whole mess stood solitary, the rule rather
than the exception, and interrupted only by the perfect, dark-grey
stretch of industrial plasticore roadway that crossed it at every
block.

       “Ou Shi Bing,” she muttered
under her breath, “What a name.”

       When she reached the end of
the third block of alleyway, she spotted him instantly. He was
fit-looking, decidedly Chinese, with a short, jet-black flat top
and a pristine suit of white silk set with a red tie and gaudy
platinum cufflinks that snaked across his sleeves in a classic
dragon motif. He looked like something out of an Eastern District
holo-movie, some cheap and low-budget film with a name like “Sunset
of the Skyscraper Godfather” or “Red Dragon 666", leaning up
against a phone booth across the street from her with his eyes
hidden by a pair of stylish, wraparound mirror shades and an
old-style synth-paper newspaper in his hands. She watched him for a
moment, waited for an opening in traffic, and rolled the tall,
streamlined briefcase over to him.

       “Ou Shi Bing?” She asked,
then hauled the case up onto the curb. He looked to either side
quickly, then let his gaze fix on her for a moment before he turned
back to his newspaper, cracking it noisily.

       “Look, I’ve never really
had the patience for games or passwords, I prefer a straight-up
deal.” She rolled the case up to him and leaned on it, fixing him
with as serious a gaze as she could manage. “Und I’m a terrible
actress, so can we just skip to the end of all that?”

       He looked up from his paper
and turned his shaded gaze on her. “Excuse me?”

       “Oh, come on.” She laughed.
“Don’t make me say the thing about the narco-stims. It sounds so
fake und cheesy.”

       He cast an uneasy glance to
either side again, then leaned forward and whispered in a harsh
tone. “You are a foolish little girl. Are you trying to draw
attention to us?”

       Cylea shifted her weight to
one leg and put her hands on her hips before whispering back in
just as harsh of a tone. “Do you honestly think anyone cares? It’s
whispering that attracts the nosey ones.”

       Ou Shi Bing raised a single
dark eyebrow in response, then gently folded the newspaper. “You’d
be wise not to anger me or my employers, little girl.” he smiled a
fake, yet sickeningly sweet smile. “Discretion is, after all, the
better part of valor.”

       “Or so Confucius say,
right?” She quipped.

       “No.” He gave her a tight,
humorless smile. “But he did say that ‘the cautious seldom
err.’”

       “Hmmm.” She absently
glanced down the street, chewing the inside of her lip as she
turned back to him. “So, are you going to show me what you’ve got
in the warehouse?”

       He smiled again, a
deviously genuine smile that caused his harsh, thin lips to peel
back over his perfect ivory teeth.

       “Of course,” he pushed
himself up from the phone booth. “Follow me.”

       In the alleyway, Ou Shi
Bing stopped at a thick, rusted steel door that looked like it had
been a cheap addition to the building that had somehow survived for
a century or more. He pounded a fist against its rough surface,
shouting something in Chinese as Cylea came up behind him, her eyes
wary and her hand wrapped firmly around the handle of the
briefcase.

       A submissive-sounding
response echoed from the other side of the door, and with the
nerve-grating sound of rusty metal rubbing harshly against itself,
the pitted and scarred plate of steel that served as a wide
peephole was yanked back, revealing inky blackness and a pair of
tired-looking and equally dark eyes.

       More Chinese was traded
through the door. Ou Shi Bing pulled off his sunglasses, speaking
quickly, his tone crisp and direct– the voice on the other side of
the door was high and breaking, scratchy with an almost adolescent
sounding quality, not managing much more than brief and simple
responses to Dai’s long and elegant strings of Chinese. A moment
later, the squeaking click and whine of an ancient lock drawing
back echoed through the alley and the door came open, pushed to the
wall despite its harsh groans of protest, by a stumpy, one-armed
man with messy black hair and eyes so tired that they spoke of far
too little sleep or a severe drug addiction, if not both. He smiled
weakly at her as she followed Ou Shi Bing into the dimly-lit
building, his teeth a mangled mess of rusted steel and brown
patches of decay set with a single, polished gold tooth that seemed
slightly out of place and slightly longer than the others, almost
as if it belonged in someone else’s smile. Cylea swallowed
uneasily– knowing the kind of people who operated out of dingy
Chinatown warehouses, it probably did.

       She tried to ignore him as
he came in close behind them, pulling the noisy door closed while
Ou Shi Bing led her through what looked like an ancient hallway, a
stretch of corridor that smelled like high-carbon steel rusted by
the passing of decades of leaky winters and the natural progression
of corrosion from saltwater-rich air mixed with the soft and gentle
scent of fabric softeners and cheap liquid detergents. Tiny solid
droplets and thumb-sized piles of slag rattled underfoot, lorded
over by purple and red mounds of lint and fuzz that crouched along
the length of both walls. The distant sound of water dripping and
echoing through a cooling duct somewhere overhead reverberated
through the walls, and somewhere up ahead, a frustrated-sounding
man shouted something obscene sounding in Chinese.

       Light crept into the
hallway from the far end; Ou Shi Bing rounded a ragged corner that
was rusted to a deep, mottled orange, and led her out onto a low
catwalk skirting the edge of a massive room, the warehouse proper.
The catwalk was railed with thin posts and cables of light-duty
steel that looked more dangerous than useful, and clung to the wall
at about three feet off the ground, stretching for close to twenty
feet along one wall before it dropped to the hard cement floor
below in a series of light, steel-grate stairs.

       But it was the room itself
that held Cylea’s eye; each wall was several hundred feet long,
close to a hundred feet in height, and crammed with literally
hundreds of industrial-sized stack-able washers, dryers, and
freezers stretching almost to the ceiling, each individual unit
strapped or welded firmly into place. It looked like the surplus
yard for every Laundromat and Supermarket in all of Los Angeles,
except for the fact that these units were all far older than any
she had ever seen before, all far more worn, and all running.

       “Mein Gott,” she breathed,
taking in the sheer number of thrumming, whirring appliances housed
in the building. A shirtless, anemic-looking man on a rolling
ladder that looked like it belonged in a library at some ancient
and prestigious university skillfully pulled a wad of soggy yuan
and several silk shirts from a washer as she watched, then slid
over a few rows and threw them into an empty dryer with a
tissue-thin sheet of fabric softener pulled from the worn and
stretched back pocket of his denim pants.

       “Your electric bill must be
astronomical.”

       “It does get quite high at
times.” Ou Shi Bing smiled from the bottom of the catwalk stairs.
“But we make enough off imitation silks, counterfeit bills and
black-market organ sales to make it more than worthwhile.”

       “Ou!” She looked up as five
more Chinese men walked from somewhere behind a tall stack of
humming, throbbing appliances near the center of the room. One of
them, a hard-faced brute dressed in a suit of black silk with a
thin crop of stubble clinging to his chin, seemed to be leading the
other four men and watched her skeptically, distrust and cold anger
brewing in his eyes.

       “Is this the woman that
Smash said to expect?”

       Cylea opened her mouth to
say something, but closed it when Ou Shi Bing held up a demanding
finger, silently insisting that she keep her mouth shut.

       “She is, Dai, which means
the table should have already been set up.” His tone was even, yet
venomous, firm and clear, with promises of pain and death in every
linguistic nuance.

       Dai grimaced, his face a
stern mask set with small, beady, obsidian eyes that crouched
beneath dark, furrowed brows under a smooth and polished scalp. He
turned and shouted something thick with raw hatred at the four men
behind him and they scattered instantly, each one disappearing to a
different part of the room before he finally turned back to Ou Shi
Bing and stated: “It will be ready soon.”

       “Good!” he clapped once in
a superior and decidedly condescending manner, then smiled thinly
at Dai as if to punctuate the gesture.

       “If it’s going to be a
problem, I–“ Cylea began, but Ou Shi Bing cut her off.

       “It is not.” He stated. “It
is Dai’s job to handle this, and it will be handled. No undue soil
tarnishes my hands or yours.”

       Cylea shifted her weight to
one side and leaned on the briefcase again. “That’s an awfully
elitist attitude.”

       His only response was a
polite smile, but Dai’s eyes fixed on her, glittering with more of
his poorly suppressed rage.

       It wasn’t long before the
four other men returned, two of them shuffling quickly under the
weight of a heavy card table while the other two carried chairs,
one apiece. They were laid out in short order, a chair at each end
of the table, and before Cylea had managed to get the briefcase to
the bottom of the steps, Ou Shi Bing had taken a seat and already
begun trading quiet words of Chinese with Dai.

       “Alright,” he smiled again,
pulling gently on his sleeves as she sat in the chair opposite him.
“Let us get down to business.”

       “Ou Shi Bing,” Cylea began,
but he cut her off with a dismissive wave of his hand.

       “Please, call me Ou; you
would not want me to refer to you by your full name constantly,
would you?”

       Cylea opened her mouth to
say something, then closed it again and shook her head with a
smile.

       “Nein, I… I guess not.” So
it didn’t matter what Walt had said; he was just being an
overcautious butlerdroid again. “I’m sorry.”

       “It is nothing that
requires an apology.” He offered. “You are not the first or the
last, I’m sure, to make that mistake.” His thin lips peeled up from
his teeth in a harsh smile again.

       “So, Ou,” she glanced
absently at the streamlined briefcase. “I don’t think Smash is
going to take less than a full million for what’s in this
case.”

       “Is that so?” An amused,
half-smile crept up the side of Ou’s face, turning crooked at the
edges. “I think that he will, little girl. In fact, I am willing to
bet that he will be more than happy to take half that.”

       “Half! What– are you!?” She
sputtered in feigned disbelief; she had next to nothing to work
with. “Half would be a completely ludicrous offer, considering what
these… um, parts, are worth on the black market right now!”

       Ou raised an eyebrow in
interest and rubbed his jaw thoughtfully for a moment, then shifted
absently in his seat and held up one long finger.

       “Dai, do me a favor and
check the current rates.” He leaned forward, feral intrigue
creeping into his expression. “And check the results of our… test…
while you’re at it.”

       Dai nodded once, firmly,
dipping slightly in what was more of a shallow bow than a casual
acknowledgment, then turned and disappeared into the appliance
labyrinth. Another equally fearsome Chinese man took his place, and
Ou introduced him with a smile.

       “This is Gao.” He grinned.
“He is Dai’s most prodigal student and my favorite assassin.”

       Cylea managed a small smile
at Gao, but it was not returned. The man was tall and thick, sleek
and shaven, built like a brick wall and dressed in tight, faded
jeans and a black tanktop that left the long, glittering and
stylized dragons tattooed along his forearms fully exposed. He
looked like something grown out of the industrial gene-hulk vats in
Hong Kong; rugged and muscular, with a face that made a goat look
handsome in comparison.

       “So, tell me,” Ou began,
watching Cylea with an amused smile as her gaze flicked back to
him. “Will Smash accept six-hundred thousand for the contents of
the case?”

       “I don’t think so,” she
began carefully, then, as her resolve hardened, she added: “Nein,
I’m pretty sure Smash won’t take any less than a full million for
it.”

       “Not even eight-hundred
thousand?” Ou gave her a pitiful look.

       Cylea sucked in an unsure
breath. “Well… I really don’t think he’s even going to go for that.
It’s… ” She forced a dramatic pause and shook her head. “Nein, it’s
still kind of a low offer… ”

       Ou steepled his fingers and
thoughtfully tapped his fingertips against his lips.

       “Are you sure?” He paused,
shrugging all-too-submissively “We don’t have much more than that
to spare” he feigned a hurt look “and we really need those
parts.”

       “Ja, you see, the problem
is, I could probably sell these for more to another one of Smash’s
clients und actually make some money on the side.” She gave him her
best grin. “A girl’s got to eat, you know.”

       He nodded in thoughtful
agreement, carefully tapping his lips again before leaning back in
his chair. “Nine-hundred thousand, then.” He waggled a finger at
her. “That’s my final offer. Please don’t tell me Smash will turn
me down.” 

       Cylea shrugged, “Well, I
mean, he might go for it… ” She feigned an unpleasant look “I’ll
have to talk to him, explain it, maybe sacrifice part of my cut,
but-“

       Dai slipped out from behind
a tall row of freezers and, in one step, was at Ou’s ear. Ou held
up a finger reflexively, cutting Cylea off mid-sentence as Dai
whispered something into his ear.

       One of Ou’s eyebrows lifted
in interest and he nodded once at Dai as the man finished, then
made a single, quick gesture with his finger, calling Gao over to
his other side.

       “Actually, it looks like
there’s been a change of plans, little girl.” Ou smiled thinly,
then reached into his suit-coat, pulling out a fearsome, golden
forty-five with a stylized dragon wrapped around the barrel. Dai’s
eyes glittered and his thin patch of facial hair twitched
greedily.

       “Apparently, you are worth
quite a few dollars in spare parts on the black market. We had
heard about your black market military-grade cyber-mods, but our
security imaging system has revealed some very nice components we
hadn’t expected to find.” His smile stretched cruelly. “It is
really not at all surprising that Dai has already found several
buyers willing to bid over your cryofrozen corpse.”

       She swallowed in shock,
suddenly aching for a weapon. Any weapon. Death’s icy fingers
played along her spine, tickling the hairs on the back of her neck
into rising like the hackles of a frightened dog.

       “What about the deal?” She
asked, her throat dry. “If Smash doesn’t get paid for this
briefcase–“

       “Do not worry, little girl,
he will be paid.” Ou’s smile became harsh and toothy again. “I will
even give him a little extra as compensation for delivering you to
me.”

       “But–“ He cut her off
again.

       “No buts!” He shouted,
standing suddenly, the barrel of his pistol trained on her like the
muzzle of an unpredictable attack dog. “Stand. Now!”

       She stood slowly,
deliberately, her eyes darting from Dai to Gao, then back to Ou. If
she could run fast enough, if she could get past Ou’s gun, maybe
get it away from him, she might be able to–

       “Do not even think about
running.” Ou said levelly, then nodded toward the two men. “Gao and
Dai are armed as well.” A flutter of Dai’s suit-coat revealed
something snub-nosed and automatic hanging nonchalantly from his
shoulder by a stout strap; Gao’s casual reaching betrayed a handgun
tucked behind him in the back of his pants.

       She bit the inside of her
lip. Time for a new plan.

       “Now, we are going to walk
outside to my car.” Ou flicked his pistol to the left, and Cylea
grudgingly began to move toward the catwalk, leaving the briefcase
behind. “If you talk to anyone, try anything, anything at all, I
will shoot you.” His eyebrows rose. “That is a promise.”

       Cylea nodded nervously.
What else was there to do? She walked, hoping that by biding her
time, she might find some way to escape before they could kill
her.

       As she walked up the steps,
Ou pushed the gun into her back for incentive, forcing her to move
faster. Gao and Dai crowded her through the hall, one on each side.
Her eyes flicked nervously back and forth as the group emerged into
the alleyway; people walked past the mouth of the alley, uncaring
as the pack of Triads walked toward the road, Cylea seemingly
leading them, a column of ragged light before a wave of polished
darkness.

       Then, suddenly, the last
thing she had expected to happen, happened.

       With the screech of burning
thermoplastic and the frantic blaring of sirens, a herd of black
and white sedans slid into the mouth of the alleyway, closing it
off completely. Frenzied shouts echoed along the walls as uniformed
men with rifles and handguns poured into the narrow lane, feet
pounding against broken pavecrete and steel as the Triads stopped
mid-step, frozen.

       Someone, somewhere behind
her, uttered a noise of angry disbelief, and a single, ancient
phrase popped into her head: out of the frying pan and into the
fire.










Chapter 5
Into The Fire


 

It was completely reflexive; in retrospect, she was lucky she
hadn’t gotten shot, but it hadn’t mattered at the time. All that
had mattered was getting out of there before it was too late.

       As the police poured around
both edges of the alley and streamed toward the pack of Triads,
their hundreds of pressed, dark-blue uniforms stiff and bulky with
bullet-resistant aramid-monomer weaves and their hundreds of
fearsome rifles surging across the cracked mosaic of pavecrete and
asphalt, she panicked. One swift elbow to the ribs was all it had
taken, driving bone into Ou’s chest with enough adrenaline-enhanced
ferocity that it practically caved-in under the pressure of her
blow.

       Hands released her wrists
with the sickening crunch of bone and wet thump of soft tissue
ripping apart under the force of the impact, but the noise was
immediately drowned out by the frenzied shouting of lawmen and
violent, brutal shrieking in Chinese.

       She didn’t wait, she
sprinted, heading toward the opposite end of the alleyway, away
from the Triads and the onrushing mob of armed lawmen. Gao turned
and drew a thick, polished silver pistol with a ridiculously wide
bore as she rushed past him– he was the only one of the Triads not
preoccupied with the surging mass of armed officers that rushed at
them like a nest of angry ants, and he wasn’t about to let her
escape in the confusion.

       Gunshots echoed through the
alley; something whizzed by her, but she didn’t see it. Her vision
dimmed, reddened, hazy with fear. Somewhere behind her, all hell
had broken loose; men screamed and shouted in voices that spoke of
minds overrun with panic and rage, their mouths frothy with inhuman
brutality. Blood pounded in her ears as she ran, bursting from the
alleyway and rushing across the smooth street, her eyes fixed and
yearning, seeking the safety of the next alley.

       And then something hit
her.

       It hit her hard, hard
enough to fling her into a sideways spin that ended in a solid,
metallic crunch and a flurry of glass rattling through blurry sky.
Someone screamed.

       Her body felt numb. The
sound of worried voices drifted into her ear, broken by the hurried
slamming of car doors. She forced herself up, shards of broken
glass digging into the palms of her hands, and fought to clear her
vision, to shake loose the groggy, adrenaline-fogged shock that
pulsed through her body. Everything was hazy again, too hazy. She
blinked, and her eyes twitched unpleasantly.

       A face came into focus an
instant later, a woman with the features of a dozen famous
actresses merged into a single, pleasant blend, Vibrant blue-eyes
peered out at her from under the golden rims of a pair of
rose-tinted glasses suspended by a single, long finger, carefully
inspecting her with all the calm resolve of a frightened
animal.

       “Are you– oh my god– are
you– are you okay?” The woman panicked, fear and worry shooting
through her eyes as her gaze darted to the side of Cylea’s head.
“Oh my god–! Oh my god– you’re– you’re bleeding!”

       She turned and started
shouting frantically. “Oh my god! Somebody– somebody call a doctor–
oh my god!”

       Cylea glanced back down the
length of the alleyway. Gao and another of the triads’ number were
dead– the other three had taken refuge behind a bullet-riddled
dumpster, weapons barking across rusted metal and pitted pavecrete.
The purple splats and stains of mace-gel were everywhere, but the
officers armed with non-lethal weapons had long since pulled back
and left the gritty shooting spree to their more dangerous
bretheren, the men and women who carried real bullets, and
not the politically correct kind.

       “I have… I have… ” Cylea
tried. It seemed hard to talk. Why was it hard to talk? The woman
looked at her, anxiety filling her actresses’ eyes. “I need… ”

       Cylea’s hand went absently
to the side of her head. Warm, sticky, blood matted her hair, her
ragged palm coming away shaky and blood-stained. “I need… ”

       “You need a doctor!” The
woman covered her scarlet, pouting mouth with worried hands. “Oh–
oh, sweet baby Jesus, it’s a miracle– it’s a miracle you
survived!”

       Cylea opened her mouth to
say something, then closed it again as she turned slightly,
realizing at last just where she was, and what had happened.

       She rested among the
shattered remains of a windshield on the crunched-in hood of the
luxury hoversedan that had hit her when she had gone recklessly
sprinting across the road. It had been a beautiful car, a classy,
dusty-gold Mersaroize Gullwing, if memory served, and the expensive
LX model too, but the collision had nearly totaled it. Bits of
blood-stained windshield hung in the memory-plastic webbing that
had activated all along the vehicle’s glass surfaces, deployed with
almost every airbag in the car at the moment of impact. The woman
was right, considering the speed and weight of the Gullwing, it was
a miracle she was still alive, much less conscious– she’d utterly
destroyed a high-strength windshield in one hit with just the side
of her head.

       “I need,” she began again,
pushing herself off of the vehicle and hitting the ground on shaky,
uncertain feet, “I need a phone.”

       All around her, people
gawked and pointed. The commotion in the alley kept the crowd from
gathering at that end, but they stood regardless, two deep on
almost all sides, every one of them staring at her as if she had
just risen from the dead. Someone in the back snapped several quick
pictures.

       She turned to the woman and
blinked sluggishly. The head-wound was catching up with her,
throbbing unpleasantly, twisting her stomach into a nauseous
knot.

       “Do you… ” She winced. The
pain was finally starting to register, dull aches giving way to
sharp, shooting pains. Tendrils of agony that had taken root where
her skull had collided with the glass spread steadily through her
head, threading themselves through fractured bone and
crimson-stained scalp. She winced, reeled, forced words past bared
teeth. “You have a cellphone, ja?”

       The woman stared blankly at
her for a minute, then nodded quickly and ran to the car, quickly
pulling her designer purse out of the passenger seat and dumping it
on the hood, practically throwing the contents out of the bag like
they were infested with poisonous insects. A dozen shades of
lipstick rattled against shattered glass and glossy paint, mingling
with a handful of stolen pens and wrapped tampons before they
rolled off, leaving an assortment of odds and ends in their wake.
Her hand darted out and seized a thin black cellphone that lay
among everything from old coins and matchbooks to wetnaps and
paperclips, then immediately passed it off to Cylea, her fingers
shaking. “Here– h– here! You should– you should call the doctor, a–
an ambulance–! Something!” She leaned in close, practically
shouting in Cylea’s face. “You’re too young to die! Oh sweet baby
Jesus… ”

       Cylea ignored the woman and
began dialing; she had Smash’s number memorized.

       “Listen!” The woman tried
again. “You– you’re hurt! You’re in shock! You might have internal
bleeding! You might have a serious concussion!” She rambled on
worriedly. “You really should– You really need to call a doctor!
Please! Listen– you could die if it’s something serious and you
don’t get treatment right away!”

       “Smash?” Cylea gave the
woman an absent glance. It was hard to focus on Smash’s voice.
Everything was hazy, getting hazier by the moment… “Something went
wrong, I’m hurt… ” She trailed off.

       The woman threw up her arms
in frustration, then turned and yelled at the crowd. “Could someone
call emergency services before this woman bleeds to death on my
brand new car!? please!?” Some of them mumbled amongst themselves,
others shuffled their feet nervously. One man pulled out a
translucent-blue cellphone and hesitantly began dialing, then
paused, hesitating, and slipped it back into his pocket.

       “Walt’s on his way, stay
where you are.” Smash’s voice came through the line, worry clear in
his tone. “I’m sending a direct GPS locator feed to him as we
speak. He should be there in just a few moments. Hang on
Cylea.”

       “Danke, Smash.” She
mumbled, blinking tiredly. Something was making her groggy.
Probably her injury. It was hard to keep her focus on the
conversation. “So ist das Leben.”

       “What was that?” Came
Smash’s reply.

       “I… ” She stumbled, and
caught herself by latching onto the crumpled hood of the Gullwing
as the crowd breathed a collective, startled gasp. “I don’t… feel
so… good.” Pain shot through her body, and her head throbbed with a
sudden, frightening intensity. Red fogged her eyes, surging through
her vision like crimson surf, and a warm, salty tear crept down her
cheek. “I can’t… ”

       “Cylea, don’t overdo it,
please. Cylea, please don’t make me beg.” Worry was clear in
Smash’s voice. “Walt is almost there. Just try to stay conscious
for a few more moments.”

       “Smash… ” She looked up at
the crowd, and the phone slipped from her grasp, clattering against
the hood of the Gullwing before it slid off and hit the pavecrete.
She tried to reach for it, tried to catch it, but it was too fast,
too sudden. Her reflexes were shot, and she was getting tired, so
tired. Everything was so hazy, so foggy, everything obscured by a
misty curtain tinged with wicked scarlet that clung to her vision
and seemed to be getting steadily darker as the seconds ticked past
on a gold wristwatch propped next to her on the Gullwing’s crumpled
hood. Cylea blinked, struggled to force her eyes back open. The
noise in the alley had died to a low drone, but the warehouse still
echoed with distant-sounding gunfire, officers pouring through the
door in an endless column of uniforms and rifles. Ou, Gao, and two
others lay dead outside, stretched across the cracked asphalt and
pavecrete amid runnels of dark, sluggish blood.

       And Dai was gone.

       Her eyes drifted tiredly to
the phone, then to the woman with the rose-tinted glasses as she
crouched in front of Cylea, reaching out with one hand and gingerly
running it through blood-matted hair to feel for the injury.
Cylea’s eyes drifted steadily closer to closing with every
struggling, fatigued breath. Sleep beckoned, and she was so tired,
so very tired. She needed rest… maybe just a couple of quick winks,
that’s all. Walt could wake her up when he got there.

       She smiled at the woman one
last time, then let her eyes close and collapsed.

       In the street, someone
screamed.










Chapter 6
The Plastic Salvation


 

There was a bright light. Walt’s tinny voice tugged at the edge
of her consciousness. A cough, full of consternation, met a
garbled, incoherent rebuttal. Something drifted through the light,
a silvered hand, the words “… perhaps, but… Kubaragi-Vangelder
Matrix… advanced enough–“

       “Shhhh!” Came the harsh
sound of Smash’s voice, unusually tense. “It’s recording again, we…
” and then there was silence.

       Light fell through an open
window. Somewhere below her, Walt and Smash were talking, their
voices soft and muffled by the floor. A third voice she didn’t
recognize, a strong male voice, said something she couldn’t quite
make out, then traded goodbyes with Smash and the butlerdroid
before she heard the echoing sound of the front door closing. The
sweet smell of apples tickled her nose.

       She rolled over and
something tugged at her arm. Surprised, she turned, and halfway sat
up in bed, pushing clean, fresh blankets off without a care for
modesty, revealing the smooth, transparent tube of an IV line
plugged into her flesh.

       She grimaced and opened her
mouth to say something, but was cut off before she could manage
even the edge of a sound.

       “Good, you’re awake.” A
woman dressed entirely in long, spotless, flowing, translucent
plastics and baggy sheets of thick, white surgical paper that
seemed more like a clean suit for a dust-free environment than
anything else, stood and approached Cylea, her soft lips and gently
sloping nose serious and reserved beneath the impenetrably dark,
rectangular and cyclopean goggles she wore. “I was hoping I
wouldn’t have to wait too much longer; you’re not my only patient,
after all.”

       “Who are you?” Cylea
squinted tiredly, then pulled the sheets up enough to cover her
breasts.

       “Doctor Aoi Oshii.” She
turned away and picked up a sleek, unusual-looking nanoinjector.
“Smash called me out to fix you up after your little accident with
the hoversedan.” She turned back, arching her brows enough to put
slight wrinkles above her bulky goggles. “You’re lucky Smash cares
so much about your well-being. I’m the best, and I don’t come
cheap.”

       Cylea gave her a skeptical
look, then turned away. Aoi crossed the room to her, nanoinjector
in hand.

       “You should be up and about
relatively soon.” The doctor gently pushed aside the sheets and
pressed the sleek device hard against Cylea’s shoulder, leaving a
tingle in her deltoid muscle. “This nanotonic is the last in the
regimen. You’re body has almost fully recovered, so this dose isn’t
much more than stimulant chemfactories and detox/clean-up
nanites.”

       Cylea nodded silently as
the injector disappeared into a flap of plastic on Aoi’s clean
suit. The doctor crossed the room again. Bending down next to a
stainless steel briefcase she had propped open on the floor, Aoi
picked up a small, carbon-grey box and walked back to stand beside
Cylea.

       The box popped open with a
soft click as she pulled the IV out of Cylea’s arm and quickly
pressed a tiny, translucent derm-patch against the hole. A tiny
spot of dark red formed beneath it, and Aoi turned away again,
returning to her briefcase.

       “Well, that’s that.” She
closed the lid and sealed her briefcase, then crossed the room a
final time, pausing beside the bed. “Try not to get hit by any more
cars, alright?”

       The look Cylea gave her
could have frozen stone, but it only earned her a tight, polite
smile.

       “Miss Cylea,” Walt’s voice
sliced through the silence that hung between them with surgical
precision. When Cylea broke the stare and let her eyes flick to the
butlerdroid, Aoi slipped out of the room, whispering something to
Walt in a brief burst of Japanese before she departed, not even
waiting for a reply.

       Walt turned and tried to
face her as she slid around him and disappeared down the staircase,
but Cylea caught his attention before he could manage much more
than an “oh, uh, Doctor… ”

       “Walt.” He turned to face
her and she smiled back. “Thanks.”

       “You are most certainly
welcome, Miss Cylea, but it was Master Smash that paid for Doctor
Oshii’s medical services and the Doctor herself that performed all
the necessary treatments that your injuries required.” His body
hummed mechanically as he managed an odd approximation of a shrug.
“I am afraid all I was able to do was assist where I was asked
to.”

       “I know,” she nodded, her
eyes drifting to her arm as she gently rubbed the derm-patch. “But
it was enough. Besides, Smash hardly ever thanks you for
anything.”

       “It does not bother me.”
Walt crossed into the room, the floor groaning against his weight.
“I am only a machine, after all, and not a living person.”

       “Well, close enough,” she
laughed, her eyes meeting his again; the tonic had already begun to
work, clearing away the stubborn remnants of the pain and
grogginess that had crept into her mind and limbs. “I mean, if you
think about it, I’m a machine too, ja?”

       Walt stopped in his tracks,
utterly silent, and a confused look crawled across Cylea’s face.
“You know, biomechanical… ” She added.

       “Yes.” He answered
immediately. “Yes, in that sense, I suppose that you are a
machine.”

       “Walt,” she arched an
eyebrow “is something wrong?”

       “No,” Walt stated, then
walked the rest of the way to the bed.“I am sorry, but this line of
conversation disturbs me.”

       Cylea reached out and
gently touched one of his cold metal hands. “Why?”

       “Because I am a machine, a
servant built to cater to the needs of Master Smash, anyone else he
asks me too, and those in danger.” He made a slow, resigned
gesture. “You are human, you are a living, thinking being that,
granted, has some synthetic parts, but is still unique and not
bound by programming as I am. You are obviously superior, and your
attempts at projecting your ideals onto my feeble mind are sadly in
vain.”

       “Walt,” pity pulled at her
features, “I am not superior, I… ” She trailed off, looking away
for a moment as her resolve hardened.

       “Look, Walt, if humans are
superior, then why is there a trend toward cybernetic augmentation
with complete replacement of the organic components of the human
body with synthetic components?” She tried to meet his lifeless,
fiberoptic eyes. “If anything, you are superior, and humanity is
trying to be like you.”

       Walt stood silently for a
moment, then droned: “I am sorry, Miss Cylea, but this line of
conversation disturbs me. Would you care to initiate another line
of dialog?”

       She smiled weakly and
squeezed his unyielding metal hand.

       “Okay.” She whispered.
“What do you know about butterflies?”










Chapter 7
The Uncaring Nature of Lead


 

After a meal of pleasantly warm tomato soup that Walt was only
too happy to bring up the stairs to her, Cylea dressed and prepared
to meet with Smash.

       Her blindingly orange skirt
and sleeveless shirt of yellow denim had been replaced by an old
set of clothes, clean and fresh, that had been spirited away to the
basement laundry facilities on her last visit. She kept running
through the conversation in her mind as she tugged on a pair of
slacks, just a shade brighter than orange peel, and pulled a black,
loose-fitting tanktop marked with a rough, stylized version of the
eye of Ra over her head. He wouldn’t be too hard on her about it,
especially after everything that had happened, but it would take a
long time to earn his trust again.

       She eyed a long-sleeved
flannel shirt the same loud color of orange as the slacks that sat
neatly folded on the dresser. It wasn’t as warm as her dark,
fur-fringed coat, but it matched her pants, so she tied it around
her waist, deciding it was better to be ready, in case she had to
make a break for it, than to be cold and wishing for it later.

       She laughed silently at
herself. Smash wouldn’t chase her off, he’d never done it before,
but then, she’d never botched a job before, never lost something of
his, especially something as valuable as that briefcase. She bit
the inside of her lip and pushed back a rising lump of fear.

       “Everything will be
alright.” She whispered, but deep down, she didn’t believe it.
No-one on the wrong side of the law was predictable, no one,
because predictable people got caught.

       She was down the stairs a
few minutes later, the aging wood creaking under her thick, black
leather boots. Walt was in the kitchen, humming some ancient lounge
tune with a tinny, mechanical perfection, and the little clicks and
whirrs of machinery that were the telltale sounds of Smash immersed
in a VR dive whispered through the hallway. She rehearsed the
conversation in her head one final time, hoping she knew Smash well
enough to at least try to predict what he would say with some
reasonable degree of accuracy, but ultimately, she ended up
abandoning the prospect halfway through in place of another
whispered assurance that everything would be okay.

       She paused at the foot of
the stairs, sucking in a deep and shaky breath, fighting to calm
herself, to bolster her resolve, then turned and made her way to
the end of the hallway. What was the worst he could do? Turn her
out on the street and call the cops? Tell her to never come back?
Even those sounded extreme for Smash.

       “Smash?” She peeked around
the corner in the most innocent fashion she could manage, pumping
every ounce of demure, school girl anxiety she could muster into
her voice. It helped that she hadn’t bothered to slip on a bra– it
made her breasts look great, nipples perky under tanktop fabric. It
was all appearance and acting, she told herself. Play it like
you’re trying to win the Holo-Film Actress of the Month Award, and
the whole thing might just blow over.

       Smash’s face was strapped
into the thick VR headset, leaving him blind and vulnerable,
detached from his body, nimble mind roaring unimpeded through the
byzantine conduits of cyberspace like a flaming serpent,
unstoppable and unrelenting. He was so absorbed that he seemed
almost comatose, almost oblivious as she peeked in on him, trying
to catch his attention again. “Smash?”

       “Cylea?” He managed. It
sounded absent, like a yawn or a quiet question spoken in a
dream.

       “I’m… um, I’m not
interrupting anything, am I?” She took a careful step toward the
threshold of the door, her hand still wrapped around the frame as
she leaned in slightly, feigning a sort of wariness that was so
awkward it seemed almost genuine.

       “Just a moment.” He
twitched, and his mouth dropped open absently, a yawning cavern of
corpulent pinks and reds framed by the flaps of his jowls.

       She nodded silently, then
stretched and stopped at the edge of the door, watching him as he
carefully removed the bulky headset from his sweat-slicked
head.

       “So, Cylea,” he set the
headset on the desk and yawned, then turned to face her, a gentle
smile tracing his features. “What can I do for you this fine
morning?”

       “Uhm, actually Smash,” her
eyes dropped to her feet, the tip of her boot absently tapping the
floor for a moment before she met his gaze again. “I wanted to talk
about the briefcase.”

       “Ah, yes,” his smile faded.
“The briefcase.”

       She opened her mouth to
speak, but he turned away, cutting her off. “No need to tell me
what happened, I’ve already read the police, triadnet and local
surveillance reports, so I know all about Ou Shi Bing’s plan to
slice you up and sell you a la carte on the black market.”

       Cylea swallowed nervously
as he turned back to her.

       “But the fact remains that
you have failed me.” Smash breathed a tired sigh. “You have never
failed me before, Cylea.”

       “There’s a first time for
everything, Smash.” She laughed nervously.

       “Oh, I realize that.” He
opened a drawer on his massive desk, its contents were hidden by
his bulk. “And I do also realize that it wasn’t necessarily your
fault that Ou Shi Bing decided you were worth too much in spare
parts to let you go, or that the police decided to raid the
warehouse when they did, but,” she swallowed nervously as he
reached into the drawer. “A briefcase full of stolen nerve-tissue
and several complete livers is now in the hands of the Los Angeles
Police Department, a briefcase that can easily be traced back to
you through fingerprint, and from you, to me.”

       “If you’re worried I’ll
tell… ” She trailed off, sweating. It didn’t do much to relieve her
stress when he pulled a stack of papers out of the desk instead of
a gun. Not that he’d shoot me, she told herself. Smash
would never shoot me.

       “Oh, no, my dear, what kind
of man do you think I am?” He smiled gently, getting a nervous
laugh in response as he carefully leafed through the papers, then
replaced them in the drawer.

       “I’ve got a plan that will
not only allow me to profit from this little ordeal, but also keep
me in my blissful state of criminal immunity.”

       Cylea was genuinely
curious, but still frightened. She smiled uneasily, managing an
interested look that faded away almost as quickly as it came.

       “You see, just now, I was
doing some digging in the global corporate judicial database and
happened to find something incredibly interesting.”

       “What–” she blinked, her
fear dissipating. “What was it?”

       “A bounty, of all things!”
He proclaimed with a hearty mechanical laugh. “A bounty for sixty
million American Dollars!”

       Cylea chuckled, suddenly
nervous again, though her curiosity got the better of her.

       “Damn! Sixty mil? On who?”
She forced an excited smile.

       The look Smash gave her
made her stomach knot in terror. She opened her mouth, but no sound
would come. She took a step backward, shaking her head in shock,
but in an instant, Smash had the fearsome barrel of a custom
handgun pointed directly at her, something large and likely highly
illegal.

       “I don’t know what you did
or whose knickers you got in a knot, Cylea, but there’s no way in
hell I am going to let you get out of this room alive.” Smash
growled, his jowls jiggling anxiously.

       “You wouldn’t… ” She
trailed off, grasping for words. “But you… but we’ve been friends
since–“

       “No friendship is worth
sixty million dollars, Cylea.” He scoffed. “Besides, what kind of a
friend descends upon you in the middle of the night and leeches
whatever she can from you every time she has a brush with the
law?”

       “I–“ She made an
exasperated gesture of resignation. “You said I was the closest
thing you ever had to a granddaughter… ah, or, uh, a niece! 
Y-you said I was welcome here, I thought–“

       “Did I?” She nodded
timidly, and his bulldog’s eyes narrowed, more like the greedy eyes
of an angry pig than those of a faithful dog. “Then I was a fool.
You’ve never been more to me than entertainment, another contact,
something pretty to look at, or laugh at. We both know that in
reality, you’re nothing more than a filthy charlatan harlot!”

       Her mouth dropped in utter
shock. Never in her life had she seen Smash angry before, and his
words stung like white-hot needles, driving into her heart as he
glared at her. She couldn’t hold back the pain, and hot tears ran
in thick trails down her cheeks.

       “Smash… ” She whispered.
“Smash… ”

       “Give the devil my regards,
will you?” He cocked the handgun. “It’s too bad I wasted all that
money on getting you fixed up, though it’s a drop in the bucket
compared to what I’ll be taking in.”

       As he pulled the trigger,
she lunged frantically at him, an incoherent shriek full of anger
and pain ripping from her throat. She felt the round hit her, felt
the sharp lance of pain that ripped molten across flesh, the sound
of the weapon echoing in her ears. Smash panicked as she reached
for him, her nails curled like claws and intent on his fleshy face.
He fired, twice, blasting holes in his precious VR towers with
hastily aimed shots, but the hulks of plastic and alloy netware
that lorded over his desk didn’t do much to stop the rounds– they
just kept going, tearing their way through the wood, drywall and
stucco of the house before finally ripping free and boring
ruthlessly into the sky above the roof of a nearby house.

       “You… You Bastard!” She
pummeled him as hot, salty tears poured from her red-fogged eyes.
Adrenaline slammed through her veins, numbness spreading through
every muscle, nerve, and tendon in her body. A horrible gurgle
echoed through Smash’s metallic innards as his fragile skull caved
in under the force of her fists, but nothing registered– her
strength seemed inhuman, something far beyond the capability of any
of the civilian-grade nanoboosting or synthetic muscle grafts she’d
had installed years ago, but it didn’t matter, every punch was
executed somewhere outside of thought, somewhere beyond the
boundaries of reason, beyond the walls of reality. All that
mattered was the action itself, the need, driven home by pain,
hatred, and wicked, surging feelings of betrayal. How could he? How
could he?

       In her hurt and anguish,
she pushed Smash’s ruined, convulsive form over onto its side and
started taking out her aggression on the VR towers, shattering them
with punches that shouldn’t have been able to do much more than
dent the aluminum frames. She screamed in fury, hurling one of them
across the room and into the hallway, where it collided with a
gold-framed clock with startling precision, both pieces exploding
in a flurry of metal and plastic.

       And in that instant, in
that pause between wanton acts of destruction, something
clicked.

       She stopped. Her eyes
drifted down to her hands, knuckles bloody and raw. A jagged chunk
of plastic had wedged itself between her index and middle finger,
slicing open her other fingers as she yanked it out of her flesh.
Her face was wet from crying, her tanktop soggy where blood had
soaked into the black fabric. Hatred boiled inside of her– she
hated Smash, actually hated him, but she hated herself more for
what she had done to him, for what she kept telling herself she had
every right to have done to him. Part of her wished she had let him
shoot her, had simply given in, knowing that while Smash had
willfully betrayed her, she had stayed true to their friendship, if
it had even existed, but it was too late for that now. Now, Smash
was dead, his equipment was destroyed, and if she escaped the house
before someone showed up to collect her, she’d still have the
bounty to deal with. None of it made any sense; she didn’t have any
enemies, she had always tried to stay in the shadows, away from
jobs that would attract too much attention from the wrong people,
especially the cops or the feds, but now there was a bounty on her,
a bounty so large that nearly every soldier of fortune on earth
would be after her before the day was over, a bounty high enough
that men and women who hunted high priority targets like herself
for a living would even give up on whatever prey they were chasing
just to go after her, if they didn’t think it was some kind of
joke.

       She squeezed her eyes shut
and gasped against the pain, shuddering as she wept. Hot tears
collected on her chin and formed little droplets on the tip of her
nose, hanging in salty tension before dropping off and falling to
the carpet.

       And then a single thought
broke through the haze, searing itself into her brain with
frightening intensity.

       Move!

       Her eyes shot open; her
heart quickened, adrenaline-rich blood throbbing in her veins. She
had to stay alive. Run! Her mind cried, and she forced
herself into a stumbling trot. The hallway seemed bigger, longer
than before. She picked up speed and hit the door at a full on run,
smashing it from its hinges and collapsing against it as it dropped
to the deck below with an echoing thump.

       Instantly, almost
reflexively, she was on her feet again, turning and sprinting down
the steps. Her feet touched the dying crabgrass of Smash’s front
lawn and she slid to a stop instantly, nearly losing her
balance.

       Her heart froze, her eyes
widening with shock. Her mouth drifted open slightly, but no words
would come, her lips left to work on silent and expectant
half-syllables. A deep feeling of betrayal boiled up from somewhere
within her, stronger than it had been with Smash, so strong that
her legs seemed to turn to jelly and hate echoed through every
fiber of her being, screaming with disbelief as it filled her with
fear held barely in check by surging waves of confusion and rage.
It wasn’t fair… not by a long shot.

       Walt stood alone on the
lawn, his fingers alive with a flurry of whirling razor blades.










Chapter 8
Innocence


 

Cylea swallowed against the rising fear that threatened to spill
over and crush her resolve, her need to escape, and cursed herself
silently for not pulling the gun from Smash’s cold dead fingers
when she’d had the chance.

       I’m going to die.
The thought came unbidden to her mind, and she sniffed against the
tears of rage and panic that slid unchecked across her cheeks.

       Walt stayed rooted to his
spot on the grass, halfway bent into a defensive stance. His
spectacles were missing and his normally perfect clothing was
tattered in several places and dirty, like he’d fallen in a hole
and clumsily climbed back out. Shining razors flicked from his
fingers at incredible speed, a key indicator that his higher
operating functions had been completely overridden by his built-in
defense mode. The on-switch was a one-way passage, keyed to Smash’s
vitals, with no built in way to turn it off. Not that Smash had
cared– he had always found the thought amusing that, when he died,
Walt would switch over to defense mode and kill anyone who tried to
come near the house.

       Cylea took a careful step
back from him, and his lifeless, fiberoptic gaze followed her.
Behind him, Smash’s old petrol-burner was running with the keys in
the ignition, the back door hanging open enough to reveal the
plastic-covered seats that had been waiting and ready to carry her
corpse to wherever Smash had decided to deliver her and retrieve
his bounty. Her eyes stayed fixed on the car and she licked her
lips. If she could get past Walt, she might be able to escape.
Where she would go was a different matter, something she’d have to
decide after she’d put a few miles between herself and Walt.

       Her eyes flicked back to
the butlerdroid. His designers hadn’t given any thought to his
effectiveness in combat, so his weaknesses were many and glaring.
His legs were awkward, stumpy, and carried a minimum amount of flex
in their ancient joints– his entire body consisted of little more
than a polished aluminum casing over a thin skeleton of steel that
supported and reinforced everything that made him tick. A couple of
good blows, and he’d be down, but then, even knocking him over
would probably do the trick– by the time he managed to stand again,
she’d be long gone with Smash’s car.

       The only problem was
getting close enough to him, getting through those ten whirling
razors, and hitting him hard enough to throw him off balance
without being sliced into sandwich meat in the process.

       Walt took a step toward
her, a threatening shift of aluminum and steel that forced her
heart into her throat. It was just one step, but it put her that
much closer to the blades, that much closer to death.

       She forced herself to take
her eyes off him for a moment. She needed a weapon, something to
give her an edge. Her eyes cast about, searching, darting,
struggling to find anything that might be useful against him.

       She took a step backward,
and Walt matched it by closing the new distance between them. She
bit her lip. There was nothing, no debris or sticks or junk of any
kind. Nothing. Nothing that she could use to level the playing
field.

       He took another step
forward, and sweat broke out across her skin, infusing the air with
the scent of jasmine and fear. He was less than ten feet from her,
blades glinting in the harsh sun, his aluminum mask, his caricature
of a smiling butler almost leering at her, almost promising her an
agonizing death that wouldn’t leave much for the bounty hunters to
fight over, if what was left was even recognizable at all.

       She clenched her fists, her
throbbing, bloody knuckles protesting the movement. She gritted her
teeth, and tried to keep from wincing. She was in no condition to
fight, especially not after being shot. The wound didn’t feel like
much more than a graze, but she hadn’t checked, and it had bled
enough that the bottom of her tanktop had turned stiff and sticky,
clinging to the wound like some kind of unwilling bandage while the
top of her orange peel slacks had been stained a significantly
redder shade of citrus.

       She stepped to the left,
and he followed her, moving closer in the process. He was almost
close enough to touch now, close enough to slice open any hand that
might reach for him. She held her arms near her sides, fists
clenched and bleeding, but ready to defend herself, or at least try
to, if he decided to rush her.

       She stepped to the right,
and he matched it again, closing enough space between them this
time to put him close enough to strike at her without having to be
reached for. Her body shook with fear and, as he advanced again,
one metal foot rising from the ground, pushing the whirling razors
closer and closer, a strange calm fell over her. The blades spun
and arched, reaching for her, but the calm was like a wall,
pacifying and numbing every fiber of her being as the razors filled
her vision.

       A tiny pinprick of anger
punctured the wall of calm and blossomed instantly, shattering the
numbness with the entire force of her resolve, of the raw need to
survive. Her pupils dilated sharply as her eyes widened, lips
curling back in a feral snarl as the blades slipped within a
half-inch of her face. In an instant, she seized his wrist and
slipped nimbly to the side, narrowly avoiding the five other blades
that came at her seemingly out of no-where. Reflexively, she hit
him, her punch smashing directly into the caricature with enough
force that it sent him reeling backwards, but still she held his
wrist, unwilling to let him go. Her vision reddened, wordless anger
and hatred fueling her primal fury. Walt’s aluminum wrist crumpled
in her grip as she pulled him toward her again, yanking him around
like a rag doll– in the next instant, she whirled and planted her
boot firmly in the center of his chest, caving in the aluminum
casing and sending him sprawling backwards, his tortured arm
ripping free with a spurt of dark fluid and a shower of sparks.

       She hurled the twitching
aluminum limb away and came at him again as he hit the ground,
slamming her foot onto the narrow, spindly wrist of his remaining
arm hard enough to crush the actuators and freeze the whirling
dance of his remaining razors. Hatred mixed with a strange sense of
glee that seemed to rise out of no-where danced in her eyes; there
was a sense of power, of perfection, of something beyond what
humans were capable of, and it thrilled her. Her boot rose over
Walt’s dented caricature, ready to crush his neural matrix and
effectively kill him in a single, merciless strike. Her
painfully-pink lips drew back in a sinister grin. It was proof,
proof that she was something more than human, something superior,
something incredible. The threshold of perfection was so close she
could all but taste it.

       “Mommy, what is that lady
doing?” A little boy’s innocent voice echoed across the street,
shattering her rage instantly.

       Tears rimmed her eyes as
she came back from the wicked, killing high, tears that threatened
to break free at any moment and gush in filmy streamers down her
cheeks. Beneath the thick sole of her boot, Walt twitched
spasmodically, the titanium casing for his neural matrix poking
through a deep, ragged dent in his caricature where she had hit
him.

       Slowly, she drew her foot
back. It didn’t make any sense. She had always hated killing, had
left it for others to do, if it had to be done at all, yet she had
killed Smash, and very nearly Walt too. She’d killed, and it had
felt right, it had felt just– she’d almost enjoyed it. Enjoyed
it! Something was wrong, something was very wrong.
Her mind ran in panicked circles. What the hell is
happening?

       She turned slightly, and
tears spilled from her eyes. The little boy and his mother stopped
and sat on a bench across the street, watching her. The little boy
whispered something in his mother’s ear.

       “Are you having trouble
with your butlerdroid?” The woman asked, a trace of concern in her
voice.

       There was a long silence,
then finally, Cylea managed a quiet “Ja… Ja, trouble.”

       “You know, there’s a nice
bot repair shop up at the end of the street, about four or five
blocks from here.” The woman offered. “I know the owner, he’s a
nice guy. I’m sure they can fix whatever’s wrong with your
butler.”

       “Ja… ” Cylea nodded
absently. A few light drops of rain touched her bare shoulders as
she turned back to Walt and studied his face in resigned silence. A
moment later, she looked up, and her clear blue eyes drifted across
the dull grey clouds that slipped overhead in a dark and cottony
quilt. Her gaze slipped slowly back to Smash’s petrol-burner,
idling roughly, then to Walt, still twitching beneath her.

       Ignoring the pain in her
side, she scooped up the butlerdroid and cast one last, forlorn
glace at Smash’s house before she gently slid Walt into the
backseat and wrapped him in a shroud of plastic.

       The woman and the little
boy waved as she left, smiling even as the rain began to fall,
drumming its steady beat on the roof of Smash’s car.










Chapter 9
Silent Urban Requiem


 

Cylea drove northeast.

       It was the same direction
that the woman had said the bot shop was in, but getting Walt fixed
was the last thing on her mind– it was a direction, a phantom arrow
to follow, an arbitrary compass heading, an excuse to drive without
stopping. The rain fell heavy across the streets and buildings
around her, drumming its steady beat on the roof of the car. The
quiet hum of the wipers running at full power, flying back and
forth across the windshield, mingled with the harsh electrical and
squeaking actuator sounds of Walt twitching spasmodically beneath a
sheet of plastic in the back seat. The glovebox hung open like a
shock-numbed mouth, a dark automatic pistol resting on a yellowed
roadmap inside.

       When the road came to an
end, she sat at the stop sign, thinking, running over what had
happened, what her options were. It seemed like there was no one
she could trust– Smash had always been the one she had run to in
the past, but now there were very few people left, if any, that
were more trustworthy, people that would give her a safe place to
stay without succumbing to greed or pressure. The bounty on her
head made everyone she knew seem like another shadow, all edge
criminals like herself just waiting for an easy mark like her to
come their way. For most of the people on the street, friendship
seemed to be a novelty. They formed temporary alliances, but
ultimately never looked out for anyone but themselves.

       A glossy red Japanese
sports hovercar, slick from the rain and lit from beneath by
sky-blue neon tubes tucked into the underside, pulled up behind her
and honked, startling her. Her eyes drifted to the rearview mirror,
but were met only by water rolling off a dark, reflective
windshield. Not that it mattered– she didn’t feel like moving just
yet, so the guy behind her could honk all he wanted, it wouldn’t
change anything.

       It didn’t take long for the
driver of the sports hovercar to rev his engine noisily and cut
around her, suspensors stirring up rain in its wake. A stringy
teenager wearing a black beanie emblazoned with the white bottle
logo of some vodka company and an assortment of gold chains and
rings leaned out of the window and yelled something harsh at her,
making rude gestures that she ignored until he finally gave up and
popped back inside. The hovercar darted fluidly across the street
and into traffic in the next instant, throwing up a blast of water
behind it that splashed across the old petrol-burner like a
parting, liquid insult.

       She looked absently out at
the road, at the rusted sign on the corner, bent and crumpled
enough that only the words “M Wood blvd” were visible. Cars hurtled
past, none of them old enough to be petrol-burners, most of them
wheelless, running on suspensors. Only a few roared down the street
on thick, dull-grey rounds of thermoplastic, and most of those were
patrol cars.

       And again she felt
abandoned, betrayed– she was alone, different, with no where to
go.

       When a second car pulled up
behind her, she sighed and shifted the ancient car’s transmission
out of park at the steering column, then turned reluctantly onto
the boulevard, headed northwest.

       The first block roared
past– Valencia. The club was on Valencia, at the other end, past
Smash’s house. Her eyes drifted to the petrol-burner’s internal
clock; eleven thirty-nine. The club wouldn’t be open for hours, not
that she would be safe there– it was a well known hang-out for
junkies and criminals, and most of them knew her. If she showed up
and tried to blend in with the dancing, she’d probably end up being
ambushed and killed, dragged off into the damp night toward
whatever fate awaited her. Visions of dark alleys and pale wash
from street lights glinting harshly off the raised and ragged
blades of chipped butcher knives whispered through her mind. There
were worse ways to go, but being dissected by dull cleavers in a
dark alley and smuggled off in parts to the highest bidder was
something she planned to avoid at all costs.

       Another street roared past,
South Union.

       But then again, that was
extreme. Jack was at the club, he practically lived there, and he’d
be there even if the club was closed. She chewed the inside of her
lip. He was the only person she had always felt that she could
trust more than Smash; he was like an older brother, always there,
always able to help her out of whatever scrapes she got herself
into. He was the one who had introduced her to Smash– they were old
business partners back before Jack had gotten involved with the
club, and he had always thought highly of the old man.

       Another rusty sign and
another stretch of road: Beacon Avenue.

       If anyone could help her,
it would be Jack, she decided. He knew people, he knew if they were
trustworthy, and knew how much money had to be laid on the table
before they would crack.

       Her eyes darted to the next
street up. A red light glared through the steady rain as she pulled
into the leftmost of the two lanes, coming up behind a sleek white
hovercar. The light changed, but the hovercar stayed still,
waiting, idling as faded white steam rose from its exhaust
pipe.

       Cylea’s brows knitted in
curiosity and mild irritation. Something moved inside the vehicle,
but it stayed parked, poised on the edge of the crosswalk like a
cat that might suddenly spring into action. Her hand lifted,
hovering over the horn. For a moment, she considered simply going
around the hovercar, but as her hand came down on the center of the
steering wheel, the old petrol-burner’s horn blaring, a sharp crack
mingled with the noise of the horn, a sharp crack that she
recognized immediately, her skin prickling. Gunshot!

       The back window of the
hovercar exploded in a flurry of glass shards at the same moment
her windshield shattered and spilled across the heavily waxed hood,
ancient, musty-smelling stuffing erupting out of the seat just a
few inches from her face. Rain came pouring into the cab instantly;
her ears rang, water and yellowed stuffing filled her vision. She
slammed on the accelerator reflexively, tires squealing as she
yanked the steering wheel hard to the left and fishtailed
immediately, smashing the back end of the hovercar before roaring
off down the street. Wind howled in her ears, buffeting her and
driving the rain into her eyes. A car horn blared at her as she
held her arm in front of her face to shield herself, icy needles
pricking her skin relentlessly.

       Fighting to see, she yanked
the wheel hard to the side and forced the car back over onto her
side of the road. Glass rattled loudly across the hood, spilling
into the street.

       Her heart pounded in her
chest. She blew straight through a red light, sending two other
cars spinning out of control as they tried to dodge her and ended
up careening into each other. Droplets of rain water ran down her
face as she looked into the rearview mirror. There was no sign of
the white car. Her breathing slowed, she swallowed nervously.

       “No way,” she breathed. “No
freaking way. Not this soon. Nein.”

       In the back seat, Walt
squeaked and managed a shivering metallic sigh.

 










Chapter 10
Liquid Ambience


 

Cylea was soaked and shivering by the time she pulled around
into the back lot of the club.

       The petrol-burner’s
interior was soggy with rain, the seat swelling up like an infected
wound where the bullet had blown open the cushions. In the back
seat, Walt shuddered mechanically.

       She ran a hand through her
rain-matted hair, rivulets of water slipping across her fingers and
down her neck into her already drenched tanktop. A cold shiver shot
through her, and her long-sleeved flannel came to mind, but she
dismissed it just as quickly. It was too wet to do much good.

       She turned halfway in her
seat, eyes drifting over the sheet of industrial plastic draped
across Walt’s battered aluminum form. Tiny beads of rainwater and
equally small chunks of soggy stuffing trembled across the
translucent sheet as Walt twitched uncomfortably beneath it,
groaning with a tinny approximation of pain and frustration.

       “How are you hanging in
there, Walt?” She asked, but he didn’t respond. What was left of
his aluminum-encased form went rigid, drawing itself tight like a
bowstring as he managed an ominous-sounding growl.

       Cylea watched him for a
long moment, uncoiled and taut on the seat, then turned back to the
windshield, or rather, what was left of it. Sharp, angular chunks
of glass jutted from the frame across the entire length, ragged,
translucent teeth hanging from the thin, rubber gums of a gaping
maw left open in the wake of destruction. It was almost symbolic,
she decided; the hungry jaws of death were closing in on her, close
enough to touch.

       Hesitating only slightly,
she reached for one of the wicked glass spikes. The razor-edged tip
felt cold against her finger, slicing open the soft flesh as she
drew back. It hurt, but she was too numb to care much, and stuck
the finger absently into her mouth. A tiny trickle of blood slipped
across the ragged glass tooth, mingling with the rainwater until no
trace remained, no trace except the injury itself, weeping silently
across her tongue.

       It was all happening too
fast, she decided. Somehow, at least one band of mercenaries or
thugs was onto her already, knew where she was, and had been able
to coordinate an attack that had nearly killed her. The money was a
hell of a motivator, but it still seemed too soon. Her eyes drifted
absently to the horn; she was lucky to be alive, and it seemed the
only thing she had to thank were the rain and the car’s horn.
Without the distractions, she probably would have ended up a
headless corpse in a freezer, headed down some lonely highway to a
desolate drop-off point, an organic check just waiting to be
cashed. She swallowed uneasily. There was still a chance that she
might end up that way anyway.

       She sighed and cast another
quick glance at Walt, then yanked the key out of the ignition and
slipped it into a wet pocket. A streetlight buzzed to life against
the heavy clouds as she shut the door and turned toward the gold,
spray painted stucco wall of the back of the club, gray featureless
cement showing wherever the cheap coating had flaked off.

       The huge neon white eye of
the Egyptian god Ra loomed out of the haze of the downpour as she
scampered through the rain, making her way around the side of the
club to the front. Set at a peak between two thick, rectangular and
gently-sloping pillars of the same spray-painted stucco, the eye
hung suspended above the huge, red entrance, an exact match for the
one that marked the front of her rain-soaked tanktop. Shivering
again, she pressed in close against the door, getting as much
shelter from the rain as she could manage, and knocked.

       “The club’s closed.” Came
the familiar, Australian-accented voice from within.

       “Jack!” She shouted back.
“It’s me, Cylea!”

       “The Cylea?” His
voice was closer this time.

       “It’s raining out here,
Jack.” She sniffed as a drop of water rolled off the end of her
nose. “Can you cut the crap and let me in?”

       The door cracked an inch,
just enough for one dull grey eye and a stretch of toothy, ivory
grin to show beneath Jack’s favorite brown outback-style hat.

       “That’s an old shirt.” His
smile widened. “You look cold.”

       “I am.” She stated, folding
her arms across her chest self-consciously. Irritation was already
creeping into her voice, competing with an edge of desperation that
bordered on pitiful. “Look, today’s been like the worst day of my
life–”

       The doors swung open
instantly, and Jack’s smile collapsed into look of concern that
came just as suddenly.

       “Say no more, love.” He
all-but whispered. One of his thick arms encircled her shoulders
and he pulled her gently against his chest. “It’s the bloody Feds
again, ain’t it? Twits’ got billy cans a mile wide up their
arses.”

       “Nein,” she couldn’t help
it; tears broke from her eyes again, sliding down her cheeks and
across the synthetic crocodile skin of Jack’s vest.

       “It… ” She choked on the
words and sucked in a harsh breath. “I… Smash, He… ”

       “Smash?” Curiosity was
clear on Jack’s face as he looked down at her. “That old dag on the
wheelie thunderbox ‘used to come in here and sell hacksofts to
kids?”

       She nodded quickly, but
couldn’t find the words to finish.

       “Look, Cylea, if he’s hurt
you… ” She shook her head, but it was already too late. Jack
spotted the bloodstained top of her slacks and lightly pushed aside
the base of her tanktop, revealing the ragged, pale gash in her
side. “Jesus flamin’ Christ! Did he do this to you?”

       “I… ” She looked away as he
gently lifted one of her hands, his worried eyes drifting over her
raw, blood-stained knuckles.

       “Well I’ll be– ” He shook
his head, meeting her eyes again. “You look a dog’s breakfast,
love.” He let her hand go, then pulled her close to him again as he
led her into the club. There was more concern, more pain in his
eyes than she had ever seen there before. “You know where the
shower is, yeah? I’ll have Sheila get you something dry to wear
from the lost and found, get you some bandages and the like. You
can tell me all about it over some scotch once you’re feeling a
mite better. I’m sure whatever it is, it’ll all blow over before
long; you watch, it’ll all be apples tomorrow.”

       She tried a smile, at least
to humor him, but managed only a thin, sad imitation of one.










Chapter 11
Ethanol Strain


 

After a shower and a chance to bandage her wounds, Cylea slipped
into a pair of loose-fitting, faded blue jeans and an old, cheap
white t-shirt; both had come out of the lost and found, but they
were something clean and dry to wear while her rain-soaked clothes
ran a cycle or two in the commercial-grade dryer beneath the club.
Still dazed and numb, but able to keep her emotions in check enough
not to cry, she ended up at the bar, telling Jack and Sheila
everything that had happened between that last night at the club
and her return, while Jack kept her whiskey glass full and the
Ja-Serve droid listened intently from a neighboring barstool.

       The tale hadn’t shocked
Jack much; anger and concern fought beneath his dull gray eyes as
he polished glasses behind the bar, one by one, sometimes grinding
the rag into the bottom of the glasses so hard that Cylea was
surprised they didn’t shatter. For the most part, however, he
managed to maintain his calm, cool exterior, nodding
ever-so-slightly while she talked.

       A radio tucked behind the
bar played quietly, tuned to a Neoclassic Elecrorock station that
Jack listened to whenever the club was closed, and not filled with
the blazing synth and throbbing beats of modern bands.

       “So then I ended up here,
with him,” she gestured loosely toward Walt, who lay on the floor
nearby, still covered by the same sheet of industrial grade plastic
he had been under in the backseat of Smash’s old petrol-burner.
Sheila had been kind enough to bring him inside, though she had
made a few choice remarks about “older models” that hadn’t been
very nice. “‘course, I got shot at on the way here, something large
bore, blew out the whole windshield.”

       “This city’s full of
animals.” Jack muttered disgustedly. “Can’t trust no one.”

       Cylea held up her glass in
silent acknowledgment; it was half full of whiskey, but she tipped
her head back anyway and drained the whole thing in a single
swig.

       Jack set down the glass he
was polishing with an audible thunk. “Now, now, come on then,
there’s no need to skull it! This scotch is too fine for that kind
of cods wallop.”

       “Give me another, it’s been
a hard day.” She wiped her upper lip brusquely with the back of her
hand and reached for the bottle, but Jack easily took it away
before she could grab it.

       “I think you’ve had enough,
Cylea.” The bottle disappeared behind the counter.

       “I’ve only had three,
Jack.” She smiled shakily. “It’s not like I’m drunk.”

       “Uh huh.” He grinned.
“Well, you’re close enough, then, considerin’.”

       “Look, Jack,” she pointed
one gauze-wrapped finger at him. “If I’m gonna die, I might as well
get really really drunk first.”

       “Oh, don’t say that!” piped
Sheila, artificial concern showing in her glossy plastic
approximations of deep brown eyes. She looked vaguely Japanese, a
silvery, plastic approximation of a slight, Oriental maid just
different enough to keep people from becoming uncomfortable with
the design. Her factory name had originally been Yumiko, but it
hadn’t taken Jack long to have that changed to something he felt
more comfortable with. “You can’t die miss Cylea! Oh… ! the club
just wouldn’t be the same without you!”

       She arched an eyebrow at
the droid, who met her stare for only a short moment, then looked
away, nervously smoothing the fringe of her french-maid outfit with
polished aluminum fingers.

       “She’s right, y’know.” Jack
offered, polishing another glass. “No more talk about dying,
alright?”

       “Ja, Ja, whatever.” Her
eyes drifted to the table. “But, y’know–“

       “When was the last time you
had something to eat?” Jack cut her off, smiling when she looked
back at him.

       “Uh… a… an hour or two…
ago… I think.” She glanced at Walt. “I ate some soup at Smash’s
house.” She met his dull gray gaze again. “I’m not really
hungry.”

       “How about sleep?” he set
the glass down and put his elbows on the bar, hands on the sides of
his face. “The aquatic room has got a few soft beds, good view,
relaxing tunes. Sheila made the place downright sparkling just this
morning.”

       “I’m not really… ” she
trailed off as he touched her face, just below her left eye, and
gently pushed the skin with the tip of his finger.

       “You’ve got dark circles
under your eyes, love.” He said absently, drawing his finger back
with just the trace of a smile forming across his lips. “Pretty
eyes.”

       She smiled, and he
continued. “Tell you what, you go on down to the aquatic room, get
some rest; I’ll call up a mate o’ mine, real gun programmer, and
have him come take a look at your Walt droid. In the meantime, I’ll
see what I can do about getting Vinnie to cook up something worth
eating for a bloody change.”

       “I can’t stay here.”
Despair tugged at her features. “If I’m here when the club
opens–“

       “Oh, don’t worry about
that, love.” He laughed. “We’ll figure something out before that
happens. I’m not working tonight, so we’ll have plenty of time to
pay a few of my mates a visit later, find you a nice place to stay
for a bit, eh?”

       Her brows furrowed in
curiosity. “Why aren’t you working tonight? I mean, you practically
live here.”

       “Ah, it’s the heavies,” he
shrugged, picking up a glass and the rag again. “You know how
Vinnie feels about letting staff with anything less than maximum
liver nanofilters work on heavy-nights. Nano-drugs in the air‘d
kill a normal man, and he don’t want any of his staff even slightly
noxxed.”

       “Damn shame.” She put one
elbow on the bar and rested her chin in her palm. “I thought you
were going in for that operation last weekend.”

       “I was, but Vinnie pulled
the funding at the last minute.” He sighed. “Says his kid needs
more cash for school and such. ‘Wait until next month,’ he tells
me. Not like I could do anything; I haven’t got a brass razoo to
spend on that sort of thing.”

       She nodded understandingly,
and he added: “So, how’s bed sound?”

       She couldn’t help but
grin.

       “Okay, you win.” She said,
then set her empty glass down in front of him. “One for the
road?”

       “Abso-bloody-lutely.” He
grinned back, pulling the bottle of whiskey back out from behind
the bar. “Can’t expect someone to hit the hay without a proper
nightcap, yeah?










Chapter 12
Sanctuary


 

Cylea hadn’t truly intended to fall asleep, but the whiskey had
knocked her flat, and when the waking world reclaimed her several
hours later, she ended up spending a fair amount of time lounging
against the smooth, concrete walls of the aquatic room with a
pillow propped behind her head, nursing a headache she attributed
more to the stress of the last several days than to the whiskey she
had guzzled.

       She stared absently into
the watery depths beyond the giant window set into the far wall of
the little cube-shaped enclosure. It was the feature that gave the
room its name, a large aquarium filled with all manner of tropical
fish that swam idly by as soft, synthetic instrumental music with
an eerie, yet relaxingly oceanic tone played over the room’s hidden
speakers. The aquatic room was soundproofed, built like a bunker,
with memory foam cushions along each of its four walls– it was
decidedly the most relaxing room in the club, set aside as a place
for the staff to take breaks and to get away from the blasting and
sometimes maddeningly powerful bass that rocked the club every
night of the week and continuously through the long weekends. In a
way, its bunker-like construction was only too fitting– it stood as
a stronghold of serenity surrounded by a battlefield where order
and chaos met swords and dueled through howling music and vicious
moshing, where noise was the rule and silence the exception, and
where peace was slaughtered wholesale by raging youth, veins rich
with neuro-nans and cheap booze. It was the only place in the club
that stood separate, apart, the only place not saturated by sin and
sound.

       A quiet sigh slipped
through her lips. She’d been turning it over and over in her head
for hours– the bounty still didn’t make any sense, and it hadn’t
made sense to Jack or Sheila either. The fact that someone wanted
her dead and was willing to put forward that much cash to see it
happen seemed almost ludicrous. She’d never done anything to
attract that much interest from anyone, much less someone with that
kind of funding to throw around. She pushed the pillow against her
face to block out the thoughts. She had to think about something
else before she drove herself insane.

       Frustrated, she hurled the
pillow across the room and it collided softly with the thick
aquarium window, dropping silently to the foam pad beneath it.

       Her eyes drifted to the
smooth cement stairs that led out of the little cubicle. Jack had
said something earlier about food, food worth eating, and her
stomach was only too happy to remind her of it. He had also
mentioned a programmer friend, a “real gun programmer” was how he
put it, his way of saying that at the very least, the guy knew what
he was doing, that he was perhaps even the best at his job in
Jack’s opinion. The thought of seeing Walt whole, or at least
functioning normally again was enough to get her going, and the
prospect of food only spurred her on.

       As Cylea popped up from the
basement stairs at the far end of the club, stretching and smiling,
her eyes drifted to the bar. Shiela, Jack, and a thin, almost
anorexic-looking man were crowded around something metallic that
rested on the smooth, wooden surface, but it was almost completely
hidden from view. She arched an eyebrow curiously, trying to see
around the ruffles of Sheila’s french maid outfit and the lanky
man’s loose, baggy white t-shirt, marked across the back with a
faded picture of a rolling vineyard and the name “Provence.”
Whatever it was, the thing between them was short, silver, and
jabbered in a language of bizarre sounds that seemed oddly
mechanical, in an entirely alien sort of way. Her eyes slipped to
Walt, or rather, what was left of him, a collection of wires,
parts, and bent aluminum heaped carelessly in a pile on top of the
plastic sheet, and she pursed her lips absently.

       “Cylea!” Jack spotted her
immediately, setting down the bar rag and clapping his hands
together loudly. Sheila turned and waved in a cute, schoolgirl sort
of way, and the other man spun silently on one foot in a strange,
awkward attempt at stylishness, pushing his petite rectangular
glasses up over the narrow bridge of his sharp and angular nose as
he gave her the most charming smile he could muster. She’d seen his
type before– console jockeys that tried to live the life of the
timeless sort of secret agent, men that were addicted to the lure
of a life of espionage and fast women, with all the latest gadgetry
and the brains to use it, only to be cursed with a complete and
utter lack of the kind of bravado or the rugged handsomeness they
really needed to tie it all together properly.

       “We’ve almost got your Walt
droid working again.” Jack grinned at her. “Come and have a
look.” 

       “Who’s the new guy?” She
asked, her icy blue gaze flicking to him for only a moment. It was
the barest instant of acknowledgment, but he practically beamed in
response.

       “Oh him?” amusement crawled
across Jack’s features. “He’s the techie I told you about.”

       “Laurent,” the technician
immediately closed the distance between himself and Cylea, flashing
her a pearly-white grin with a quick wink. His accent was strong
and decidedly french, but smooth and easy on the ears. “Tomas
Laurent, but please, call me ‘Draco.’”

       “Nice to meet you, Tomas,”
she smiled politely as he gently reached for her hand in the
classic and all-to-predictable manner that would lead to him
lifting it to his lips and kissing it, but as his fingers brushed
against hers, she caught his hand in a quick, reflexive movement
and shook it firmly instead. The reversal threw him off guard, but
he quickly recovered, flashing her another ivory smile.

       On closer inspection, he
wasn’t half-bad looking, she decided, but be was lanky, all bones
and no real muscle or fat, and his hair was like a puff of coppery
spider webs that had been loosely combed back in a lazy, and yet
somehow masculine fashion. He wasn’t handsome by any real stretch
of the word, but he had most of the men she’d seen in the
underground beat, especially the techies and console jockeys.
“Draco?”

       He nodded immediately.
“Yes, it is my VR dive handle. I am ze hacker zat broke into ze
federal network and released all of ze government’s files on
Project Brainchild into ze public domain.”

       “Ja,” she managed, trying
to sound more interested than she really was. She vaguely
remembered hearing about Project Brainchild on the news several
years ago– it had been a corporate-financed attempt under military
jurisdiction at creating a complex AI capable of monitoring every
phone call, radio broadcast, email, and any other electronic form
of communication for any and all forms of illegal content.
Apparently, it had been financed by Ted Solomon himself, but after
Draco dragged it out into the public eye, the multi-billionaire
pulled the funding to save his reputation and the military was
ultimately forced to shelve the project. “You should probably be
careful who you tell that to.”

       She couldn’t help but grin
as the smile faded ever-so-slightly from his face.

       “Ze North American
government will never catch me!” He snorted in disgust, but his
smile was quick to return. “I am ze best!”

       Cylea nodded absently, but
her mind was already elsewhere. As he opened his mouth to continue,
her eyes flicked past him to the thing on the bar, and her brows
knitted in a morbid sort of curiosity.










Chapter 13
Decompile Another Day


 

“Is that… is that Walt?” Cylea asked, her brows knitting in
interest.

       Tomas nodded immediately, a
wide grin playing across his face. On the bar, between Jack, Tomas,
and Sheila, sat Walt’s disembodied head, a hole just beneath his
shattered, fiber-optic left eye where they had used a screw to pull
the dent out of his aluminum caricature.

       He twitched
ever-so-slightly on the cradle of bar-rags they’d set him up on,
and made all manner of odd, mechanical sounds. A dozen thick cables
jutted from the back of his head, each heavily-insulated lead
connecting him to a number of smooth, rectangular plastic boxes
that lay scattered across the surface of the bar like the cubic
innards of some massive plastic beast.

       “We are still in ze process
of overriding his defense-mode programming.” Tomas slipped in
behind her as she approached the bar, his hand hovering tentatively
over her rear for a moment with less than honorable intent. His
hand flexed once eagerly, then promptly rolled up into a nervous
fist and drifted back to his side as he considered the implications
of his action. “Ze… ah work, it is very fine, you see. I’ve had to
inject a number of specialized worm-files directly into his primary
learning processor system to target each defense-mode subroutine
individually.”

       “How much longer do you
think it will take?” She asked, turning back to him; it was obvious
where his eyes had been, and she allowed the traces of a grimace to
slip across her face as his gaze quickly shot back up to meet
hers.

       “Mmmm.” He scratched his
head. “I would say zat he is on ze last cycle now, so…
anytime.”

       Suddenly, as if the words
had caused it, Walt shivered violently, rattling with a mechanical
imitation of a deep, gasping breath. Tomas checked his watch and
nodded approvingly. “Now we just wait for him to boot up.”

       Cylea arched an eyebrow at
him. “Und how long do you think that will take?”

       “Miss Cylea?” Walt’s voice
was weak, but as much the tinny, polite voice of an elderly man as
ever. She immediately rounded on him, concern in her eyes as he
asked worriedly: “Is that you, Miss Cylea?”

       “Walt!” in an instant, she
was at the bar, face to face with the dented and damaged caricature
of the butlerdroid, words practically spilling from her mouth,
tongue half tripping over itself in the attempt to string together
a coherent sentence. “Y-yes! Yes, Walt! I’m here!”

       “Oh, I am glad.” He
breathed a mechanical-sounding sigh of relief. “You sound as though
you are nearby, but I am afraid that I cannot see you.”

       Cylea shot a worried glance
at Tomas, and he shuffled around the bar to the collection of boxes
and leads. “You’ll be able to see again soon, I promise.” Her eyes
drifted back to Tomas, standing on the other side of Walt’s head,
and the look he gave her in return was clear: it didn’t matter what
kind of promises she made to Walt– realistically, Tomas couldn’t
promise anything.

       She swallowed nervously and
bit the inside of her lip as her gaze slipped back to Walt. “How do
you feel?”

       “My legs hurt,” was his
immediate response. “Where am I, Miss Cylea? It is very dark
here.”

       “Your eyes are broken,
monsieur Walt.” Tomas answered, cutting Cylea off before she could
speak. “And you have no legs. Your head is all by itself, propped
on a bar in ze back of a dance club.” There was a hissing and
popping of electricity as he adjusted something with a thin,
syringe like tool and cursed softly in french. “Putain! Va te
faire foutre!”

       “Who is that?” Walt managed
a whisper, bringing a soft smile to Cylea’s lips.

       “The technician who saved
your life.” She glanced over Walt’s head, still smiling, and got a
wink from Tomas in response, the tool clenched between his teeth
like the smooth stem of a steel rose as he adjusted a
delicate-looking knob with his fingers. “I think that he’s trying
to be the French equivalent of James Bond.”

       A harsh electrical crackle
and another muffled curse followed immediately.
“Baise-toi!”

       “A technician? Was I in
danger of ceasing to function?” Worry crawled into Walt’s voice.
“Miss Cylea, where is Master Smash?”

       The smile instantly faded
from Cylea’s face. She opened her mouth to say something, but
choked on the words. “He… he… ”

       “Voila!” Tomas stood up
straight, a wide grin on his face as he thrust his hand toward
Jack. “Bartender! Vodka Martini, Shaken, not stirred!” Jack mumbled
something and fished under the bar for a bottle as Walt started,
suddenly able to see again.

       “Walt, I… ” She fought the
tears, refused to break down again, refused to let it affect her.
She bit the inside of her lip, hard. She had to move past it, had
to harden her resolve and push forward, but the tears broke from
her clear blue eyes anyway, glossing the soft skin of her
cheek.

       “Miss Cylea… ” Walt
managed, his voice warm and comforting with concern. Tomas wiped
his hands on a worn, blue rag, but slowed as he noticed the tears
running down Cylea’s cheeks. Sheila was off the barstool almost
instantly, pointing an accusing finger at Walt’s disembodied
head.

       “You’re old and you’re
mean!” She stated matter-of-factly, then turned to Cylea, her voice
mimicking every note of concern and pity Walt’s had as she gently
brushed the tears away with her cold aluminum fingers. “There,
there, it’s alright, miss Cylea.”

       “Walt… ” Cylea managed,
ignoring Sheila’s attempts to comfort her and gently pushing the
Ja-Serve droid aside to face Walt fully. “Smash is… He’s dead. It
was me or him… I’m… I’m sorry.”

       Walt was silent for a long
moment, his one good fiberoptic eye fastened on her. Sheila
clutched a frilly edge of her outfit nervously, and Tomas leaned
toward Jack, whispering “What’s wrong with her?”

       “She’s had a hard couple of
days.” Jack set the martini down a little harder than usual, his
dull grey eyes fixing on Tomas. “Friends betraying her, people
threatening to chop her up for parts or trying to fill her full of
lead, that sort of thing.” Tomas nodded slightly, mumbling
something that sounded surprised as he took a nervous gulp of his
drink and grimaced.

       “Do not apologize, Miss
Cylea.” Walt finally managed, “I will miss Master Smash, but he is
gone now. I will have to find a new master whose needs I can attend
to.”

       “No way! You’re outdated
and you’re going to the junkheap, mister!” Sheila announced
suddenly, her voice full of teenage fury. “You’re so old, they
don’t even make parts for bots like you anymore!”

       “Sheila, that’s enough!”
Cylea’s eyes were hard with repressed emotion as the Ja-Serve droid
turned slowly, a look of surprise filling every part of her
synthetic face that was capable of showing emotion.
“Himmel donner wetter… ”

       “Oh, I’m so sorry, Miss
Cylea!” Instantly, Sheila was on her knees, taking Cylea’s hands in
her own as she continued: “I didn’t think! I’m sorry! I promise
I’ll be nicer to mister Walt, I–“

       “Sheila.” Jack looked over
the bar at the Ja-Serve, his voice as level and calm as his the
expression on his voice. “That’s enough. Cylea’s had a long day,
remember?” The Ja-Serve nodded worriedly as Jack continued. “Why
don’t you go upstairs and see if Vinnie’s finished cooking those
hot-dogs yet.”

       Nodding again, Sheila got
to her feet quickly and spared them all a quick curtsy, then
hurried off toward the back of the club, Tomas silently watching
her leave with detached interest.

       Cylea turned to Jack and
thanked him quietly, but he dismissed the gesture and pushed a
glass of whiskey toward her. “Here, you look like you could use a
nip.”

       “Oh… Nein, but thanks
anyway.” She managed a half-hearted smile and a dismissive wave,
then pulled up a barstool and sat next to Walt, her eyes still
intent on the bartender. “I’m still half in the bag from the last
round. How much longer until the heavies start showing up
anyway?”

       Jack glanced at his watch.
“Ah, few hours, maybe.” He smiled at her. “But don’t worry, I’ve
already got a place all lined up for you to stay, and maybe some
low-profile work too.”

       “Really? Where?” She put
her elbows on the bar and absently stirred the whiskey with the tip
of her finger for a moment, then grimaced suddenly, wrinkling her
nose in disgust. Her eyes shot up to meet Jack’s. “It’s not Cordell
you’re thinking of, is it?”

       “Cordell? Nah!” He laughed.
“Not after the way he treated you last time. Besides, he’s locked
up now, bugger ran over a lollipop lady in the middle of a zebra
crossing by accident, tried to lose the heat from it, but it was
already all over the news. Tons a bloody witnesses, ya’know. Kids
and such. Feds got involved and it turned into a right mess. They
clobbered him good before they sent him away.” Jack glanced at the
glass of whiskey. “He’ll be in for a long while yet.

       “Good,” she took a deep
breath. “It’s where he belongs.”

       “Too right!” He grinned.
“Nah, I gave another friend of mine a tingle, Chinese bloke name of
Hok, friendly with everybody, owns a restaurant couple miles from
Venice Beach called ‘Chow Fun,’ runs guns and such for a spot of
cash on the side.”

       “Venice Beach, out in Santa
Monica?” She stuck the finger in her mouth, savoring the taste of
the scotch. “Isn’t that kind of far, I mean, considering the fact
that I’m already being shot at?”

       “Let me worry about that,
love. We’ll be taking my baby after all.” He gently tapped the
glass. “Better finish up, it’s probably the finest you’ll get for
quite a while, ‘less you’ve got a taste for Chinese brew.”

       Cylea grinned and gently
picked up the glass. “When do we leave?”

       “Soon as we’ve eaten
something.” Jack picked up the bar rag and a dirty glass.
“shouldn’t drive on an empty stomach, and you’re too thin as it
is!”

       She laughed, but it was cut
short by Tomas clearing his throat.

       “So, uhm, what- what are
you going to do with ze butlerdroid?” his eyebrows lifted in
genuine curiosity as Cylea and Jack turned their gazes on him. “Zat
is, I mean, if you don’t want ze unit anymore, I could take him.
I’m sure zat I could find a good home for him.”

       Cylea shook her head and
smiled gently. “Nein, he’s coming with me.”

       “How are you going to carry
him?” Tomas leaned back on his barstool and made a wide, shrug-like
gesture. “I mean, he’s all apart. You cannot just pick him up and
set him down as you please ze way he is.”

       Cylea nodded. “You’ve got a
good point.” Her gaze shifted back to Jack. “Are there any
backpacks or dufflebags of some kind in the lost and found, any
that will hold Walt and all of his important parts?”

       “Well,” Jack grinned at
Tomas and set the glass and rag down. “Let’s go have a look, shall
we?”










Chapter 14
Under an Arsenic Sky


 

“We’re here.” Jack turned in his seat and smiled at Cylea. “It’s
all clear, love. No-one’s about. We weren’t followed.”

       Hunched down and covered
with a coarse blanket in the backseat of his “baby,” she returned
his grin with worried eyes and managed a silent “okay.” It was a
feat of effort to convince herself to move, but slowly, carefully,
she lifted her head and peered tentatively out the wide, tinted
windows of the thick, obnoxiously-yellow, ex-military hovertruck,
checking the road and the parking lot before her clear blue eyes
finally fixed on Jack again. The truck was built like a smooth
brick, a brick capable of generating its own suspension field,
which put the whole unit hanging improbably in the air, several
feet off the ground, as if it rested on a set of huge, invisible
tires.

       “Ready?” He asked, and she
nodded absently in response. The world seemed to be out of focus;
she watched him blankly as he pushed open the door, stepped outside
and stretched, grinning at her from under his aussie-style hat.
“Well, you coming?”

       She blinked, and smiled
slightly. “Sorry, I… ”

       “Nah, none of that.” He
brushed it off with a chuckle and waggled his finger at her. “A
lot’s happened. You’ve got a right to zone out like that once in a
while.”

       Working quickly, Cylea
pulled on her orange flannel. She’d changed back into her black
tanktop and orange slacks before leaving the club, but Jack had
insisted she keep the jeans and shirt, along with a couple of other
articles of clothing he’d pulled out of the lost and found so she
would have a change or two handy. They’d found a good-sized
dark-blue duffle to pack it all into that was marked with the
insignia of the USAF wedged behind a crate in the back room of the
club, which wasn’t much more than a kind of janitor’s cubbyhole
where everything that didn’t fit or didn’t seem to belong got
stuck. The duffle was where they had finally ended up packing Walt,
his disembodied head and all of his critical components wedged
under the used clothing and the handgun from Smash’s old
petrol-burner.

       It took her only a moment
to hoist the bag up onto her shoulder, and then she was out, her
booted feet touching the wet industrial plasticore as she glanced
at Jack, unsure about whether or not she should smile. It felt too
much like she was being betrayed again, too much like being
abandoned, though she knew that there was no choice. Jack was doing
what they both knew was best for her.

       He smiled again, this time
weakly, and turned toward the only door fixed into the backside of
the restaurant, a thick slab of polished wood that didn’t quite
seem to fit with the stucco motif and was several shades darker
than the peeling, gull grey paint of the building. Cylea watched
his retreating back for a moment, then shifted the weight of the
bag on her shoulder.

       His back filled her vision,
his back… the tears welled up inside her again, waves of pain
surging, ready to smash the fragile barricades in her heart and
pour themselves out through her eyes, the warm, clear blood of a
tortured soul. I don’t want to be abandoned again! She
fought it, her defenses slipping, slipping like sand drifting
through cruel and clawlike fingers. She nearly broke down again–
no! It hurt, god it hurt. Had to hold it back. Couldn’t
quite… had to…

       “Jack!”

       He turned quickly,
practically running to her, and caught her as she collapsed heavily
into his arms, sobbing, tears returning full force, blinding her in
her weakest moment.

       “Shh, shh,” he comforted
her. “Easy on, love.”

       “I– I’m scared, Jack.” She
breathed. “I–

       “I know, I know,” he made
another soft shushing noise and pulled her tight against him,
gently stroking her hair. “But you’ve got to be strong, yeah?” He
moved her back carefully, shifting her just enough to meet her
eyes. “Come on, you’re gonna be strong for old Jack, right?”

       She choked on the tears.
Part of her wanted to be held, while the other screamed anger and
hatred at her weakness. Despite the urges, despite his words, she
burbled incoherently, and Jack pulled her close again.

       “Aww, come on, Cylea, none
of that now.” He held her, gently rocking back and forth. “Where’s
that spunky young sheila used to come into the club and tell
everyone how it is, no matter how big they was?” She sniffed and
sputtered against him as he continued. “… came in and busted that
Hell’s Angel’s  jaw for spreading rumors, I think it was. He
still hasn’t come back, y’know.”

       “Latori was a prick.” She
sniffed again and gently ran a hand across her eyes. “Just like his
brother. He had it coming. It’s just too bad they’re not both
locked up.”

       “There! That’s the spirit!”
Jack cheered, grinning comically. Cylea couldn’t help but breathe a
tiny chuckle as she wiped the tears from her face. “Now, what do
you say we go inside and meet Hok, eh? He’s a nice guy; you’ll like
him! And his family… ” his eyes widened, “oh man, his family! Never
met a nicer bunch of people in my life!”

       She nodded uncertainly, and
her eyes dropped to her feet as he let go of her and turned to walk
toward the door again. Biting her lip, her eyes flicked up and
settled on his back again.

       Jack was right. She knew
it, and a hearty resolve born of boiling anger throbbed within her
as she forced herself to recognize it. She had to be strong for
Jack– no, for herself. She had to cauterize her weaknesses, beat
them, overcome them, force herself to be strong despite everything
that had happened, despite the fears and worries that clung to her
about what could still happen.

       She had the framework– her
resolve was there, a fiery bit of herself that burned unwavering,
but stood sheltered by a fragile and cracking shell. The slightest
jarring could break it, could cause her self control to crack and
buckle again, letting the flood waters of her emotions break and
wash over her, snuffing out the brave but meager flame of her
resolve and leaving another battle to be fought in its wake,
another internal struggle, another wall freshly laid between her
and her composure.

       Jack stood in the doorway,
waiting. She smiled, then shifted the weight of the bag on her
shoulder as she stepped toward him, the enticing smell of Chinese
food wafting through the air and the sounds of clattering dishes
and chattering chefs mingling lightly with it, the combination rich
and thick, tickling her senses pleasantly.

       Somewhere within, the sound
of hearty laughter echoed out to greet her, and she looked away, a
genuine smile spreading unchecked across her lips.










Chapter 15
Timeless


 

Warm,  moist air brushed against her face, triggering a
thin layer of nano-sterilized sweat that broke across her arms and
forehead, slicking her skin with jasmine film. The smell of food
hung heavy in the air, tantalizing meats and sauces simmering
alongside stir-fried vegetables and rice–  her stomach
twitched and awakened with interest, shouldering the lingering pain
out of the way with relative ease.

       Beyond the steam, the room
was alive. The sounds of quick, friendly and efficient-sounding
chatter in Chinese met and danced with the sounds of greasy woks
and skilletssizzling and spitting in the haze, sending up streamers
of steam among scattered bits of loud conversation and laughter
from the serving room that came faintly, muffled by walls and thick
air.

       “Jack!” A rather rotund
Chinese woman came bounding out of the steam toward them, grinning
from ear to ear. Her dark brown hair was tied back in a thin
pony-tail that poked out through the back of an old, pink paisley
bandana she had wrapped around her head, and she moved like an
excited child. It was clear that she wasn’t old per se, but also
that she was by no means young, and hadn’t aged well. 

       “G’day Ming!” Jack’s
friendly enthusiasm didn’t waver in the slightest. He caught her
gently as she wrapped her arms around him and forcibly kissed his
cheek. “Where’s Shen?”

       “Ho hoooo!” Came the
answering call from behind another billowing cloud of steam. A
bony, gnarled brown hand waved out of the hot mist, and Jack
quickly waved back. “It has been very long since your last visit,
Jack!”

       “Yeah, well, you know how
it is!” He laughed, glancing once at Ming, who continued to cling
to him, her features lit up with glee. “There’s always something
needin’ doing at the club.”

       “Oh, ho, ohhhhhh,” Shen
managed, his tone thick with genuine agreement and
understanding.

       “So, who’s the pretty young
girl?” Ming’s attention shifted to Cylea and she smiled deviously.
“Some new toy of yours? Maybe one of those new synthskin lovebots
I’ve heard about… or is she just a cute raver flunkie that happened
to follow you home from the bar?”

       Cylea arched an eyebrow and
fought back a scowl as both Jack and Ming looked at her, hoping she
might say something venomous, but both broke out in laughter before
her wit could kick in.

       “Don’t worry dear,” Ming
detached from Jack and waddled over to her, smiling benignly and
still chuckling. “Hok told us to expect you, so we know who you
are. I was just having a little fun with you.”

       “Heh.” Cylea cracked a
smile, a weak one, and then managed a shallow nod. Ming grinned
wider.

       “She’s a timid little
thing, isn’t she?” Ming turned her smile back to Jack, and he
laughed in response.

       “Timid? Cylea? She’s a
little firecracker, that one. Just had a bit of a rough time of
late, shook her up, that’s all.”

       Instantly, Ming’s demeanor
changed. Her taunting smile vanished, replaced by a strong,
supportive, and genuinely caring expression that caught Cylea
completely off guard.

       “You look so skinny, dear,
have you eaten?” Cylea blinked in confusion, then nodded carefully.
“Oh, but you must be hungry though! How about some nice chicken
chow mein? Do you like chicken chow mein? Maybe some fried rice? Or
are you a vegetarian? Oh dear! I can make you some tofu if you
want, it’s right off the stove, honey, if you’re hungry.”

       “We also have pineapple
spareribs and won ton soup cooked and ready to eat!” Shen chimed in
cheerily.

       “I– I’m fine, but thank
you.” She managed a weak smile in response, practically reeling
from the sudden wave of generosity.

       “Okay, but if you need
anything, anything at all, just ask me.” Ming gently lifted Cylea’s
hand and squeezed it. “As long as you’re here, you’re family, okay?
Remember that.”

       “Ming.” Jack’s smile had
faded slightly, giving way to a blank, detached look. Ming’s grin
returned full force as she turned to face him again, Cylea’s hand
still clasped in her own. “Where’s Hok?”

       “Upstairs,” she motioned to
a wrought-iron spiral staircase tucked into a cubby hole at the far
end of the kitchen that disappeared into the textured ceiling on
one end and beneath the brown grip-tile floor on the other. “With
the children.”

       He thanked her, and they
hugged again, Ming watching him as he started for the stairs. A
well meaning, yet uneasy glance passed between Ming and Cylea
before they went their respective ways, Ming plunging back into the
steam and breaking full-on into conversation with Shen while Cylea
hurried silently after Jack.

       The upper floor of Chow Fun
was a stark contrast to the kitchen below. It wasn’t as dim as the
lower floor, and the air felt lighter, not so thick with the smells
of food or with the oily moisture that seemed to cling to
everything, a layer of grease that mingled with the sweat on
exposed skin. An old two-bladed fan turned sluggishly overhead,
doing little to dissipate the heat that rose from the kitchen or to
disturb the countless motes of dust that floated lazily through the
air, illumined by yellow light streaming in through paper-shaded
windows at the opposite end of the room. Both walls were lined with
dozens of drawers labeled in Chinese, most of the labels were
yellowed and peeling, some characters smudged or smeared by age and
moisture. As Jack and Cylea emerged from the stairs, feet echoing
on bare wood floors, two small children stopped their playing
suddenly, fixing the two intruders with curious looks.

       “Hok!” Jack grinned. Toward
the center of the room, a man, probably in his early fifties, and a
young woman who looked like she was in her late to mid-teens, sat
hunched over a piece of paper covered in Chinese characters. They
looked up, and while the man was polite enough to stand and smile,
the girl crossed her arms and fixed them with a harsh, inquisitive
glare.

       “Ah, Jack,” the man grinned
at them momentarily, then turned to the young woman beside him.
“Ying, please take Wei and Bo downstairs for now, I have business
with Mr. Hutchinson.”

       She spat something venomous
sounding at him in Chinese as she stood and smacked the paper that
lay between them, earning her a tired grimace and a few carefully
spoken words in a tone that made it clear Hok expected no argument.
She stalled for a moment longer, glaring at him, then turned
suddenly on her heel and clapped her hands twice at the two
awestruck children. They stared wide-eyed at her for a moment, as
if stunned by the staccato shockwaves of her clashing palms, then
slowly, sluggishly began to move toward the stairs, spurred on by
her impatient commands.

       “You’ve gotten big,
sweetie.” Jack grinned as Ying herded the children by, scowling at
the two newcomers. “You’re pretty cute now too, even when you’re
angry.”

       “Shut up, gwailo.”
She was in his face instantly, but only for a moment, baring her
teeth at him in raw fury before she hurried down the stairs,
driving the toddlers down before her like little lambs being
shepherded to greener pastures. Jack raised his eyebrows in
surprise, chuckling as he watched her leave, then turned back to
Hok with a wide grin.

       “You’ll have to forgive my
daughter, she’s the budding revolutionary of late.” His eyes
shifted to Cylea, and he smiled gently. “Ah, and you must be Cylea.
Please, sit down.”

       She hesitated for only a
moment, then nodded and sat. Jack plopped down into the seat beside
her as she set the duffle gently on the floor between them and
dropped the orange flannel on top of it.

       “Now, I’ve heard part of
your tale from Jack,” Hok removed his spectacles and tiredly rubbed
his eyes. He was oddly charismatic for his age, a man dressed in a
loose, off-white tracksuit with smooth, unblemished skin that was
creased by only a few shallow wrinkles and well groomed hair
spotted and streaked with gray. “but I’d like to hear the whole
thing straight from you, if you don’t mind telling it.”

       “Well,” she glanced
pensively at Jack, hesitating for a moment before she began. “I– I
guess it started the other day, at the club, with my run-in with
the FBI… ”










Chapter 16
Autokinetic


 

Once she had begun, detailing everything that had happened to
her since her run-in with Brent in the Eye of Ra, the words simply
came, an endless stream that seemed to grab time and sweep it away
with frightening speed. The whole series of events unfurled
immediately, and an hour passed before she had noticed, but Hok did
nothing to stop or slow her. He simply sat and listened, his chin
resting on his hand in a thoughtful pose.

       “… und then, I suppose Jack
called you while I was asleep.” She smiled nervously at the
bartender. “I was out for a while, I… guess I kind of overdid
it.”

       “Hmmm.” Hok sniffed
noncommittally, one end of his spectacles resting between his
lips.

       “One hell of a bounty, eh,
Hok?” Jack’s dull grey eyes drifted to the other man, his face a
hard, serious mask.

       Hok took a deep breath, and
his eyes met Jack’s “Indeed.”

       “You don’t think it’s the
Triads, do ya?” Jack asked. A long moment of silence passed between
the two men, Hok studying Jack’s face in the pause. Finally, he
breathed a tired sigh.

       “No.” Hok managed, sitting
up in his seat and tossing the spectacles lightly onto the table.
“No, the Triads generally try to avoid posting bounties, and never
offer such exorbitant rewards. They have little respect for
outsiders, and none for those that can be bought. It’s all a matter
of honor, and honor, as you know, is very important to the
Triads.”

       “Really?” Cylea laughed,
her voice rich with sarcasm. “Ou was a Triad, or at least, one of
their contacts, und not only he was a complete Arschloch, but he’s
hardly someone I’d call honorable.”

       “I agree.” Hok nodded. “It
is unfortunate, but men like Ou Shi Bing exist in the ranks of
every Triad, and only strengthen the syndicate when they die.”

       “Wait,” Cylea watched him
with a sort of morbid curiosity. “Are you saying that there’s more
than one group of Triads? More than one syndicate?”

       “Oh yeah,” Jack nodded,
meeting Cylea’s gaze as it shifted to him. “There’s a bloody ton of
them. Fifty or a hundred, I think.” He looked to Hok.

       “Oh, at least.” Hok’s eyes
drifted from Jack to Cylea and back again. “I’ve lost count, but
after the last government crackdown they splintered into something
like one hundred and forty different factions.” Cylea’s eyes
widened, and he quickly added: “There are only a few big enough to
operate globally, however. These days, most of the Triads fight
turf wars like ordinary street gangs. It’s sad, really.”

       “So… which Triad did Ou…
work for?” She asked, carefully considering her words.

       “Well, from the description
of the warehouse, I’d say it was probably the Golden Koi. They’re
the only one of the Triad factions operating out of Chinatown with
that much invested in money laundering and organ sales.” Hok
shrugged, then added: “not that it really matters, you see. Ou was
a weak link in the foundation of the Golden Koi, and once
information is leaked about his dishonorable attempt to capture
you, it’ll make you seem more like a prestigious ally, and not a
threat or a target, as you might be inclined to believe.”

       “Und what about the other
Triads?” She watched him pensively, worry crawling up from the pit
of her stomach. “If the Golden Koi sees me as an ally, does that
mean I have to worry about all the other Triad factions coming
after me?”

       “Quite the opposite,
actually!” Hok laughed. “You see, until you actually align yourself
with one of the Triad factions, you won’t be seen as anything but
an untapped resource. If anything, they’re likely to compete over
who gets the privilege of approaching you with an offer first.” He
grinned widely and pointed at her for emphasis. “Especially with
that incredible bounty on your head! Having a Triad member worth
that much money would bring an incredible amount of prestige and
influence. It’s the kind of thing that attracts new recruits and
boosts morale across the board.”

       “So then it’s a good thing
if one of the Triads… say, the Golden Koi or one of the others,
wants to bring me into the fold?” She asked, casting a nervous
glance at Jack.

       “It’s a great thing!” Hok
exclaimed excitedly. “It means you’ll have the protection of the
entire Triad!”

       Stunned, her gaze shifted
back to Hok. She blinked once, slowly, and opened her mouth,
thinking a moment before she managed a quiet: “Okay, where do I
sign up?”

       Hok’s grin was wise and
knowing. “You’re interested, then?” She nodded firmly, biting the
inside of her lip as he continued, hoping she wasn’t about to
regret saying something. “Good, you’ve taken the first step.”

       “What’s the next step?” She
asked quickly, trying to restrain the anxiety that was building in
her chest. It was a big step, getting involved with an
international crime syndicate, one she had always tried to avoid,
but now it seemed like she didn’t really have much of a choice.
Hok’s logic was sound– there wasn’t much left for her in life that
was better than obtaining the trust and protection of an entire
Triad.

       “The next step is a test.”
He gestured grandly. “I have at least one high-ranking contact
within every international Triad faction, and it’s up to me to
determine whether or not you’re worth their time.”

       “What do you mean?” She
leaned forward.

       Jack leaned back in his
chair, attracting her gaze. “It’s about honor, integrity, that sort
of thing. You’ll do fine.”

       A smile creased her lips as
her eyes met Hok’s again. “Ok, when do we start.”

       “As soon as you’re ready.”
He grinned back. “You see, we’ve been without a dedicated
dishwasher for quite a while now.”

       “Dishwasher… ” She trailed
off, considering. Hok nodded, and Jack watched her, the slightest
traces of an amused grin playing across his face.

       “Got to earn your keep,
love.” His grin widened slightly. Cylea nodded quickly, her gaze
never wavering from Hok’s eyes.

       “Alright.” Her expression
was firm and serious, full of the resolve that had hardened over
her heart like a thick carapace. As if she really had a choice in
the matter– there was only one option.

       “I’m in.”










Chapter 17
New Life


 

When Jack left, Cylea was elbow deep in suds, scrubbing Chinese
food off of plates and woks with a crusty sponge. He had kissed her
once lightly on the cheek, teased her about moving up to the Yakuza
or the east-coast Italian Mafia next, then bid her a serious
farewell, a squeeze of the hand and a quiet “If anything happens,
you know where I am” that left her fighting back tears as she
watched his back disappear past a cloud of steam and out the back
door, the synthetic crocodile-skin of his vest and the brown, bent
brim of his hat the last of him she saw.

       She turned quickly back to
the sink, searching the soapy depths for some kind of answer,
something to comfort her. Slowly, her hands began moving again,
pushing the sponge across the smooth white surface of a plate as
she fought the emotions, fought the urge to break into tears again,
her heart hardening and locking the fear and pain away in a hidden,
emotional vault that she sorely wished would never open again.
Swallowing against what little was left, she blinked away the buds
of tears that had tried to slip from her eyes and breathed a shaky
sigh. It hurt, but she struggled to restrain her emotions,
struggled to keep them in check. She had a job to do now, a job
that, no matter how simple or menial it seemed, would ultimately
determine where she ended up, and whether or not she lived to see
her life become normal again, or at least, as normal as it had
been, if that was even possible.

       Her eyes darted wistfully
for the door. It seemed so easy just to walk away, to leave and
disappear into the depths of the city, to deny the constant threat
of death that loomed over her head and run, run until nothing
mattered anymore.

       Shen appeared suddenly,
popping her dream like a vicious needle as he rounded the corner of
the door, carrying several empty woks and grinning at her. He
breathed a tired and quiet, yet grateful sigh as he gently set them
down on the sink board next to her.

       “It is very nice to have a
dishwasher again!” His grin widened in an excited, genuinely
ecstatic manner. Cylea managed a slight smile in response. It was
difficult, but she forced it anyway, shouldering the last remaining
shreds of her emotions out of the way. The last thing she wanted
was Shen or Ming taking pity on her and doting on her like a beaten
child.

       “Bao was our last
dishwasher, but he complained so much that Hok let him work as a
waiter!” Shen laughed, and Cylea forced a chuckle as he continued:
“I think American school may have ruined him!”

       “Bao is your son?” Cylea
asked carefully, getting a strange look from Shen before he broke
into another round of hearty laughter.

       “My son? Thank goodness,
no!” He grinned widely. “Bao is my youngest brother.” He paused
thoughtfully for a moment before adding: “Hok is my oldest brother,
and the two children –you saw them upstairs, I think– are Bo and
Wei, they are my children. Oh, and Ming is my wife!”

       Cylea nodded slowly,
rinsing a cup and gently toweling it dry. It was an odd concept, a
business run by a single large family, a concept that had always
seemed like some part of a distant past to her, and not something
she might ever see first hand, much less be a part of. Or
rather the exception to, she thought.

       “You will meet everyone
later, I am sure.” He grinned mischievously. “I think Bao will like
to meet you most of all.”

       “What’s that supposed to
mean?” half of a smile crawled across her face, forming almost of
its own volition.

       “You will see.” His grin
widened again as he turned to leave. “When the woks are clean,
would you bring them out to me?”

       She nodded, and as he
slipped out, she couldn’t help but laugh. The work went quickly
after that, time passing rapidly between friendly conversations
every time a member of Hok’s family slipped in with another load of
dishes. It was there, up to her arms in soapy water, that she met
Hok and Shen’s youngest sister, Li, as well as her quiet, detached
fiancé Lei. Li was a beautiful and chipper young woman with sleek,
jet-black hair tied back in a loose bun– the same color as Lei’s
short and spiky cut. Lei was as handsome as Li was beautiful, and
well built besides, hurrying from room to room and constantly
working his hardest to prove his worth to Li’s family, and they
kept him busy, even if just to see him sweat. Once, even Ying
popped into the little cubbyhole where they had stuck Cylea,
nodding in silent and reserved acknowledgment as she retrieved a
bar of soap from a bin sitting on a shelf above the sink.

       Then, suddenly, it ended.
Things began to get quiet, and dishes fewer, until all that was
left were a few woks and a glass or two. She finished up quickly,
drained the sink, and dried her hands on a washrag before carrying
the clean woks out to Shen.

       The steamy mist that
usually filled the kitchen had gone, and so had Shen, but Ming was
all too happy to take the dishes from her nonetheless.

       “I bet you’re hungry!” Ming
exclaimed happily, stacking the woks on top of one of the heating
units.

       “Hungry… ” Cylea glanced
around the kitchen. “Uh… Ja… kind of. Is that it for the
dishes?”

       “Mmm hmm!” Ming nodded.
“You did a great job today!”

       “Thanks.” Cylea’s eyes
drifted back to Ming. “Where is everybody?”

       “Getting ready to have
dinner!” She smiled with childlike enthusiasm, grabbing Cylea’s
hand and starting for the door between the kitchen and the serving
floor. “Come on!”

       A half-smile crawled across
Cylea’s face as she was led into the adjoining room. Two tables had
been pushed together at the far end, and Hok’s family sat clustered
around them, abuzz with laughter and chattering excitedly in
Chinese. Food lay heaped across platters, a banquet of enticing
meats and vegetables coated with succulent sauces and mingling with
rice. Serving spoons plunged into the platters greedily and Cylea
licked her lips, suddenly realizing how hungry she really was.

       “Come, sit!” Ming continued
excitedly, but the gnawing, ravenous growls of Cylea’s stomach were
more convincing and her pace quickened unconsciously, putting her
one step ahead of the other woman.

       “Cylea!” Hok sat at the
head of the table, an empty seat on his left and Ying on his right.
It was an effort to tear her eyes away from the food and look at
him. “You are the newest addition to our family, so please, sit up
here with me and my daughter tonight.”

       She nodded absently, her
mind too focused on the food for her to do much else. Ying’s scowl
went unnoticed by both Cylea and Hok as it shifted back and forth
between them with equal intensity.

       The table quieted gradually
as Cylea sat, Ming taking a seat next to Shen with their two
children on her right. The quick chatter of Chinese quickly gave
way to the steady, accented banter of English before it picked up
again, a stream of uncomfortable, strained, and awkward
conversation spoken for the sake of the newcomer.

       Before long, the
conversation turned to her, and she struggled to eat and answer
their rapid-fire questions about trivial things without doing both
simultaneously. Their questions had no real focus, and they asked
about everything, nodding and smiling with every answer she gave,
sometimes whispering excitedly among themselves. By the end of the
meal, she felt like she had laid every obscure fact about herself
on the table, and that there was very little left that she, or
they, had overlooked.

       As the family lounged
around the table, Cylea leaned back in her chair, exhausted and
full; never in her life, as far back as she could remember, had she
felt so content, so much a part of something so wonderful. She
closed her eyes and smiled, listening as the excited banter around
her slowly lapsed back into Chinese, quickening in its pace. It was
almost musical, she decided, a language as efficient and wonderful
as the people who had adopted her. Slowly, almost imperceptibly,
she began to drift off, slipping into that gray area between sleep
and waking, that place where sound fades to a dull hum and the
pressures of the world become inconsequential, melting easily off
the muscles and mind. In the dimness, the sweet embrace of slumber
beckoned to her, and in a moment she was gone, absorbed into a hazy
pastel dream of beaches and wildflowers. Short, shoulder-length
hair, soft fronds of midnight against the clear blue sky, drifted
into her face. The familiar smell of apples tickled her nose, and a
single word popped into her unconscious mind, “mother.” Pastel
colors faded, and then there was a nose, sharp and distinctively
German like her own, blond hair forcing its way into her eyes. She
felt a warm, coastal breeze, heard a child’s laugh– her own, and
smiled unconsciously.

       Then, she was awake again,
Ming smiling down at her. “My goodness, Cylea! I didn’t know you
were that tired!”

       “I–“ she sat up and
blinked, bleary-eyed, at the empty table; Hok’s family had gone, as
had every single dish and piece of silverware. “I… was just…
resting my eyes, that’s all.”

       Ming smiled understandingly
and gently patted her shoulder.

       “Come on, there’s a shower
downstairs,” she offered. “Once you’ve washed up, I’ll show you
where your bed is.” She grinned. “It’s much more comfortable than
this old chair.”

       Cylea nodded absently. “A
shower… okay.”










Chapter 18
Like Iron for Silicon


 

Cylea stared blankly at the nearly full moon, its pure white
rays mingling with the yellow, hazy light of the city across a
thick sheet of paper braced with light wood that served as a
window, or perhaps, more appropriately, as some kind of sliding
door, like a shoji door, shaded against the night and the prying
eyes of strangers. The shower had been enough to wake her up again,
especially after she had fumbled sleepily with the temperature,
overcompensating several times and getting blasted with cold or
scalding water each time until she finally got it right. needless
to say, it had left her restless, her mind continuously drifting
back to memories of Smash and Jack.

       She ran a hand through her
damp hair. Sleep seemed far off, and though she knew that she’d
regret it in the morning, she was almost glad it kept its distance.
Fear played at the edges of her mind, prickling her skin and
bringing a slick, cold gloss of sweat to her forehead and arms, a
dark, anxious feeling born of paranoia that ate steadily at her
resolve, growing, festering in her chest. She knew Hok’s restaurant
was safe, and both Hok and his family knew it, but reminding
herself of that didn’t do much more than keep the raw fear from
getting any worse than it already was.

       She turned over, away from
the moon, and let her eyes wander. Everywhere on the floor lay
sleeping bodies, different members of Hok’s family spread out on
thin pads that had been laid down on the hard, wooden floor. She
envied them their simple lives of hard work and of keeping family
at the forefront of their priorities. They were able to sleep easy
at night without tossing and turning, wondering where their next
paychecks were coming from, if they’d be safe or be forced to run
again to survive, if they’d ever find someone out there in the
wide, cold world that truly understood them, or end up dying alone
despite all their efforts. She imagined a lot of people, given the
chance, would give up their lives on the run, amid the hustle and
bustle of the middle, working class of North America, or perhaps
even their snug and comfortable corporate positions, surrounded by
Eroto-dolls modeled after famous actresses and pornstars for
something like this, for something pure and real, something
tangible that you could latch onto, a life of family and
meaning.

       She sighed and turned over
again, staring at the moon. She had it all, in a way, and nothing,
yet it wasn’t hollow or meaningless. She had been given something
priceless: acceptance, and a family, a place to belong, and a niche
to fill.

       But she knew it wouldn’t
last forever. Hok’s talk of the Triads was exciting and seemed like
an important step in the right direction, but she couldn’t brush
off the lure of staying, of remaining a part of the family, even if
she had to do something as menial as washing dishes in the backroom
of Chow Fun for the rest of her life.

       She sighed at the thought.
As if it were that easy; the grim fact was that someone out there
in the cold complexity of the corporate world wanted her and was
willing to fork out sixty million dollars to get her. She doubted
that whoever it was had given up on her– it was never that easy.
Sooner or later, Hok’s safe little haven would come crashing down
around her, around him, and around his family.

       She tossed, ground the
heels of her palms into her eyes. Don’t think about it. Think
about something else, something happy.

       Jack. Memories of Jack were
always good ones, and nothing sounded better at that moment than a
nice, cold glass of that Scotch he had given her. Her mind drifted
back to thoughts of the corporate lifestyle, of life in the lap of
white-glove white-collar white-tech luxury– yeah, some of that
Scotch served by some high-tech multi-function butlerdroid by the
side of some moonlit pool surrounded by huge, snow-capped
mountains, with furs, a handsome face, and a gigantic, corporate
executive’s mansion to retreat to. It was a dream every little girl
fostered these days, of being the wife, or the breeder, more
specifically, of some CEO, and not one of his many disposable
mistresses. It was nice, tempting, but it had never been her
dream.– it sounded comfortable and great, something worth working
toward, worth wishing for, but she’d always craved adventure to
some degree, fighting against dullness and repetition every time it
had reared its ugly head. That was why she had ended up in crime,
doing odd, technically illegal jobs under the nose of the law, and
staying in the gray areas of legality whenever possible. The thrill
was addictive.

       Or at least, it had been
one of the reasons. It seemed like life had been dealing her more
than her fair share of bad cards lately…

       She sighed again, trying to
organize her thoughts. Not everything that had happened over the
past few days had been bad, and she had to focus on the good
things, the things that mattered.

       She tried to think of Smash
before that morning, before the betrayal, when they used to sit
together, sipping hot coffee and watching sitcoms or gameshows on
the ancient television while Walt busied himself with chores and
hummed tunes from forgotten eras, but his expression of shock and
horror as her fist had disappeared into his collapsing skull kept
flashing through her mind. Hot tears threatened to break from her
eyes again at the thought, rage boiling up within her so suddenly
she had to clamp her teeth shut to keep from shouting.

       She was on her feet before
the thin, pastel pink blanket they had given her hit the floor, her
eyes intent on the tiny crack of night visible between the
wood-framed sheets of paper that served as window blinds. She
wanted to cry, she wanted to howl, but most of all, she wanted to
punch something, anything, and her conscience cried out to keep her
fist in check.

       It took every ounce of
restraint for her not to rip the light wooden frame off its track
as she pushed the doors aside, then closed them as gently as she
could behind her, nearly shaking with rage at her own glaring
emotional weaknesses.

       Swallowing against her
emotions and regaining a modicum of control, she stepped out onto
the narrow balcony of Chow Fun. Light, breezy gusts tickled her
bare feet and gently lifted the edges of the oversized pastel pink
nightshirt Ming had given her to sleep in. It wasn’t exactly
modest, and feeling more self-conscious than usual, she sat and
pulled the shirt over her knees, hugging her bare legs tightly
against her chest.

       Her vibrant blue eyes
peered carefully over her knees and out past the stained, carved
wood of the balcony, flitting absently across the street, moving
from storefront to storefront, fixing on the occasional abandoned
car here and there, until they finally came to rest on the ancient
street light, only to move again, this time fixing on the moon,
swollen and white, its cold, pale, cratered visage beaming down on
her like the unmoving eye of a rotting corpse.

       Thoughts of Smash came
back, thoughts that inspired hatred and feelings of betrayal that
quickly gave way to raw pain and despair. She buried her face into
her knees, pressing her eyes tight against the nightshirt as tears
began to wet her vision again. She hated feeling weak, hated
falling victim to her emotions over and over again. The pain of
losing someone like Smash, of being betrayed by him and then
knowing that it had been her hands that had ripped through his
soft, corpulent skull and crushed the life out of him so easily and
so readily was almost too heavy a burden to bear. She sucked in a
shuddering, sobbing gasp, and crying became almost an urge, a
drive, pushing every stinging ounce of pain out with the seemingly
endless flood of tears.

       And then she realized she
was no longer alone on the balcony.

       She tensed suddenly as a
soft hand touched her shoulder, then slowly, carefully, lifted her
head and turned her gaze toward it, meeting a pair of soft brown
eyes that, while calm, cool, and even marginally friendly, did
nothing to ease her pain.

       It was then that her chest
tightened in realization.










Chapter 19
Soul to Soul


 

“Ying!” Cylea sputtered, surprised. She struggled to dry her
tears and clear her eyes as quickly as possible, using the collar
of the nightshirt. If there was anyone she needed to save face in
front of, it was Ying. “What– what are you doing out here?”

       “I could ask you the same
thing, gwailo.” She cocked an eyebrow questioningly at Cylea, her
tone turning venomous as she continued:  “Are you so weak that
sleeping on the floor makes you cry, or do you just miss that pig
everyone calls ‘Jack?’”

       Cylea shot Ying a harsh
glare that quickly faltered and gave way to a half-hearted grimace
as she looked away, her red, swollen eyes staring off at the
storefronts across the street. “Leave me alone.”

       Ying watched Cylea for a
moment, then carefully sat down beside her. Cylea’s face reddened,
but she kept her eyes fixed forward, forcing herself to ignore the
teenager.

       “Women who are weak die.”
Ying said flatly. “In these times, if you want to stay alive, if
you want to survive, you have to stop crying like a spoiled child
and move on.”

       “If you want to walk away
without a bloody nose, you’d better do it now.” Cylea growled
immediately, eyes still wet, her anger slowly picking up in
intensity. “I don’t want to have to show you just how ‘weak’ I am
on my first day here.”

       “Oh, so the child is angry
now!” Ying’s eyes were intense, not angry, but near to it. Cylea
looked away and Ying snorted loudly. “All you American women are
the same, weak and stupid, always throwing temper tantrums when you
can’t sleep on a soft bed or find your lipstick.”

       Cylea shook her head in
tired disgust. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

       “Hmm!” Ying let her eyes
drift to the ground. “Then tell me, what are American women really
like?”

       “I could give a shit about
American women.” Cylea said absently. “I’m German.”

       “There’s no difference.”
Ying said immediately. “Germans, British, Japanese,” she said the
last with permeable distaste “they’re all weak and worthless, they
cry when they break their nails!”

       Cylea scoffed. She’d been
shot that very morning and hadn’t cried… much. At least not about
the wound, not that it had been deep– she grimaced, terminating
that line of thought. There was no point in arguing with the
teenager.  Let her think what she wanted.

       A long, silent pause passed
between them, and then suddenly, Ying sighed.

       “Okay,” she began
grudgingly. “I’m sorry, maybe I’m being a little harsh. You are the
first German woman I’ve met.”

       Cylea laughed sardonically
through what was left of the tears, attracting a weak glare from
Ying. “And that’s supposed to make it better?”

       “No,” Ying finally managed,
hesitating before she added: “The truth is, I don’t like you.”

       Cylea’s gaze swivelled
slowly to meet the other’s eyes. “That’s obvious.”

       “Maybe… ” Ying trailed off,
then shook her head and laughed. “I mean… Jeez, why were you
crying, anyway? And don’t give me anymore of your tough routine,
what was the real reason why?”

       A thousand vicious quips
swirled through Cylea’s mind, each as venomous as the last, but
Ying’s suddenly serious, even slightly curious expression convinced
her that things would only get worse if she lashed out at Ying. It
was another test, not one of Hok’s that would end up as part of a
report on a Triad desk somewhere in China, but one more important,
one for Ying, and Ying only.

       “I… ” Cylea began, then
choked on her words. She stared at her hands, flexing. Those were
the same hands that had killed Smash and had torn Walt apart, the
same hands that had been immersed in dishwater when Jack had left
that afternoon…

       A thought struck her, and
she closed her mouth carefully, staring at the perfect, winkle-free
surface of her palms and the smooth new skin where scabs had
already detached from knuckles that had been raw and bloody less
than twelve hours before. She had almost forgotten it after her
escape from Smash’s house, had tried to forget it completely while
she had nursed a headache in the basement of the Eye of Ra, and yet
now it was glaringly obvious. The shock was enough to dry her
tears, but fear and a host of other tumultuous emotions kept them
from retreating completely.

       “I… I don’t think I’m
human.” She managed an innocent, half-hearted smile. It wasn’t what
she had been focusing on, what had kept her awake, yet somehow, it
seemed more important.

       “What? That’s crazy.”
Ying’s smile was condescending. “Don’t be so dramatic, gwailo.”

       “Would you stop calling me
that!” She snapped back in response, anger instantly taking the
reins of her emotions. “Look! Look!” She shoved her hands in Ying’s
face, her palms and fingers unnaturally smooth, her knuckles pink.
“I’ve been washing dishes for hours, I’ve been up to my elbows in
water, and there’s not one wrinkle! Not one! And this morning I
punched a VR tower until my knuckles bled– do you think that it’s
normal for my hands to look like this after all of that!?”

       “No, but it doesn’t mean
you aren’t human.” The condescending smile intensified. “Maybe your
skin is just unusually firm, or maybe you just heal really fast, I
dunno… maybe you drink too much water… or something.”

       “Or something… ” Cylea
echoed, turning away, hands drifting to her sides. She looked up at
the night sky with a sigh. “Maybe I’m an alien or something. Some
kind of mutant… maybe a robot or a vatgrown clone of some… I don’t
know… ” She laughed, and gently wiped the trace of a tear from her
eye with a sniff, turning back to Ying. “I’m sorry. I’m blathering
like an idiot. It might be something as simple as a side-effect of
that cosmetic collagen Nanoware I had installed a year or two ago,
or maybe some kind of residual healing reaction from whatever
nanites Doctor Aoi was using… it’s just… I don’t know… ” she
trailed off, staring at her hands again.

       “You’ve got cosmetic
Nanoware?” suddenly, she had Ying’s full attention. She laughed
again, a tired grin breaking across her face.

       “Ja, some of the first mods
I ever got were cosmetic.” The teenage girl’s eyes lit up, almost
seeming to suddenly be inspecting her, darting across her skin in
search of anything unusual, anything that might be noticeable.
“I’ve only picked up a couple Techware mods” She gently tapped the
knuckles of her other hand “carbide reinforcing, mainly, the rest
is all Bio and Nanoware.”

       Ying scooted closer. It was
almost an imperceptible amount, but it was enough to widen Cylea’s
smile. “What other cosmetics do you have?”

       She held out a hand, and
Ying withdrew slightly, giving her a distrustful look. “It’s okay,
go ahead, smell it.”

       Slowly, like a timid deer,
Ying bent slightly and sniffed Cylea’s wrist, her face brightening
slightly.

       “Jasmine!” She was smiling,
and this time it was genuine. “Nanosterilization and scenting?”

       Cylea nodded. “I also
managed to pick up an injection of Nanoregeneratives.” she pulled
up the corner of her tanktop where Smash’s bullet had grazed her
side. A thick, solid scab obscured the wound, reinforced by a tiny,
web-like network of metallic filaments. “That’s from this
morning.”

       Ying’s eyes widened.
“Really?” She reached out to touch it, and Cylea stayed still,
watching the teenager as her timid fingers hesitantly touched the
scab. “That’s weird, and gross” she added, then grinned suddenly.
“But it’s still really cool.”

       “Ja,” Cylea said absently,
letting the tanktop fall back over the scab. “It’s healed a lot
quicker than I expected.”

       Ying pushed back onto her
haunches and looked out past the balcony at the businesses across
the street, ignoring Cylea’s comment as she pushed forward. “Ever
since I was a little girl, I’ve wanted mods of some kind or
another.” Her eyes were distant, almost dreamy. “I was always
trying to convince my father that the nanocosmetic mods in the
black market were cheap and safe, but he’s so anti-mod it’s not
even funny.”

       She turned to Cylea, and
laughed weakly. “Maybe someday… I mean… I really hate being weak
and… I don’t know, imperfect, especially when we have the option
not to be.” Her expression turned thoughtful. “I guess that’s why I
said what I did. I can’t stand to see people crying… it’s just so…
weak.” Her gaze met Cylea’s. “I’m sorry.”

       A compassionate half-smile
crawled across Cylea’s face.

       “You know what, Ying?” She
paused, her smile widening slightly. “I think we’re going to be
great friends.”

       Ying arched an eyebrow.
“Don’t count on it Gwailo, I don’t make friends easily.” When
Cylea’s smile began to fade, Ying grinned again “You thought I was
serious? Don’t tell me Germans have no sense of humor!”

       “Well, after the way you
were acting earlier–!” Cylea sputtered, a smile spreading across
her face. “Mein Gott, I owe you a good punch or two!”

       The teasing continued,
their laughter mixing and stifled by nervous hands whenever they
feared it might be getting too loud. They smiled, grinning and
talking about nonsense until Ying’s curiosity got the better of her
again and Cylea was pulled into another conversation about
Nanoware, one far more in-depth and friendly than the first. It
went on for a long while, and Ying listened intently through every
second of it, face slack with concentration.










Chapter 20
First Impressions


 

They talked for a long time after that, the two women, about
everything from Bioware to music, going over some of the hot
streetmods and experimental aftermarket skinweaves that were
usually grown in private genevat facilities and labs in Guadalajara
and Ninsei before being shipped to buyers all across the west-coast
province. They traded smiling critiques and excited comments about
musicians they shared a liking for, Neoclassic Electrorock goddess
Arizona Alhambra chief among them. Martyn Vygas, the long-since
retired king of Redbrick, a catchy sort of techno-jazz that had
been brewed to perfection in the upscale clubs and coastal garages
of San Francisco in the early twenty-twenties, came up in
conversation as well, but only briefly– Ying wasn’t used to staying
up long into the night, she hadn’t lived a clubber’s life like
Cylea, and before long she was nodding off in the steadily
lengthening pauses, missing bits of conversation, hugging her knees
tight against her chest in the cold darkness. Smiling, and feeling
better overall, Cylea helped Ying back to her sleeping pad on the
floor and traded goodnights with her before turning and starting
down the stairs. While the talk and the admissions they had made to
each other had brought them closer together, far closer than she
would have ever expected, and despite the fact that Ying had gone
out like a light afterwards, Cylea was still no closer to sleep
than she had been. She cast one last apprehensive look back at the
storefront across the street as she slid the flimsy doors back
across their tracks, closing off the view. She missed the night
life already; It was like a drug, an insidious, colorless,
tasteless chemical thick in the air that wormed its way into the
blood, into the psyche. The only cure was this, here and now…
living with Hok’s family was the kind of rehabilitation she needed
to stay alive.

       She breathed a sigh and
started down the stairs, letting her mind drift to thoughts of
sipping a hot glass of milk and a dab of whatever liquor she could
find that wasn’t likely to be missed. Human or not, the combination
still worked on her as well as the next girl, and she needed
whatever edge she could get in her struggle to recapture sleep
before dawn.

       Stopping half-way down the
steps, her eyes moved back up to slip across Ying’s serene
features. The teenager was already drifting off, eyes closed and
every hard, warrior-like line of her youthful face softening,
smoothing into relaxed repose.

       Cylea smiled. Under all
that fierce determination, all that fiery hatred and all those hard
angles, Hok had an incredibly beautiful daughter.

       “Goodnight Ying,” She
breathed. Somehow it didn’t seem like enough, still seemed like too
much… She blinked, and her smile softened. Never before had she
felt so good about being a part of something like this, a family, a
way of life so radically different from the norm and yet so
traditional, so right.

       And at the center of it
all, she had managed to prove herself to the most emotionally
closed off and unaccepting person in the entire group– Ying.

       There was a bond between
them now, between Cylea and Ying, a bond still new, and yet filled
with a warmth and a level of trust that already seemed almost as
deep as that shared by sisters– It was strange, but as soon as Ying
had finally dropped her barriers and opened up, Cylea had felt like
she had known the girl her entire life, like they could tell each
other anything without fear of gossip or blackmail, without
anything but friendly acceptance, tolerance, and patience. She
sighed gently, still smiling. With a little luck, the feeling was
genuinely mutual, and not just an extension or ruse along the lines
of the old adage: Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.
Her smile widened slightly at the thought– she didn’t envy anyone
who Ying thought of as an enemy.

       Cylea cast one last glance
at Ying, then let her hands drop to the banister as she turned and
made her way down the spiral staircase into the soft pale light of
the kitchen.

       And again she had that
feeling, that gut intuition– it came suddenly, hitting her the
moment she stepped from the last stair and looked up. She wasn’t
alone.

       As she slipped from the
cylindrical cage of stairs and rounded the last corner into the
kitchen, she hesitated, almost freezing and all but stumbling in
her stride. A man, dressed in a suit that looked like something
fresh from a corporate exec’s wardrobe sat alone in a chair near
the fridge, eyes silently scanning a newspaper. The hair prickled
on the back of her neck as the nervousness returned full force,
insecurities and fear reasserting themselves with relatively
little, if any resistance. Her eyes quickly cast about for
something –anything– that might have been useful as a weapon, but
Ming and Shen had been quite careful about putting away anything
sharp.

       That thought instantly
triggered cold blossoms of sweat that broke across her skin like
fresh flowers bursting through soil, scenting the air. Her muscles
tightened, surging as adrenaline fought and twisted in her veins,
trying to override her control and hand the reins over to the
reflexive responses of unadulterated panic. It was all too
convenient, the offers, the work, the friendship, the offer of a
better future, the suddenness with which Ying had warmed up to her…
it all reeked like some kind of trap, a ruse cooked up by Hok
–maybe even Jack as well– all so this corporate goon could off her
in the middle of the night and nab the reward for himself. But then
sixty million seemed like a lot for one man– Hok and Jack were
probably in for a cut of the bounty.

       She cringed visibly. It
didn’t seem even half fair, and as fear wrapped its icy talons
around her heart, she clenched her teeth in silent anger, nearly
growling with repressed emotion. First Smash and now this!? Was
no-one trustworthy anymore!?

       “Hmm?” The suit looked up
suddenly from his newspaper, eyes hidden by the silvery glare of
light playing off his eyeglasses. He watched her for a long moment,
almost inspecting her before he managed a rather polite-sounding:
“Oh, you must be Cylea” and turned just as quickly back to his
paper.

       The casualness of his
attitude caught her completely off guard. She swallowed uneasily as
her emotions simmered down, dropping to a more manageable
level.

       “I’ve– I’ve been getting
that a lot these days,” she swallowed nervously. “Seems like
everyone knows my name all of a sudden.”

       “Well, what do you expect?”
He looked up again, giving her an almost critical look as he turned
a page. “You do have a sixty-million dollar bounty on your
head.”

       “Thanks for reminding me.”
Her eyes did one last quick sweep of the room. No weapons of any
kind, nothing except the woks, and they would only slow her down.
But it didn’t matter, she reminded herself– if she was going to
die, it be with a bang, and maybe, just maybe, she’d be able to
take the corporate goon down with her. “But, I guess it’s why you
are here, ja?”

       He arched an eyebrow at her
in curiosity. “Huh?”

       “You’re here to collect on
it, aren’t you?” He watched her carefully, and her anger boiled in
the silence. “Don’t play games with me, das Schwein!” She
practically spit, her tone suddenly sharpening to a cruel razor’s
edge. “I know what kind of man you are! The suit’s a dead
giveaway!”

       He set the newspaper down
warily. “What are you talking about?”

       She brushed off the
questions with a quick gesture. “Who sent you anyway? Who wants me
dead und is willing to fork over that much cash to see it
happen?”

       “Look, I don’t know.” He
looked at her critically, giving her a shallow, frustrated shrug.
“But if you’re going to have a cow about… whatever it is I’ve done
to piss you off, could you at least do it a little quieter? The
whole family works hard, and they all need their sleep, even Ying
and the children.”

       “Screw them! Screw them
all!” She roared, and instantly he was on his feet, face red with
anger and a fierce fire burning in the dark depths of his deep
brown eyes. “I can’t believe this! They set me up like this, and
you expect me to be quiet!? Fahr zur Hölle!”

       He rushed her, and she
dropped into a defensive crouch almost reflexively, her fist on a
straight course for his face. Ducking at the last moment, he let
her arm roll smoothly over his shoulder before he seized it, yanked
it forcefully around, and jammed it in firmly against her back.

       “Stop,” he said levelly,
“or I’ll break it.” He twisted her arm for emphasis, and she
grunted despite her best efforts to ignore the pain.

       “Does it matter?” She
growled back. “You’re just going to kill me anyway, right?”

       His grip softened, but he
didn’t let go. He was close enough to her now that she could hear
him breathing, could smell his slightly musky, yet distinctively
orange-peel odor. She struggled, trying to break his grip, but only
succeeded in earning a stab of pain that shot up her arm and lanced
through her shoulder with such ferocity she had to bite her lip to
keep from yelping like a beaten dog.

       “What makes you think I’m
going to kill you?”

       The hair on the back of her
neck prickled instantly. His tone wasn’t ominous, but his words
brought a whole new sense of morbid fear rising out of the pit of
her stomach. If he wasn’t going to kill her, then why was he even
here? Did he have something worse planned? She shivered at the
thought, suddenly acutely aware of the fact that, except for the
oversized nightshirt, she was completely naked, barefoot in the
kitchen.

       “I’ll let you go if you
think you can relax.” Her thoughts, fears, and speculations came
unwound then, crashing down and spinning off into shattering
fragments as suddenly as they had formed, each and every one of
them seeming somehow less real after his words. She bit her lip
again, then breathed out a sudden sigh, nodding slowly.

       Slowly, steadily, his grip
on her arm released, and slowly, steadily, she turned to face him.
He wasn’t angry, but his blank, steady expression was about as soft
and forgiving as a rock. For a long moment, they stood there,
staring at each other, eyes locked in silent scrutiny.

       “Look,” he began carefully,
hesitating only a moment when Cylea’s face darkened. “I’m not here
to kill you, okay? I’m not here under any sort of orders, and
there is no set up!” She scoffed and looked away, but he
reached out and gently grabbed her shoulders, forcing her to meet
his gaze again. “Listen to me! I live here!”

       The hardness and fire in
Cylea’s gaze flickered, curiosity clear through the distrust and
anger boiling behind her eyes.

       “I know the suit looks
corporate, okay, but I had an important interview today.” He made a
weak gesture. “That’s one of the reasons I didn’t get in until this
late. I–“ Cylea cut him off.

       “Who are you?” She asked
suddenly, leaving him fumbling for words.

       “I– The name… Bao, I’m
Bao.” He smiled weakly. “Shen and Hok are my older brothers– I’m
sure you’ve met them… of course you’ve met them.” She nodded and he
continued, slower this time. “Look, you don’t need to wig out every
time you see a nice suit. Normal people wear them sometimes
too.”

       She watched him silently
for a moment. Shen and Hok shared a common resemblance, but Bao
looked more like their younger sister– his complexion was
considerably more pale than that of his brothers, and he seemed far
more European in his build, still thin and tall, but not boney or
dark like his brothers, with rich, thick black hair instead of
their greasy and spotty dark-brown.

       Her eyes narrowed slightly.
It was time to push the issue, to see if he really was telling the
truth. “You don’t look anything like Hok or Shen.”

       “I know, I know. I look
more like Li.” He shook his head and looked away, “Everybody says
I’ve got more in common with my sister than with my brothers.” He
laughed, and his eyes met hers again. “It would make sense, though.
The four of us share the same father, but only Li and I were born
from the second marriage.” She opened her mouth to say something,
but he cut her off. “Not that it matters. Look, just try and relax,
okay? You’re safe here. As long as you’re inside the walls of this
restaurant, no one can touch you, okay?”

       The traces of a weak smile
slipped across Cylea’s face, but it was quickly gone. “No one?”

       “That’s right.” He nodded
firmly. “Hok has more connections than anyone, even myself, could
probably ever guess.”

       Cylea’s smile returned
slowly, and a nearly identical version of it cracked across Bao’s
lips. For a long moment, they stood there, searching each other’s
eyes, staring, until they suddenly realized how close they were and
broke apart, Bao’s hands returning reluctantly to his sides as
Cylea gently and absently tugged at the edges of her oversized
shirt.

       “So… uhm.” Bao cleared his
throat and scratched his head absently. “I’m sure you didn’t come
down here just to launch some sort of surprise attack on an… uh…
assassin or something like that… ” He trailed off with a nervous
laugh.

       “Nein, I… ” She blinked
absently, and a wide smile stretched across her face. “Actually, I
was having trouble sleeping–“ She chuckled, “I figured a hot glass
of milk and some kind of booze might help me get a few winks before
dawn.”

       “Always works for me.”
Bao’s smile wavered uneasily. “So… uh, mind if I join you?” He
grinned again, this time full-force. “I’ve got some brandy stashed
away in the basement.”

       “Do you even need to ask?”
She laughed, and Bao shrugged, laughing with her.

       In the pause after their
laughter trailed off nervously, Cylea swallowed self-consciously.
She’d made a complete ass out of herself, and an apology was
definitely in order. “Look, uh… Bao.” Cylea began slowly, her face
suddenly serious. “I- I’m sorry about earlier, about the things I
said… y’know, the German, and… ah, hell, all of it.”

       He nodded solemnly, smile
fading slightly. “I’ll accept your apology Cylea, this time, but
remember what I said– you’re safe here, no matter what, and… well,”
He scratched the back of his head self-consciously “Try not to be
so loud in the future.”

       “Right.” She nodded once,
firmly, and got a weak smile from Bao before he started for the
steps. Inside, a pang of guilt berated her for even thinking that
Hok’s family might betray her, and she swallowed nervously. Bao’s
words still echoed in her mind, filling the silence her left in his
wake. She was safe here, he had said. No-one could
touch her.

       But an ominous fear played
at the edges of her thoughts, rising deep within her, twisting
knots in her gut with deadening frigidity. The whole thing was
still too good to be true, a formidable-looking wooden wall rotten
to the core and weak like a hollow promise propped against a raging
sea of reality that churned hungrily just outside the restaurant’s
flimsy wooden doors. With a little luck, it would hold. She hoped
it would hold, hoped desperately, but life had never really seemed
willing to indulge her hopes.

       Hope for the best,
expect the worst. She reminded herself. That’s all you can
do.










Chapter 21
Silicon Shaolin


 

After that night, Cylea began to feel safer– it was a slow,
steady change, and as day after day passed at Chow Fun without
incident, sleep began to come easier at night. Her talks with Ying,
which quickly became a normal and expected part of every night,
dropped off again just as quickly afterwards, until they both had
to practically agree beforehand to stay awake and meet on the deck
after hours to talk. Within a few short weeks, Cylea had settled in
well among Hok’s family, and the trials of her past –Smash, her
run-in with the Triads, and even the countless times she had made
quasi-legal deals among the surging crowds at the Eye of Ra– began
to fade into the obscurity of a memory best forgotten. Even her
doubts about the validity of her humanity began to slip away, not
completely forgotten, but almost accepted, in a numb and happy sort
of way, as meaningless a consideration as race or language. Living
with Hok’s family, it was easier to feel almost normal, to forget
about the world outside the doors of Chow Fun and just exist, a
part of a warm, loving family, one of their own. 

       But not everything from her
past was worth forgetting. Thoughts of Jack still drifted through
her mind every now and again, and memories of his use of blatantly
stereotypical Australian outback tastes and colloquialisms always
brought a smile to her face. He stopped by the restaurant
occasionally, no more than once every week or so, and when he did,
it was almost always on weekends. Vinnie was still putting off the
funding for the liver nanofilter upgrades, leaving Jack little
choice but to simply shrug it off and spend his time somewhere
other than the club whenever the heavies pumped the Eye of Ra full
of their insanely powerful, top-quality nanodrugs. The word on the
street was always the same– all the same people in the underworld,
dealing and scheming the same way they always did. The bounty was
still there, but no one who seemed out of place had shown up in the
club, no one who might have been hunting her, or at least, no one
had shown up on Jack’s watch.

       Even Walt seemed content
with his new life– he’d managed to find his own niche within Hok’s
family as easily as Cylea had, and he blossomed with the attention
they gave him. For the first time since his blueprints fell into
the hands of a team of engineers with twinkles and dreams of
robotic butlers in their eyes, he was truly respected, seen as
something more than just a collection of parts and aluminum
casings, seen as a part of a family, Hok’s family.

       As a favor to Cylea, Bao
had installed Walt in his own permanent shrine on the second story
of the restaurant, where his disembodied, dented and one-eyed
caricature of a smiling butler helped Ying teach Shen and Ming’s
two children about the rich history of twentieth-century
entertainment, as he knew very little about the actual processes
behind math and language, even if he could calculate obscure sums
to obscenely high places and string together ornate and beautiful
sentences as effortlessly as he could quote episodes of MASH, the
Mod Squad, or 1960's gameshows word for word. Occasionally, when
the action on the dining floor was low, the sound of Walt and the
children singing sitcom themes or the jingles of long forgotten
television and radio commercials like some strange, off-key revival
chorus would echo down the spiral staircase, brightening up the
mood in the kitchen and bringing a smile to Cylea’s face that often
rivaled those of Shen and Ming in size alone.

       And then there were the
sisterlike exchanges between herself and Ying; the two had become
closer and closer with each passing day, to the point that both had
nearly forgotten how rocky and hostile things had begun between
them. Not that Ying’s temper had cooled any– she still cursed and
glared at Hok on a daily basis, and sometimes her voice would carry
down from the second story, a torrent of harsh shouting in Chinese
with a tone so venomous it made Cylea’s skin crawl, even if she
couldn’t understand more than a word or two of what was said. She
hadn’t picked up much Chinese living at Chow Fun, and most of what
she had picked up translated into phrases that were truly vile,
phrases she’d heard Ying use on a weekly basis.

       But perhaps even more
interesting than that was where her relationship with Bao had gone.
She suspected Ying’s influence somewhere behind the scenes, maybe
other members of the family– she didn’t know, but it seemed like
everyone had a hand in it, gently pushing the two of them closer
and closer together. It didn’t help that every member of Hok’s
family had already known what was going on between them, smiling
and chuckling behind her back long before Shen had stumbled upon
Cylea and Bao sharing a passionate kiss in the basement of the
restaurant.

       From there, it had only
gotten more intense, growing exponentially with the new sense of
freedom that came from having nothing to hide. Bao skipped entire
days of class and even cancelled an interview just to have an
excuse to spend more time with her, and more than once she had been
pressed against a door frame or a wall passionately enough that the
sound had attracted the notice of others. At first the utter lack
of privacy was unnerving, and being chained to the restaurant by
the ever-present threat of death that lurked in the streets outside
didn’t help any, but before long, the basement became a sort of
safe haven for them, a place with a locking door where they could
be alone, free from the prying eyes of curious family members.

       But not every aspect of
being a part of Hok’s family was as rosy as the rest– darkness and
fear still lurked at the edges of her mind, stealing across her
psyche like a silent thief, reminding her just how close death was,
how thin the thread that kept her suspended somewhere between life
and death really was. Fear’s icy presence awakened in those
moments, stirring in the depths of her entrails, stretching wicked
talons hungrily, prickling skin and triggering slick blossoms of
sweat that broke across smooth flesh and scented the air with the
sterile scent of jasmine anxiety, the odor of old freeclinic
hospitals in the slums, the kind that still used needles, knives
and clunky old microwave sterilizers.

       The fact that living with
Hok’s family and settling into the relatively sedentary routine of
family dishwasher had begun to make her soft nagged at her
ceaselessly, gnawing at the pit of her stomach whenever she was
left to her own thoughts, filling her with enough self-doubt to
cast a harsh shadow over what was otherwise a happy life. More
times than not, she immediately dismissed the thoughts with a shake
of her short, wild blond hair and set her jaw in fierce, silent
resolve, but every time it came back, it left thicker, more
permanent marks on her psyche, silent demands for action that
plagued her sleep.

       Not that she had really
gotten out of shape, she constantly reminded herself. She was still
sleek and fit, the picture of youthful health and beauty, but no
longer tawny and sinuous or pale and starved looking. Bao liked the
changes in her, whispering sweet nothings in her ear at night about
how much better she looked than when they had first met that
fateful night, that night that seemed so long ago, almost part of
another life, but she frowned on the loss of the hard,
street-earned edge she’d had in those days, the edge that she’d
lived with for so long.

       Then, one day, when
business was slow and both Bao and Ying were out on some errand or
another, it all came back to her like a dark, ominous cloud,
ruthlessly ripping through the layers of resolve she had built up
and hitting her with enough force and ferocity that her hands
ground to a shaking halt in the soapy water, pressing futilely
against the smooth ceramic surface of a half-washed dish. It was
there and then that she resolved to do something about it, to train
and regain her edge, that sleek line of efficiency she’d all but
lost to the soft, family nature of her new life.

       She started simply at
first, planning out a regimen of early morning exercises that she
stuck to religiously, working through everything she had remembered
from high-school gym class and adding a new stretch to the routine
whenever she found one she liked from one of the few exercise
programs she was able to pickup on Ying’s broadband broadcast
headset. The rest of Hok’s family seemed to think the effort was
unnecessary, but they didn’t try to stop her, though Ming didn’t
hesitate to point out the fact that the dark circles that had been
under Cylea’s eyes when she had first come to live with them were
coming back again.

       Hok, however, took her urge
to train in stride and, after a few days, even went so far as to
teach her a smattering of relatively simple martial art and
fighting techniques he had learned as a boy. It didn’t take long
before she was performing what Hok had taught her with machine-like
precision, and she seemed to have a natural talent for it, which
impressed him to no end. He had never taught anyone how to fight,
except for his own daughter, and Ying’s forms were sloppy at best,
but Cylea’s interest and natural aptitude struck a cord somewhere
deep in Hok’s heart, earning her several days off every week to
work through what she had learned and use it to help Ying improve
and the smaller children to start learning the basics of self
defense.

       But her lessons didn’t end
there– intrigued by her unusual talent for picking up the moves and
executing every form he gave her with relative ease, Hok taught her
everything he knew, including the proper use of her “qi,” and even
going so far as to call in some old favors with some of his closest
friends, aiming to expose Cylea to every fighting technique he
could. Of course, for him, it was mostly about bragging rights, and
the looks that crossed the faces of his friends the first time they
watched Cylea execute a complex taolu in perfect, unerring form and
in half the time it was supposed to take were priceless, but on
some level, Hok also enjoyed watching her succeed, enjoyed watching
her absorb every new technique and preform it almost like it was
second nature within mere minutes of having learned it.

       And still, every morning,
she practiced, starting with a short series of aerobics followed by
a string of forms that she had planned out herself, incorporating
individual moves and techniques from everything she had learned
into a series of massive, custom taolu that usually lasted until
Bao came jogging through the dining floor, briefcase in hand,
intent on spending a few minutes with her before rushing out the
front door on his way to law school or another interview.

       It was one such day, in the
early morning, before the restaurant opened, and before anyone
should have been awake, before even Bao should have been awake,
that she had been working a new and somewhat more complex series of
moves that she had planned out the night before. The thick,
broadband broadcast headset she wore hummed quietly as a moderately
handsome news anchor ran over the latest news, the usual killings,
robberies, child-friendly events, then turned just as quickly to
CEO Ted Solomon’s controversial acquisition of Minerva industries
and his plans to resurrect the long dead FTL project. Of course,
there were skeptics that clung to the words of ancient theories
like sacred words of scripture and said it couldn’t be done– they
were all cut from the same mold, all old, balding, pear-shaped men
that lounged against cheap office furniture and claimed the launch
of the TEV Minerva and its subsequent attempt to achieve
Faster-Than-Light travel which had resulted in a multi-trillion
dollar disaster as epic as the sinking of the titanic several
thousand times had been enough to prove, without question, that
humans were destined to be chained to this rock for the rest of
eternity, barring whatever marginal growth the relatively
unsuccessful Martian and Lunar, corporate-funded colonies might
manage before they collapsed under the harsh heel of off-world tax
leans and budget cuts. It was a sentiment she didn’t share, and as
she delivered several rapid, sweaty strikes to the crisp air, her
thoughts wandered, stars and the weightless vacuum of space
drifting through her mind. Briefly, she wondered if she’d ever get
the chance to see it for herself, much less live to see the next
attempt at Faster-Than-Light travel. She sniffed and pumped two
more quick jabs into the air. If anyone could pull it off, it would
be Solomon– he hadn’t singlehandedly unified the world under the
iron fist of commerce by listening to two-bit news critics and
naysayers. The monolithic Stratoscraper he’d built in the cradle of
humanity, smack-dab in the technological mecca of the middle east,
and raised as the Solomon Global Commerce Tower, stood as a silent,
but unignorable testament to that.

       As she turned fluidly into
the last stance of the taolu, the familiar sound of a heel scuffing
against the frame of the door that led into the kitchen caught her
ear. Reflexively, her eye flicked to the time indicator in the
lower right-hand corner of the headset’s display, and she missed a
breath. There was still more than an hour before anyone should have
been awake, much less downstairs.

       Almost imperceptibly, the
set of her jaw hardened and she executed the last three moves in
the series with unnatural precision. It was faster than she’d meant
it to be, but she didn’t waste time thinking about it– tearing the
headset off in one fluid movement, she shot a piercing blue glare
in the direction of the doorway, pupils contracting fiercely,
ready.

       Let them come. The
thought cracked through her mind like a bolt of neon lightning,
I’m ready for whatever’s out there.
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