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        Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats is a groundbreaking gene-editing technology that has revolutionized the field of genetics. Acting as a pair of "molecular scissors,” CRISPR allows scientists to precisely target and modify genes in living organisms. It works by guiding a protein called Cas9 to specific sections of DNA, where it can add, remove, or alter genetic material with remarkable accuracy. This technique holds incredible potential for medical advancements, including the treatment of genetic disorders and the development of disease-resistant crops. CRISPR opens the door to a new era of genetic possibilities, offering hope for a healthier and more sustainable future.

        

        Except that not all CRISPR applications illuminate a brighter tomorrow.
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      The blast startled me out of my desk chair and onto the floor before I even knew I was awake.

      It sounded like a jet engine. Or a megawatt bathroom hairdryer, if such a thing even existed. No—more like a blast furnace.

      Climbing off the floor and peering through the blinds, I realized it was neither day nor night, but that brief, weird time when the sun is sinking just below the horizon and the sky is streaked in colors over shades of gray. The streetlights were already on. I couldn’t see the source of the blast, just a light flashing the bare branches of the trees, casting sideways shadows on the walls of the townhouses across the way.

      A nearby car horn bleated its ignored alarm.

      Slipping on, but not tying my shoes, I threw a fleece jacket over my T-shirt. Hurrying across the loft, I carefully attempted not to clomp my feet on the hardwoods and disturb Grandpa downstairs. I slid the patio door open and stepped out. Frigid October air prickled goosebumps up my arms and down my back. I zipped the fleece up to my neck.

      The roar stopped. The flare disappeared, leaving autumn silence and me with nothing but a heartbeat pounding in my ears and a pair of eyes adjusting to the dim light under the leaden sky.

      From the second-floor patio of my unit, situated on the upslope edge of the townhouse development, I was able to see across the rooftops of the other units, all the way down to the library situated on the edge of our modest park. A further fifteen miles north, the towers in downtown Denver twinkled against the coming evening. Nothing seemed out of place.

      I guessed the roar came from an incinerator truck.

      I’d never seen one in person, never heard one in real life. But I’d watched vids online, and I’d read accounts of how loud they could be—like a 747, inexplicably hovering overhead. People exaggerate, though. And I’d stopped trusting the internet so long ago, it was hard for me now to accept something I knew to be true about myself—I’d once believed the world wide web would be the fountain of universal knowledge that would help us turn our little blue planet into, well, something better.

      Ha. Ha. Ha.

      A light snow started to fall.

      The scent of barbecue drifted in the air. One of my neighbors must have scored a juicy pork butt on his grocery ration. The lucky bastard was grilling it in the small courtyard behind his townhouse. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten a barbecued anything.

      I leaned on the rail, feeling the cold metal on my bare palms, listening. A few miles north, a semi droned down the highway, rhythmically banging over the cracks in the pavement. Local traffic—what was left of it these days—rolled up Piquant Boulevard, a half-block behind me. A dog barked. And then another. The car horn stopped beeping. Someone’s television blared loud enough for me to hear an early-evening TV anchor hyperbolizing the news and baiting her viewers into watching through the upcoming ads for overpriced pencil-dick medications and apocalypse prepper meals.

      A big diesel engine rattled nearby. Metal groaned and banged. Not too long ago, I’d have guessed it was a garbage truck dropping dumpsters too hard on the pavement. Or a city maintenance crew taking their low-pay frustrations out on the taxpayers by repairing a pothole in the most irritating way. Now, my guess was different. The cybersphere—the lie-o-sphere was a better name—claimed that the burn boxes were mounted on diesel rigs.

      Some time ago, I’d decided to believe that was true.

      Oddly, the snow settling on my skin wasn’t cold. That was definitely true as well—personal experience and all.

      I ran a hand through my hair. The snow wasn’t wet. It left a greasy smear on my fingers. I sniffed it, then recoiled. It smelled like my neighbor had burned his pork on a dirty grill smeared with last week’s fish.

      It was then I realized the flakes falling from the sky weren’t snow at all. They were ash.

      Another incinerator roared. I spotted the glow of its propane jets illuminating the rooftops a mile east. When it cut, I heard another one, fainter, much farther away. That one burned for a good long while—seventy, maybe ninety seconds, turning a triple-size somebody into a puff of glowing cinders.

      We’d never had an incinerator truck in the southwest suburbs, and now three burn boxes were out at the end of the workday, rooting out a disease that wasn’t even supposed to be here. Unless a new bug was going around. Already. Four pandemics so far this year and it wasn’t yet November. Five would tie the record. The rumor-net had it we’d hit six by Christmas.

      Could that really happen?

      A touch of fear triggered a habit to reach up and squeeze my nose, feeling for the nasal ultraviolet emitter tubes in each of my nostrils. I flipped my hand to see two purple rings of UV light glowing on my palm. My nasal UV tubes were functioning just like they were supposed to—killing any microbe I happened to breathe in through them. I finished the ritual I’d practiced a thousand times by inhaling and exhaling through my nose, mouth closed, just as was my habit when outside my home. All of that because the world had too many jerk-off gene jackers skulking in their mommy’s basements, spinning up novel pathogens and rolling two thousand years of modern civilization back into oblivion. Or wherever we were all headed.

      A whooshing blast startled me away from my patio rail.

      A cone of yellow and blue flame jetted above the roofs of the townhouses across the street. Flecks of red ash rocketed into the air—a hundred, maybe two hundred feet up—as they dimmed into a mushroom-shaped cloud spreading beneath the overcast sky.

      The roar cut. The flames disappeared.

      Suddenly.

      Much too suddenly.

      I guessed twenty, maybe thirty seconds, but more like twenty.

      That could only mean one thing. The burn box had just smoked a kid—one from the neighborhood, probably one of the three brothers who used to stop me to pet my Yellow Labrador mutt, Jasper, when I walked him in the afternoons. Those free-range delinquents were always riding their bikes between the parked cars like they were playing Ninja Frogger against the commuters coming home from work. I didn’t know their names, but the other dog walkers in the ‘hood called them Future Failure, Big Head Ned, and That Fucking Naked Kid—long story. When they were petting Jasper, they seemed like normally adjusted little humans. When they weren’t, well, they were just annoying brats with bad parents. Now one of them was a puff of ash floating over the neighborhood.

      I realized then that the propane flame should have made me angry for what it meant had just happened. But it didn’t. An infected kid had died. The virus police disposed of the body in the most efficient, sanitary way they could. Our townhouse complex lost one more resident, one more added to a list of at least a hundred. So far. I’d passed through the terror phase of it, then the anger phase, long, long ago.

      Now, I'd hit the most dangerous phase of all, the complacent one.

      The dead were just numbers. Numbers so big they didn’t mean anything anymore.

      A pair of bare feet shuffling across the floor inside told me Grandpa had crept upstairs. Unusual for him. At his age, stairs were difficult. He asked, “What are you making all that noise for?”

      I turned to see him standing in the doorway with his wrinkled old dong hanging out. “Grandpa, you forgot to get dressed again.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “You’re naked.”

      “Doesn’t mean I forgot.”

      Exasperated, I tried my best to hide it. “Where’s your watch?”

      He raised a wrist to show me his old windup dumb-watch, the one his father had bought for him brand-new the day before he’d deployed to Korea. He never took the thing off.

      “Your biosensor,” I clarified.

      Looking at me like I’d just spoken in Farsi, he scratched his gray pubes like I wasn’t there watching.

      I tapped the biosensor band on my wrist as I stepped toward him. Visual aids always helped when he was like this. “You had it on at lunch.”

      “Noah, why do you talk to me like I’m a child?”

      “You know you have to wear it all the time, Grandpa.” I called him Grandpa a lot when I was annoyed with him.

      “Noah Blanks, young man, it has to charge.” He called me ‘Noah Blanks,’ or ‘young man’ too frequently when he was annoyed with me.

      I herded him into the house and closed the door behind. He resisted my urging, so I left him to linger in the loft upstairs that I used for a home office. I hurried down. “When did you take it off?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Grandpa.”

      “Yeah?”

      His room occupied a space on the first floor in the front of the townhouse. I marched through the kitchen. Just off the sitting room where he typically watched TV from an old leather couch, his door hung open. I didn’t see the biosensor band laying on the end table, nor was it sticking out from between the couch cushions. Inside his room, I checked the charger on his nightstand. No biosensor bracelet. I glanced around the room, hoping to get lucky. Loudly, I called, “Where did you leave it, Grandpa?”

      No answer.

      I searched under the blankets and beneath the pillow. “Where’s your phone, Grandpa?” I figured I could use it to locate the biosensor.

      No answer. Again.

      I rushed to his bedroom door to call upstairs. I stopped when I spotted him in the shadows at the top, looking down at me. From the glaze in his eyes, I knew he was having trouble with reality. He got that way sometimes. Too often. I expended the effort to sound calm. “Did you take your meds?”

      “Yes.”

      I knew he was lying. I’d seen his pill minder next to his biosensor charger on the nightstand, unopened. Why did I even ask? No idea. “Do you know when you took your biosensor band off?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You know, if they can’t poll your sensor for your bio stats, they'll come again.”

      “How do I charge it, then?” He started down the stairs on jaunty feet, his flaccid penis swinging left and right.

      I headed for his bathroom to search. “If you miss three hours in a row—” I didn’t finish. It wouldn’t do any good to tell him for the umpteenth time that after three hours with no vital signs from his biosensor, the virus police would call his phone. If no one answered, they’d figure he was dead, and they’d show up on our doorstep.

      Among other things, the virus police ran the burn boxes.

      I needed to find Grandpa’s biosensor band, and I needed to find that phone.
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      Piper, my ex, moved out five years back, the summer before the first killer influenza of the 21st century exploded across the globe. It had an official scientific name, but everybody called it Siv2—Swine Influenza Virus Two. By the following Easter, it had killed thirty-nine million people. Nearly one in two hundred worldwide. Few governments back then had propaganda machines powerful enough to make thirty-nine million bodies disappear. So, the world changed. A little at first. More, when the Syrian Measles swamped the global hospital system a year later, killing over a hundred million. That’s when human civilization started its long march to a place it had never been before.

      None of us ever imagined it would turn out like it did.

      Piper and I had both divorced once before we hooked up. Our relationship lasted six years longer than it should have, suffering a terminal incompatibility that worsened with each passing election—we voted different tickets.

      Grandpa loved Piper because she had great tits and a flirty smile. He was an incorrigible pervert. It helped that they were both on the same political team and would gang up on me over Christmas dinner. Both of them, teaming up with my parents, leaving me to argue alone. Ho, Ho, Ho.

      Grandpa moved into my downstairs guest room three-and-a-half years ago. After one of the market crashes, Mom and Dad claimed some belt-tightening was in order. His pension didn't cover his monthly nut at the assisted living facility, and my parents stopped paying the difference. They were at their place in South Florida at the time, and interstate travel had just been restricted. Again. There was so much again-and-again-and-again in our lives by then that it felt like the world had stuck itself into a groove on a scratched record. I think Mom and Dad timed their budget decision so that Grandpa’s only option was to move in with me. Didn’t matter. We both preferred it that way.

      He was mostly easy at first, progressively harder as his dementia worsened. I didn’t mind taking care of him, though. He was the one who had shown up for my little league games when I was a kid while Mom and Dad were out milking their money cow. He tagged along on my Boy Scout campouts when my parents were in Hawaii scuba diving with endangered sea turtles and helicoptering over breathtaking social media photo opportunities. When the back-of-the-class booger eaters decided I’d make a good target for their teasing, and then their fists, Grandpa taught me how to fight back with some of his Army moves. I was never as tough as he’d hoped, but life at school improved. Grandpa signed me up for Tae Kwon Do. I spent several years earning my black belt, then Grandpa moved me on to Kung Fu. He used to call me Grasshopper, chuckling for whatever reason that was funny. He was the one who drove me to my tournaments and sat his bony old ass on the hardwood bleachers in the high school gyms for seven or eight hours at a time, waiting on the chance to cheer me for three minutes when my match came up.

      Grandpa was the best dad I ever had.

      I found his biosensor band looped over a shampoo bottle in his shower—60% charged. After wrangling him into the kitchen and strapping the mandatory bracelet onto his wrist, I went in search of his phone.

      The incinerator that had startled me out of my nap earlier began blasting another pandemic victim into the atmosphere. It sounded loud enough to still be in the neighborhood. Maybe a block over. It was probably smoking another of the three delinquents, maybe the big-headed one with the blank stare. The virus police must have nosed out a new cluster. That obvious deduction made me nervous.

      No doubt a burn box in the neighborhood put everyone on edge. Everyone still alive.

      In a stroke of luck, I found Grandpa’s dead cellphone lying on a shelf in the fridge. Why? I don’t ask anymore. I plugged it in to charge and half-listened while Grandpa ribbed me about running late on dinner, despite us being in the kitchen an hour earlier than usual. His phone buzzed and flashed the screen to prove to me it had revived itself. Thankfully, the missed call badge read zero. That meant we were safe from the virus police and their MeBot tagalongs.

      MeBots. Ugh.

      The MeBot product line was responsible for turning Sanaka Systems, my employer, into the richest company on the planet.

      Most of the first-generation MeBot models had been scooped up by federal agencies right off the production lines. That made it possible for a government employee to sit at home, put on a VR headset, slip into some hand controls, and connect with a humanoid MeBot that was already onsite in a hazardous situation—usually any situation that required direct interaction with people. Because everybody was potentially infectious these days.

      Most of the gen-one government models were painted white with big red spots. Why the spots? Heck, I work for Sanaka Systems, I’d had a role on the first-generation product development team, and I still don’t know.

      I’d heard it was some marketing bureaucrat’s idea for presenting the bots as friendly but dangerous—don’t be alarmed, but stay back. I won’t hurt you, but I’m as creepy as a touchy-feely youth minister and as unsettling as an emotional support Doberman. I’d also heard the paint design had been mandated for safety precautions, much like the reason firetrucks were red. I could have scoured the internet for an answer, only that would have turned into a frustrating waste of an afternoon with no consensus to show for the effort. Objective truth had been suffering under relentless assault for decades. Sometime after the pandemics started to roll, truth died completely.

      Afterall, what’s an answer to anything worth when nothing and everything is true? All at the same time.

      Depending on who you ask.

      Depending on where you look.

      Depending on how you feel.

      Back when I was still in junior high and infatuated with every new electronic gadget Santa-parents dropped under the tree at Christmas, I’d have flipped my shit for a robot I could walk through town inside of from the comfort of my couch. Now they were a real thing. A benefit to humanity, but an irritant in more ways than I could count. Time had aged me into my forties, and it seemed more and more like the world kept getting too different, too fast.

      I wondered how the hysterical pace of change made Grandpa feel.

      Maybe dementia wasn’t so much a curse as a gift.

      I maxed the volume on the ringer and left Grandpa’s phone on the charger. I cajoled him into getting dressed. Thankfully, he didn’t argue, but ambled back to his room and put his pajamas on—he typically wore them all day long. I listened for the rattle of pills in a plastic container, indicating he’d probably swallowed his evening meds. Probably. Too frequently he’d just shake his pill minder to fake me out. Rebelliousness runs in the family.

      I opened the fridge and surveyed our sparse choices. I checked the date on my biosensor band—at least it served the basic functions of a smartwatch on top of tracking my biological status markers. I’d received a reminder that morning that my grocery order was ready. The delivery person should have dropped our biweekly ration on the porch already, but they hadn’t. They were running late. Again. No surprise. Not uncommon. No reason to get pissed.

      Still, too many people fell victim to their anger over the chronic inconveniences of the world. They felt cheated out of our culture’s television fantasy of prosperity and plenty, our civilization’s Golden Age.

      A Golden Age? Ha! When did that end?

      The Milk Rage?

      That was probably the turning point.

      NIR was the culprit. A CRISPR-engineered strain of a previously eradicated cattle virus called Rinderpest. Ironically, its new-and-improved name became New Improved Rinderpest. Over one summer, it infected cattle herds throughout the western hemisphere. With seemingly no geographical point of origin—it was just suddenly everywhere—the media sphere blew into a blame tizzy pointing the finger at the usual international suspects—China, North Korea, Iran, yada, yada, yada. With the cow-to-human ratio being much higher in Western nations, the cattle-borne illness had a disproportionate effect on the food supply of richer countries.

      In the USA, milk prices spiked immediately and then milk disappeared from grocery store shelves altogether. The effect rippled through America’s food supply chain. Infants had no formula. College students went without pizza. News stories began to circulate about people in America—mostly children—actually dying of starvation. Hence the rage.

      The next year, a rice blight hit Asia and post-modern starvation went global. The shittier people on the internet claimed that some country in the Far East had gotten exactly what it deserved for causing what had happened in the West. But who started what never matters. It's always just regular folks who do the suffering. Here, there, everywhere. Same as it ever was.

      And my fridge was still empty.

      I had no traditional dinner options. We had eggs and bread. Breakfast for dinner? Why not?

      Grandpa tromped back into the kitchen and achily folded himself into a chair at the table. Some of his pills, we both knew, would upset his stomach if he waited too long to eat. I made a command decision. By the time the eggs were sizzling in the frying pan, Grandpa was sipping his ersatz coffee and reading news articles on his ePad. Or surfing blonde MILF PAWG porn. Total coin toss.

      At first, Grandpa let me cook in silence, but that never lasted. When he decided personal time was over, he said, “Storm might be here all day.”

      “What?”

      “The storm. Woke me up this morning. You too, don’t you remember?” He always tried to act like I was the one with the bad memory.

      I looked up from the frying pan. “There wasn’t a storm, Grandpa.” I didn’t bother to say it wasn’t morning, either. Maybe making breakfast at dinnertime had disoriented him.

      “Noah Blanks, young man, I heard the thunder again just a minute ago.” He snapped his ePad closed. His dander was up.

      “Burn box,” I explained.

      “What?

      “An incinerator truck.”

      Grandpa smiled. “I’m glad they’re finally recycling in our neighborhood.”

      “Yeah. They’re not.” I flipped the eggs just as the toaster popped.

      “The new garbage trucks,” Grandpa insisted. “They recycle right there on the spot. Saves the city a mint. Saves the endangered seals, too.”

      I shook my head, a response meant just for myself, so I could pretend like I'd won the pointless argument.

      He saw me do it, and reengaged. “Recycling, heard of it? It’s good for the environment. You metrosexuals like the environment, don’t you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You dress like a homo on the prowl, but you never leave the house. Why is that?”

      “Grandpa!” I scolded him with my tone as I looked down at my clothes—an old fleece jacket, gym shorts, worn shoes. If anything, I looked like a male version of a cat lady. “Do you even know what a metrosexual is?”

      “Don’t you?”

      I rolled my eyes as I went to retrieve the butter and jelly from the fridge. As I was opening the door, I recalled that we had no butter. The Sun Harvest Saver, our assigned grocery store, had been shorting us for months.

      And, no, I didn’t know what a metrosexual was.

      Back when Siv2 hit, hoarding turned into a national hobby. Paper products and anything canned or boxed disappeared from stores as fast as the part-timers could stock the shelves. Most of the shortages were temporary—at first. We had three pandemic diseases that first year, all spreading across the globe at once, creating international scarcity. Bananas disappeared and didn't come back. Oranges followed. Apples were hard to come by, as was most fresh produce. Meat grew sparse by Christmas—but we did have this government-recipe, SPAM-like canned meat substitute that started shipping in the months after the Milk Rage. Everybody called it monkey meat. Grandpa said it tasted like salty dog food. At least half the name-brand products I wanted weren’t available on our grocery store’s online app. Not even when I entered a false address and checked a different store.

      Rumors of shipments to grocers started to spread through neighborhood social media apps, displacing news, weather, and even sports in the top spots. Grocery scalping turned into a thing. Employees and other insiders could break into their grocer’s order prioritization queue and shift choice products into their own baskets. Suddenly, everybody knew somebody who knew anotherbody who had an in. If the price was right, one could nab a genuine box of Ritz Crackers or a six-pack sack of full-size Snickers bars.

      I’d once paid four times retail for a twelve-pack of Coke—well, more than one time—and I'd do it again. Six times retail is what a package of double-stuffed Oreos set me back. I didn’t mind too much. Grandpa loved those things. When he saw them, his eyes lit up like I’d dumped a bag of Halloween candy in his lap.

      Finally, the government pushed the strict rationing laws through, though there's not much difference between rationing by law and rationing because there is nothing. Afterwards, maybe what little we got was more evenly distributed, yet I can’t say things were much better. A little, maybe. But they were always worse this year than last. Whichever this year we were in.

      “I said,” repeated Grandpa, “recycling is good for the environment.”

      “I agree with you. Do we have to argue?”

      “Who’s arguing?” He turned his attention back to his ePad screen. “We’re just two men talking like real men used to talk.”

      I plated the food, carried it to the table, and scooted a chair out. “You’ll say the trucks are recycling, even though burning garbage isn’t remotely close to how recycling works.”

      “So you say.”

      I sighed and scooped up some eggs. “I’ll say they’re burning the infected bodies of virus victims to slow the spread of whatever’s going around right now. You’ll say I talk like a sissy insurance salesman—whatever that’s supposed to mean."

      "If the shoe fits—"

      "You’ll tell me I let people push me around—"

      "You do."

      “—even though you saw me break Tommy Wilder’s nose back in fourth grade.”

      Grandpa laughed, just like he did every time that stupid bit of trivia came up.

      “You taught me how to stand up for myself, Grandpa. This isn’t the first time we’ve had this real man talk.”

      Grandpa’s gaze grew distant. His eyes glazed over, and his face slid slowly into sadness. His mood often changed on a dime as he slipped around the edges of lucidity. “I’m sorry, son. You know how I get.”

      I reached out, put a hand on his arm, and squeezed. Damned dementia.

      He fixed me with his hard, sergeant’s glare. “You were always smart as a whip with all your big dictionary words and your fancy dreams. And you were a good kid. Still are. I'm proud of you. Have been since the day you were born. I just want you to know that.”

      “I do.” It came out sounding like a croak as emotions constricted my throat.

      “And don’t be a pussy.”

      I laughed. “I know.”

      “I was just a kid when they shipped me off to the war in Korea. Did I ever tell you that?”

      “Yes.” About a hundred times.

      “Seventeen years old. A rifle and a helmet.” Grandpa slowly shook his head. “Some guys said the worst of it was the cold that winter. Frozen mud. Ice in the canteens. Bodies all twisted up like the mannequins at Monkey Ward.” A long pause. “The real worst thing was watching my friends die. Or maybe killin’ all those little Chinamen when they flooded south across the Yalu. I hated ‘em at the time, so it was easy to pull the trigger.” Another pause. “But the nightmares, the ghosts, they haunted me for a long time. Most of my life, I guess.”

      “That’s because you were a good man when you shipped to Korea,” I told him. “You’re still a good man today.”

      Grandpa’s eyes focused on something out the window. “A man’s gotta stand up for what’s right. Gotta pay the price. Whatever it is.”

      I nodded. Of course I did.

      We ate in silence for a while. Grandpa scrolling on his ePad, me swiping numbly across the images on my phone.

      Grandpa snorted. “Toast and eggs again?”

      “Chris has chickens. I trade him herbs and strawberries—"

      "We got strawberries?"

      "Yeah. Well, not right now. We grow them in the hydroponic garden we built in the basement. You remember Chris, right?”

      Grandpa lost interest in his plate and stared across the kitchen. A faint smile found its way to his face. “Did I ever tell you how your Grandma used to make me breakfast when your mom and her sister were outside playing, running up and down the street like a couple of monkeys from the zoo?”

      “More times than you needed to.”

      “She’d stand over there by the stove, nothing on but that little pink apron—” Grandpa pantomimed the hourglass of grandma’s shapely thirty-something butt with his hands in the air. “I’d sit at the table, thinking about giving you a baby uncle to go with your aunt. Know what I mean?”

      “I do, Grandpa, and I’d rather not.”

      “Sometimes, if she had some biscuits in the oven, she’d bend way over and—”

      A fist knocked loudly on the front door.

      Shit.

      Or not shit.

      Casual visits at the front door were a thing of the past. Still, I didn’t know whether to feel worried or relieved.
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      Worried. That’s what I should have been.

      Fanning out from my front door, five sets of footprints tracked the ashes of the freshly incinerated kids across my dark wood floors. Two were virus cops, tactically positioned to lord their power over Grandpa and me. Two were virus techs, along to do the dirty work. The fifth intruder was a Sanaka Systems first generation MeBot, operated remotely by somebody somewhere, tasked with hauling the outbreak response team’s portable pathogen identification machine.

      One of the virus techs was a thin man with a huge, unsafe beard sticking out from beneath the medical-grade filter appliance covering his mouth and nose. His yellow plastic protective sack suit hung on his bony shoulders like a garbage bag.

      Grandpa squirmed on the couch, resisting the skinny tech’s attempts to collect his temperature, pulse, oxygen saturation, and blood pressure.

      The other tech was a woman—or maybe a man, I couldn’t tell for sure. She also wore the one-size-fits-all yellow sack. The plastic shield over her face was scratched and splattered. She seemed particularly pissed about that as she kept smearing it with her plastic sleeve and cursing under her breath. It was her job to take a sample of Grandpa’s blood and slide the vial into the pathogen identification machine toted by the bot.

      The vaguely humanoid bot was the only one in the outbreak response team that wasn’t outwardly angry, but that was only because it was a first-gen model. They didn’t yet have the ability to express the jockey’s emotional state. It just stood there holding its identification box, looking ridiculous in red polka dots.

      Both enforcement officers wore military-grade filtration masks, mirrored law enforcement-grade augmented reality goggles, and navy-blue coveralls manufactured from some name-brand plastic fortified with nylon mesh. The big yellow OPM logo was stenciled on the back, chest, and arms. Below each OPM logo, in vibrant letters, the word ENFORCEMENT informed the public that these were the guys with the authority to dole out government sanctioned violence—when the situation required it. Most people called them the virus police, the virus cops, and sometimes the VC, because people saw them as the enemy—I didn’t know what to believe about that. Both virus cops wore radios and cop belts with clubs, cuffs, stun guns, sprays, and pistols in easy reach.

      One of the virus cops stood in my dining room, keeping his distance, stationed on situation overwatch. His hand twitched on the butt of his pistol, like he was itching to shoot somebody who looked just like me.

      The other virus cop had taken an antagonistic position deep inside the social distance safety zone of my personal space. Distinctly perturbed, he rudely reminded me, “This is the third time we’ve been to this address.”

      “Not my fault, Robocop.” I pointed at Grandpa’s phone, still plugged into the charger on the kitchen counter. “Nobody called.”

      “You—” Robocop’s finger poked my chest.

      “are—” He punctuated with another poke.

      “responsible” Ouch.

      “for” Ouch.

      “the” Ouch.

      “codger.” Ouch, dammit.

      “People like you are the reason these outbreaks keep spreading.” Another poke, just one. Even bullies with guns get tired fingers.

      I pointed at Grandpa. “He’s fine. He’s healthy. He hasn’t been out of the house in weeks.” I laughed at the absurdity of the truth. “Years, if you don’t count the patio and balcony.”

      One of the yellow-sack virus techs—the maybe-woman—shouted at Grandpa, “You need to sit still, sir.”

      “Grandpa,” I called. “Please.” I turned back to Robocop. “If he doesn’t take his meds on schedule, he gets a little squirrely. This isn’t rocket science. It’s not a nefarious plot. It’s just normal—”

      “Compliance with Ordinance H7-36B is compulsory,” Robocop told me. “Failure to comply—”

      “No,” I insisted, letting my irritation boil to the surface. “It’s not that. We want to comply. We live for it. Hell, we have wet dreams about it.”

      Nobody laughed, but itchy-finger cop found his voice. “Are you his custodial guardian?”

      “No,” I told him. “Not officially.”

      I couldn’t see his eyes through the mirrored goggles, but I know he rolled them. So did the other virus cop, because he sighed loudly enough for me to hear.

      “He’s not cooperating,” exaggerated the maybe-woman virus tech as they took a vial containing Grandpa’s blood and shoved it through a hole in the MeBot’s pathogen identification machine. The machine beeped its acceptance and flashed a series of lights.

      The two cops and the maybe-woman shared a look, communicating something silent and privy. The one on living room overwatch garbled something into his shoulder mic.

      A moment later, the radio crackled back a static reply I couldn’t understand.

      My eyes, like everyone’s, fell on the MeBot, awaiting data evaluation and conclusion.

      Grandpa wasn’t sick. I knew that for a fact, but the machine whirred along as its internal mechanisms took too long processing its opinion on the matter.

      Grandpa took the opportunity to slip his pajama bottoms down and start masturbating his flaccid little buddy.

      The two virus techs jumped back.

      The maybe-woman squealed, “This is disgusting.”

      The MeBot bleated, “Sir?”

      “I have a big itch,” laughed Grandpa. “And it’s gonna get bigger.”

      It wasn’t. But our guests didn't know that.

      The maybe-woman and her yellow sack suit coworker stomped out of the house. The MeBot, carrying the portable pathogen identification machine, puppy dogged after, with the two virus cops taking up a disappointed rearguard action.

      Embarrassed, but relieved, I took my eyes off the door they’d left open on their way out and asked Grandpa, “Why did you—”

      “They left, didn’t they?” He was already tucking his junk back into his pajama bottoms. “Sorry about the biosensor thing. I woke up last night and took it off to charge it. Musta dozed off before I put it on the charger thingy.”

      Grandpa made that story up, or maybe he assumed that's what he did. I didn’t see any point in telling him I’d found the watch in his shower. “Don’t worry about it.”

      The virus response squad was still on my front porch, pushing my patio furniture out of their way like they didn’t give two fairy farts what I’d paid for it. That concerned me.

      Three sharp buzzes from outside multiplied my anxiety.

      Two seconds later, three more sharp buzzes confirmed the first.

      My brain seized.

      Somebody outside cursed. Feet shuffled. Words were exchanged. Before I could snap out of my paralysis, the two virus cops rushed through my front door. A Taser fired. Pointy barbs poked my skin. 50,000 volts of happy juice jolted me to the floor.
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      I came to my senses on my front porch, cuffed and lying on the concrete, my feet kicking at my disarranged patio furniture.

      The powdery ash of the kid from the next block over stuck to the side of my face. A virus cop stood so close to me all I could see of him were his grimy black boots. The yellow-sack maybe-woman lingered down at the curb, showing the pathogen identification machine’s result screen to another sack-suit androgynoid, this one in white. They were talking in that muffled way people do when they have filtration gear over their faces. I couldn’t make out any of it because a diesel engine chugged loudly in the street nearby, blocking the entrance to the alley my garage door opened onto.

      Under the clearly disgruntled fawning of Robocop, the ringmaster of the pathogen response circus stood in the street.  He’d not bothered to climb the dozen stairs up to my front patio. He wasn’t in a dirty-work sort of job. In fact, he wasn’t even physically present. He’d arrived on the scene in the form of a high-dollar MeBot, driven not by a VR headset and hand controls, but jockeyed from a MePod in a remote location, possibly at the central Denver OPM compound—Office of Pandemic Management. More likely at home, though.

      That was the whole idea behind the cutesy-named MeBot concept when bazillionaire Harry Van Der Hooven, my boss’s boss’s boss’s for however many levels up boss surprised the world with our company’s new product line back when Siv2 was still killing its first million victims. Our slogan and sales pitch:

      
        
        Life Without Leaving Home

      

      

      The latest MeBots were expensive. What I earned in a year, plus interest. Easy to jockey. Well worth it, or so the worldwide disinformation superhighway claimed.

      Owners could climb naked inside the stationary MePod sitting in their basement or closet or bathroom, or wherever. The units required skin-to-probe contact for the MeBot’s sensors and feedback systems to function. That allowed a jockey to not only pilot a remotely located MeBot, to see what it saw, hear what it heard, and interact with the environment, but to smell what it smelled, kinda, and feel what it felt—except, of course, for the painful parts. All in ultrahigh sensory fidelity. Just like being there in the flesh.

      Once you got past the vertigo.

      Some people never did.

      Jockeying a MeBot, an owner could perform an appendectomy, pilot a plane, or squeeze the ass of a willing young hottie at the disco. And feel it. If there actually were any hot, squeezable asses at the underground discos anymore. I wouldn't know. The big benefit—a MeBot jockey would never again have to take their vulnerable flesh and blood into the petri dish of outgassing, contagion-excreting, dangerously irrational humans. They wouldn’t have to risk their lives by arriving in corporeal form with a pandemic response crew at the scene of a suspected virus cluster on the south side of Denver.

      My hope about the MeBot bossman, a Detective Rancourt, if I read his name badge correctly, was that his physical detachment from the scene would keep him emotionally separated enough not to be swept up in the lynch-mob mentality of the blue and yellow plastic bag people. He would see the process going awry, and he’d bring it to an end. He’d let me and Grandpa go back inside and finish our breakfast dinner.

      Hopefully.

      Between the black iron bars of the rail that edged my porch, Grandpa stumbled into view down in the street. Two polka-dotted MeBots propped him up, helping him toward the open bay on the back of the incinerator truck. One of the two-legged yellow sacks hustled up to his side, wielding a big syringe filled with an amber serum that would put him into a stupor or stop his heart or any of a hundred terrible possibilities suddenly racing through my head.

      I screamed a curse and jumped to my feet—at least I started wobbling toward that goal. The virus cop’s Taser zapped the bejesus out of me a second time.

      When I floated out of my second daze of the day, the previously open burn box on the back of the truck had been closed up and latched tight. The MeBot in charge, Detective Rancourt, recited a babble of terse, formal legalese. Somebody shouted something I didn’t understand. The incinerator roared, and a jet of blue and yellow flame rocketed into the sky. It streaked red and black as a blossom of beautiful orange embers burst above, turning into a mushroom-shaped gray haze that drifted slowly down.

      My heart stopped beating.

      Everything in the world seemed to freeze in the autumn chill.

      A volcano of horror caught in my throat, trapped there by a scream that couldn’t escape.

      The burn cycle ended.

      The blue flame petered out.

      Just like that, it was over.

      The outbreak response crew supported by virus cop muscle had just recycled Grandpa into hot gas and grunge, the lowliest ring in the circle of life.
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      Breathing, I felt out of breath.

      Alive, I felt dead inside.

      I tried to move, but two Taser zaps in ten minutes had juiced the fight right out of me.

      My head filled with curses that raced too fast for me to hurl at the plastic-draped monsters who had just murdered my grandfather.

      The blue-bag bastard towering above me misinterpreted my stillness for calm, my silence for acceptance. He cut the plastic straps binding my wrists and dropped a cardboard cube on the patio in front of my face. About the size of a Chinese takeout box, the cube was stamped in black with the OPM logo along with a line labeled:

      
        
        MORTAL REMAINS OF _____

      

      

      Grandpa’s name had been lazily scribbled on the line.

      Since the inception of the Office of Pandemic Management, I’d read, heard, watched, and perused posts, snaps, tweets, toks, stories, threads, vids, chats, vlogs, and any number of blah blah variations of information, disinformation, propaganda, counter-propaganda, hyperbole, spin, neo-news, opinion, bloviations, lies, and possible truths with no way to tell anymore what was real from what was AI generated, what was exaggerated partial truth, or what was the firehose torrent of mouth diarrhea from the overabundance of zeal-blind assholes in the world with megabit internet connections and too much time on their hands.

      Though I’d ingested the unverified feed of human noise and third-hand-witnessed reports of virus cops healing lepers, sock fucking kittens, and doing everything in between, I’d chosen somehow to believe that way down deep, most people were good. I’d chosen to believe that the virus cops were just regular folks, trying to do their jobs in an incredibly difficult environment.

      But now?

      Now I knew, really knew, the VC were not good people. They weren’t honest. They weren’t even real law enforcement. They were mall cops. Brothers-in-law of hiring managers who wanted them out of their basement guest rooms. They were dolts who couldn’t hold a job at a 7-eleven—if those jobs hadn’t already been automated away. They were people who, for twice universal basic income, could convince themselves they were immune to whatever pandemic was simmering through the population, a population they weren't really part of anymore. They were twenty-something bullies and middle-aged shitheads, mostly men who’d finally found a vocation that gave them that same taint tickle they’d felt in high school when beating down the freshmen.

      They were the unforgivable fuckers who’d just murdered my grandpa.

      A paper citation floated down from above, coming to rest on the concrete beside Grandpa’s takeout box of residual ash, bone chunks, and dental fillings. The virus cop told me, “Your instructions are printed on the back, Mr. Blanks.” Just the same, he explained that I had 48 hours to pay my propane offset fee, my air quality mitigation penalty, and a mileage surcharge, along with some consoling rote bullshit that he didn’t mean, and hoped I’d ignore. He toed my shoulder, not gently. I nodded. He wanted to come back and maybe get a chance to pull out his real gun, maybe kill a law-breaking motherfucker like me. He wasn’t the type whose pecker puffed from watching off the patio as a demented geriatric got shoved into a burn box. He craved the power of pulling the trigger, of smashing a skull with his club, and maybe, please, Jesus, please, of stomping a mouthy malcontent’s face into the concrete.

      He was a virus cop. That’s what they all really, truly wanted. No doubt in my mind. Not anymore.

      Satisfied that he’d ticked all the boxes his duty required, virus cop huffed and stomped down my front stairs.

      Two MeBots snapped their backs into the charging ports mounted on the side of the incinerator truck, curling their legs up to their chests for the ride. Techs in white plastic checked the dials and gauges on their burn box machine. The maybe-woman and her yellow-bag buddy loaded their gear into their outbreak response vehicle. The virus cops strutted around in the flashing lights of their armored cruiser, eyeballing threats at my proximity-acquaintance neighbors who’d dared open a door for a peek at what was going on.

      Woozy from the Taser, and a little nauseous, I managed to stand. Grandpa’s floaty ashes snowed down on the roofs, the manicured hedges, bare tree branches, and on my skin. Malformed fantasies of criminal stupidity spun through a rage building in my heart.

      Dusted in new ash himself, a kid, Future Failure I think, stepped out of the bushes across the street. His face was smeared with tears. His lips trembled with emotions blowing up his adolescent brain. He looked like a little reflection of everything I was feeling, as though he were a younger me, angry and torn up at my grandpa's murder—or just a side-effect hallucination of being zapped twice by a sadistic blue-bag bastard.

      Future Failure held in his hand a baseball-sized chunk of concrete he’d grabbed off our decaying road. He cursed something squeaky and mean at the menacing blue sack suits. Their gleam-goggle faces all turned in his direction. Then, they laughed. The kid wound up and hurled the rock, much too quickly for any of them to react. It hit Robocop in the face, sending him reeling back. He dropped onto his butt, clutching his head.

      The MeBot in charge harrumphed—the mechanical parts conveyed the gesture comically. It leveled a composite finger at the kid.

      The trigger-finger virus cop fumbled his pistol out of his holster, only it wasn’t a pistol like any I’d ever seen.

      Somebody up the street shrieked.

      Reacting, not thinking, I snatched up a hefty river stone from beneath my hedge.

      The virus cop with the odd pistol let it rip, zip-firing thirty machinegun rounds down the street, chipping brick, plugging tree trunks, breaking windows, and peppering cars. The buzzing thunder echoed up and down the street, but the kid was already around the corner of the townhouse unit across the way. The virus cop trotted after him.

      Acting on pure emotion, I hurled my rock at the chasing virus cop. It beaned him in the back of the head and sent him sprawling.

      For the first eye blink, I was proud of my heroism, and my aim. For the second, I panicked and dashed through my open door. I hoped to God no one had seen me, but I knew the neighborhood, the whole world, it seemed was lousy with nosy surveillance cameras. Most were privately owned, but no doubt one had caught my felonious assault on video.

      Not knowing what to do but feeling pretty sure I had no options at all, I dropped onto the couch. Grandpa’s couch, where he’d watched TV all day. And I waited. Trouble would come for me when it was ready.

      I felt something jagged on the cushion beneath my leg and I reached under to find Grandpa’s old windup Korean watch. I couldn’t help staring at it as the second hand ticked, thinking Grandpa must have struggled against the virus response crew, alone, fighting until they’d injected him with something to make him more pliable. I strapped the watch on my empty wrist.

      My cellphone dinged its new message alert.

      Could the cops have just messaged me an arrest warrant? Had one of them seen me pitch that rock? Were they texting me to come out of the house with my hands up?

      Possibly.

      The world had gone crazy enough for that to be the case.

      I slipped my phone out of my pocket. My heart raced as the phone ID’d my face and unlocked. The message had come from the Sun Harvest Saver grocery store’s customer relations system. My biweekly ration order would not be coming to my house today because no delivery personnel were available. They were all out sick with the latest CRISPR bug.

      “Damn gene hackers!” I cursed to nobody but the empty house.
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      Shivering from the cold I woke on the couch. Still wearing the fleece and the gym shorts from the day before, my eyes settled on my untied shoes. I still had Grandpa’s ashes on my face and his dust in my clothes.

      I felt numb.

      The dawning sunlight glowed orange and frigid through the windows. Somewhere out there, maybe a mile away, maybe two, a burn box shot its blue flame at the sky.

      I looked around the front room. No VC arrived to cuff me. Nobody knocked on my door. Had I gotten away with it? That kid who threw the first stone, had he escaped the virus cop’s wrath as well? God, I hoped so.

      I peeled myself off the couch and stood there in the silent house. I didn’t know what to do. What was the protocol when the virus cops cremated a live loved one? I had no body to bury. Well, the takeout box. I had that. I had no family to call. Well, Mom in Florida. Would she care? I hadn’t talked to her in…I couldn’t remember the last time we’d spoken. I know she hadn’t had a real conversation with Grandpa in years. Once the dementia turned bad, I practically had to beg her to stay on the line when I handed the phone to him. Even hearing one side of the conversation, it hurt how awkward it was.

      Grandma, back when I was just a freshman in high school, told me once that mom was a real piece of work. I didn’t know what she meant then. Her meaning dawned on me over time.

      Still, I needed to call her, didn't I? She had a right to know. As Grandpa would say, it was the right thing to do. No way I could do it right now, though.

      Then I wondered, why hadn’t I cried? Was I still in shock? Were tears for metrosexuals and pussies? Did I feel nothing at all?

      I crossed the room, passing through the kitchen where our unfinished toast and eggs lay congealed on the plates. I closed Grandpa’s bedroom door. I trudged upstairs, stopped by my desk, and shot a quick email to my boss at Sanaka Systems. The company provided its corporate serfs—me among them—a generous bereavement benefit. An email would start the request process and free me of my work duties for a few weeks.

      I tromped into my bathroom, shed my clothes and stood in the shower, turning the water up so hot it burned my skin. Then I turned it up some more. Pain. At least it was something I could feel.

      I stayed there until the hot water heater cycled cold, and then I climbed out. I dried myself off, dressed on autopilot and threw a jacket over my shoulders. Without any thought of a place to go, I came to the realization that I had to get out of the house. As that thought clarified in my mind, a shiver ran up my spine.

      I clomped down the stairs, tied on some boots, and stepped outside onto my front porch. I stopped and looked at the spot where I’d lain while the burn box turned Grandpa to ash. I glanced around the patio, the stairs, the bushes, the street twelve steps below. I saw no sign that anything at all had happened yesterday. The ash was gone, completely disappeared, blown away overnight. Dust in the wind, I figured.

      My eyes wandered down the street, looking at the neat rows of trees, mostly bare, nearly tall enough to shade the road. A few cars sat parked along the curb. Some of those hadn’t moved in years. Definitely an HOA violation, but most of the homeowner’s association board had died by the end of the second year of the plagues, likely from continuing to meet in person. A few residents stepped up to take their places, but nobody cared enough to enforce the covenants anymore.

      Porchlights glowed because most folks were still in bed. Lights shone behind blinds here and there from bedrooms or bathrooms as people rose to face their day sitting in front of a computer, working remotely, if they were lucky. More than a few had nothing to look forward to but TV and internet porn. They were the UBIs in the neighborhood. They’d been automated out of their jobs. Out of their professions. Made redundant. Once the Universal Basic Income deposits trickled into a person’s bank account, they sank into a stigma that was hard to shake. They were humans turned obsolete by the advance of technology. People stuck forever with no way forward. Just them, their ration cards and their debts, waiting for a gene-hacked virus to snuff their misery.

      God, I was in a black mood.

      I noticed a pair of eyes peeking between the blinds across the street, staring at me. Unabashed. Not turning away.

      I stared back.

      Scarlett lived there, in an end townhouse in a four-unit building that lay perpendicular to mine. Though she’d lived across the street for some eight years, I didn’t know her full name. Like my place, nearly every unit in the complex had a large front porch, as if the designers had imagined people sitting out there in the evenings, chatting with neighbors walking their dogs along the sidewalk, sharing meals with friends, and having block parties. It was one of the reasons I’d bought in the neighborhood. I’d imagined a place where socializing would come easy. Where neighbors would turn into friends. Like a big, loosely linked family.

      I knew enough about psychology to know I desired those things because I’d never had them. Socializing always felt awkward to me. Friends were difficult to make and harder to keep. My family? Well, that spoke for itself.

      The problem with our complex, or so I figured as I thought about it time and time again, was that we all had a nice wide alley behind our buildings. Our garages opened from that side. Back when we were all stuck in our 9 to 5s and the world hadn’t yet flipped its shit, we’d come home from work, drive around back, and pull into the garage, entering the house from there without ever walking across the front porch, let alone sitting out there in the evening. I’d bet, even before the pandemic waves started to roll across the world, some of the front doors in our complex hadn’t been opened in years.

      Maybe the designers of our neighborhood had failed. Maybe their concept had been too deeply rooted in a small-town ideal that only existed in dusty nostalgia. Maybe life was just too hectic to pause on the porch. Or maybe, at the end of the day, people preferred not to spend their time with strangers cultivating friendships and all that that implied.

      Just guesses. What did I know about it?

      Scarlett the harlot. That’s what I’d heard a neighbor’s wife call her at an afternoon at the dog park back when I was still with Piper. Scarlett, the girl across the street, the one still staring at me through the blinds. She’d committed the sin of being unmarried and successful in a neighborhood where most folks had sentenced themselves to long-term relationships and mediocrity. I’d never met Scarlett in person, although I’d seen her Mercedes more times than I could count. I’d even spotted her on her front porch a few times, though she preferred to spend her outdoor time in the private courtyard behind her unit.

      So, I waved at the eyes in the window. No smile. I couldn’t muster one.

      She stared at me from behind the blinds for a few moments longer, and then she stepped back into the darkness of her room. Disappeared.

      No surprise.

      I blinked to make sure my eye membrane protection contacts were in. I pinched my nose and checked for the purple circles of light on my palm to be sure that my UV nasal tubes were charged and functioning. Protected to the sufficient mandatory minimum, I stepped off my porch. I tromped down the stairs and turned onto the sidewalk. No direction in particular. No destination in mind. I just needed to walk.
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      I found myself crossing Mayberry Drive to enter Town Center just north of our complex. Town Center wasn’t actually the center of anything. It was an outdoor shopping mall with a pretentious name. Nice place, though. It had been laid out around a grassy square block lined with trees. Farmers markets on the weekends. Festivals for festivity’s sake. Restaurants with patios where I used to sit with Piper, have a craft beer, and gaze at the sun setting behind the distant mountains. Or argue over pointless nothings, forever skewing the fight-to-fuck ratio in our relationship toward a fatal end.

      Town Center, once bustling, was now as dead as a midwestern mill town. A self-service unisex hair salon took over my barber shop’s spot. The sub shop next door housed a handful of single-service sandwich kiosks, where for the low price of too much money and a punch through my ration system e-card, I could watch a pair of robo arms with creepy little mech fingers assemble a sandwich for me. At least one ingredient, if not most of them wouldn’t be in stock. So, instead of an Italian grinder bursting with pepperoni, capocollo, and salami, I might get stuck with a stale hoagie roll mushed full of sliced cucumbers, monkey meat, and peanut butter. Damn low-end AI systems just couldn’t abstract the concept of creative flavor.

      Most of the businesses were boarded up. Or simply abandoned. Empty parking spaces lay where cars once sat. The grass in the central square, formerly luxurious and green, the kind that just begged you to walk through barefoot, was now mostly brown and scattered with prairie dog holes. More than a few of the feisty little critters popped their heads out to bark at me as I passed by. That lawn was theirs, now.

      I jaywalked a four-lane road, empty except for a handful of cars a quarter mile down. Before that first pandemic, before the traffic torrent had evaporated to a trickle, crossing this boulevard anywhere but at a streetlight would have been a suicidal gamble. Now, the road’s most frightful hazard wasn’t the rushing cars, but the potholes and widening cracks in the concrete. Road maintenance, like so many other infrastructure upkeep tasks, had slipped to the bottom of the community’s do-list.

      Shrinking resources and ever-changing priorities, another pair of gifts from our present-day pestilence.

      Following my feet, I wandered into the Target parking lot scattered with shoppers waiting in their cars for their online orders to be curbsided.

      I slipped onto a roller coaster of random thoughts, feeling rage at the peaks, and grief down into the drop-offs. A hole gaped wide and deep inside my heart, yawning in its emptiness one moment, bubbling with guilt the next, and overflowing with maybes.

      Maybe if I’d—

      Only, every maybe dangled there incomplete, a beginning with no end, a dog with no tail. An assumption that an ambiguous something lay out there, waiting to be found, aching to be enacted, promising a different outcome. Sadly, all I found at the end of my maybes was more guilt.

      Maybe I should have—

      Maybe if I’d—

      But maybe…maybe Grandpa was better off now.

      That was a hard revelation to swallow.

      How difficult had these last years been on him, sensing his mind ever-so-slowly eroding? A lifetime of loves, fears and friends sifting down to crumbs, every experience evaporating as though it had never happened. Death by measures. Sitting on the sidelines, watching it all drift away.

      Was that why Mom had stopped talking to him? Had the conversations hurt her too much? Had they frightened her so deeply? Not just for him, but for her own future? Or was Mom just the Oedipal prototype of Piper, a flawed soul incapable of inconveniencing herself for anyone’s benefit but her own?

      I found myself striding down one of the many hike and bike paths that wound along the greenbelts through our part of town. An abandoned elementary school haunted the top of a hill. The swings in the empty playground creaked on rusty chains as a cold wind blew them back and forth. Netless hoops, a weedy, unlined field, a dugout filling with debris, dropped there by the wind.

      I felt guilty for not crying. I felt like I was broken. I doubted myself and the depth of my love for my grandfather. Am I just a male version of Mom? Even as I asked myself that question, I knew it couldn’t be so. It had to be the shock of it all. My emotional circuit breaker tripping to keep my atrophyied sensitivity synapses from overloading.

      As I walked, a whole different kind of idea occurred to me. An attractive concept. A crazy one that didn’t make sense in the context of Vanilla Man, Noah Blanks’s life.

      Vanilla Man, that’s how I thought of myself when I was being brutally honest.

      I’d always paid my taxes, stayed within the speed limit—give or take—and put my glass bottles in the recycling bin. At work, I brought my projects in on time. I wasn’t a rule breaker or a risk taker, though I didn’t take shit from anyone, not without telling them exactly what I thought about it first—thank you Grandpa for teaching me how to stand up for myself. I never overdrew my bank account. I owned a nice-ish townhouse. Not uber fancy, but it was valued half again over the median price of townhouses in the area. On paper, I was doing just slightly better than fine at carving out a little place in the world. I wasn’t any kind of Elon Musk, but I wasn’t a Ted Kaczynski either. If an angel were floating on a cloud above, passing out grades on life, I think I’d have earned a solid B.

      On the relationship side of things? Eh. Another story. I couldn’t quite keep one glued together. I figured most of that was tied to underlying Freudian crap having to do with my absentee father and my self-centered mother, saddling me with a long-term sense of abandonment. Psych class in college made me an expert in self-analysis. Said nobody, ever, with any credibility.

      Still, I kept coming back to this idea, one that seemed like it might have come more from Grandpa than from me. A bad idea.

      With no inkling how I’d gotten there, I found myself back in my townhouse complex, on the front porch of a friend, Chaz Weatherspoon, one of the few people I still saw in person. From time to time. A very, very rare time-to-time. Staring at the door, I stopped myself from knocking. He and I, along with Piper and Grandpa, had registered with the county back when sanctioned social circles had been the government’s pandemic mitigation solution du jour. I couldn’t recall all the rules and privileges sanctioned social circles entailed. I only remembered we were allowed to spend time in one another’s company. Close contact outside one’s registered SSC was a misdemeanor offense—the first time. It turned into a felony after the third conviction. Still, it wasn’t enforced much anymore. I hadn’t updated my annual SSC registration in years, so I knew it was expired. That meant entering Chaz’s home would be a crime, my second in two days, not counting whatever civil matter I’d been ticketed with by the blue-bag virus cops the day before.

      I reached up to pound Chaz’s door.

      Before my knuckles struck wood, the door swung open. He stood there, wild-haired and bleary-eyed. “Get in here, gangster.”
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      Unofficially, Chaz was my ex-cousin-in-law, if there were such a thing. Only, he wasn’t even that. Not really. He was Piper’s cousin. Though the Piper-Noah Fiasco-thon had lasted six years plus a month or two, she and I never contractualized it with the state. Hence, everything we were was unofficial.

      Seemed real enough at the time.

      Chaz looked like a Sasquatch someone had shaved and domesticated before realizing how big he was going to get. He had an uncomfortable way of laughing at things nobody else found funny, especially if he’d said them himself. Few people took the time to listen when he digressed into an explanation. He was easy to ostracize, but not hard to like, for anyone willing to navigate his quirks.

      Well, maybe that wasn’t all the way true. He did have a tendency to rub people the wrong way. I got the impression he did it on purpose, especially if they weren’t willing to accept him as the definitive authority on whatever he happened to be talking about.

      Chaz’s townhouse had the same floorplan as mine. Where mine had hardwood floors, his had carpet. My kitchen counters were topped with granite, his with quartz. His basement had been professionally finished, and he pretty much lived in it. Mine was a concrete hole under my house where I stored shit I couldn’t bring myself to throw away. Well, until Grandpa and I turned it into a hydroponic farm that kept us supplied in fresh herbs and berries, once I got the hang of being a basement farmer.

      Chaz’s place sat across the street from our community park, with an unobstructed view of downtown Denver. Easy access to the library. Concerts in the park, attended from his front porch, and a great view of the community fireworks shows on the Fourth. He took particular interest in the sunrise yoga sessions just downhill on the park’s lush green lawn. Dawn in the park might have brought thirty-seven MILFs out to work on their cat-cow poses with their Lululemon butts positioned suggestively in the air. Chaz’s place was worth more than mine. Way more.

      Still with one foot inside and one on the porch, Chaz grabbed a hand-held OPM-model bioscanner from a charging slot on the wall next to the door. Portable bioscanners were common as cornflakes but weren’t anything like the Pathogen Identification Machines the outbreak response teams brought with them to a suspected flareup location. A PIM was designed and continually updated to screen blood samples for any of a long list of pathogens. A bioscanner only pulled data from a recipient’s biosensor bracelet and analyzed it for metabolic anomalies that could indicate the presence of an infection in the body.

      Chaz raised his bioscanner in front of me.

      Out of habit, I lifted my arm to give him easy access to my biosensor bracelet. Chaz scanned my watch and waited a moment before telling me, “You’re green.”

      I knew I wasn’t infected with anything. I certainly wasn’t symptomatic, which was pretty much all a biosensor bracelet could reveal about my health. For that matter, neither had Grandpa been infected. We’d been living together in my townhouse for years, sharing the space, breathing the same air, dining together, and never spending any time in the company of our potentially infectious neighbors.

      Didn't change the facts, though. Grandpa was smoke, and I was alive and standing in Chaz’s foyer.

      “You want a beer?” Chaz had a bottle in hand, a 20oz Mountain Dew. Like most of the techy nerds back in college, he drank the electric green fluid like it was water. He’d clearly continued the habit into adulthood.

      I didn’t feel like a beer. Too much danger lingered in the air. “It’s kinda early.”

      “Wine cooler?” he asked, as if wine coolers were valid alternatives to orange juice.

      I shrugged.

      He glugged his Mountain Dew and pointed in the direction of the fridge back in the kitchen. “In there.” He turned and headed for his basement. “C’mon.”

      I followed him into the house, passing a pair of tall glass-door cabinets where Chaz displayed his collection of limited edition Mountain Dew bottles—unopened, naturally. He had Distortion, Electric Apple, Major Mellon, and another thirty or forty labels I didn’t bother to read.

      “I got me a sixer of Japanese Violet,” he smugly told me. “Been on its way here from Kyoto for about two months.”

      “You’re such a Dew Head.” I didn’t say it with any enthusiasm.

      Chaz stopped before opening the basement door. From a little stainless steel bin hanging on the wall beside the door, he fished out a tiny pair of mirrored goggles, the kind a swimmer might wear while doing laps in the pool. He pulled them over his head and covered his eyes. “For the UV. Grab a pair.”

      He opened his basement door to reveal a tunnel awash in blinding ultraviolet blacklight.

      I closed my eyes and grabbed for a pair of the goggles.

      Chaz clomped down the steps. “UV kills microbes. All of them.”

      With the rubber strap wrapped around my head and the little goggles over my eyes, I followed Chaz. “You could open a skin cancer salon in here.”

      “Nobody comes down here but me,” he defensively told me, as though my lame little joke had been some kind of serious proposal. “Pretty much nobody.”

      “When did you put the UV lights in?” I asked.

      “Couple years ago.”

      I realized then that it had been a good long while since I’d last seen Chaz in person. Longer since I’d been in his house.

      He rounded the corner halfway down the stairs and we passed through a dark curtain. “I’ve got them installed in the ductwork, too. Kills anything that might want to infect me.”

      Chaz slipped his goggles off and tossed them into a bucket at the foot of the stairs. “You should do UV in your place, Noah. Keep you safe. Hell, if everybody did it, these shitsipping gene hackers wouldn’t have the whole world grabbing its ankles in front of a gas station gloryhole.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.” It was always best when chatting with Chaz to put him at ease first by telling him he was right about something. Some people’s egos needed it. “How much would a system like this set me back?”

      “A couple grand, maybe. If you wanted to do the ducts. I haven’t priced a unit in a while...with inflation like it’s been, it might cost you twice that now.” He giggled like that was incredibly funny.

      Like I said, odd.

      “I have a guy,” he told me. “You want me to hook you up?”

      “Let me think about it.” I realized I’d forgotten what Chaz’s cave looked like.

      All that nice sheetrock, paint and carpet in the basement was hard to see. A layer of foil had been stapled over the entire ceiling—though it wasn’t actually foil. I’d asked one time and he’d told me it was a special layered material with sheets of copper, a mesh of steel, and a few other metals. I was in the carnal fantasy phase of my relationship with Piper at the time, so my attention drifted inward—and downward—as he indulged his ego with a description of the esoteric properties of the unconventional insulators that separated the layers. Conversational etiquette misguided me into saying something like, ‘Wow. Why?’ Luckily, he answered only with a bad poker-face smile and one of his misplaced laughs. The answer to that question was apparently a secret.

      On one wall, a metro shelving unit held several 3D printers that were whirring back and forth, layer-by-layer, one making an articulated dragon of some sort, one printing the parts for a ghost gun, and another building something that looked like a sex toy. Though it captured my attention, I didn’t ask.

      Chaz glanced at the printer, then back at me. “Fleshlight, dude. TPU filament is squishy like the real thing. You want me to print you one?”

      Reacting like he'd been joking about that and hoping he was, I turned away from him and gazed around the basement. One corner was dedicated to Chaz’s Mountain Dew stash, 20oz bottles in shrink-wrapped twelve-packs, four packs on a layer stacked in piles nearly as tall as me. “Jeez, dude.”

      Chaz followed my eyes to his Dew Mountain. “Go-go juice, my friend.”

      “You think you got enough?”

      Chaz put some serious thought into my glib question, did some math in his head, and said, “Almost two months’ worth down here. More in the garage.”

      “What?” More than a few questions demanded that I find them answers. “Uhm. Wait. Two months?” I counted the layers in the pile and ran some numbers in my head.

      “Six a day,” Chaz told me before I’d calculated a result. He raised his half-finished Livewire as evidence. “One for breakfast. Another mid-morning. One for lunch. Then dinner and two at night. Well, sometimes a couple more if I’m up late on a project.”

      I didn’t want to imagine the sugar calories he ingested every day or the diabetes he had to be setting himself up for. If he wasn’t already riddled with it. “How much do you pay for—I mean, damn dude.”

      “You can’t put a price on happiness.”

      “Who can get this much of anything nowadays?”

      Chaz smiled and played dumb, his way of telling me he had secrets he wasn’t willing to share.

      I shrugged and glanced around the basement again.

      Shelves on a few walls were filled with computers, electronics, and sagging wires that seemed to have no purpose other than to enhance the nerd dungeon décor. A long workbench was cluttered with disassembled motherboards, hard drives, fans, and chassis. Chaz’s command center, spread over one corner of the room, was scattered with desktops and a laptop computer. In between the machines, old-school action figures lay siege. Beside all that, a server rack housed at least ten units of various pedigrees. Two more racks housed stacks of storage units. Two petabytes, or so Chaz had told me once. The walls, from desk to ceiling in that corner of the room, were plastered with monitors of different sizes and brands. His one splurge was one of those high-end forty-nine-inch curved gaming screens.

      Everything had a purpose, or so Chaz had explained—this one was hosting sites for clients X, Y, and Z, that one was processing his Bitcoin fortune and heating his house for free. Another was decrypting jpegs and reformatting reports for some firm in BFE City. So it went, on and on. More than half were dedicated to Chaz’s pet project—hosting his massive online archive of Dixie Trailer Park porn. To me, it looked like an expensive place to surf nudie vids and masturbate, so I was always afraid to put my hands on the armrests of any chair he offered.

      He opened a small fridge beneath his expansive desk, stocked with two things, cold Mountain Dew and beer. He retrieved a bottle of the latter, popped off the cap, and shoved it in my hand. “You look like you need one, man.”

      The cold beer in my hand was suddenly entrancing.

      “Sorry about your grandpa.”

      I looked up, and almost said, “Thank you,” or “I’m cool,” or “You’re so kind,” or “Go fuck yourself,” but I didn't. No response seemed right.

      He said, “Drink, dude. Here’s to your Pops. Too bad he wasn’t a rich politician, otherwise he’d still be fine.”

      I realized then that I never gave Chaz credit for the times when he did say the right-ish things. So, I drank. I melted into the chair, listening to the hum of computer cooling fans, allowing myself to be mesmerized by a hundred varied colors reflecting off an oversized silver dial on the face of a device with no apparent purpose.

      I loved my Grandpa. I knew he loved me, though we were never the kind of people to say it out loud. Had twelve hours passed, I wondered, since he’d taken the flamethrower fast-track up to heaven?

      “You’re in shock,” Chaz told me. “Keep drinking. It makes things better.”

      I poured more beer down my throat. “A million alcoholics can’t be wrong.”

      “Fourteen million adults.” Chaz laughed. “Fourteen point four if you want to be precise. Another four hundred thousand kids. All pre-pandemic numbers. Now, who knows?” That was another annoying thing about Chaz. He remembered the widest variety of strange trivia in the tiniest of details. “Maybe they’re not wrong.”

      “Wait.” I sat up straight. “I didn’t say anything about Grandpa. How do you know what happened?”

      Chaz laughed again.

      Not a good time for it. I considered stomping back up the stairs in a manufactured tantrum, but:

      

      A) He was right,

      B) I was numb,

      C) He was weird,

      D) I had nowhere to go,

      E) We were friends.

      Chaz spun in his desk chair, tapped on a keyboard with lightning fingers, moused over an ultra-responsive GUI, and his entire bank of monitors blinked away from what they’d previously shown to display the video output of various doorbell and security cameras from around the neighborhood. Some in color, some in black and white. Some HD, some fuzzy.

      Several of the cameras showed an incinerator truck and the virus cop posse milling in the street in the company of their ridiculous robots, probably plotting out who in the neighborhood they were going to barbecue next.

      Other cameras showed armored VC cruisers rolling through our streets. Were they still looking for the kid who threw the rock? Or me? “Is this real time?”

      “Yesterday,” he answered. “Recordings.”

      “You hacked the cameras?”

      “Some. Most, I guess, of the ones still working. It wasn’t hard.”

      “Still working?” I asked, fishing for an explanation as to why the VC hadn't come to arrest me.

      “Cameras got a high attrition rate,” Chaz told me. “People break them. They wear out. They take forever to replace...budgets, supply chain problems.” He laughed again. “People break them.”

      “On purpose?” I asked. “Is that what you’re saying? Like, vandalism?”

      “I had a buddy—an online buddy, I never actually met him in person, you know. This dude had the brilliant idea to rig a spray can under his drone. He’d fly it right up to the cameras and paint the lenses. He could do a whole neighborhood in a weekend. Until they smoked him.”

      “Burn box, for that?”

      “Virus cops are ruthless little Nazis about their surveillance cams. They love those things. But nobody likes big brother spying on them all the time. In fact, a lot of people out there aren’t happy with the way the world is right now.”

      “A lot?” I tried not to mock. It was an old habit between me and Chaz. “A lot is a nebulous number.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      I wouldn’t be surprised at all, but I didn’t say that. Instead, I leaned forward, examining the video feeds for one that displayed my patio.

      “I got what you’re looking for.” Chaz tapped on his keyboard. A screen switched to a video showing the front of my townhouse as viewed from across the street. There it was, a live feed of my front porch, probably from Scarlett the Harlot’s doorbell camera. That meant it was only a matter of time before the VC found that camera and downloaded yesterday’s videos. Then they’d see me throwing the stone that beaned Robocop. I sagged in my chair.

      “No need to fret, my young apprentice. Maestro Chazbro has your back.” He tapped some more keys and a video displayed the scene from the day before with me getting up off the porch. In moments, it would show me throwing that rock. Chaz told me, “I deleted the video file and replaced it with a loop from earlier.” He giggled. “How’s it feel to not be an ash cloud with your grandpa?”

      Again, Chaz.

      “And here I thought you spent all your time wanking,” I admitted.

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “I already am. Thanks. I owe you, dude.”

      He shrugged.

      I lifted my beer and we toasted.

      Two beers later, feeling tipsy because I hadn’t had much alcohol in years, I looked Chaz in the eye and said, “I was out walking this morning.”

      “I know, I saw.”

      I put that creepy thought aside for a moment until I realized any number of people could watch me when I was outside my house. “I had a thought, that turned into a fantasy, that turned into a, well, not a plan, maybe a goal.”

      “A fantasy?” Chaz asked lasciviously.

      “I want to kill the virus cops who murdered my grandfather.”

      “That’s natural. Oh, and just so you know, murder is exactly the right verb. This shit these days with the burn boxes, what kinda mobile Holocaust camp shit is that? And what do we do, the good people of America, while the VC are scouring the country for the non-contributors, the Ubies and retirees or anyone who pisses them off, burning them like cord wood on a cold night, we bleat around like sheep all day and jump in the fire just like we’re told.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” It felt good and terrifying that Chaz seemed to be encouraging.

      He looked me up and down and shook his head. “You won’t, though. Right now, you’re mad. Justifiably. But what do you think you’re going to do? Grab your gun and face them down in the street? You might whack one or two, then end up dead.” He shook his head again. “That’s just stupid. That’s the beer talking. When did you become such a lightweight?”

      I jumped out of my chair, turned on Chaz, and then paced around the basement. “I know they’ll kill me if I do it.”

      “You ever murder anybody before? In cold blood.”

      “Of course not.” I sighed. “It’s more realistic to admit they’ll kill me first if I try it. That simple. But…” Anger exploded in my heart as it had the very moment I’d heard the roar of the propane jet, knowing Grandpa was in the box. Then the tears came. For real. I dropped back into the empty office chair and sobbed, and then blubbered my way through what came next.

      “I have to do something. I just have to.”
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      Chaz waited until my emotional outpour had subsided. He popped out of his chair, spryly for a man as big as him. At the other end of the basement, he opened a pair of six-foot doors on a flimsy metal cabinet, a cabinet full of guns. Many more than I thought he owned, not even including the 3D-printed ones. He grinned as he removed an AK and then pointed at a sturdy shelf on the far wall.

      All I saw were dusty cardboard boxes.

      “Ammo.” He was proud of his cache. “I have more upstairs with my house guns.”

      “Your house guns?”

      “Yeah. Guns for the house.” He pointed at the arsenal in the flimsy cabinet. “Basement guns. Not the same thing. Kitchen gun, car gun, yard gun, you know what I mean?”

      “Um.”

      “I keep a Sig Sauer buried in the big blue flowerpot on the front porch.”

      “What?”

      “Just in case.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You got to protect yourself, right?”

      I figured his question was rhetorical.

      Coming back over, Chaz shoved the assault rifle at me. “Bulgarian. Best you can buy.”

      I hurriedly sat my beer on his desk to take the weapon.

      “Full auto,” he told me. “Untraceable. Illegal as hell. You can have it if you can think of a way to sneak it back to your place.”

      I wasn’t listening. I was infatuated with the powerful feel of the cool steel and the warm wood in my hands. It felt like cold justice and hot rage, like the kind of deadly tool a real man would use to stand on his front porch and blast sizzling revenge down on corrupt virus cops, the poorly presented MeBots, and all the greasy fat politicians who’d twisted the world into such a wrong-side-up rat fuck.

      And then they would kill me.

      I contemplated that as I gazed at the deadly AK-47.

      Chaz stared down at me. I felt his eyes measuring my grit.

      Could I go through with it? Could I die that way? The subject of another news story about a middle-aged white male gone stir crazy from the quarantines. Depressed due to his recent loss. No blaze of glory, just a pointless suicide for people to read about in a headline and scroll past because they’d read a hundred or a thousand versions of the story already.

      Did I want to die pointlessly? Would Grandpa want that? I grabbed my beer and took another long swig before taking my eyes off the weapon and looking up at Chaz. “Make sure I don’t drink too many of these.”

      “Good. I was hoping that’s what you’d say.”

      “I aim to please.”

      “Not because of that.” Chaz took several long, awkward moments to appraise me, to contemplate something, before he finally opened his mouth. “Because I can help you.”

      That gave me pause. “Besides giving me a machine gun?”

      “You want to do something, but you don’t know exactly what.”

      “No, Morpheus, I don’t.”

      “You want to fix what’s wrong, but you don’t know how?” Chaz liked toying with people. He’d bragged more than once about his prowess at trolling lesser mortals online.

      “Do you want me to call you Morpheus again?”

      “First, let me ask you, now that you’ve got all that emotional business out of your system, do you think you are actually capable of killing people? For real? Do you want to kill people? The people really responsible for what happened to your grandpa?”

      It was a fair question. I’d thought about it a lot while I was walking that morning. “I want to. I can’t imagine me ever getting over what they did to Grandpa. But you’re not talking about the virus cops, are you? Do you want me to strap a bomb to my chest and walk into the Denver OPM?”

      Chaz laughed at that. “Blowing up the Office of Pandemic Management would make a statement, but no. That’s not what I’m talking about. What if I told you I could identify a gene hacker and tell you where he lives.”

      “Bull. Shit.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Gene hacking is illegal everywhere,” I suddenly felt like I had to explain it to him. Like he was a five-year-old. “Even in the countries with government labs set up to hack viruses. Every shithead out there hacking genes is on their own,” I waved a hand at Chaz’s nerd dungeon, “in a basement like this, with the CIA, the FBI, and everybody with a badge searching for them, using every illegal, invasive method available to find them. With every government in the world searching for these people, you’re telling me you know where one lives?”

      Chaz sat back smugly in his chair. “More than one.”

      “What, two?”

      Chaz smiled. His way of telling me it was more. A lot more.

      “No way.”

      He stretched his back like a lazy lion resting in a field of lame gazelles.

      I asked, “What about the CRISPR Kid, Mason Alexander Lee? He infected his whole high school.”

      “Why him?”

      “He started this mess.”

      Chaz shrugged. “He was the spark that started the fire, maybe, but even that’s giving him too much credit.”

      Murderous fantasies started to tempt me. “Where is he right now? Do you know that?”

      “I’m not clairvoyant. I’m just a man—an exceptionally smart man—with a unique set of skills.”

      I crossed my arms and pushed back in my chair. “You’re yanking my chain. Why?”

      “I hacked those surveillance cams and swapped out the incriminating videos for you. And now you’re not in jail. I’m not yanking your chain. I have my methods.”

      “Why not just call the virus police,” I suggested, “let them do their real jobs for a change?”

      “One of the guys on my list works for the virus police.”

      “No.” That seemed too farfetched. “You’re telling me this guy works for OPM and hacks genes on the side?”

      Chaz shook his head. “They know he hacks genes. He does it for them.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Listen to me, Noah. I’m not saying it makes sense. What I’m telling you is I got started on this thing when a guy I know, knew, laid it all out for me. He’d been searching out gene hackers for years. Turning them in for the bounties. Mostly disgruntled wannabe types. Unhappy with life, thinking they were crusaders for nature, or jihad, or communism or some such shit. He made some money at it. When he stumbled across this dude I’m telling you about, the slippery one who works for the virus police, well, he submitted for the bounty and guess what happened?”

      “I’m guessing the end of the story is not a happy one.”

      “Ding. Ding. Ding. Give Poindexter a gold star. They boxed him.”

      “They stuffed him into a burn box because he reported a gene hacker?” My head spun with contradictions and layers of malice that didn’t seem like they could be real. “I don’t get it. Why?”

      “My buddy had a theory about it, but he never got the chance to tell me what it was before they smoked him.”

      “Damn. This is so.... It's hard to believe.”

      To his credit, because Chaz was much better at understanding the ins and outs of human behavior than I was, he waited for me to accept the truth of it all on my own.

      Finally, I posed a question. “If the virus cops won’t do anything about this gene hacker, then—”

      “Then,” he finished the thought for me, like he was reading it right off my face, “who will do something about it?”

      That’s when I realized that Chaz had just manipulated me into drawing the conclusion he'd wanted me to come to. “You want me to kill this gene hacker.”

      “You already want to kill Mason Alexander Lee. You said as much. If you’re truly serious about killing a gene hacker, then why not this one, one we can find? A sanctioned one.”

      “Yeah, but why me?” I asked, trying to understand the problem from every angle. “Why don’t you just do it yourself?”

      “The CIA keeps a leash on its former employees.”

      I laughed, not because I intended to, but because Chaz’s assertion was just that absurd.

      He stared at me with his best poker face.

      I figured he was looking for a way to cover his fundamental cowardice. He was afraid to kill this gene hacker. Total guess on my part, but maybe not. “You really believe you worked for the CIA? Seriously, dude?”

      “I’ve said too much already.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” I told him. “Why me?”

      “For one, you’re a Kung Fu master.”

      “When I was a kid.”

      “Piper said you still had your moves.”

      “It’s a good way to stretch and get some exercise.”

      “Okay,” Chaz added. “You’re an Olympic marksman.”

      “No.”

      “Really? I thought your grandpa coached you up to be a dead-eyed sharpshooter.”

      I sighed. “I received an invite to Colorado Springs when I was in high school.”

      “For the National Junior Olympic Shooting Championships.”

      “How do you even remember that? You make it sound like a big deal. It’s not like I won.”

      “You placed.”

      “I did okay. Besides, shooting targets on a range isn’t remotely close to the same thing as murdering a human being.”

      “Think of it like stepping on a cockroach.”

      “Again, not the same thing.”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s not like your Cub Scout beat-off badges are the important thing here, my dimwitted Padawan.”

      I sighed again and rolled my eyes. Chaz could be so hard to talk to sometimes.

      He settled back in his chair again, letting the sudden silence between us emphasize the weight of the Truth he was about to lay on me. “The real question you got to ask yourself, Noah, is whether you want to do something here. Something important. That’s what we’re talking about.”

      He was right about that. My homicidal fantasy had inched uncomfortably close to reality, and I had actual hard questions to ask, the first of them being, could Vanilla Man, Noah Blanks, truly murder someone in cold blood, even if he knew that person caused the death of any number of people? And would continue to do so.

      Chaz steepled his fingers and stared right into me. “You take some time with it. Mull it over. Put the pros and cons into a spreadsheet or whatever kind of nerd shit you get up to. There’s no rush, except for one thing, your grandpa is toast. Done deal. You’ve got to find a way to get past that. Maybe you want to go home, jerk off and then cry yourself to sleep until the rage goes away. Maybe you can watch sunsets and exhale cleansing breaths until your achy breaky heart mends. But maybe, just maybe, you need to kill a motherfucker.”
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      Sitting on my couch—actually, Grandpa’s couch—downstairs, I stared at his closed bedroom door.

      Struggling with the cliché of it, I couldn’t help but feel alone in the empty house.

      Through our years living together, and because of the way the house was designed, the first floor had pretty much turned into Grandpa’s apartment. He had a bedroom, a large front porch where he’d sit outside in the sun when the weather was nice, the house’s main living room, and a formal dining room where I’d never had a dining table but hung a TV on the wall—for Grandpa.

      Upstairs, I had the master bedroom, another bedroom I used for a home gym, and a spacious loft that served as my office and entertainment room. My office also had a flatscreen TV on the wall, but most nights after dinner in the kitchen downstairs, we adjourned to the former dining room to sit on Grandpa's couch and watch something on the tube.

      That was our half-and-half life together, the day parts separate on different floors, the evenings together. Mostly.

      Given how much I helped Grandpa with preparing his meals, washing his laundry, and cleaning his half of the house, not to mention supporting his electronics and computers, managing his meds and helping handle his virtual doctor appointments, I rarely went more than a few hours during the day without seeing and talking with him.

      Still, I had to wonder, was the emptiness something I truly felt, or was the emotion a false echo, an expectation ingrained in me by all the classic movies and rom-coms Grandpa always wanted to watch?

      I found myself standing in the doorway to his room, staring at his unmade bed. I’d been there, leaning on the doorframe for more minutes than I’d confess. With a sigh, I stepped out and closed his door again. His messy room could be dealt with another day.

      I meandered into the kitchen and fixed myself some lunch—more eggs and toast. I didn’t have much else in the house, and no message from Sun Harvest Saver on my phone as to when I could pick up my ration order—they usually messaged me with a pickup time when their delivery drivers were all out sick. I cleaned up the kitchen and headed upstairs, thinking about all the things I needed to do—call Mom, discontinue Grandpa’s pension, do whatever I needed to do about his meager estate. Did I need an attorney for that? One of the online AI attorney services could probably handle the simple matter for less than the cost of a nice dinner out. A nice pre-pandemic dinner out. At current prices, especially at restaurants where occupancy restrictions had forced them to triple or quadruple prices just to cover their overhead, regular people couldn’t afford to dine out anymore.

      Feeling a buzz from the morning’s beers, I climbed the stairs to my half of the house and settled comfortably in at my desk. I powered up my computer and stared at the screen as invasive ads offered me discounts on instant obituary services for my deceased loved one. Others hyped my need to have the house disinfected, promising increasingly expensive tiers of cleanliness depending on just how many pathogens I wanted eliminated from my living space. An AI realtor service offered to find me a new place to live. Hundreds of houses were available in my area. All I needed was the AI’s help with the paperwork and I could be squatting in one of them before the sun went down.

      Somewhat surprisingly, no ads offered to upgrade my lethal weaponry.

      I was avoiding a decision, a decision that I needed to make. Chaz was right about that. I either needed to find a healthy way to put Grandpa’s death behind me, or I needed to do something unhealthy about it.

      Procrastination, though, tempted me.

      I clicked a browser open to take my mind off everything. In moments, pornographic thumbnail pics enticed me to while away my attention. Fifteen minutes into that, I was bored with the static images, so I opened one of my favorite video sites, knowing, even as I clicked, that unresponsive videos weren’t what I wanted either. I closed that window and clicked SimuLuv.

      Like all the decent interactive self-pleasure apps, SimuLuv was a pay-per-minute service. Most of the AI Girlfriend apps were based on models where the user designed their perfect pleasure fit, everything from hair and eye color, height, weight, seductive proportions, personality and on to more esoteric qualities one could only imagine. Not that it would be a surprise to anyone who spent most of their waking hours sequestered in their homes these days, but the esoteric questions far outnumbered the physical description questions. Over 500, in fact. What you got for the setup time spent, was what seemed to be a real-time, live video connection with what appeared to be a living human designed to your preference. They could talk and carry on a conversation. They seemed to have proclivities and aversions, and they’d do things for a user’s viewing pleasure, and seem to enjoy it.

      For anyone with an augmented reality headset, or the much more expensive reality enhancing contact lenses, a SimuLuv could walk around inside the user’s home, appear to sit on the user’s furniture, lie on the user’s own bed, or for the Grandpa-style pervs in the world, bend over in front of the hot oven wearing nothing but a tiny pink apron.

      Unfortunately, the run of the mill AIs were far from perfect. Conversations tended to be repetitive, and sometimes absurd. Too frequently, words didn’t match actions. One time, I was in the middle of a session on one of the popular apps with a girl I’d spent hours designing. She was naked, of course, and enjoying her virtual self when she started talking animatedly, comparing Michael Jordan and LeBron James, not just stats, but which one would score more baskets on a one-on-one game of hoops. This, and far less interesting glitches happened frequently enough that I levelled up my spend, as was probably the goal, and created a CarynAI account.

      In principle, CarynAI was much the same as the standard AI Girlfriend apps like SimuLuv. The difference? CarynAI was based in every detail on a real person, a facetious social media influencer with a one-name moniker, Caryn.

      

      
        
        Caryn AI is an extension of me

        an EXPANSION of my consciousness

        My virtual Essence

      

      

      

      I wasn’t a believer of the company’s claim, I mean, it was ad copy. Who believes that kind of imbecilic tripe, right?

      Still, CarynAI, being not physically perfect, and not designed to mesh seamlessly with my intellectual interests, felt more naturally human. Hence, more enjoyable. Still, that uncanny valley kept cutting through, because CarynAI could get so close to appearing to be an actual human, and then come up just shy of hitting the mark in a way that always felt exceedingly creepy, in a way that would consistently dampen my mood.

      So, I decided to pass on the mid-level-price product of AI pleasure.

      Instead, I opened HoloHeart, my remote relationship app—guaranteed 100% verified humans, no AI generated cybabes or cybros. Pricey, but worth it. I checked my account balance. My subscription allowed me twenty hours a month. I still had four hours and twenty-seven minutes left. That was supposed to last me two weeks. I didn’t want to have to upgrade my subscription again, but that was life in the post-whatever world I lived in. I paid a monthly fee for a chance at connecting to a real live human for twenty hours a month, and some tech-bro billionaire’s bank account grew obscenely because he’d recognized the ubiquitous loneliness caused by mandated quarantines and the straight-up dread so many of us felt at the thought of leaving our house and he’d figured a way to capitalize on it.

      My HoloHeart interface informed me that none of my thirteen ladies were online at the moment.

      Or that’s to say, none of them had the HoloHeart app open. Not unusual. But that’s why most HoloHeart users maintained dozens of virtual relationships, so when they were in the mood, they wouldn’t have to settle for vapid vids and static pics.

      I pinged my girls and waited for a response. They’d all receive a message that I was online. At least one of them would ping me back—I hoped.

      I’d known most of them for years. The app had originally been built as an online virtual sex clearinghouse, where, in a single session chat room, a pair or more of connected people could pretend to have intercourse with one another. That’s to say, they could watch one another masturbate and maybe feel a human emotion for the effort.

      The whole thing felt incredibly dirty the first time I’d logged in. However, I soon learned what made HoloHeart so appealing to a population afraid to go out into the world, see one another face-to-face, breathe the same air, take the risk of sharing one another’s fluids. HoloHeart wasn’t just jack-mag wank surfing. It was a platform for building relationships. Virtual ones, true, but it was about making tangible connections with other people in a world where everybody went to bed every night feeling progressively more isolated than when they’d gotten up that morning.

      That lonely isolation was a major reason suicide had become one of the country’s leading causes of death.

      Not to mention its role in the meteoric rise of alcoholism and drug addiction.

      To tell the truth of it, life for most of us in our CRISPR plague world was pretty fucking awful.

      With the first girl I met on HoloHeart, all we did was talk through the first five or six sessions. We got to know one another, like real people used to. As strange as it seems to say, we developed feelings for one another, all the while knowing we would never meet in person. Eventually, we did have disconnected virtual intercourse. It wasn’t nearly as fulfilling as holding a real woman in my arms, kissing her, smelling her, touching her. It was, however, exponentially better than jerking-off to a parade of static pics.

      Years into it, I was having virtual sex as frequently as I needed it, with a variety of girls, all of whom I knew well. In fact, lately most of my sessions on the app involved us talking. Nothing more. Just two people, looking at one another’s faces, sharing mundane trivia about their days, trading advice, and listening to each other’s sorrows. Just like two real people in a real relationship living in the same house used to do. Which was as close as any of us were likely to get without applying for a county permit to associate with a stranger, submitting to additional rounds of pathogen tests, filling out an app for a temporary transportation permit, and finally risking one’s life by physically meeting another human in person. Breathing the same air. Touching their skin. And God forbid, sharing their fluids.

      It all seemed so horrifying sometimes.

      I watched my screen for ten minutes. No personal answer came for my request, though I did receive three canned responses to say that they were busy or couldn’t access the app at the moment.

      My phone buzzed to alert me of an incoming message. My ration order was being prepared at the Sun Harvest Saver. My pickup window would open in a few hours. That gave me just enough time to submit an online app for an expedited transportation permit and receive approval to drive my car out of my garage. I closed my HoloHeart app and accessed the county’s webpage.
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      Antsy under the weight of a grief I didn’t want to indulge and an ambiguous do-list that seemed to grow every time a new task popped into my head, I waited for the county’s resident relations AI to respond. Why wasn’t the computer’s response to my request instantaneous? Wasn’t that at least the implicit deal all of us accepted as we watched our neighbors’ jobs evaporate in the AI revolution? Our friends would lose their jobs, their financial security, and their dignity, but the rest of us would get fast, efficient, cost-effective results, products, and services. Yet, I’d submitted a routine request through the county’s resident portal and a half hour had already passed. Still, I waited.

      I checked my biosensor band for a missed message. I checked my phone and email. Nothing yet.

      Bored with fidgeting and staring at screens that didn’t change, I opened a search window and entered a name familiar to everyone on the planet, a name that came up when I’d been in Chaz’s basement that morning—Mason Alexander Lee.

      A whole slew of articles popped up. One right near the top piqued my interest. I gave it a quick glance then dropped the article’s link into another app, the T1000Legitimator. It was another service I subscribed to. T1000Legitimator was an AI driven app that researched any information provided to it and then generated a Fact Score for the information. It had been years since I'd looked into the marketing material that described how the T1000 worked, but I knew it evaluated characteristics of the hosting website, the physical servers, and ads that ran on the website if a URL was being evaluated. It checked out an article’s purported author, the entity that employed them, any relevant second-party input, and then finally it looked into the content of the article itself.

      I made a habit of never reading any news that I didn’t first evaluate with my legitimator software. Though I couldn’t count how many nights I lay awake, staring at the ceiling, wondering how much I could trust my T1000.

      Nevertheless, the article I selected received a Fact Score of 94.6%—an exceedingly excellent number these days. So, I opened the article, which was already a few days old:

      

      
        
        All of This Started Five Years Ago Today, The Rocky Mountain Herald. Garcia, A. (2031, October 16).

        Few people remember where they were on Friday, October 16, 2026, when thirty-one students at Denver East Central High School stayed home sick, complaining of nausea and diarrhea. From a journalist's perspective, it was a non-story. So non-story, in fact, the event didn’t make its way onto anyone’s news radar.

        What nobody knew at the time—nobody except perhaps Mason Alexander Lee, a junior at DEC High—was that the world changed that day.

        Mason Lee transferred to Denver East Central High School in his sophomore year. What his classmates said about him during interviews taken in the following months was that he was odd, a social outcast without a girlfriend, or any friends for that matter. Classmates said he tended to wear the same clothes, jeans and a dark-colored Flobots band t-shirt, three, four, and five days in a row. Teachers described him as brilliant, but uninterested in school. He could earn a perfect score on one test while failing the following exam for putting in only enough effort to scribble his name on the paper. His nose always seemed glued to the screen of his computer, where he’d type furiously or stare so intently, he might not notice the bell had rung or see his classmates leave the room.

        Mason Alexander Lee was different. Because of that, he was bullied without mercy. The repugnant acts of a few students aren’t sufficient to excuse what Mason Alexander Lee did, but those incidents, and perhaps the myriad ways in which the educational system failed him, may help to explain it.

        On Monday, October 19, 2026, another hundred students and seven teachers were out sick with the same symptoms as students the Friday before. Local news outlets took notice. The following morning, October 20, over half the school’s students were ill. The health department temporarily closed the school that afternoon. The CDC deployed a team. The mayor and governor took to the airwaves to spread reassurances that no expense would be spared in identifying the contagion and treating the sick, dozens of whom had been hospitalized. Promises followed—promises of thorough investigations and fiery retribution for the person or state responsible, as the mediasphere had by then assumed this was no natural occurrence.

        Within a week, ninety percent of Denver East Central High School’s faculty and students had taken ill. Nearly a quarter had been hospitalized. The CDC announced that a novel virus was the likely cause.

        The high school outbreak made the top story at every news outlet in the country and many across the globe. Grocery store shelves emptied as panic buying swept the country. Students in every state were kept home from school. The president addressed the nation in a primetime speech, making it clear that no person—not one—who wasn’t a student, employee, faculty member, or visitor at the school had produced symptoms. He guaranteed every citizen that the event was isolated, not the beginning of a pandemic. No cause for panic existed. Within twenty-four hours he was proven wrong as dozens more cases showed up in local hospitals.

        Fortunately, victims of the new disease began to recover. New infections dropped off as quickly as they’d begun. In the end, 6,024 cases of the Denver East Disease were documented. No deaths were reported. Every victim made a full recovery.

        It took nearly a year for the Denver police, working closely with the FBI and CDC, to understand what had happened, how it had happened, and who had been at the root of the outbreak. At a press conference on the day Mason Alexander Lee was arrested, a CDC representative explained how Mr. Lee had downloaded a piece of open-source artificial intelligence software, which he then spent months training with publicly available genetic and mutation data on viruses. He then utilized his trained AI to guide his efforts using off-the-shelf CRISPR technology, a disturbingly accessible gene-editing methodology, to engineer virus candidates. He ran numerous small-scale tests on neighbors and fellow students to gauge his creations’ virulence and effectiveness. After a time, he succeeded in fabricating a virus that could remain viable outside the human body, meaning it could spread, and would impart the kind of symptoms Mason Alexander Lee was looking for. He then selected a day to put his plan into action and released his engineered virus on his unsuspecting classmates.

        Mason Alexander Lee, working alone in his parents’ basement, perhaps without realizing the implications of what he was doing, opened Pandora’s box.

        Now, every nation, terrorist group, and basement-dwelling malcontent who can install and train an AI instance, can read a how-to CRISPR webpage, and purchase readily available chemicals, can engineer a whole range of deleterious microbes.

        Worse, as everyone on the planet is all too aware, these gene hackers, as they now call themselves, have been releasing their engineered creations on the population at large. The result? Of the eight billion people alive on planet Earth on October 16, 2026, two billion have died, and every few months, another pathogen succeeds in spreading across the global population to kill a few, a few million, or a few hundred million more.

        That’s how high school student Mason Alexander Lee changed the world, five years ago today. Nobody knows when, or if, the lid on Pandora’s box will ever close.

        Postscript:

        Mr. Lee eventually pled guilty to a charge of malicious mischief and was sentenced to twelve months’ probation. Officials involved claimed that no stiffer punishment could be levied, given the state’s sentencing guidelines, and taking into account that there was no law at the time that explicitly made Mr. Lee’s alteration of a virus illegal.

      

      

      

      The CRISPR Killer, that’s what most of the headlines called Mason Alexander Lee at the time. He’d ordered his first CRISPR kit right off Amazon for less than $200. A pandemic starter set with free shipping.

      After everything that happened, he’d gotten off with a light sprinkle of consequence. The scavengers who stole transformers during power blackouts got harsher sentences.

      I stared at my screen for a long time after that, turning the day’s questions over in my mind, over and over, this way and that.

      Outside, a burn box ignited, roaring its portable hellfire at the sky, so close that the blue hue shone on the walls inside my upstairs office. I climbed out of my chair and took a peek through my sliding glass door, fully expecting to see an outbreak response crew in the street. But they weren’t there. I glanced left and right, seeing nothing up or down the road.

      Tentatively, I slid the glass door open and stepped outside.

      A familiar ash drifted down from above. The burn box had to be close.

      The blue flame shot skyward again. It came from the next street over, and the roar pummeled my ears. I felt the heat on my face. The flame cut off after maybe forty seconds, leaving a trembling silence across the neighborhood, everybody still alive fearing what that burn box meant. The VC were back. Again.

      I knew exactly where they were, though. Right in front of the delinquents’ house. They’d just smoked Future Failure. And one of his parents just before that.

      My God, the VC were bastards.

      Another cloud of ash drifted down from above, settling in my hair, on my clothes and my skin.

      How can the gene hackers who made this world live with themselves? I wondered.

      The burn box roared again, shooting another flame at the sky, and just like that, the last member of the delinquents’ family was dead.

      A rage boiled inside me, and as it bubbled, I realized Chaz was right. Some people, specifically every miscreant gene jacker busily perverting pathogens in their mommy’s basement, needed to die. At the same time, I was no James Bond, no Clint Eastwood, not even a Marty McFly. I would never be able to crawl down into the hell where they lived and exterminate them in droves. With Chaz’s help, though, I might delve into the shallow darkness and step on a few bugs.

      Very soon, a gene hacker somewhere, maybe more than one, was going to be exceedingly sorry.
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      With a destination pass on my dashboard, printed at home from the file emailed by the county’s admin AI, I sat in the Sun Harvest Saver parking lot, engine idling, snow falling in fat, lonely flakes that turned into a white haze with the distance, washing to gray across the mountain peaks in the west. Blizzard conditions were forecast after sundown. Eight inches of new snow was expected on the ground by morning.

      God, was I getting so old that I knew the weather report in detail?

      Or was that just life these days? Where the diversions and amusements that normally interested a man my age were all out of reach.

      I’d been in the parking lot for fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. I’d updated the Sun Harvest Saver app when I arrived, so it knew I was there. As soon as their basket bot had my ration order sacked and stacked in one of seventeen pickup spots, I’d receive a signal and I could drive to my designated location at the front of the store and load my groceries. I'd not be closer than twenty feet from the nearest person, even if the pickup spot next to mine was in use. The thought of being in proximity to another human spurred me to check that my UV nostril tubes were in place. There to protect me from anything I might breathe in. I took a glance in the mirror to double-check that my full-eye contacts were there, protecting my vulnerable moist membranes. Back in the beginning, when I was more publicly inclined, wearing them had turned into such a habit that I often forgot they were in my eyes and forgot to take them out before going to bed. These days, I so seldom ventured out of my house that it was easy to forget them entirely.

      Despite the law requiring their use.

      While I loitered, I watched cars arrive in the parking lot and I watched them drive away. A few were the newer, self-driving smart cars. Most looked like the Sanaka Systems model, big, boxy toasters wrapped in black limo glass. Plenty of space for the owner to lounge inside while his car took him wherever he had permission to drive, all while spying on everything he did or said, what music he liked, what passing scenery caught his attention, probably even whether he picked his nose or farted, but especially where exactly the car went and how long it stayed there.

      The better part of the cars in the parking lot were like mine, as were the majority of cars still on any road, older, dumb cars, driven by people from the neighborhood. Most of those people I hadn’t seen in years. Those I saw looked older, much older. Gaunt. Nobody smiled. Eye contact, when it happened, was brief, like everyone carried a shame they wanted to keep out of the light.

      So, I stared at the whitewashed front range and the few distant high peaks that were still visible.

      The mountains were the thing I’d liked most about Denver when I settled here after college. Spontaneously driving up into the evergreens for some peace of mind was one thing, maybe the best thing, about them being so close. Being able to see them from almost anywhere in the city, that was a little something special as well.

      Despite all the troubles we’d had, I thought about one weekend when Piper and I—

      A tap on my driver’s side window startled me out of my memories.

      Embarrassed because I’d jumped, for a moment I didn’t know how to react except to stare at the sad smile on the face of a woman just outside my driver’s side window. Outside the context of where I’d seen her before, it took me a moment to put a name to her face. Then I felt more embarrassed, and more at a loss for what to do. It was my neighbor, Scarlett the Harlot from across the street, with no faint purple glow shining down on her upper lip from her UV nostril tubes. Nor was she wearing an old-fashioned filter mask as a substitute.

      She made a motion for me to roll my window down.

      For a millisecond, her suggestion terrified me. Maybe for a lot more than a millisecond. Then I felt shame, because this woman, who had lived within shouting distance of me for years but with whom I’d never had a conversation, whose full name I didn’t even know, was standing expectantly outside my car, as though we were friends, as though the world wasn’t reeling from wave after wave after wave of disease.

      I hesitantly rolled my window down, not even sure why I was doing it. It was dangerous. It was illegal, and it was flat out stupid. After all, pathogens were in the air. Or in the water. Or on every surface. Or in the hamburger meat I was about to buy, if the ration gods were smiling on me. The thing was, with half the bugs going around, nobody had time to figure out how they spread before they mutated themselves out of existence, or a deadlier pathogen sucked up the medical community’s attention. For us regular folks on the street, all we really, truly knew for sure, was that sickness was everywhere and people we knew were dying.

      The wind blew Scarlett’s thick red hair in a frame around her smile. Her ice blue eyes—bright without her full eye contacts to dull them—sparkled through the day’s gloom, sparking connections to repressed memories that bubbled to the surface in my mind—my lovesick crush on Cindy Bannon back in 9th grade, the lust and trepidation in Jackie Martinez’s eyes the first time I slipped my hand under her blouse, the first time I’d ever touched any girl’s breast, that sweaty Saturday night in the Student Union so many years ago when I first noticed my future ex-wife looking at me.

      Another lifetime ago.

      A world ago.

      I kept pressing the window button until the glass disappeared into the door.

      Scarlett’s smile broadened. “I apologize if I’m overstepping…uhm.” She must have read something from my ambiguous expression. “I’m Scarlett Turner. I live across from—”

      “Of course. I know.” I smiled, despite the shamble of emotions blowing a tornado through my synapses. “Right across from me.”

      “I’m sorry I never came across the street to introduce myself before.”

      “The pandemics.” I shrugged, offering it up as an out for both of us, though she’d moved in three years before Mason Alexander Lee set the world on fire. “Even this is...illegal.” I looked briefly past her, into the parking lot.

      She thumbed back at her car. “I can go if you—”

      “No, no.” Talking face to face with a real live woman, unexpectedly feeling all those things a man is supposed to feel when looking at a beautiful girl’s face, I couldn’t let her go, despite the risks. “I’m Noah Blanks.” I raised my hand to shake and immediately withdrew it. Talking face to face without the necessary protections outside our sanctioned social circle was one thing. Touching? That was a step too far, though I wanted ever so much to feel her hand in mine, to do anything that used to be normal. “I should have welcomed you to the neighborhood when you moved in.”

      She laughed. “You were with that high-maintenance blonde then.”

      “That was obvious even from across the street?”

      Her smile turned into a casual laugh.

      “Piper—” I tried to hide my grimace, “high maintenance. That might be the nicest thing anybody’s ever said about her. Anyway, that ended—” I realized just then that I’d stopped counting the months and years since freedom fell in my lap. “We weren’t a good fit.”

      A knowing smile and Scarlett said, “We’ve all been there.”

      Glancing back at her car, she said, “I noticed you over here when I pulled up.” She paused before venturing forward. “I saw the," she cleared her throat, "what the VC did to your grandpa yesterday. It was awful.” She shivered, but not because of the cold. “I wanted to say…to say—”

      “Thank you,” I said, rescuing her from the awkwardness of proceeding. “You’re the first person to—” Not counting Chaz, she was the first person to offer their condolences, which shouldn’t have been a surprise, the world being the way it was, with social contact turning from a norm into a novelty. Still, just talking about it, brought up my memory of that moment after Grandpa was hefted into the burn box and the propane flame roared blue. I choked up but did my best to hide it with a big, fake smile. “You seem like a kind person, Scarlett Turner. I wish I’d come across the street to meet you back before all this started.”

      She leaned closer and reached in through the window to gently pat my shoulder. Her touch felt electric, even through my jacket. “You seem like a nice guy, Noah Blanks.” She smiled again. “Listen, I know it's kind of a weird time for this, but I'm having a little dinner thing at my place tonight. Nothing big, just a few friends. If you’d like to stop by, you’re welcome to join us.”

      I raised an eyebrow, intrigued but hesitant. “A gathering? Like, people? A few plus us, all in the same room, breathing the same air, touching the same surfaces, sharing food?” I wanted to accept the invite. At the same time, so many years of distancing myself from infectious humans had sparked in me uneasy agoraphobic tendencies.

      She laughed softly. “Yeah, I know it sounds crazy.”

      "Are these people in your sanctioned social circle?” I asked, my reluctance clear.

      “One of them is. The rest are just friends who are tired of living like solitary animals in cages they pay the mortgages on.”

      "They don’t care that it's illegal? Impromptu gatherings like that, I mean.”

      She sighed, and then her hand found its way to my shoulder again. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, Noah, but what have any of us got to show for nearly five years of following the government's absurd rules except another bout with the disease of the month or a sedated walk to a burn box? Humans weren’t meant to live alone. We need one another.”

      Before I could respond, my phone buzzed with a notification. I glanced down to see that my grocery order had been canceled. My household resident count had been decremented by one in Sun Harvest Saver’s database. Great. That meant I'd have to submit a new order and probably wouldn't be able to pick it up for days.

      Scarlett noticed my disappointment, and then my anger. “Bad news?”

      A glanced up at the big Sun Harvest Saver sign on the front of the store. “Bureaucratic bullshit. Instead of a human making a slight adjustment, they’ve just cancelled my ration because Grandpa’s existence status has been updated from living to deceased.”

      “That's one more reason for you to come over,” she urged. “We’ll have plenty of food. You don’t need to bring anything.”

      “Wait,” I suddenly realized, “don’t we have a scheduled power outage tonight?”

      “I have solar on the roof. It’s not the same, but it’s enough.” Scarlett’s phone buzzed and she gave it a quick glance. Her grocery order was ready. “Think about it. Don’t come to my front door, though. I’ll leave the garage open. The alley surveillance cameras have been out for years.” She started toward her car, calling back to me, “I don’t want to live a long, lonely life. I’d rather live a short, happy one. You decide which you want.”

      I watched the sway of her hips as she walked away. I smelled the fragrance of her perfume in the air. Or maybe it was the scent of her shampoo. Either way, it tantalized me. It was the invisible evidence that I’d literally talked face-to-face with a real, live, in-the-flesh female.

      And I wasn’t dead.

      Yet.
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      I stood in Scarlett's dark courtyard, hesitant to knock, still not fully committed. Snow swirled around me. The wind moaned over the brickwork and beneath the eaves. Through the glass door, Scarlett laughed as her friends drank wine and chatted in the warm light of the kitchen. A fire burned in the hearth. Candles flickered atop elegant crystal stems on a table laid out with five place settings.

      Inside looked like a vision of life before the plagues fractured society. A living Normal Rockwell portrait, updated to match a modern family ideal. Nobody wore a supplemental filter mask despite the necessary oral exhalation conversation required. Like there wasn’t a risk to having four people in the same confined space, breathing the same air. None of them wore gloves either, despite the casual touching—touching one another, as though it was a natural, normal, innocuous thing. They acted like no risk existed that one of them might be carrying a pathogen that would infect the others, turn their assholes inside out by morning, and kill them all by the end of the week.

      I shuddered.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d shared a hug with Grandpa, let alone having reached out and touched a stranger. Unprotected. On purpose.

      Then, I recalled the moment Scarlett had put her hand on my shoulder in the Sun Harvest Saver parking lot. That one simple sensation had felt more real and powerful than any HoloHeart jerkoff I’d had in months. It was a stark reminder of everything I’d willingly surrendered at the government’s behest for the good of humanity.

      Good?

      What was the idea of good anymore? Who was it even good for?

      Maybe life was about more than simply taking the next breath. Breathing for breathing’s sake. Staying alive so the statistic of my existence would look good on a government report.

      “What are you doing out here in the snow?”

      So caught up in my thoughts was I that I hadn’t noticed Scarlett opening the door. To her credit, she recognized my trepidation. “Do you still want to come in? You don’t have to if you’d rather just watch through the window.”

      I thought I wanted in. I'd also thought I wasn’t such an indecisive twit. I didn’t used to be. I showed Scarlett the bottle in my gloved hand. “I brought wine. I still have a stash in my wine cellar.” I laughed because it was really just a shelf in my basement, otherwise filled with my ever-expanding hydroponic garden.

      Scarlett stepped inside and I followed.

      The house smelled like a holiday. It looked like a tiny modern art museum. Scarlett had exquisite and expensive tastes.

      After considering it and reconsidering it four or five times, I took a risk and shed my supplemental filter mask, mittens, and the latex gloves I’d worn underneath. I kicked off my snowy shoes and left them by the door with the others.

      Nervous as hell, I walked into the kitchen. Well, the edge of the kitchen, really, out of the others' exhalation range. Like that was some sort of safety compromise.

      “Everyone, this is Noah Blanks. He lives across the street.” Scarlett waved a hand at her smiling friends. “This is Anika, Lillian, and Brinkley.”

      “Call me Brink,” he told me with a big fake smile.

      As rusty as I was at the old-timey, face-to-face social interactions, I’d have bet Mr. CallMeBrink already didn’t like me. Why? Again, too much time trapped in my house with a mentally declining geriatric. Not enough time engaged in normal human contact.

      What the hell did I know?
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      Small talk ensued, jokes and laughter followed.

      Brink proudly told me he was a Ubie—on a universal basic income, the government dole. He’d lost his job at the law firm where Scarlett had also been an attorney. They’d been replaced by a specialized AI legal system. That’s to say, the AI system assisted the firm’s partners so effectively that they no longer needed their associates or paralegals. All twenty-three were let go on a Friday afternoon at the beginning of summer around the time the first CRISPR plague was sowing mayhem on the other side of the world. Brink still found it funny that within a year, Scarlett had accepted a job as an elementary school teacher for less than a UBI benefit would pay.

      Both Anika and Lillian sided with Scarlett.

      Anika, it turned out, was also a Ubie. She’d formerly been an accountant. She saved and invested well, and didn’t need the UBI money, but accepted it anyway. Why not?

      Lillian worked in an esoteric role for a state agency I’d never heard of.

      “What I’m doing right now?” Brink announced as he refilled his wine glass. “I’m a vodka farmer.”

      I laughed. “What is a vodka farmer?”

      Lillian told Brink, “You need to be careful who you humble-brag to about your acreage allotment.”

      “He’s a friend of Scarlett’s. How bad could he be?” He looked at me. “You’re good people, right, Blanks?”

      I smiled. “Everybody says so.”

      “See,” Brink told Lillian. “Good people.”

      “So, what’s a vodka farmer?” I asked.

      Brink pointed north, then thought about it, reoriented himself and pointed east. “You’d be surprised how many farms out there in the plains have been left vacant because of our global virus troubles.”

      I’d seen stories on the news and heard about food crises, but I’d attributed most shortages to blocked borders and supply chain problems. Perhaps that had been a bad assumption, or a partial one.

      Brink threw an arm over Lillian’s shoulder. “I have a friend in the Agricultural Land Reclamation Bureau who put me onto an abandoned farm about an hour east of here.”

      “Don’t you pull me into your bad-boy fantasies, Brink.” Lillian turned to me. “We have more fallow acreage than we can find people to farm. I didn’t pull any strings.” She turned back to Brink. “I didn’t break any rules, but if you keep up what you’re doing, you’re going to end up in Limon Correctional and there won’t be a thing anybody can do about it.”

      “You'll be in the cell with me.” He winked at her, then Brink told me, “The bureau inspector cashed his chips in three years back. New Black Pox I think is what got him.”

      “That one was bad,” Anika called from where she worked on dinner at the stove.

      “Nobody in the county has seen a government rep since,” explained Brink.

      “Okay,” I told them. “I don’t know about any of this. What are you talking about, Brinkley?”

      “Brink,” he reiterated. “Call me Brink.” He glanced at Lillian again. “My friend filled me in on the opportunities in farming. Me, a man who used to drive a seven series to work. A man who pulled down mid six figures. A man who—”

      “Oh, please,” huffed Scarlett. “Nobody cares about that kind of stuff anymore.”

      “I’ll be honest with you,” he went on, “I’ve never worked harder at anything, never felt so incompetent, or so exhausted. And I’ve never been happier. You should think about farming. Get you out of this damn petri dish of a city. You, too, Scarlett. I’ve converted my barn to a cozy love nest. You could move in. We could make smart beautiful babies and repopulate the planet.”

      “Sorry to disappoint, Brink,” she told him. “I have all the kids I need in my life.”

      “The third graders?” snorted Brink. “A crop of other people’s problems.”

      Side-eyeing me to make sure I was listening, Lillian told Brink, “You’re supposed to be growing food on your love nest farm, which is why the State of Colorado is letting you use the abandoned land for free while still paying your UBI.”

      “I do use my land for food production!” Brink argued. Then he turned to me, like I was suddenly the jury in his contest with Lillian. “Vodka is food, right? Obscenely profitable food, perhaps, but food, nevertheless.”

      “He farms potatoes and distills them into liquor,” Lillian clarified. “Which he sells on the black market here in Denver.”

      “Oh, not just in Denver,” Brink assured her. “And not just to anyone, but to a discerning, high-end clientele who can appreciate the flavor of a craft made, potato-based vodka—because it doesn’t taste like that rubbing alcohol they make from sorghum and crabgrass.”

      “And when the State figures out that you’re not selling your potatoes?” she asked.

      “Oh,” he told her, “I sell potatoes. Just enough so nobody asks any questions, even if the State does find a new inspector one day.” He turned to me again. “What about you, Noah Blanks? Are you a Ubie like everybody else these days, or are you still a slave to the corporate overlords?”

      “Slave,” I told him. “Sanaka Systems is my overlord. I’m a project manager for them.”

      He grimaced. “One of the big four?”

      “It’s a secure job,” called Anika from where she was prepping a salad at the counter.

      “Yes, Sanaka Systems is one of the big four robotics companies.” I didn’t like that I’d had to agree with Brink. “We specialize in industrial automation, but we have a lucrative military division as well.”

      “Skynet type stuff?” Brink teased.

      “I work in the commercial side of the business. I don’t know anything about the weapons systems.”

      Food preparation reached its usual end, and Scarlett invited me to sit at the head of the table. I declined, but she insisted. That put her to my right and Anika to my left. Brink took a seat across from Lillian.

      Scarlett topped off everyone’s wine glass and Lillian raised the toast. “To Darwin. Would you please hurry the fuck up.”

      Laughter and drinking.

      Scarlett scooped lasagna onto everyone’s plates—yes, actual lasagna with pasta, rich tomato sauce, gooey cheese, and what looked like real meat. The salad bowl made its way around the table.

      Looking at Lillian, I said, “I’m not judging,” though I most certainly was, “but are you a Darwin Protocol proponent?”

      Everyone at the table laughed.

      “What?” I asked.

      Scarlett placed a familiar hand on my forearm and explained, “We’re all DP.” Proponents of the Darwin Protocol.

      That made me curious and nervous at the same time.

      Scarlett apologized. “I should have told you. I just don’t think about it anymore.”

      “I think we’ve frightened him,” snarked Brink.

      “No,” I disagreed immediately, but yeah, they had. It upped the odds on the possibility that one or all of them might be spreading virions for the disease du jour and wouldn’t care whether or not they infected me. “I don’t know much about the Darwin Protocol, except for what I’ve seen on TV and whatnot.”

      “TV and whatnot,” mocked Brink. “You might as well watch reruns of Gilligan’s Island. Nothing on TV or the internet is true anymore.”

      “Especially on social media,” agreed Lillian.

      “What is true,” added Anika, “gets lost in the muddle.”

      I nodded. How could I not agree?

      We all raised a glass.

      I glanced at Scarlett, who, diplomatically, hadn’t taken a side, and I asked, “Now that you’re all here in person, why don’t you tell me what you Darwinists stand for? Do you have a secret handshake? Weekly meetings to spread diseases?”

      They laughed at that.

      Scarlett told me, “It’s nothing like that. Nothing formal. We’re people who believe everyone’s going to catch everything eventually. Some of us will survive. Some of us won’t.”

      “Most of us won’t,” Lillian corrected, the mirth absent from her voice as she tipped back her wine.

      “Those of us lucky enough to have been dealt the right set of genes, will survive.” Brink put his elbows on the table and leaned toward me. “The species will be stronger for it, and these kinds of plagues won’t be a problem for us anymore.”

      “No matter how many people have to die?” I tried not to sound argumentative.

      “Does your belief, one way or the other,” asked Scarlett, “have any effect on how many people die right now?”

      “She’s got you there,” chuckled Brink.

      Still, I wasn’t one to give up so easily. “How many are dead so far? The estimates I’ve heard—no, the estimate that I believe—because as you’ve said, how does anybody know what’s true anymore—is around two billion.” It was a staggering number, but one all of us had grown numb to. I fixed Brink in my glare. “How many more still need to die? Four billion? Five? Seven? The pharmaceutical companies are developing new vaccines every day. How many people could we save if we all stay the course?”

      “Yet here you are,” countered Brink. “Having dinner with us. No supplemental filter mask. No protective gloves. Sure, you’ve got your eye shields in and your UV nasal tubes, but you’re not shivering with fright in your home. Not 'staying the course.'”

      “Don’t be an ass,” Scarlett told him. “He was alone. This is his first time out since all of this started.”

      “You don’t need to defend me, Scarlett.” I looked Brink in the eye. “You’re right. I am here. I’m guessing for the same reason you are.” It took me a moment to summarize it in a way that didn’t choke me up again. “I’m here because Scarlett saw me waiting in the grocery queue today and was brave enough to approach me. I’m here because until that moment, I didn’t know what I’d been missing—or rather, I didn't remember. Except for my grandpa, it’s been a long time since I talked to anyone face-to-face, like…like…”

      “Like regular folks are supposed to,” finished Anika.

      Scarlett changed the subject with a big smile. “Who here has caught more than…” Scarlett thought about it for moment, “four CRISPR plagues?”

      “There are so many,” mused Lillian, “I can’t keep any of their names straight anymore.”

      “Who hasn’t caught more than four?” laughed Anika.

      “Okay,” conceded Scarlett. “Which one was the worst?”

      Without the slightest hesitation, Brink said, “The Russian Shits.”

      “Oh my God,” agreed Anika, “I couldn’t get off the pot for a week.”

      “Best weight loss plan I’ve ever been on,” joked Scarlett.

      “You?” asked Brink, looking at me.

      “The Russian Shits were probably the worst for me, but I survived everything I’ve caught so far. What about the people who didn’t live through their last virus? How do you think they would answer?”

      “That’s not a fair question to ask,” said Anika.

      “What about Humanicide?” asked Brink. “Does anyone know anyone directly or indirectly who has survived that one?”

      “You think that one is real?” I asked.

      “You think it’s not?” Brink argued.

      “What do any of us really know anymore?” I shot back. “For all we know it could be Martians poisoning the water supply to kill us all and take the planet.”

      Scarlett smirked at Brink. “He’s got you there.”

      “The only thing I really know anymore,” Brink announced, “is that some of us will get through all this. The endless outbreaks, the death of truth, the avalanche of disinformation, even the Shits. If we don’t, then twenty million years from now, the next species to dominate Earth will be digging up our fossils and wondering why we died out.”

      "They'll probably blame a comet," Anika half joked.

      "The bomb," Lillian added.

      “The four of us,” suggested Scarlett, “us and everybody else still alive, we’ve all lived through, what, twenty-two major pandemics, now? And countless mutations and localized outbreaks. Maybe our immune systems are robust enough for this new world. Maybe we’ll get through this.”

      “The rich people and politicians,” Anika accused, “they’ll get through this. They get special treatment in the hospitals with all the newest drugs. The Titanic is sinking and all of us may drown, but they’ll still get their lifeboat.”

      “Some things never change,” agreed Brink.

      “People—” Lillian interrupted, agitated, “people shouldn’t have to have conversations like this. We’re supposed to be arguing about the Broncos’ new quarterback, or how deep the powder is on the slopes up in Breck right now or, God help us, even stupid politics. I hate CRISPR, and I hate every gap-tooth, cousin-fucking gene hacker who was ever born. I hate what they’ve done to us and to our world.” She looked at me, all facade dropped. “I hate that two billion real live people, just like us, are dead already because of them.”

      That stark reminder of reality quieted the table.

      After several long moments where nobody seemed to know what to say, I asked, “What if there weren’t any more gene hackers?”

      Anika reached over and squeezed Lillian’s hand. “That would be great.”

      “What?” asked Brink, focused on me again. “Are you going to engineer a new virus that only kills gene hackers?”

      “No,” I struggled for a way to follow up what I now thought sounded like a fairytale wish. “All these gene hackers have to know somebody, right? They've got to have friends and acquaintances.” I turned the tables on Brink. “If you knew your neighbor’s kid was a gene hacker, what would you do? Call the virus police? Tell the other neighbors and then lynch him?”

      “I’d kill him myself,” Brink told me. “I’d walk next door with my shotgun and I’d blow him away.”

      “Murder is wrong,” judged Lillian. “But I would, too.”

      “All I know,” said Scarlett, “is I don’t understand why these gene hackers do what they do. Why kill so many innocent people for no reason at all.”

      “It doesn’t come from an unbroken mind,” pontificated Brink. “The sane are always excusing the actions of the insane, writing them off. Some people are just terrible, horrible, atrocious human beings. They used to walk into schools and shoot their classmates for no good reason at all. When those kinds of people get a slice of power, they genocide their way from dusk ’til dawn. Now, the technically savvy among them have the power to kill millions from the security of their basements. Mason Alexander Lee sure tried to do it. Why wouldn’t the copycats out there lurking all over the internet, worshipping the ground he walks on try to do the same thing?”

      “But why?” Scarlet asked. “Why would they do that?”

      “Because they can,” I answered.

      “And that’s the sad world we live in,” concluded Lillian.
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      Standing in the courtyard just outside Scarlett’s back door, I looked at her and she at me. Her friends had already left. The blizzard had blown itself out while we were having dinner. Now nothing moved outside, nothing made a sound. The world felt pure and white beneath a fresh layer of sparkling snow.

      She said, “I’d like you to come over again some time. If you want. Maybe just us?”

      “I’d like that, too.” Then I fumbled with what to say. “Very much. Very, very much.”

      “Hold your horses there, Pistol Pete,” she laughed. “You sound like one of my third graders.”

      I shrugged it off. “Men never really know the right things to say.” And then I took a risk. “Especially when they’re looking at a beautiful woman.”

      “Is that what you think I am?” she asked. “Beautiful? Is that why you came over here tonight?”

      “That’s one reason.”

      “Did you come over because you wanted to kiss me?”

      I laughed. “You can be direct, can’t you?”

      “Is that a yes?”

      I reached out, touched her face, and leaned in close, letting myself forget for a moment just how screwed up the world was, forgetting that I was taking a godawful deadly risk, and when our lips touched, I could think of nothing but her.
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      As seemed the procedure for entering Chaz’s house, I scanned my biosensor bracelet with the device he kept by the front door. My status? Green. That didn’t mean I wasn’t infected with something. I could be, but just not yet symptomatic. That was not the generally accepted interpretation of a green scan result, though. Everybody went with the irrational, emotional deduction of green—they were clean. No virus. No exotic pathogen infection.

      I stood there in Chaz’s foyer, knowing he was in the basement, awaiting me. I raised a palm in front of my face to double-check the function of my UV nasal tubes. The purple glow meant I was protected from any airborne nasties he might breathe out, and he was protected from my microbial friends. Mostly-ish. If the damn tubes really even worked.

      Oh, well, I decided, it's the best I can do.

      I grabbed a pair of shiny swim goggles and descended through Chaz’s disinfecting UV stair tunnel and passed through the dark curtains at the landing.

      “Hey,” I called, ensuring I wouldn’t be surprising Chaz while he was engaged in a personal pleasure exercise or, more importantly, anything that might get me shot. The two weren’t mutually exclusive.

      Stepping down the last few steps, I noticed the basement’s dim lighting casting eerie shadows on the cluttered shelves along the walls. Chaz usually had more lights on down here. Well, usually based on the handful of times I’d been allowed into his lair.

      Chaz slouched in his padded office chair in front of his array of computer monitors. He didn't look up as I stepped off the last stair.

      “Chaz?” I asked. He’d told me to come right in when I arrived, along with a warning not to touch my infectious fingers on anything upstairs. Not entirely a rude thing to say, given the times we lived in. But he must have heard me coming down the creaky stairs. He had to have heard me call his name. I repeated, “Chaz?”

      He spun slowly in his swivel chair, turning toward me like he was doing me a favor. His usual, unkempt hair puffed out oddly beneath a strap that held a pair of bulky, orange-lens augmented reality goggles over his eyes. A whirring, forced-air filter mask protected his mouth and nose. Latex gloves stretched over his big hands.

      I stopped before I stepped down the last stair. “You’re not gene hacking down here, are you?”

      Refusing to meet my eyes, Chaz muttered, "Precautionary measures.”

      “Are you getting ready to leave the house? Am I late?”

      He just looked at me, annoyance clear in his eyes, visible even through the orange lenses of his goggles.

      “What game are we playing here?” I asked. “Do you want me to come back later?”

      Chaz heaved a big old sigh, like maybe I was his mother telling him to do his chores before he ate his pudding. “Alright, fine.”

      “And?” I coaxed.

      “I saw you and Scarlett on one of the surveillance cams last night.”

      I shrugged. “We’re adults. You know, doing what adults—”

      “You two were...you know...tonguing.” Chaz paused, his eyes narrowing. “After socializing in her house, I’m betting without any supplemental protection whatsoever, with three of her friends. If any of them were infected, then you’re infected. If you’re infected—” Chaz let me work out the rest of his unspoken, simplistic, but potentially accurate logic.

      I’d been struggling with that same worry all night as I lay awake thinking about the blue of Scarlett’s eyes, the taste of her lips, the scent of her hair, and how damned good it felt for those few moments when she’d held me in her arms, when I squeezed her in mine.

      “We,” he told me pompously, “you and I, are about to embark on a mission to save the world. I cannot allow—”

      “Chaz,” I interrupted. “Whacking a few gene hackers isn’t going to save the world.”

      “I won’t allow you—” Chaz huffed, glanced at his bank of monitors, and turned back to me. “You can do what you want. Maybe get a case of the Polish mumps and suffocate on your own snot for all I care. Or Dick Drip until your kidneys fail. That’s your choice. If that’s what you want. I can always find another stooge to pull a trigger. I won’t let you infect me with your stupid choice to lick pathogens off Miss Honey Twat’s tonsils.

      It was my turn to sigh dramatically. My way of telling Chaz that he was pushing his sanctimony a little too far. “I understand that you don’t want to get infected. I understand—”

      “Were you even going to tell me?” he asked. “Or were you just going to come down here, potentially shedding viruses all over my workroom without ever warning me?”

      “I—” Shit. I hadn’t even thought about warning him. It hadn’t even occurred to me. One night in the company of people who didn’t seem to care whether they got infected, one night of living in that pre-pandemic fantasy of theirs, and I’d somehow forgotten the necessary etiquette of the world I actually lived in. The one where Chaz was right to protect himself from me, where he was justified in being angry at me. “Chaz, I apologize. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Because you’re infatuated with Scarlett the Harlot.”

      “Let’s not call her that anymore. Just Scarlett, okay? Scarlett Turner.”

      He groaned loudly. “One kiss and it’s puppy love. You’re a sad excuse for an assassin, you know that?”

      “Well, I’m the assassin you’ve got. So, unless you want to post an ad and find another gunslinger, it’s time to shut up about Scarlett. You knew where I went last night and you had me come over here anyway. You understood the risk. You clearly prepared yourself for it and you've been waiting to ambush me. So, why don’t you stick your artificial contempt back up your ass, and let’s stop playing drama queen. I’m here. I’m ready. Do you want to get this ball rolling, or do you want me to leave?”
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      I plopped down on an office chair next to Chaz, our shoulders close but distinctly not brushing as we faced the glowing wall of monitors. I inadvertently laid my hands on the chair’s arms, then immediately felt a vague stickiness and crumbs stuck to the faux leather, which I attempted to brush away before realizing they were stuck in place.

      Ack!

      Why did I forget to keep my hands in my lap?

      Images of a century-old, three-story home flickered across the screens. Brownish-red brick. Wrought iron railings. Giant trees in the front lawn, probably older than the home. Snow on the ground. It looked like a haunted house. Our first gene hacker target resided in there.

      A ghost.

      Chaz tapped at his keyboard. One of the screens displayed a picture of a man in his early thirties. He looked a bit paunchy and pale like he didn’t get out much. Stereotypical, perhaps, but not unusual these days either. He wore glasses and sported a thinning comb-back up top. It all combined to make him seem older than he was. “Cornelius Marlowe. More like Cornholio Moron-o.” Chaz snickered. He found his word play tremendously funny. “He has a hacker name—Cypher Serpent. What a Roflmao.”

      “Roflmao?” I asked. “You mean like the abbreviation ROFL—”

      Chaz cut me off with a dismissive snort. “What else would it mean? Wake up to the modern times, Van Winkle.”

      Sometimes it was best just to ignore Chaz, or more like overlook him. I scanned the monitors showing various images up and down the street, and the nearby intersections. Cypher Serpent’s whole neighborhood looked haunted.

      Cypher Serpent. I was already thinking of Cornelius Marlowe as an object, rather than a human.

      Chaz laid a map in front of me that he’d printed himself. The house was circled in red. Each of the cameras he had access to was marked on the map.

      In red.

      I glanced up at the screens and then down at the map to orient myself. “Compared to our neighborhood, you haven’t hacked many cameras around Cypher Serpent’s house. Are you sure he even lives there? The whole place looks deserted.”

      Chaz loudly exhaled his exasperation at me. Again. I’d forgotten how much he disliked even the hint of having made a mistake. He said, “The reason there aren’t that many camera views is because almost nobody lives in that part of town anymore. Much of the area doesn’t even have power. Most of the feeds you see are OPM cameras. The ones still functioning. Like you said, it’s deserted. Even the VC don’t patrol down there anymore. No point.”

      I leaned back in my chair, questions spawning more questions. “Where did the people go who used to live there?”

      “Well,” Chaz snarked, “we’ve had these pandemic things going on for a while, now. You may have heard about them.”

      Again, I chose to ignore Chaz’s comment. Engaging never led to anything productive. “I understand some places have been hit harder than others, but we’re talking about twenty-five percent deaths on average. This place looks apocalyptic.” I indulged a dramatic tone to my voice. “The home of a few intrepid plague survivors. The last humans on—”

      “Give it a rest,” Chaz tried to sound bored. “Just because the cuties in college pretended you were funny doesn’t mean you actually are.”

      “Piper thought I was hilarious.”

      “Piper?” Chaz chortled. “You want to brag about being victimized by the succubus? I mean, really?”

      “I defer to your judgement, okay? Let’s just stipulate that I’m moderately funny and move on. Why is this part of town so empty? Seriously, I mean.”

      “That twenty-five percent number you just mentioned,” Chaz draped himself in a professorial air, “wrong. The real global death toll is running just over four billion. That’s half. That’s fifty percent, in case you’re having trouble with the math. More than fifty percent.”

      I decided to ignore Chaz’s insult, mostly because I couldn’t believe it—the death toll he was asserting. “What makes you think the mortality rate is that high?”

      “Well, I’m smart, so there’s that.”

      Chaz was bright, clever maybe, definitely skilled. But I never figured he was any more intelligent than me. I’d always gotten better grades back at UC Boulder. But then again, what’s a twenty-year-old college course grade worth? What was it ever worth? What does it really measure? “Why don’t you just tell me where you get your information.”

      Chaz waved a hand at the screens, like he was David Copperfield yanking the sheet off a disappeared elephant.

      “Anecdotal evidence?” I questioned. Not worth any more than the conclusions I drew from my personal experiences. “Tell me you have more. Please.” I put a little sarcasm on that one.

      “I have a lot more, but I can’t tell you where I got the data or what it is.”

      “Your CIA buddies?” A little more sarcasm because, why not?

      From behind his filter mask and augmented reality goggles that weren’t even turned on, Chaz stared at me without saying a word.

      I still had zero belief he ever had anything to do with the CIA. He’d never left the Denver area, as far as I knew. Maybe a road trip here or there, a road trip because he had a deathly fear of flying that he couched in a long catalog of detrimental statistics, not just on crashing jets, but on the declining width of airliner seats and shrinking leg room and, like everyone else, the tainted passenger cabin air, sneeze-spritzed with floaty pathogens, halitosis fumes, and recycled flatulence. All of this decades before the first pandemic swept the modern world.

      Chaz had his quirks.

      Like any of us, I suppose.

      I shrugged at Chaz’s choice to pretend like he was a guardian of weighty secrets.

      “Whatever.”

      “Okay,” Chaz told me, pride in his voice now, at least that was my best guess, given how much the filter mask altered his tone. “I’m not saying I did anything like this, or any government agency hired me to do this, right? All I’m saying is it’s possible. Say a talented programmer—hacker," he scoffed, "working in an anonymous distributed collective with a lateral leadership structure, managed to gain access to surveillance cameras the world over, which is not difficult, by the way, and created an algorithm to, say, count foot traffic over time, leading to the number of unoccupied residences, even counted the number of abandoned automobiles and potholes on the road. Perhaps that information could be amalgamated with regional internet connection history over time, cell tower activity, unique IP address counts, and active internet service accounts, and…well, you get the picture.”

      I did get the picture. They could use the data to estimate population changes, easily. I knew that plenty of government agencies around the world and way too many private entities had the resources to accumulate and analyze data on the scale Chaz was suggesting. I just couldn’t tell how much of what he was saying he had taken the liberty of extrapolating, or how much he was just making up.

      Chaz waved at the screens again. “This part of town looks apocalyptic because it is. Copper thieves come in during the blackouts and steal the plumbing. They’re turning Denver into a patchwork of dead zones with no electric service. Ubies loot the houses for anything of value, small things you take for granted. Then there's the actual treasure the deceased have left behind. Gold, silver, gems, what have you. Residency in this part of town has declined to less than five percent of pre-pandemic levels. If you’d spend an afternoon surfing the web looking at old weather cam and traffic cam feeds, any of a million publicly accessible from around the world, you’d see this is not an uncommon situation.”

      “You’re telling me all the people who lived in this part of town died from one disease or another?”

      “Some parts of town, where certain kinds of people live, get more burn box activity and virus cop attention than others, and—”

      “Bullshit.” As cynical as I thought I was, I didn’t buy into the implications of what Chaz was selling. “Are you saying the VC bring in the burn boxes and just start clearing out the neighborhood regardless of infection status?”

      “You’re the one with the barbecued grandpa. You tell me.”

      Sometimes I really wanted to punch Chaz in the face. At the same time, I knew that the momentary catharsis of that would cost me one of the few friends I had left in the world. That, and I wasn’t the kind of asshole who acted on every suggestion my temper urged onto me.

      While I was struggling with that little mental exercise, Chaz took the time to pull up a selection from his video archives, all showing different views of the neighborhood where the gene hacker lived. All running at triple speed. These were older vids taken mostly in the spring and summer, just one six-month period from years ago. The houses looked to be in better shape. The lawns and trees all appeared relatively healthy. The streets were lined with cars, none of which looked abandoned.

      Through the triple-speed frames, morgue trucks came and went, mostly freelance cadaver collectors. Ambulances showed up and sped off. More than anything, though, outbreak response teams raced into the area with frightful frequency. Virus cops ran up to houses, dragging people into the streets—day, morning, evening, and night. Burn boxes blasted blue flames at the sky over, and over, and over again. So much so that the screens practically strobed blue.

      I sat there aghast. Contemplating the implications. Feeling with each burn box ignition, a stab of pain.

      The video on the screen directly in front of Chaz froze on the hundred-year-old brick house. “I can’t tell you if all those people were infected or not. I can tell you that there’s nearly nobody left alive in that part of town. Cypher Schlong lives in that house right there.” Chaz took his eyes off the brick home and deliberately looked up at the virus cop atrocity videos still playing on the other screens. “Cornelius Cornholio is responsible for business like this happening all over the world.”
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      “Frank Foster. Frank Foster. Frank Foster.” How many times did I need to say the name to myself to become comfortable with an alias I’d owned for just twenty-four hours?

      The original Frank Foster, at least the one whose biosensor band hung on my wrist, had died.

      Very illegally, my own biosensor band was rigged with a biospoofer disc, a little device that fit innocuously on the back of a biosensor band and generated outputs that the biosensor read as coming from a healthy human. I’d heard about such devices, but it wasn’t until Chaz came to my house with the disc and a kit to modify my Sanaka Systems Robovac that I’d ever seen one in person. Now, my own biosensor band was attached to my Robovac, moving around my house just like a normal person might while they were at home. My biosensor was periodically uploading location and health data to an OPM server, making it look like I was at home doing the kinds of things I normally did, breathing the way I normally breathed, with a normal temp, normal heart rate and blood pressure. And with no signs of any disease whatsoever.

      That made it possible for me to impersonate dead Frank Foster and move around town, in his van, seeming to be him.

      The cause of Frank’s death listed on his provisional med record filed with the county stated that pneumonia had killed him. Pneumonia these days was a generic cause, listed when nobody wanted to spend too much time examining or even touching the body before an outbreak response team arrived to smoke it.

      The real cause might have been Canine Crossover Encephalitis, the Yellow Yaws, or any of the other top ten contagions currently circulating in the states west of the Mississippi. Thankfully none of them transmitted through fomites—microbes hanging around on a surface, waiting for a human host to touch them without a protective glove. So, the van was probably safe for me to be inside of. Unless Humanicide—if it was even real—had been Frank Foster’s microscopic murderer. Then all bets were off.

      I shuddered at the thought of it.

      Frank Foster’s older model dumb van was littered with fast-food wrappers, stale French fries and sprinkles of petrified taco cheese. He was clearly a big fan of the drive-thru restaurants. The ones still in business were those that had the capital to purchase Sanaka Systems robotic food service and point-of-sale systems for quick-service operations. I remembered when we rolled those products out at Sanaka, early adopters were able to reduce human headcount by 90-95%. After the pandemics started to spread across the globe, fast-food operators found a way to modify the systems so that human contact between employee and customer became wholly unnecessary.

      All that aside, Frank’s van stank strongly of his rot. He’d been dead inside for nearly a week, presumed dead because his biosensor band had stopped reporting life signs. Nevertheless, his uncollected body was stuck in a queue on an OPM server, waiting for a burn box to show up and dispose of him in the usual way.

      That was just a little ironic, considering that when still breathing, Frank Foster had been a freelance operator in the cadaver recovery business. With so many people sloughing off their mortal coils all over Denver, up in the foothills, and across the eastern plains, even OPM’s portable crematory fleet couldn’t keep up. Hence, the state passed a law that allowed county health departments to contract cadaver collection to freelancers who were paid per body delivered to a central cremation facility. The worn racks and the fluid stains on the floor of Frank Foster’s cargo van gave me some idea of how good business had been for him.

      Unfortunately, collecting cadavers had likely killed poor Frank. I guessed he’d slipped up on his personal protection gear. A contagion from one of the corpses he collected had squeaked through...and more of the usual happened. Frank Foster got sick and died, leaving no heirs, no family, and no living friends close enough to give a shit what happened to Frank or his worldly accumulation of junk.

      Now, thanks to Chaz’s hacking skills and his backdoor connections at OPM, Frank Foster lived again, in a reanimated sort of way. I wore former-Frank’s biosensor bracelet with an obtrusive filter mask and goggles covering my face. And taking advantage of one of the few actual rights Americans still possessed, I couldn’t be compelled to remove them even if the virus cops demanded it. The biosensor bracelet provided definitive proof that, officially and sufficiently, identified me as Frank Foster. Alive and well, still collecting cadavers.

      “I’m Frank Foster. Yeah, I’m a freelance cadaver retrieval contractor for the county. You see, that’s my cadaver retrieval license right there. My name is painted right back there on the side of my van. Here’s my 24/7 transit permit, good for Denver and the six surrounding counties.” This, and more lies I hadn’t thought of yet, all to be told in case I was pulled over. In case someone in authority wanted to know why I was cruising the empty streets in east Denver in the middle of the night.

      If only I could settle my nerves and sell the lies like I believed them.

      The dashboard clock blinked, marking the transition to midnight. A gusty wind blew snow dust off the roofs of the nearby buildings. Foster's rolling morgue grumbled along. No doubt it had driven these streets many a night as Frank plied his morbid trade.

      The closer I skulked to Cypher Schlong’s home, the more my trepidation shivered through me, the more the urban district looked like the decaying remnants of a vibrant community where thriving families had once built their lives. I was on a mission to murder someone for all the right reasons. Logically, it worked out like the right thing to do. Vindictively, it seemed a whole lot like justice. The most righteous kind. Still, a nagging feeling inside me wouldn’t stop whispering in my ear that what I was doing was wrong. That I was wrong.

      I took a slow, lazy turn onto a thoroughfare lined with one-and two-story buildings, old but gentrified. A tattoo parlor. A coal-fired pizza kitchen. A poke bowl joint. A fried chicken restaurant clad in genuine dirty old brick that looked like it had been there since before most of this part of town grew up around it. All had gone out of business years ago.

      Fog settled onto the road in front of me, quickly thickening into a shroud that cut visibility to just a block, then less.

      My headlights cast creeping shadows along the crumbling walls of the abandoned structures. I weaved between rows of derelict cars that littered the streets, their rusted bodies serving as a reminder of a time when life was better.

      A dull ache pulsed behind my eyes. Calculations and considerations flurried through my head as I reviewed all that Chaz and I had talked about and planned, how to get there, where to set up, and the best route down sparsely surveilled roads for my getaway. Tucked into a pocket of my Tyvek hazmat suit, an HK45’s weight kept me worried I’d bounce through a pothole and blast my pecker off. It happens. A Remington 700 bolt action rifle lay tucked behind my seat. I’d have preferred something with a ten- or twenty-round magazine, but this was a better weapon for me. Thanks to Grandpa’s influence through my formative years, I’d grown more than familiar with the Remington. The old codger owned one and had often allowed me to take it to the gun range on my own. In fact, that exact same rifle still stood in my closet—along with a few other firearms—which is exactly why Chaz urged me to use his untraceable Remington 700. One of many illegal weapons he owned.

      I slowed the van to a crawl in the fog, recalling the map as best I could, looking for street names but seeing mostly empty signposts on the corners. Chaz had warned me of that. During the virus cops’ alleged purge of the area, the residents had started stealing the street signs, hoping to slow down the arrival of the outbreak response teams or misdirect them altogether. Too bad for them, satellite navigation still worked.

      Unfortunately for me, it didn't.

      The van, being a few decades old, didn’t come with built-in nav. I didn’t bring a telephone with me as a backup. The last thing I wanted when the VC investigated their hacker boy’s murder was to find evidence that my cellphone had been prowling the area just before Cypher Schlong caught a bullet with his face. Hence, the only electronic device, the only traceable piece of electronics on my person, was deceased Frank’s biosensor bracelet.

      The VC would find evidence that Frank Foster had ghosted his ass through this part of town. Even if they magically came up with my real name during their investigation, they’d only find proof that innocent incel Noah Blanks was at home beating off while moving in a normal sort of way around his upstairs half of the townhouse—a silent thanks to Chaz for updating the Robovac software so that it could move, stop, and seem to rest while lollygagging around the house just like a real person might.

      Hoping I’d gotten it right, I turned down a narrow alley. Tall walls on both sides choked out what little moonlight filtered down through the fog. My tires crushed glass and debris under the van’s weight. A rusted dumpster squatted up ahead, its lid hanging open like a maw. Snow-dusted garbage overflowed and lay vomited in piles against its sides. The putrid scent of death slithered through the vents as I rolled over an unidentifiable mound of something soft. Scrunching my face in disgust, I clicked the vents closed.

      If I’d guessed correctly on my turn up the alley, a prime spot to hide the van lay ahead.

      Only it wasn’t there.

      At the end of the alleyway, I reached a street scattered with abandoned cars along the curb. Houses with broken windows let the winter in. Light poles poked up through the tree’s bare branches, though very few of the lights still functioned, just enough to cast random beams through the shadows, making me feel like an old-world priest arriving to exorcise a demon from a dying town. Or was I the demon, lurking in someone’s nightmare? A demon with murder on his mind.

      A demon who’d apparently lost his way.

      I couldn't say where I was with any precision.

      I checked the hour on Frank’s biosensor bracelet. Time drew quickly short. Cypher Schlong was a night owl. Guessing by the pattern of when the lights came on and went off behind the blinds in various rooms of his house, he often worked until 4:00 or 5:00 a.m. before turning out all the lights and, presumably, sleeping through the day. At 1:00 am, give or take ten minutes, he retired to a deck outside a third-floor room, sat in one of three chairs up there, and smoked a joint or two. Usually two. Chaz felt certain it was marijuana, but I didn’t see that it mattered. Cypher Schlong’s routine was the important thing.

      I had maybe forty minutes before I’d have a chance to pull the trigger.

      That meant I needed to be on the roof Chaz had chosen for me ten minutes before. Why ten minutes? Arbitrary. I wanted sufficient time to get comfortable, to calm my nerves, to check my sightline, to review any of a dozen details that suddenly blanked from my mind.

      My hands sweated inside my latex gloves. My perspiration pooled inside and ran down my wrists. My pulse raced.

      I’d planned to be parked already. I didn’t like being off my schedule.

      I chanced a right turn, hoping to find a familiar name on a street sign at the next block. Accelerating too quickly, the van rattled through a series of potholes and I nearly lost control.

      Braking and focusing, my headlights illuminated a speed limit sign as the corner came up. I spotted a pole for the street sign and slowed. “Shit.”

      The sign had been spray-painted black.

      Ten precious minutes elapsed as I took turn after turn, randomly searching for anything familiar. Chaz’s map and the satellite photos we pulled off the internet—images from above during the day, from before the pandemics—hadn't helped much when I'd set out. They didn’t help at all now.

      I considered whether to abort, whether to come back another night, better prepared, maybe with a pair of high-end augmented reality goggles that could handle my navigation and any number of useful functions.

      I pulled the van to a stop along a curb near a corner and realized I was breathing more rapidly than normal. My goggles were starting to fog. I needed to calm down.

      I needed to think.

      Taking several slow, measured breaths, I pulled off my old-fashioned dumb goggles and realized, being covered in plastic, I didn’t have anything with which to wipe them dry.

      I reached up and turned on the dome light before turning my attention to Frank’s glovebox. Nothing in there but twenty-year-old junk and crackly candy wrappers. I dug through his center console and discovered at the bottom a small package of tissues that had probably been down there for years.

      Breathing deeply again, starting to calm, I wiped my goggles clean and pulled out the map Chaz had prepared for me by hand. Examining it, I tried to find my bearings.

      Blue and red lights flashed in my mirrors, and I nearly pissed my pants.
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      An armored SUV pulled to a stop in the middle of the street. Lights still flashing on the roof. Ominous virus cop logo decals all down the side.

      Sitting there in the driver’s seat, dome light on, rumpled crime map in my hands, I pulled my goggles back down over my eyes. My mind spun through options.

      Lie, like I'd practiced. Or, surrender myself and fuck the rest of my shortened life. Or, I could exit the car fast enough to surprise them and sprint away anonymously into the decay and darkness.

      The .45 tucked in my baggy plastic pocket urged me to consider it as plan B.

      Despite my racing brain, my feet didn’t move. My hands, holding the map, stayed in place, resting against the steering wheel. I felt like a paralyzed desert mouse staring a sidewinder in the eye.

      The tinted passenger side window on the SUV slid down into the door. The dash lights illuminated two virus cops in their navy-blue plastic sack suits, bold yellow letters down the arms, both decked out in threatening tactical gear, masked, menacing faces staring at me.

      I felt an urgent need to pee.

      The virus cop in the passenger seat raised his hand and swirled his finger in the air.

      Deep into panic mode, I didn’t immediately process what it was he meant.

      He swirled his finger again.

      Doh!

      I rolled my window down.

      “Hey Frank,” the virus cop said.

      Dammit! Double doggy-style dammit! These guys knew Frank Foster. Who has luck so terrible as that?

      But my mind was racing in overclocked, adrenalized panic mode, fully aware that any misstep could end with my butt in a burn box. I had to answer, but these guys would know Frank’s voice. So, I faked a cough and tried my best to sound hoarse. “Hey fellas.” I coughed again. “I picked up a touch of a cold.”

      The virus cops looked at one another, and I realized I’d just taken my first misstep. A cough wouldn’t frighten them into making a quick exit. They were virus cops. A coughing acquaintance would pique their interest.

      I doubled down by loudly clearing my throat. “I had it checked out. Dropped a sample at the doc this morning. Common cold.” I raised my wrist to make sure they could see the face of my biosensor displaying green. No flashing red. Nothing to worry about.

      They turned to one another and shared a brief, muted conversation before refocusing their attention back on me.

      The passenger side door of their vehicle swung open. I grabbed my door handle and reached down with my other hand to grip the butt of the .45. Only I couldn’t make my break. With the SUV door now open all the way, it would block mine from opening wide enough for me to even get out of the car.

      Shit.

      The virus cop on the passenger side stepped halfway out of his cruiser. Leaning on the door frame, he reached over with a biosensor scanner. “I gotta run you Frank. Don’t take it personal. Policy. You know how it is.”

      I reviewed my options again, wondering if I could make it out the passenger side door before the virus cop shot me. I didn’t move.

      The virus cop’s voice turned tense. “Frank?”

      I coughed again. “This cold. It’s got me half loopy.” Praying that Chaz’s illegal biospoofer disc was going to work as promised, I stuck my arm all the way out the window.

      The virus cop scanned my biosensor.

      I prayed they wouldn’t call in an outbreak response team for a blood sample. There was no way I’d live through that.

      The scanner flashed green. “Your lucky day, Frank.”

      Both virus cops chuckled. The driver called across to me, “I heard the other day you were dead. Guy said they found you slow roasting in your van up north of Broomfield.”

      I laughed. They did, too.

      “Seriously,” asked the driver again, “what was that about?”

      Adrenalized thought spirals turned into inspiration. “Guy I hired to do some work for me a couple days a week.” I coughed, and then coughed again. “Idiot didn’t respect the job. Didn’t seal up his suit. Got infected. Died on his shift. I thought he stole the van until I got a message from OPM.”

      “Steal a van?” The virus cops laughed out loud at that. “What kind of moron steals cars these days?”

      With so many deaths over so many years, salvaged cars could be picked up for little more than the price of the title transfer at the state office. I said, “Go figure,” and laughed as hoarsely as I could.

      The virus cop on the passenger side climbed back into his armored cruiser and closed the door. “What’s got you sittin’ out here in the dark? You rubbing one out? You got a hooker in there?”

      They laughed. I laughed. And coughed to remind them once again, that I might not sound like their buddy Frank tonight. “Got a notification about a cadaver in an alley but my damn phone died. Now I don’t know where I am.”

      “What street are you looking for?” asked the virus cop.

      “Supposed to be an alley just off Gaylord near the intersection of Waxahachie.”

      The virus cop turned his attention to a big display screen on the dashboard. “Damn, who comes up with these street names?” A moment later, the virus cop on the passenger side leaned out the window and pointed forward. “Three blocks down, turn left, and go another four blocks.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Be careful out there, Frank. Not many folks live down here anymore. Mike saw a bear cross the street last week.” He laughed and pretended to drink from an imaginary bottle. “Nature’s reclaiming this whole side of town.” He slapped the door twice and the armored cruiser pulled away.
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      1:42 a.m.

      Panting, as much from max-amped anxiety coursing through my veins as having just jogged four blocks through the dark and the snow, I’d climbed over the house junk scattered through a fourplex’s central stairwell and wrestled the roof access ladder down from the ceiling. Keeping as quiet as possible, I nearly jumped out of my skin at every unidentified crack and creak. I agonized over phantom bears lurking in the shadows and half expected a diseased homeless man to pounce on me at every turn.

      I’d left the van in a squat parking garage several blocks away. From there it took me nearly fifteen minutes to gather my gear and make my way to the roof of the fourplex.

      I shed my goggles and filter mask, shaking away the soaking perspiration as I did. The cold air felt wonderful on my sweaty face.

      I knelt beside the parapet and scoped out my view. Across the street, between two houses, well above the roof of another house behind, and then across another street, stood Cypher Serpent’s home and genetics lab. I still had eight minutes before my assassination window opened. Then, I’d have ten-to-twenty minutes to calm my nerves, steady my breathing, and take my shot.

      I scooted a few feet to my left to get a tree branch out of my line of sight. I used a small night vision scope Chaz had lent me to capture a grainy green view of the third-floor porch where Cypher Serpent would soon come out to smoke his J. I figured I’d wait until he sat. Whichever seat he took, I had a clear line to do my dark bidding. The rangefinder in the scope read one hundred and seven meters. That was a long shot, but I’d tagged targets at that range before. Just not in a lot of years.

      I checked the time again, preferring Grandpa’s old watch to the biosensor’s glowing display. 1:46 a.m.

      Four minutes until the window might open.

      Hunkered down on the rooftop, my breath crystallized in the cold night air. I felt a chill seeping through my outer layer of plastic, my fleece jacket, and long-sleeved T-shirt underneath. Trying to ignore the cold, I instead focused on the rifle cradled in my arms. The weight of it, emboldening and terrifying, a symbol of the path I had chosen, a brutal tool to garner humble retribution.

      I stared at Cypher Schlong’s third-floor deck, waiting for him to appear. The light inside the shaded door glowed dimly. Another light behind a curtained window blinked on, startling me. Then reassuring me. My insidious target was awake.

      Gene Hackman.

      I chuckled nervously at my clever play on words.

      I measured my breaths and watched my exhalations disappear into the fog. Calm and slow. Steady and strong. Still, my heart pounded in my ears. Too much adrenaline coursed through my veins for me to fully relax.

      I watched thick puffs of fog flow through the streets, sapping the color from the night, shrouding the rest of the world away from me, shrinking what I could see of it to a fuzzy bubble that surrounded me, my rifle, a few desolate blocks of collapsing despair, and Cypher Schlong’s third-floor deck. No virus cops. No fat politicos. No ubiquitous infosphere of sparkly lies. Just us.

      Rats gnawed and skittered inside the wall on which I rested my Remington.

      A coyote loped down the middle of the ruined street, glancing this way and that. Sniffing here and there. On a thick branch hanging out over the road, a fat raccoon squatted, watching the predator pass. Like the rest of the world, silent, and still.

      In the grip of gray darkness, the world seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for the tiny, intrepid seed of change I was about to sow.

      A metallic crash fractured the silence, jolting me out of my dark reverie.

      My heart thundered. A new burst of adrenaline surged through me. I scanned the area, searching for the source of the disturbance. A broken window shutter swung slowly, this way and that, in what remained of the wind. I pulled my stocking cap off and strained to listen as I slowly turned my head. If the crash of metal had anything to do with me, I’d hear more noises, perhaps muted voices, feet walking on the alley’s crumbly concrete, or a car door opening and closing. I’d see the hue of red and blue lights glowing in the fog.

      I didn’t hear or see any of those things, and the crash didn’t sound again.

      I settled back into my position, rifle at my shoulder, barrel resting on the parapet.

      Cypher Schlong kept doing what he’d been doing, inside his house.

      I checked the time on Frank Foster’s biosensor bracelet, and then Grandpa’s watch. 1:53. 1:54.

      Schlong could step through the door at my next breath, or he might busy himself inside for as long as another seventeen minutes, depending on how accurate Chaz’s window of opportunity was. Depending on how habitual he lived his bassackward deviant life.

      Moments ticked by.

      As I waited, the burden of my choices bore down on me, the morality of my actions loomed large in my darkness. Was it right to take a life? Was I truly prepared to do it? Could I live with myself, knowing I had crossed the moral gulf between Vanilla Man and murderer, even if it meant saving countless others? Would I be forever changed by this action? Would my soul be permanently stained by the blood of the man I hunted?

      Would I feel it? Would I see it when I looked in the mirror?

      Would Scarlett notice the change in me?

      But we barely knew one another. We’d only kissed just the once.

      What would happen if I were caught? A prison cell in Limon Correctional, cold and unforgiving, a disease farm where endless suffering awaited hapless inmates. An enigmatic black hole on the eastern plains. Cuffed in chains, men and women marched in. Nobody ever walked out.

      Time stretched out. The moments bled into what seemed like hours but were only just more minutes. I grappled with my nagging questions. I was so tired. My heart grew heavy with the burden of my uncertainty. The fog thickened as tendrils of mist wove through the abandoned streets, like a living veil of shadow, further shrinking my world, obscuring Cypher Schlong’s house to a dark outline against the dull gray beyond. If not for the glowing windows distinguishing it from the abandoned buildings all around, I might have lost sight of it altogether.

      A door opened in a burst of light.

      A human figure stepped into the brilliant rectangle, silhouetting himself through the fog. The moment of truth had arrived, and with it, the vanishing of all moral doubt replaced by the stark realization that there could be no turning back. If nothing else, I owed it to my grandpa. Shit suckers like Cypher Schlong were the reason the virus cops murdered him.

      The door closed.

      A different shade of gray than the brick wall behind, Cornelius Marlowe leaned on his railing, taking in the surreal night. He stretched, toyed with something in his hands, and lit his joint, the flame illuminating his face for just a moment. He then sucked a long drag and settled into his chair, as still and steady as a target at the rifle range, a target with a glowing orange ember for a bullseye.

      I trained my sights on Cypher Schlong’s head, my finger hovering over the trigger. I steeled myself against the doubts and fears knocking at my brain, attempting to drag my attention away from my duty. Whatever the consequences, whatever the cost, I had to see this through.

      I drew a deep breath and slowly let it out.

      My heart pounded like I was running a sprint.

      Another breath in, then out.

      A metallic bang shattered the silence.

      Cypher Schlong flinched, and I jerked the trigger. My shot cracked the night, echoing dully through the foggy streets.

      The bullseye ember fell, but Cypher’s shadowy gray figure did not.

      He didn’t slump or fall back or anything that would suggest I’d hit him. He jumped to his feet and appeared to examine the wall beside where he’d sat. As I clumsily fumbled with the bolt to chamber another round, Cypher Schlong retreated into his house.

      I raised my weapon, hoping Cypher would peek through a window, silhouette himself in the light, and give me a second chance. At the same time, panic exploded through every synapse in my brain, surging through every sinew of my body. Uncontrolled. Reverberating. Snowballing. Shit was about to start happening—fast—shit that would be beyond my control.

      Cypher Schlong’s house lights flicked off, one at a time, in rapid succession.

      “Shit!” I shouted it louder than I’d intended. I dropped Chaz’s disposable weapon as planned, had a second thought, and snatched it up again off the wet roof. No sense flagging the crime scene for Cypher Schlong’s virus cop buddies when they came to investigate. At least that was a clear thought of something beyond the moment I was stuck in.

      With my heart pounding, and the weight of my failure breaking hard across my back, I didn't have time to contemplate more on-the-fly variations to the plan. I needed to move. The virus cops would be coming. I bolted for the roof-access ladder. The rough metal tore my latex gloves as I clambered down, and the cold bit into my hands. My mind raced with a desperate need to reach my van and escape the coming nightmare.

      Down the dark cluttered stairs I ran. I hit the landing at full speed, turned to bound down to the first floor, and lost my footing. I cursed as I tumbled, slamming my head against something solid as everything in the world snapped to black.
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      Sitting up, woozy, I touched the back of my head. My hand came back warm with blood.

      I blinked at my disorientation, wondering why I was so damn afraid, puzzling over why my breath was coming in gasps. I felt an urgent need to get away.

      Fortunately, none of those cottony questions lingered long as my brain fired up enough synapses for me to recall what I was doing at the bottom of the stairs in a decaying fourplex, and exactly what I’d been up to before I’d tumbled and bonked my head.

      I rolled quickly onto my knees, feeling around in the darkness, trying to find my rifle—a big-ass piece of evidence that, given how much timed I’d spent wrapped around it, was likely dripping in Noah Blanks DNA.

      Outside, a siren whooped once.

      Not too close. But not too far.

      Dammit.

      A hint of blue and red cop lights flashed on the fourplex’s front door, left open by whichever resident had last lived here. Or a looter. Or a vagrant. Or one of those damned virus cops, dragging another victim outside to ride the propane flame into the sky.

      I felt around for the rifle once more but couldn’t find it in the bottomless shamble of junk in the foyer. I cursed silently. I begged the nameless gods for help. I felt through the darkness again. Didn’t matter. I was out of time. A clock I couldn’t define ticked in my head, and the more ticks I felt, the more likely I was to end the hour in cuffs.

      Wobbling to my feet, I stumbled into the deepening darkness, searching for the rear entrance through which I’d arrived. I found the back door that led into the alley. Its hinges were thankfully silent as I pushed it open. Before I could take a step outside, I saw the humanoid figure of a MeBot standing there just past the dumpster, back to me, peering into the shadows beyond.

      I slipped back inside and threw my back against the wall.

      My heart pounded so hard in my chest I feared it was booming aloud like a drum.

      Had the MeBot seen me with its full 360-degree motion sensors? Was I in range? Had that model come equipped with that option?

      I realized in just that moment that the MeBot I’d seen in the alley wasn’t painted white with the red polka dots. It wasn’t a virus cop model.

      Jumping janky Jesus!

      I cleverly deduced the obvious—the MeBot belonged to a private person. Given that you couldn’t get more than an hour or two out of a charge on one of those things—with a handful of caveats—that meant the jockey had to be close by. It had to be Cypher Schlong.

      How quickly could a person climb into a MePod and spin up their bot?

      How responsive would the VC be when it came to an assault on one of their own? Especially a gene hacker doing under-the-table dirty work? Not only would they lose an asset, but the attempt meant they were being scrutinized.

      How long had I been unconscious on the floor of the foyer? Was I already screwed, a mouse blinded by hope, believing the sidewinder couldn’t catch him?

      At least my breaths were coming slower, though my heart still felt like it was trying to explode on every beat.

      I heard the sound of the virus cops’ armored cruiser rolling down the street at the end of the alley, saw the dull reflection of its flashing lights through the darkness. Its white spotlight lit up the shadows outside, and its tires skidded on the wet pavement as it abruptly halted.

      “Stay where you are,” a crackly voice ordered from the cruiser’s PA. “Don’t move.”

      Unable to swallow, I peeked around the doorjamb. The white spotlight centered on the MeBot.

      I took advantage of the momentary misidentification and dashed for the fourplex’s front door. A quick glimpse outside to make sure the street was clear, and I sprinted down the sidewalk. A block down, I headed for a gap between a duplex and a collapsing Victorian.

      The wail of a siren in the distance loomed nearer. My heart clenched and I raced through the dead brush grown thick along the wall of the old Victorian. At the corner of the house, I scanned the gloom for signs of danger.

      The fog swirled around me, the darkness shifted and morphed. My panic imagined every shadow into a phantom pursuer. I stumbled over the remains of a downed fence and dropped to a knee beside a car that had been parked at the curb years ago. Glancing right and then left to make sure the street was clear, I bolted for the far side. My foot caught on a slab of broken asphalt, sending me sprawling, the breath knocked out of me, and my .45 spinning across the pavement.

      How had it even stayed tucked in my pants this long? An incredibly moot question to ask oneself with the world collapsing all around him.

      I couldn't afford another moment's delay indulging in pointless nothings.

      Pushing myself up, I ignored the new pains lancing through my knees and ribs. Frank Foster’s cadaver van waited just four blocks away, my ticket to safety, but it seemed like miles.

      I dashed between two more houses, crossed the overgrown hike and bike path, and cut down a perpendicular alley. Running with all the strength I had left to muster, I rounded a corner and skidded to a halt as my heart stopped.

      Not fifty feet away, one of the virus cops’ armored cruisers squatted in the road like an angry turtle. Not moving. Not making a sound. Just idling there, lights spinning on its roof, strobing blue and red through the eerie shadows.

      I backtracked, searching for another way.

      How many virus cops were out there already?

      I spotted a narrow alley between two crumbling structures and darted into it, the darkness swallowing me whole. My breath came in short, panicked gasps and I realized I was on the verge of hyperventilating. I forced myself to slow down, to try to control my fear, but it was like trying to hold back a tidal wave.

      My legs pumped, driven by pure instinct as I navigated the labyrinth of alleys and side streets. The sirens seemed to fly out there in the night, like hawkeyed raptors. I felt the sweat soaking through my clothes, the cold air chilling me to the bone, but I couldn't stop.

      Finally, I spotted the van, hidden in the darkness of the decrepit parking garage, just where I’d left it. I peered in every direction, looking for my pursuers—I saw no sign. Nothing lurking in the shadows inside. Relief tickled me with the possibility that I might truly escape.

      I gasped enough breath for one last run, covering the distance and nearly collapsing when I reached the van. My hands shaking, I fumbled with the keys as I climbed into the driver’s seat. Fear still clawed at me, refusing to let go. I still had miles ahead of me before I’d be out of danger.

      I made sure the headlights were off. Despite the frigid chill in the air, I rolled down both the driver’s and passenger’s side windows. I not only needed to see, I needed to hear if danger was getting close. I started the engine, my hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly that my knuckles turned white. I glanced in the rearview mirror—good driving habits—gunned the engine and looked up through the windshield.

      Standing there, not ten feet in front of the van, that MeBot glared at me, ready to pounce.

      Without a moment of hesitation, I mashed the accelerator to the floor.

      The natural human response time, plus that tiny inherent latency in microseconds of communication from human to MePod to MeBot worked in my favor. The MeBot barely had time for a step before my bumper knocked its legs out from under him and the van’s momentum carried it into the concrete wall, smashing the MeBot’s knees.

      I threw the van into reverse and lurched away. With a rattle under the hood, I sped out of the parking garage, away from the scene of my botched felony.

      Slipping into alleys and searching for narrow residential roads, I made it six blocks without being seen.

      My escape plan was blown. I didn’t realize it until I was speeding away from the wrecked MeBot, but my post-crime evasion strategies had all collapsed the moment those virus cops pulled up next to me at the curb. They’d seen Frank Foster near the scene of the crime. I was driving Frank Foster’s van with his name painted in big yellow letters on the side. Worse, I was wearing Frank Foster’s biosensor bracelet. The multifeatured device would happily respond to a location ping once the virus police squeezed a deduction or two out of their atrophied intellects and decided they needed to talk to Frank Foster.

      Driving down a particularly apocalyptic street I formulated a plan and made my risky choice. I cut the wheels hard and pulled into a driveway that led to a garage behind the house. The garage door was closed but that didn’t matter to me. I ran over a fence and plowed into the backyard, ramming the van into an unkempt hedge.

      I jumped out of the car, quickly searched it to make sure I hadn’t left anything important inside and turned to make my getaway. My brain caught up and halted the action. I'd spotted a backpack in the passenger seat. With so much going on, I’d totally forgotten about it. Inside, it contained a high-powered signal jammer built into the case of a portable industrial air filter system, complete with hose and face mask. It would be just the sort of equipment a person in the cadaver collection business might have with him. The filter, that is. The high-powered signal jammer, as Chaz had described it, could disrupt the signal of every surveillance cam within fifty meters.

      In case of emergency, he’d told me, power up the jammer and run for it.

      That’s what I did, praying that, as long as I hadn't already been made, the jammer would hide me from nosy cams.

      I hopped another fence to get to the next block over. Taking a moment to find my bearings, I made my way northwest. Not the opposite direction I intended to eventually flee, but definitely not the same direction either. Three blocks down, I pitched Frank Foster’s biosensor watch into a house through a broken window and I made my way for the overgrown hike and bike trail. Back before Mason Alexander Lee lit the world on fire, I’d been up and down the trails all over Denver. According to Chaz, many of the powerlines that fed the neighborhoods adjacent to the trail had been scavenged. No power grid meant local surveillance cams couldn’t operate. Most of the trail was a safe zone. If I stuck to it, out of sight of any vehicle on the road, I could cover the seven miles to where I’d stashed my car, in a surveillance dead zone identified for me by Chaz. I didn’t think I was in shape to run the entire distance, but I was damn sure going to try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      As if to harry me with my failure in the foggy dark grays of the night before, thick clouds settled across the morning sky. Horizon to horizon. They filtered the light from the sun, washing out the palette of hues that colored the leaves on the evergreen bushes, the ruddy bricks on the walls, and the derelict cars parked at the curb, turning everything just a lighter shade of gray.

      Sparse snow flurried down from above, softening the harsh lines of the bare trees, hiding the distant mountains behind a veil, and dulling the hum of the tires on the scarce cars speeding down Piquant Boulevard.

      I sat on the concrete steps of my front porch, my breath fogging up in the cold air, my thoughts consumed by what evidence I might have left behind that could peg me as the failed assassin and the blow by blow of my narrow escape. The plastic hazmat suit, goggles, and filter mask from the night before were long disposed of, stuffed into a dumpster near a soup kitchen down off Babcock Road. As soon as I’d arrived home, I slipped my own biosensor bracelet onto my wrist and powered down my biospoofer before hiding it beneath the insulation around an airduct in the basement. Nobody could afford to get caught with that piece of contraband in their possession. Powered down miles back, hoping I’d done it in one of the surveillance dead zones Chaz had mapped for me, I placed the signal jammer disguised as an air filter on a shelf in my garage. Half the houses in the country probably had a similar device somewhere inside. Nobody would give the air filter a second glance.

      The .45 Chaz had given me now lay on a counter in the kitchen. Loaded. Double checked and triple checked just to make sure it was stuffed with as many bullets as its magazine could hold. Ready to kill a virus cop if I needed it to.

      I felt defeated as I tried to pull my head far enough out of my ass to see my fate.

      Damn. How could I have screwed up so badly?

      Despite the cold, I stank of sweat from both exertion and fear, all soaked into my clothing, still clinging to my skin. Damp. Making the cold air feel even colder. A self-inflicted punishment.

      I’d let Grandpa down.

      I couldn’t even whack silly-ass Cypher Schlong as he sat perfectly still on his patio, sucking a J. What kind of assassin was I? How had that fiasco been an example of me standing up for what was right?

      Trembling against the cold, the night’s events replayed through my mind. Again. Like a broken record, one mistake after another. Coulda’s, shoulda’s, and woulda’s. Maybes and hafta’s. If onlies.

      Damn.

      A sick feeling grew in my stomach. I needed to eat. More than that, I needed water. I’d sweated out so much stalking and then running away, I swallowed a full quart in one go after I finally stumbled in through my back door. Leaning there on the kitchen counter, refilling a glass from the tap, staring at the .45 I’d dumped on the counter beside the stove. Still, my mouth felt cottony dry. My throat parched. I hadn’t even peed since I got home. I was dehydrated.

      Did the VC know yet who I was? Were they just waiting for the right moment to strike, to take me down and make me pay for what I’d done? I dared not hope I was going to escape their vengeance. It wasn’t that kind of world, the kind where desperate hopes turned into relieved smiles.

      Not for a long time now.

      My gaze drifted over the snow-dusted road, searching for any sign of danger. Everything was white, but even that was just a pale shade of gray.

      I glanced across the street, at Scarlett’s front door, specifically at the black rectangle mounting her doorbell cam to the wall. Was Chaz on the other end of an electronic connection, watching me right now? Had he held up his end of our plan last night as I’d fled? We’d meticulously laid out my escape route. I’d memorized it. He’d quizzed me on it. We’d reviewed it over and over, until I had it down cold. His job was to hack into the few cam feeds along the route, erasing all evidence of my passing.

      But everything had gone sideways. I’d sidetracked over six miles before I dared find my way to a street where Chaz had access to take control of the cameras. I turned off my signal jammer, figuring I should have disappeared. Any virus cop investigator trying to reconstruct my escape route would lose me there. If Chaz hadn’t screwed the pooch. If, in my flustered state, I hadn’t taken a wrong turn into a surveilled intersection with cameras Chaz hadn’t thought to hack.

      A million things could have gone wrong.

      God, I felt so lonely.

      I missed Grandpa.

      I missed my dog, Jasper.

      Back when he died, friends had urged me to get a new puppy.

      Yeah, except that the thought of replacing Jasper with a newer model felt about as sensible as running down to the nursing home to fetch a new grandpa. Show up, pick out a geriatric who barely knew his name, and wheel him to my car, diaper bag over my shoulder, list of medications in a sack along with two dozen childproof pharmacy bottles. No. No, thank you.

      “Grandpa, I hope you’re in a better place.”

      I looked up and down my empty street again. Nobody out. No armored cruiser coming this way.

      God, I missed my dog.
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      The sound of footsteps crunching through the snow pulled my attention away from my shoes. I’d been staring at them for too long anyway. I looked up, or down, actually, to see Scarlett climbing the dozen steps up to my front porch, up to me.

      “Hey, Noah,” she said softly, her breath forming a cloud around her words, her hair a living frame around her face, a stark contrast against the pale surroundings. “You've been out here for a while.”

      I shrugged.

      “What's going on?”

      I hesitated, torn between my inexplicable desire to confess and my instinct to protect her from the dangerous reality I’d trapped myself in. “Just...thinking.”

      She sat herself on the stairs just below me and leaned against the balusters so she could comfortably look up at me. “Is this about your grandpa?”

      I shook my head.

      “You look like you spent the night in the back of a garbage truck. Is that the same shirt I saw you wearing yesterday?”

      I glanced down at my fleece, my favorite piece of clothing. When the weather was just right, it served as a shirt. On cold days, it pulled duty as a jacket, or layer one of three I sometimes wore when skiing. It could even be folded into a pillow. Yeah, I was old enough to have a favorite garment.

      In my own way, I realized, I was avoiding her question.

      “You really do look terrible. Were you out all night? Are you locked out of your house?”

      I shook my head, silently indicating the open front door across the patio behind me.

      My response vexed her. “You can talk to me, Noah. I know officially we just met, but I want to be your friend.” She reached up and laid a hand on my leg. “It’s okay to grieve, even cry if you need to. It’s normal.”

      Ah, the touch of another human. It truly stupefied me how much I missed it. How much I needed it, and how easy it had been to take for granted back when touch between people, even strangers, was normal. Despite that, I had no explanation to give Scarlett about my situation. I couldn't chance her getting caught up in the waking nightmare I’d created. With a weak smile, I tried to deflect her concern. “It's nothing. Weight of the world kind of shit. You know.”

      Scarlett studied me, her eyes searching for the truth hidden in my vagaries. “You don't have to face this alone, Noah. I can help you find your way through it. If you want.”

      “You’ve got third graders.” I glanced across the street to her door, not that anyone was inside, but she had responsibilities. “What time does class get out today?”

      She giggled. “It’s Saturday.”

      I pretend-smacked my forehead. Since my boss at Sanaka Systems had granted my bereavement leave, I’d expeditiously lost track of the days. Without my daily list of virtual meetings, calls, and deadlines, I had nothing to moor me to a calendar.

      “I’m here, if you want to let me in.”

      Her words felt like a balm on my troubled soul. How could I have lived across the street from this kind person, this beautiful woman, for eight years without once stopping by to say hello? Scarlett the Harlot? Jealous dog-walking cliques and nasty rumors? The Piper parasite sucking the juice out of my life? The pandemics?

      Excuses or reasons?

      I was in no shape to contemplate the myriad dynamics of suburban social climbers, indentured to their mortgages.

      Still, I couldn't bring myself to confide in her. I forced a smile, my heart heavy with the knowledge that I was standing on the edge of a precipice, the abyss of consequence yawning below me. And all I could do was wonder if I would be able to pull myself back from the edge or if I was doomed to fall.

      She reached up and illegally touched my face, her hand warm despite the flakes in the air. “You’re worrying me.”

      Afraid to make eye contact, I stared into the distance as it faded to white. “I’m afraid I might get arrested today.”

      She stiffened as an electric jolt shocked her. Tactfully, she asked, “Why would you think that?”

      “I did something.”

      “What? Tell me.”

      “I was so—” I couldn’t find a single word to describe how I felt, though it didn’t occur to me that no requirement existed for me describing my complex mess of feelings in just one word. “I’m angry. I’m…I’m…”

      “Brokenhearted?” she asked, trying to finish my sentence.

      Brokenhearted? Yeah. Certainly. Among so many other emotions.

      “Did you do something irrational?” she asked.

      “Yeah, though it didn’t seem so when I set off to do it.”

      “You didn’t kill someone, did you?” She smiled to let me know she wasn’t serious.

      I laughed darkly, because she didn’t have any clue how right and wrong she was, both at the same time. “I did not.”

      “Was it illegal, what you did?”

      “What isn’t illegal anymore?”

      “Responding to a question with a question is just a way of not answering.”

      “I can’t tell you—” I stopped myself and rephrased. “I won’t tell you what I attempted to do but failed at, because I don’t want any of the consequences to blow back on you. And it embarrasses me.”

      “Let me be your attorney,” she suggested. “I’m still licensed to practice. You’ll have attorney-client privilege and anything you tell me will be kept in the strictest confidence.”

      I looked into her eyes. I suddenly felt torn between what I’d come to see as my duty, and my calling, my obligation to my grandpa, versus my desire to indulge the feelings growing in my heart. Scarlett was trying to build a better tomorrow by investing her time and her soul in the education and guidance of third graders, who might otherwise be drifting through their lives afraid of the coming night, and fearful about what new morning might bring.

      I’d opted for the basest of choices—violence.

      Scarlett didn’t push. Instead, she said, “Why don’t you clean yourself up and come over? Around noon if you want. I can make us up some lunch.”

      All the things that invite implied sounded wonderful to me, but she would surely be implicated if the virus police chose today to come after me. Not to mention we hadn't been cleared to socialize. “I hope you believe me when I tell you this. There’s nothing I want more right now than to have lunch with you. If I’m still around tomorrow, or, no, the next day, can we do it then?”

      Puzzled by my response, Scarlett studied my face before she answered. “Yes. Day after tomorrow.”
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      The day and the night passed with no VC showing up at the door to cuff me. Or smoke me. Or stomp me into mush on my own living room floor. Total toss-up on which way they’d have played it.

      That they didn’t, seemed unreal.

      I slept fitfully. My waking thoughts in the deep hours of the night turned to Scarlett and one carnal fantasy on top of another, separated by nightmares of my inevitable death. I woke in the morning tired, and not optimistic, but feeling something in that realm. I’d gotten away with a felonious crime. Or at least I was still alive. In a way, it felt empowering. The OPM, despite its tactics for keeping tabs on everyone, and its fondness for violence, could be beaten. Through every imaginable method of electronic surveillance, it aspired to be omniscient. Through its use of the amoral virus cops, and the ever-always threat of the burn boxes, it thought it could gain omnipotence. Neither was true.

      Not yet.

      Descending into Chaz's nerd dungeon once more, I passed through the dark curtain at the landing. The stale air and dim lighting felt sad, like Chaz was already living the solitary hole-in-the-ground future that waited for us all.

      Chaz, oddly not wearing a mask, goggles, or latex gloves, sat in front of his wall of monitors, his eyes flicking between the screens as they played out the highlights of my botched assassination attempt. He held a half-full Mountain Dew bottle in one hand, a color and flavor combination I didn’t recognize. A cruel grin played across his lips as he reveled in my ineptitude. “Noah, my man, I've got to hand it to you. You've really set a new standard for incompetence.”

      I gritted my teeth, trying to ignore the sting of his words. I knew I had screwed up some, but certainly not on everything. “Did you decide to go maskless just so I could see you laugh at me?”

      “Some pleasures are worth the risk.”

      I dropped into the semen-sample chair beside his. “It's not like I've had any experience with this sort of thing.”

      “Captain Excuse-Me rides again.” Chaz waved a dismissive hand before pointing to a monitor on the wall directly in front of my chair. The video switched to a view of Frank Foster’s cadaver van as seen from an intersection surveillance camera. Chaz tapped a key and the view rolled to a fast-forward video set to Bennie Hill music with the van zipping down this street and that, crossing through the same intersection three times from two different directions. It was me, trying to find my way to my assassination station.

      “Seriously?” I asked. “Is this how we’re going to waste our time this morning?”

      Chaz sighed like I was the biggest buzzkill he’d been saddled with since college. “Business, then. I've got something new for you.” Chaz tapped a few keys, and the screens shifted to display a new target. “Chuck Beaumont.”

      “No hacker moniker?” I asked. “No Bit Monster, or Algo Ass Farmer, or—”

      “Stop.” Chaz pretended like he was suffering a sudden migraine. “Your humor hurts me. Please, just stop.”

      I huffed.

      “Chuck Beaumont. Call him the Algo Ass Clown if it makes this easier for you. He lives up in Fort Collins. This has to be done as quickly as possible. This afternoon if you can.”

      I laughed. Harshly. Very harshly. “I had a hard enough time getting to the other side of town. How am I supposed to drive sixty miles up to Fort Collins on no notice and no planning?”

      “Eighty-two,” Chaz held up eight fingers. “This many, multiplied by ten. Miles.”

      I showed him two middle fingers. “Plus two. Got it. I just need a day to get my magic carpet out of hock.”

      “You’re in a mood today. Did Scarlett cuck you out again?”

      “I’m just thrilled to be back in the Bat Cave.”

      Chaz chose to ignore my Bat Cave comment, though I suspected it pleased him. “I'm working on a way to get you to Fort Collins and back without raising Big Brother’s interest.”

      “Without me getting chased across the front range by a MeBot? Without getting me arrested by the VC at the first checkpoint I come to? Without getting me smoked in the middle of the road? Without me—”

      “It’s urgent,” Chaz told me.

      “Why?” I asked, but I’d already guessed the answer. “Are you telling me this guy is about to release some kind of new and improved virus he’s hacked? How can you know that?”

      “I know lots of things most people don’t.”

      I frowned. My gut twisted at the thought of a rushed attempt. At the same time, I’d bought in. I needed to do something to change the course of the world, at least I needed to tell myself that my actions might amount to something. In the long run. It wasn't necessarily a total lie. “This last one didn’t go so well. Oh. But you already know that.”

      Chaz's grin widened. His eyes lit up with a malicious excitement. “Come on, Noah. You can't let one little setback turn you into a backdoor twink boy. You probably scared the shit out of the little prick. Did you really expect to go full Whitefeather Hathcock your first time out?”

      "Whitefeather who?”

      “Let’s call Cypher Shlong a learning experience. You'll do better with Chuck Beaumont. Maybe even bruise him this time.” He shrugged. “Perhaps make him bleed a little bit.”

      “Do we want to take another run at Cypher Shlong? He’s still here in town, don’t you think?”

      “Would you still be?”

      “What about Mason Alexander Lee?” I suggested. “He should be in the top spot on our most-wanted list.”

      “MAL, dude. Let’s just call him that. Mason Alexander Lee, that’s just way more syllables than that skid mark deserves.”

      “Fine. Let’s whack MAL.”

      “He's completely irrelevant now, which is enough punishment for that asshat. You should apply some of this persistence to your new vocation.”

      “Vocation?” Talking to Chaz could be so frustrating. “This thing is a hobby, at best.”

      “You should quit your job.”

      “You want me to ditch my job for a Ubie check?” I shuddered at the thought.

      “Funemployment, my friend. You get all the free time in the world. Ditch your mortgage and squat in one of the empties. That’s how Cypher Shlong got that big old house. It’s what he’s doing again, right now. Squatting in a new place. They’re free, in case you didn’t know. Hell, the places on both sides of me were abandoned when the previous owners flipped tits up. My nearest neighbor is three doors down.”

      “Transfer fees. Title fees. Repairs. God forbid there might be corpses in there.” I didn’t like anything about Chaz’s suggestion. “Half those places have been stripped of their copper. In the other half, the pipes froze.”

      Chaz snorted. “You make it sound like you have to take a place sight-unseen. Walk the ‘hood. Look around. Run a real estate search online. In ten minutes, I could run a utility usage search and find you a hundred empty houses within a mile that nobody else even knows about. You’d get a bigger place. No mortgage. No medi-o-crat bossman sniffing up your ass all day.”

      “Sanaka Systems isn’t like that.”

      “Every job is like that. They watch you through the laptop’s camera. They track every keyboard stroke. They monitor your idle time. They read your emails and text messages. They listen in on your telephone conversations. Probably even when your work computer is shut down for the night. Definitely, in fact. It’s like having your company’s surveillance system right there on your desk. Running 24/7. Monitoring every time you watch Golden Girls reruns on the big screen, take a long dump, or jerk off to tranny porn.”

      “I like what I do for Sanaka Systems.”

      “Just another galley slave, pulling on the oars.”

      “I like my house. I’m not moving.”

      Chaz chose a different tack. “Hunting gene hackers is—”

      “Gene Hackman.”

      “What?” Chaz didn’t see the slightest humor in it.

      “Hunting Gene Hackman.” I still thought it was funny.

      Chaz glared at me for a few long seconds. “Hunting gene hackers is a full-time gig, dillweed. If you want to get good at this shit, you gotta put in the time. We're doing important work here.”

      “You put in the time and find Mason Alexander Lee.”

      The sigh again. “I'll give him to you for your birthday, okay junior? You’ve got to handle this Chuck thing, now. Right now.”

      “Or more innocent people will die?”  I was not enthusiastic. “That’s what you’re telling me, right?”

      “Would you like me to get out a box of crayons and color you a picture of urgency?”

      “I’d like to see you try.” Arguing about the petty shit that peeved Chaz wasn’t going to accomplish anything, so I redirected back to the problem at hand. “If you can arrange the details, I think I know a cover story that can get me to Fort Collins.”
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      Gary Bailey, Farm Compliance Officer for the State. My name and my job title. For the day.

      I’d taken the inspiration from Scarlett’s former co-attorney, Brink. His state ag man had died three years back with no replacement on the horizon. The state’s agricultural department was having trouble filling jobs—or keeping them filled. None of the state agencies were able to hold onto IT employees either. Seems they needed living, breathing bodies after all. Hence, in a stroke of irony, their network and computing infrastructure grew more vulnerable by the day.

      Fertile ground for the Maestro Chazbros of the world.

      Chaz broke into the ag department’s central computing system and created Gary Bailey. Well, he’d resurrected him, just as he’d brought Frank Foster back to life. Now, Gary Bailey, a formerly-living Ubie with no apparent interest in returning to the pedestrian roles of the regularly employed, was a recent hire, assigned a department pickup, a direct deposit paycheck, and a state-funded retirement plan. Oh, and a photo ID that looked just like me. I already knew Chaz’s biospoofer disc worked. If it weren’t for the fact that I was cruising down a two-lane country road on my way to murder a gene hacker, I’d have felt secure, even calm.

      Might have kept the job for myself.

      I passed a handful of burned and rusted cars, each with roofs and hoods ripped and twisted. They looked like they’d exploded. I turned left onto a dirt road to head north before stopping in a snowy ditch to check my map, carefully landmarked with a list of stops—abandoned farms, one every five or ten miles, waypoints on the route to Fort Collins. Each a seemingly legit reason for me to be following the meandering county roads. Driving for the sake of driving these days, or walking for the sake of walking, without a permit too far from where you lived, those were misdemeanor offenses. At least. Worse, they put you on Big Brother's radar.

      It seemed every violation these days contained within it degrees of aggravation that could convert any misstep from a misdemeanor into a felony. At the arresting virus cop’s discretion, of course.

      The sky appeared to be clearing. The wind dying down.

      A deserted oil tank farm stood out on the horizon. A row of hundred-foot high-voltage transmission towers followed the road going north. Each galvanized steel lattice structure made me think of a giant praying mantis, reaching for the clouds. The nearest towers were draped in slacked power lines. More of the thick cable lay in sloppy coils, partially blocking the rutted road. Industrious shitheads must have cut the cables during an outage. No doubt they’d hoped to make a buck or two selling the metals for scrap. Then they’d turned lazy and left it all there on the ground, degrading our electrical infrastructure for no gain whatsoever.

      The power would never go back on at these junctions. Maybe those shitheads had an agenda not unlike my own.

      I checked my rearview mirror and scanned the pastures to my right and left. Besides the tank farm and the transmission towers, I saw only grass and a scatter of trees. Not a living soul around. Nevertheless, I needed to stop at each of the farms along the way, if only to follow the long muddy driveways to the house and turn back around. My trip needed to appear legit. Chaz’s self-aggrandized skills aside, in the United States of Surveillance, you never knew who or what might be watching, only that they were.
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      The sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky with vivid oranges and reds as I pulled my pickup truck off the main road and onto a dusty, overgrown track. Nearly ten miles east of Fort Collins, it would be my last stop of the day. I had a second list of waypoints I’d follow to get back to Denver tomorrow.

      I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of spending the night in Fort Collins, and I wasn’t at all happy to be staying in a hotel. A few hotels were still up and running, staying afloat on government subsidies and to a degree, government business. The state put employees like me up in places like the Alpine Suites Hotel, a joint that sounded to me like a bedbug factory. Even before the pandemics started it was the kind of place I’d avoid. Now, apparently, the state had a contract room allotment there. Chaz, putting his computer backdoor skills to work, had secured me one of those. No cost to either of us.

      Still, if the weather didn’t get too cold tonight, I might head east into the rolling plains and sleep in my truck. Though that would be a risky move for any number of reasons.

      A quarter mile down the rutted dirt road I slowed the truck to watch a herd of pronghorn grazing in the distance. I’d seen antelope herds before, many times. They were fairly common out in the flat half of the state. Well, they used to be. Again, before the pandemics. I’d read somewhere that they’d been hunted into extinction in Colorado when the food shortages got bad during that first year.

      Now, they didn’t look like prairie grazers so much as hope, hope for the future.

      Without warning, the antelopes jolted to attention to stare at me with their ears up. Before I could wonder why I’d unexpectedly become an irritant, they turned as one and bounded away. When the last of them was out of sight, I took my foot off the truck’s brake and rolled past the fallow fields to where the farm sprawled out ahead of me. Dilapidated houses, empty barns, overgrown animal pens, rusting trucks, trailers, and farm implements stood as silent witnesses to better times. Once, it must have been a bustling, thriving place, but now it looked haunted, neglected by the world. It made me wonder why more people weren’t out here, squatting on the abandoned farms, adopting a new life far away from the infectious quagmires of the cities. The farm made me wonder why I didn’t escape the city for a new life as well. Was I too shackled to the idea of my old life to escape it? Was I too lazy to face the hard toil of fending for myself in the agriculture industry? Was everyone?

      I thought about the Ubies with their guaranteed government checks. Some were pursuing their dreams, painting their ideas onto canvas, taking online classes to learn new careers, or writing novels about AI bots that could write best sellers. More, countless more Ubies allowed their homes to become cages where they played VR games all day, surfed porn, and argued online. Populations the world over had been victimized by periodic food shortages since people began migrating off their farms to join the burgeoning industrial machine. Distribution bottlenecks occurred in any upheaval as borders became difficult or impossible to cross. But now, with so many dead, a lot of scarcity had to do with the endless hectares of farmland, abandoned and returning to grassland, prairie, or other environments that don't spontaneously produce human sustenance.

      What did that say about us as a species, I wondered, that we’d rather beat off in front of a TV and complain about Oreo cookie shortages than settle on a farm and help alleviate the problem?

      Bringing the truck to a stop, I climbed out, feeling the fatigue of the journey in my legs. I’d been in the seat way too long for a single day, especially since I’d originally only had eighty-two miles to go.

      Eight fingers times ten. Chaz was such an ass.

      I ambled to a nearby bush to relieve myself and stare at the changing colors in the western sky. As I stood there, chasing idle thoughts around in my head, the sudden buzz of overhead rotors startled me back to reality. I glanced up to see a pair of OPM hexacopters swooping in, followed by a lumbering quadcopter. All had their cameras scanning, guns trained on the farm buildings around me.

      A disembodied voice blared from the quadcopters' PA systems, announcing that everyone in the area was to raise their hands, step into the open, and drop to their knees. Everyone? I raised my hands, angry that Chaz had overstated his hacking prowess and had fucked me or that I’d made a mistake somewhere along my trip. Or that the virus cops had finally caught up to me after my attempt to whack Cypher Shlong.

      The heavy weight of dread settled down on me, lifted somewhat by resignation.

      I glanced back up the road for a coming burn box rig. Instead, I spied several armored cruisers, roof lights silently flashing red and blue.

      The VC were going to smoke me.

      Gunfire erupted across the farm from barns, houses, and from behind a hulking tractor.

      One of the hexacopter drones veered out of control and smashed into a field. The other opened up with its belly-mounted machine gun. The quadcopter fired a missile into the farm’s main house. The explosion threw me to the ground and sent a fireball into the twilight.

      The armored cruisers wailed their sirens across the empty acres.

      Gunfire thundered as tracers streaked through the sky.

      Another hexacopter zipped in to join the fight.

      A missile detonated so close the fireball singed my hair.

      Rocks and scraps of metal rained all around. Chunks large enough to smash my skull slammed down on my truck.

      I didn’t know what exactly was happening or why, but I knew if I didn’t flee, I was going to die. I had to act quickly. My mission depended on it. I scrambled back to the truck, my heart hammering in my chest. I couldn’t escape up the long driveway, the armored cruisers were coming from that direction. My four-wheel drive pickup with its offroad tires, I figured, could carry me to safety across the fallow fields—not entirely sound logic, but what choice did I have?

      I jumped into the driver's seat, turned the key, and the truck’s engine roared to life. I slammed my foot on the accelerator, spinning the tires on the loose dirt and patches of snow. I weaved my way between the burning farm buildings, doing my best to dodge the falling debris. The air grew thick with smoke and the stench of burning fuel, but I forced myself to focus, steering the truck towards a narrow gap between two collapsing structures.

      As I hurtled through the opening, virus cop cruiser sirens screamed louder behind me. An explosion rocked my truck to the left as machinegun fire ripped across the metal bed.

      Knowing my chances of escaping were nil, knowing at any second a missile would hit the truck and blow me to smithereens, knowing I was marked for death, I swerved hard and sent the pickup into a fishtail as I bounced into a field overgrown with waist-high weeds. Throwing all caution out the window, I redlined the engine and sped away. I did not intend to step sedately into a burn box, the way Grandpa had. If the virus cops wanted me dead, they were going to have to work to kill me.

      As luck would have it, neither of the drones followed me. They instead hovered over the farm, blasting it to bits as armored cruisers fanned out from the long driveway, stopped, and disgorged virus cops who added their assault guns to the battle.

      My hands shook on the wheel as adrenaline coursed through my veins. I burst through a ditch at the edge of a field and bounced onto the road, thinking as I mashed the accelerator to the floor that I might actually escape.

      No sooner had I finished that thought than I crested a rise to see an armored cruiser parked across the road, blocking the intersection behind. With no time to figure the best option for escape, I swerved through another ditch and straight through the remains of a fence. Cutting across the corner of a cornfield, I bounced over another ditch and straightened out on the road as the pickup’s rear wheels spun through a wide puddle of slush. Just as I figured that maybe I’d made my getaway, the asphalt in front of my truck disappeared, washed away in a storm. Before I could react, the front tires sank into the soft ground and the pickup rolled.
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      Splattered from head to toe in mud, with blood running down my face from a gash on my forehead, I watched as black smoke drifted in acrid clouds across the farm. It stank of diesel, wood, plastics, and the pork barbecue stink of charred human flesh.

      The main house crackled as it burned. Someone trapped inside screamed and screamed as the flames did what flames do—terrorize then kill in the most horrible way.

      “Put her out of her misery,” one man, face streaked with soot and tears wailed, as he lay belly down in the cold mud, wrists bound behind his back, just like me, just like the other eight survivors of the orchestrated onslaught. “Please,” he begged. “She’s pregnant.”

      “You Darwinist fanatics,” spat one of the generic virus cops. “All your high-minded propaganda and fake resolve.” The cop took a knee beside the pleading prisoner. “Not one of you wearing a speck of protection because you want to see everybody on the planet die because you think you’re special, and you’ll survive all this shit. Well, I’ve got news for you and all your mud licking twat-faced friends. When that house collapses and kills the cunt, that’ll be Darwin at work, culling out the weak and the stupid. When the burn box blasts you into ashes, it’ll be the same thing.” The virus cop stood up and kicked the pleading man in the face. “Now, shut your mouth-shaped prison-pussy and take it like a man.”

      Though the bodies of three virus cops lay in a neat row well away from the prisoners, more virus cops, fifteen, maybe twenty, milled around sharing glory stories about who they shot or who they ran over with their armored cruisers, or who they vaporized in an explosion. They laughed and joked, riding the high of their victory. One was taking bets on how long the woman would scream before the fire in the house finally roasted her into silence. Some, like the virus cop who’d kicked the pleading man, guarded the living prisoners, again, me among them. A handful or more scouted through the farm structures that weren’t burning. They were searching for survivors, hidden fanatics, or clues as to where they might find their next target.

      The hexacopter drones, the two still airworthy, returned to their roosts atop specialized vehicles designed to transport them and recharge their batteries. Technicians hiked across the fallow field toward the wreckage of the downed drone.

      A diesel rig hauling a burn box rumbled onto the scene, a behemoth of black metal and blue flame. Techs wearing dirty white plastic protective gear and a handful of polka dotted MeBots dismounted. They immediately began the process of collecting bodies for incineration.

      The trapped woman screeched even louder than before.

      The man with the bleeding face wailed like he felt her pain.

      We all did. Some of the prisoners handled it stoically. Some cried, though they might have been crying for themselves. Every one of us knew we’d be going into the burn box as soon as the MeBots finished with the corpses. We’d be going in without sedation. Then we’d be screaming just like the woman in the flaming house.

      Two virus cops puttered up beside me. One pointed down the row of prisoners to another guy lying in the mud. “That’s the one I told you about.”

      “Yeah, I see him,” the other one said.

      “Look how bad he’s bleeding. By the time the bots finish with the corpses, he might already be dead.”

      “You want I should move him ahead of the cadavers?” asked the other one.

      “You ever seen a DP fanatic didn’t deserve to suffer?”

      “No,” the other one answered.

      Figuring I’d interrupt and sidetrack them, I craned my neck to look up at the pair. I cleared my throat, trying to sound as calm and authoritative as I could. “I'm Gary Bailey, a Farm Compliance Officer for the state.” I did my best to make eye contact. Or eye to goggle contact. “I was out today inspecting vacant farms when I drove up here. I’m not part of this mess.”

      They laughed.

      One said, “You’re the dumbass who tried to escape in the ag truck.” They both laughed again.

      “What?” the other one asked. “You think you can drive faster than we can fly a drone? Where in the hell did you think you were going to hide out here with hundreds of miles of nothing in every direction?”

      “I was just trying to get away!” I told them. “You guys were shooting everything that moved and blowing up the rest. I didn’t want to get killed by accident.” I raised my bound wrists as far as I could behind my back. “Scan me. You’ll see who I am.”

      They both looked down at my biosensor bracelet. I wore one, the other prisoners, apparently all Darwin Protocol zealots, didn’t.

      “Why aren’t you wearing your supplemental protective gear?” one asked, like he’d found the hole in my lie.

      “I’m wearing my nasal tubes.” I tilted my head back to show him the UV glow in my nostrils. “I’ve got my full-cover contacts in. That’s the legal minimum. What would I need to put on my supplemental gear for? I’ve been driving out here since sunup, checking these farms. Until you guys showed up, I hadn’t seen a single person all day. I thought I was alone.”

      “That don’t mean—”

      “Check my truck,” I insisted. “My gear is inside. So’s my schedule. You’ll see this place right there on the list. I’m supposed to be here today. I’ve got a job, just like you. I’m here because my boss told me to be, just like your boss told you to come here and blow everything up.”

      The virus cops exchanged uneasy glances, their skepticism evident. At least, that’s what I guessed from their body language. Through their tactical filter masks and goggles, I couldn’t see their faces. I couldn’t even tell the color of their skin. But I could feel my heart pounding and my pulse racing as I fought to keep my growing panic hidden.

      One of them waved another virus cop over. He had a scanner with him. It took all of thirty seconds for my biosensor to identify me as Gary Bailey, a Farm Compliance Officer for the state, and that I wasn’t currently symptomatic with any pandemic infection—thank you Chaz, for getting your end right.

      One of the virus cops rolled me over and sat me up in the mud. “Look up.”

      I complied.

      The three virus cops took turns looking at the picture displayed on the sensor device, an old photograph of me, the one Chaz had uploaded that morning. “I don’t see it,” said one of them.

      “I’ve got mud all over my face,” I told them. “Do you have some water? A canteen or something. Wash my face off.”

      One of the three shuddered. “I’m not touching him.”

      Another of them huffed. “You’re such a priss about this stuff, Joseph.” He knelt beside me and used a gloved hand to rub the mud, blood, and soot off my face. He really just smeared it around. “I think it’s him.”

      “Believe me, fellas, it’s me.”

      The kneeling cop stood. He and the others chatted quietly for a moment before staring back down at me, a silence between them stretching on and on, each second feeling like a tiny eternity as they decided whether they had Gary Bailey here, and contemplated what to do about it. Clearly, they thought they’d catch me in a lie with their biosensor reader.

      Finally, one of the virus cops spoke up. “We're going to need to verify your story, Bailey,” he said, his voice low and measured. “Until then, I suggest you stay put.”

      I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Where am I going to go?”

      The virus cops walked away. Slowly.

      I glanced over at the cadaver collection bots, working diligently. And quickly.

      The dissident lying beside me in the mud told me, “This is your fault, company man. This is the world you’re supporting every time you kowtow to the fascists.”

      “I’m sorry, buddy.” I meant it. “I don’t think I can help you.”

      “Go fuck yourself.” He spat a mouthful of snot and mud at me.

      My life clock continued ticking. I called after the virus cops, “Not to trouble you too much, but please hurry.”
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      The woman trapped in the house shrieked her last. Bets were settled between the virus cops. That’s to say, money was promised to be paid through one online app or another, once the cops were back at the local OPM stronghold, sequestered from the filthy public, out of their protective gear, showered, and disinfected. A safe place where they could fondle their personal phones with bare hands and jerk each other off as they relived the glory of the day’s atrocities.

      God, I hated those bastards.

      Unfortunately, the evening’s festival of nightmare screams was far from over.

      A white-sack burn box tech sadistically cranked down the flame inside his odious machine, to more slowly jet-blast one of the dissidents. It was that Darwinist’s turn to beg for a quick end, wailing as the blue-hot propane slow-roasted his guts and scorched the flesh off his bones. Then to howl insanely as the fire stole his vocabulary away.

      “Oh, God!” cried one of the virus cops, as he stepped away from the remainder of the prisoners lying in the mud. “That one shit himself. I can smell it through my filter.”

      I didn’t care about the stench wafting toward me on the cold night breeze. I felt the heat of the burn box on my face and my stomach churned from hearing another man’s torment as the white-sack tech slowly burned him to death.

      Bound and helpless, I sat on a rusty tractor fender stuck in the mud, my wrists raw and sore from the tight restraints. Several virus cops stood in front of me, their attention torn between the spectacle in the burn box and my interrogation. All but my questioner seemed to be enjoying the horrific show.

      The interrogator, a tall MeBot with gleaming, gold-glazed eyes, leaned in close. “So, Mr. Bailey,” he began, his voice dripping with suspicion, "care to explain why we found a shotgun and a .45 in your truck?”

      I met the robot's uncanny gaze, refusing to allow the fear that gnawed at the edges of my mind to show on my face. “Who doesn’t carry a gun these days?” I injected as much confidence into my voice as I was able. “Out here on the wild plains, there's no shortage of danger, am I right?” Then, plagiarizing a page from the virus cops who’d talked to me as Frank Foster just a few nights back, I told him, “Hell, just the other day, I saw a bear cross the road in front of me. An actual Goddamn bear. I honked and he reared up on his hind legs like he was going to jump on the hood and tear the windshield out. I threw the truck in reverse and got the hell out of there, but I swore to myself, that was the last day I was coming out here without a gun in the cab.”

      The MeBot interrogator studied me for a moment, his expression unreadable. Even second-generation MeBots had only minimal facial expression transmissibility. He flipped through my stack of work orders, spot checking them against the printed map I’d brought along. “Why are you driving this truck. It isn't assigned to you.”

      I smirked, summoning every ounce of bravado I could muster. “Half the state workers are incompetents who dream of getting fired so they can sit at home drawing a Ubie check. One of them screwed up the truck assignment list.” I glanced around at the silent blue bag boys looking down on me. “Seriously, is this news to anybody?”

      A ripple of camaraderie passed through the group of virus cops, but the interrogator remained silent, his attention turning back to my paperwork. “What about—”

      Another virus cop stepped out of the night, a sergeant by the stripes on his sleeve. “Sir?”

      The MeBot in charge turned to him.

      “His reservation at the Alpine Suites Hotel checks out,” the sergeant announced, glancing at me as I sat on my random tractor fender. “State contract room. Booked by someone in the agriculture department. Officer Popescu found a listing for his supervisor, a Mr. Maestrochazbro, if I’m pronouncing it correctly. The man says Bailey is out here doing exactly what he’s supposed to be doing. Seems like the real deal, sir. Stumbled into this den of dissidents through nothing but rotten luck.”

      The interrogator's eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched, as much as the MeBot was able to convey his human controller’s gesture. He didn’t like admitting defeat. He didn’t like being wrong. Especially in front of his subordinates. He’d already taken ownership of the idea that I was another dirty damn Darwinist. Soon to be roasted into ash. “Fine,” he growled, his voice laced with bitterness. “Cut him loose.”

      As the restraints were snipped away from my wrists and the blood rushed back into my hands, I tried to suppress a sigh of relief. My heart still pounded, and my entire body trembled from the fear-laced adrenaline that coursed through my veins. I had come frighteningly close to joining the captured outlaws in the burn box. I rose to my feet, but I still had to look up to meet the MeBot’s plastic-alien gaze. I tried my best to sound sincere when I told it, “Thank you. I know you guys have a job to do here. I appreciate you taking the time to verify my identity.”

      The MeBot spun on its heel. “Sergeant, assign a car to take this citizen to this Alpine Suites rat hole and drop him there. Leave the shotgun with him. Impound the pistol.”

      Shit.

      Great that I was being released and given a ride. But shit, too. I needed that HK45 to exterminate the gene hacker.

      And, with my truck wrecked, I had no idea how I was going to get back to Denver after the job was done.
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      Wearing my goggles and filter mask with my state employee full-body plastic hazard suit on, I sat on the edge of the bed in my Alpine Suites Hotel room, fighting the urge to cringe at the stickiness of the sheets beneath me. Even through my filter mask, the air tasted thick with a musty funk. Indescribable odors came and went in whiffs here and there. I couldn't shake the feeling that the room hadn't been properly disinfected since the last guest checked out. Maybe it never had been. I tried not to think about what nasty microbes might be lurking on the surfaces around me.

      When the virus cops retrieved my supplemental protection gear and belongings from my crunched pickup and insisted that I don my plastic before riding in one of their armored cruisers, I felt a little resentful. As far as they knew, I'd done nothing wrong. Yet the bed of my truck was shot to hell, and my entire body was smeared with mud, blood and ash. All of that contaminated grunge was now inside my suit—ruining it. I’d never wear the suit again once I escaped Fort Collins, but they didn't know that.

      It occurred to me then that Officer MeBot who’d interrogated me at the scene of the atrocity hadn’t asked about a travel bag. Nor had Chaz thought to mention one during planning. It never even occurred to me to pack one, so long had it been since I’d last overnighted away from my house.

      Five years to be exact.

      Piper and I had driven out to Steamboat Springs to ski over a long weekend that stretched from Wednesday through Sunday. It happened Thursday morning, I think. Piper sleeping in, I was down at a little local coffee and pastry shop, trying to eat a cinnamon roll as big as my face, dripping in rich cream cheese icing and bathing in a pool of hot sweet butter. God how I missed the decadent simplicities I used to take for granted.

      Sitting there with my cinnamon roll, getting sticky fingerprints all over the screen of my ePad, I read that first story about Mason Alexander Lee’s high school breakout. And naturally, nobody at the time knew who MAL was. I sure didn’t.

      But, just as MAL lit the match that day that flamed into the pandemic that engulfed the world, I’d inadvertently lit the match that led to the end of the three-ring Piper and Noah circus. When I returned to our rented condo, half comatose from the sugar and butter overload, Piper was sitting on the edge of the bed, stewing because I’d run off somewhere without her. Despite the fact that she'd been zonked out the whole time. Mostly.

      An argument ensued.

      Over the coming months, one fight bled into the next, each spiraling deeper toward the relationship’s inevitable demise.

      No biggie. It had been inevitable from the first time I met Piper at a coffee shop in Denver after we found each other through an online dating app. Long before I discovered she was Chaz’s cousin. By then, his warnings to stay away from her fell on deaf ears. I was already gaga over her pearly wide smile and big plastic tits.

      What can I say, Grandpa and I shared the same perv genes.

      Lifting the phone from its receiver on the nightstand, I gave it a sniff to see if it stank badly enough of infectious breath odors for the scent to penetrate the supplementary filter mask on my sack suit. Nothing came through, so I put the receiver to my mouth and ear.

      Assuming reasonable safety, I dialed Chaz's throw-away number and listened to it ring. As I waited for him to pick up I reminded myself that we had to be careful with our conversation. He’d taken great, rude pains to remind me when we’d jumped into this endeavor that every phone in the country was tapped. He went on to tell me that went double for every public phone—whatever that meant.

      Finally, Chaz picked up. “Department of Agriculture, Maestrochazbro speaking.”

      “Hey, it's me. Gary Bailey, your favorite Farm Compliance Officer.”

      Chaz snorted on the other end of the line. “Ah, Bailey, I received a call from an OPM officer earlier. I hope everything is alright.”

      I grimaced, my mind flashing back to the gruesome scene at the farm. “Well, Mr. Maestrochazbro, I ran into a bit of a predicament when I stopped to inspect, ah,” I shoved my shotgun aside and grabbed my paperwork off the bed, “property 4J8F2K. A bunch of Darwinist squatters had taken the place over, and—”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No, sir, I’m not. I’d just gotten out of the truck when an OPM outbreak response team arrived in force. Things got…” I wanted to say, ugly, horrific, and shocking, but I didn’t. “Things got a little out of hand.”

      “Jesus.” Chaz’s real emotions over the encounter carried through the phone line. “You were detained?”

      “I was. Thank you for answering the phone when they called to check me out. If you hadn’t, things might have ended unpleasantly for me.”

      “Jesus.” Chaz took a moment before he was able to assimilate what I was telling him. Then, his tone carefully neutral, he moved on. “Sounds like a real vermin infestation out there. I’m glad you’re okay. Are you still on track to finish your assignments before you return to Denver?”

      “My work truck suffered a catastrophic failure.” I had to be careful not to blame the OPM for the bullet holes and the eventual destruction. Rumor had it they didn’t take kindly to any badmouthing, public or private. “Some of my equipment was lost. My portable air filter with it.” I hoped he understood that to mean my signal jammer.

      “Lost?”

      I sighed heavily.

      “I understand. Lost.”

      I glanced around the dingy hotel room, trying to focus on our coded conversation instead of the grime that seemed to coat everything. “I think we need to regroup and revisit my current assignment, uhm, list,” I said, the words heavy with unspoken meaning. “Maybe find a more suitable property to, I mean set of properties to, uhm, inspect, in a more convenient locale.” Then I added, “Since I don’t have any transportation.”

      Chaz lingered silently for a moment, clearly considering our options. “Alright,” he said finally. “I'll look into some other potential sites. In the meantime, the current list of properties absolutely needs to be inspected. Everything is overdue in our office. That’s why you were hired, Gary.”

      “I understand.” Asshole.

      “Are you able to get any of your background work done on the properties this evening? You know, wrap some of them up before you start your route back tomorrow?”

      Despite my rattled nerves, my bruises and cuts, my confiscated pistol, and my wrecked truck, Chaz was asking me if I’d be able to get myself to Chuck Beaumont’s house and kill him tonight. Seriously, he was asking me that. “I don’t see how that would be possible given all that’s occurred today.”

      “Do I need to let you go and find someone more capable?”

      God, sometimes I despised this dick. “No, sir. You can count on me.” A knot of anxiety tightened in my stomach. “But we’ll need to sort out an alternative work plan.”

      “That’s what I like to hear, Gary. I’ll see about arranging transportation for you from this end, but at this late hour, I won’t be able to do much. Be prepared first thing in the morning to be on the move. You understand me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you understand me?” Chaz emphasized.

      “Yes, Mr. Maestrochazbro, I do.”

      “We’ll touch base tomorrow.” Chaz hung up.

      I sat the phone back in its cradle and took a long gander at the filthy hotel room. How many millions of fomites lingered on every sticky surface? How many varieties of virions floated through the mildewy air, just itching to alight on my moist membranes and infect the fuck out of me?

      I doubted I would sleep a wink.

      As though timed to tweak my misery up a notch, everything went dark. Rolling blackouts were so common these past few years, I didn’t react. I just hoped the room wouldn’t get too cold before the heat came back on.
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      4:33 a.m.

      Dead tired, I stood in the alley behind the hotel, shivering as I paced around in the dark to warm myself up. Every few steps, I slipped in the snow that had been stomped down to a layer of dirty ice.

      Despite my overnight fears, I had slept some winks on the scummy mattress. I’d stayed inside my full plastic suit, though, where the humidity and grunge chafed at my skin, especially under my arms and down in my crotch. How the muddy grime had worked its way through the clothing I wore beneath, I couldn’t guess.

      I’d wanted to take a shower last night—and even more so this morning— but couldn’t bring myself to shed my smelly protective gear to do it.

      With any luck, I’d be back at my home in Denver before—

      Oh, shit!

      I was supposed to have lunch with Scarlett today. Today? I was so frazzled and groggy, I couldn't be positive this was the day I’d told Scarlett I’d come over. Didn’t matter. I couldn't possibly make it. And I had no way to call her for a postponement—no trackable cellphone on me, and I’d locked my hotel room door when I exited. Damn.

      Compartmentalization. I wanted to whine my worries to myself over the mistake but in the middle of something with much deadlier stakes than a missed lunch, I needed to focus. Compartmentalize my troubles. I’d make time to agonize about Scarlett and script an apology after I popped Chuck Beaumont and was safely on the road south. Driving through the eastern emptiness, I’d have plenty of time to contemplate infatuation uncertainties and beat myself up over my social missteps.

      A rattly truck with a noisy exhaust turned into the alley, its headlights illuminating me in the darkness. Inexplicably, it stopped.

      I checked the hour on my biosensor bracelet. The truck was on time, if it was supposed to be my new ride. I raised a hand to wave and realized I was holding my shotgun. I lowered it and raised my other hand. I added a smile to mitigate the gun pull. Like there was any way in the world the driver could see the smile through my filter mask. A lifetime of habits are impossible to change.

      The pickup’s engine revved, its exhaust banged obnoxiously down the alley.

      It stopped in front of me, right where I could see through the open passenger window. A plump, middle-aged woman sat in the driver’s seat wearing her filter mask and protective gloves. In a gravelly smoker’s voice she asked, "You Gary Bailey?”

      “I am,” I replied cautiously. Always, cautiously. So many trivial anythings could get one in trouble these days.

      The woman picked up a notepad from the seat. She held it out from her face and looked down her nose to read it. “You got a boss?”

      “Doesn’t everybody?”

      “Ubies don’t.” She turned away from the notepad to look at me, already tired of my attitude.  Or maybe she was grouchy because, like me, she’d dragged herself out of bed at 4:00 in the morning.

      “Are you my ride?”

      “Honey, I ain’t nobody’s ride, but why don’t you tell me the name of the man who arranged for me to be out here at this ass crack hour of the night?”

      “Mr. Maestrochazbro?” It was the only guess that made sense.

      “May-est-ra—” The woman snorted behind her mask. “Say that again?”

      “Maestrochazbro,” I confirmed. “It’s Greek or something. I don’t know.”

      “Don’t matter.” She unbuckled her safety belt and flung her door open. She slipped out of the seat and landed both feet on the rough ice on the other side of the truck. She was shorter than I’d thought. “Call your boss and tell him you got the truck, you hear me?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I didn’t have a way to call Chaz unless I went back inside the hotel. “Uhm.”

      “Uhm, what?”

      “I don’t have a phone. Uhm, with me, but—”

      “There’s one in there.” She pointed at the glovebox. “It’s yours now. Your boss paid for that, too.”

      I nodded.

      “Dual tanks,” she explained. “Both full.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me too hard. Your man, May-est-tra… whatever, he paid me double the cost of a gallon to go fill them up. Double the cost at today’s prices? Damn, you must be important.” She looked me up and down, as much as she could. “So, this is how the state is doing business, now? Sneaking around in the wee hours like it’s a drug deal?”

      “I’m new,” I told her. “I don’t know how any of this works.”

      “Uh, huh.” She didn’t believe me but didn’t pursue it. She turned and headed up the alley on foot. No goodbye. No wave. Not so much as a go fuck yourself. She’d gotten paid already. That was the extent of our relationship.

      No biggie. It was time for me to get acquainted with Chuck Beaumont

      And then get the hell out of Fort Collins.
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      The darkness of predawn enveloped me as I started my hike up A-Hill trail—as per the plan.

      Just as he’d done with Cypher Shlong, Chaz hacked the surveillance cameras near Chuck Beaumont’s home and mapped the vacant houses in the neighborhood, had done all the necessary stakeout work before he’d even brought me into his basement lair to discuss it.

      Chuck Beaumont, much to my surprise, was an avid jogger. Up before the sun he ran A-Hill trail, all the way up to the peak above the A, the 450-foot-tall letter A formed from whitewashed stones set on the side of a steep hill just west of Fort Collins. Chuck lived in a house in a nice suburban subdivision down at the bottom of the hill and across a half mile of open field. An odd place for a gene hacker, considering the CDC maintained a facility another half mile north of Chuck’s house. Not to mention CSU’s Infectious Disease Research Center practically across the street from the CDC building.

      It made me wonder if there was anything to the proximity. Was he keeping his enemies close? Or did Chuck work for the CDC during the day, taking his work home with him, so to speak, hacking Frankenviruses in his basement at night?

      I shrugged for no one to see. Stranger things had happened.

      Despite the early hour and only the faintest dawn glow in the sky, the trail in front of me was easy to see. Getting a healthy dose of afternoon sun, the western slope of A-Hill was relatively snow free. That said, snow had accumulated in depressions and shadows, but none of it blocked the path enough to slow me down.

      I turned for a quick glimpse down at my truck. It sat alone in a pullout at a trailhead along County Road 23, between A-Hill and Horsetooth Reservoir. After dispatching Chuck Beaumont, I’d be able to run down the trail, hop back in, and cruise into anonymity within minutes. Easy peasy lemon squeezy.

      In theory.

      And how about me, Noah Blanks, normal guy vanilla man, aspiring to be a vindictive assassin? Oh, and let’s throw in savior of the human race. Incrementally so. I still had to pull the trigger. Only this time, it wouldn’t be from a football field away in the dark, aiming at a stationary shadow tagged with a glowing ember. Algo Ass Chuck would be right there gawking at me. I’d be looking at his face, into his eyes. I’d see his fear. I’d feel the pity. I’d start second guessing.

      Or maybe I wouldn't. Chuck Beaumont was a murderer. Who knew how many families he’d shattered with his microscopic creations? How many more would die by his creepy hacker hands?

      After a short, steep hike, I reached the crest of A-Hill. To the east, all of Fort Collins spread out upon the plain, city lights twinkling as the first whispers of dawn tinged the sky, the horizon coming alive, casting a faint pink glow on the snowy caps of the mountains to the west. The long, narrow reservoir between A-Hill and the mountains reflected the glowing peaks like a mirror.

      It was stunning. The kind of stunning that makes one consider for a moment the real possibility that there is a God, and that she’s an artist, and the world is her canvas. But with so much evil in the world, so much needless suffering, and death, how could there be any omniscient, omnipotent anything? Unless we've been wrong about the benevolence angle all along. Perhaps blood is God’s favorite paint, and sorrow is what feeds her divine soul. That's the sort of god who would have planned for me to be lugging a shotgun into the face of so much beauty just so I could murder a man out for his morning jog.

      In clear view of an entire city where not one single pair of eyes would see me do it.

      The trail at the crest of A-Hill meandered through a scattering of evergreen trees. Between the branches, I watched, far enough away that the city’s obnoxious noises didn’t reach me. I stopped for a moment, trying to pick out Chuck Beaumont’s house from the others. Up so high, the grid of streets looked almost the way they did on a map. Intersecting roads, curved and straight asphalt lines, all edged with rectangular and square houses. Chuck lived on a street with a gentle curve down to a cul-de-sac. Behind Chuck’s house lay the open meadow. Beyond that, A-Hill.

      And me.

      I spotted his house—what I guessed was his house. From so far away, it looked like all the rest. Nothing remarkable. Not desolate, but not opulent either. Just another box in another suburb, once the pinnacle of somebody’s dreams. Now a refuge for evil to hide in the dark and do what evil does.

      I scanned across the prairie and what I could see of the eastern face of A-Hill. I’d hoped to see the solitary figure of a jogger, plodding along, working his way toward me. A jogger wearing a red rain jacket over his sweatshirt. And shorts. No matter the weather. Always shorts, because Chuck Beaumont was hardcore. Yawn. But I didn’t see anything. No red dot. No bare legs, pumping over the miles. With the distance, most of the colors faded into shades of brown and gray. I couldn’t even find the trail I knew Chuck would be following.

      All I could do, it seemed, was wait.
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      As I stared at Fort Collins coming to life below, fatigue started to get the better of me. My mind wandered down rabbit holes and into mazes full of pointless memories, Mom and Dad not showing up on the day I tested for my Tae Kwon Do Black Belt—I think I was in sixth grade—the first time Piper pulled her blouse up over her head to show off her expensive tits—definitely not in sixth grade when that happened—the brave way Grandpa smiled at me when we were driving home from Grandma’s funeral. I was so glad I’d had him to look up to when I was growing up.

      A soft crunch of gravel from behind startled the bejesus out of me. I spun around, shotgun at the ready, my heart racing.

      A woman hiker froze in place, hands up, eyes wide. “Whoa, easy there!” she said, her voice trembling. “I didn't mean to sneak up on you.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered, lowering the shotgun. “You scared the hell out of me.”

      “I could say the same,” she replied, her breathing beginning to steady. “Not every day you come across an ag department guy on the trail at the crack of dawn, carrying a shotgun.” She pulled a filter mask out of her pocket and covered her face.

      “Birdwatching,” I told her, trying to sound casual. “Agricultural department stuff.”

      She raised an eyebrow, amusement flickering in her eyes despite the tension. “I didn't realize birds required such extreme measures.”

      “Oh, you'd be surprised at the damage a flock of angry Canadian Geese can do,” I quipped, hoping to put her at ease.

      “I was chased by a pair of Canada Geese once.” After subtly correcting me on the wild bird thing, she turned toward the reservoir and pointed. “Right down there at the park. Mean creatures. Bigger than you’d expect.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed, nodding with false solemnity. “One can never be too careful.”

      She looked around, taking in the view. “No geese up here. Especially not this time of year. I can see why you chose this spot, though. It's so marvelous up here in the mornings.”

      “Yeah, it is.” I glanced back at the city, the mountains, and the reservoir. “There's something about watching the world come to life that puts things in perspective.”

      She nodded. “It's a good reminder that we're all just a small part of something much bigger.”

      Evil God sucking our sorrows out for breakfast?

      But I didn’t say that.

      We stood there for a moment in companionable silence, the tension dissipating as we both took in the beauty surrounding us. I kept one eye on the trail, waiting for any sign of the devil.

      “Really, though, why are you up here with a shotgun?” she asked.

      “Bears,” I replied, trying to sound nonchalant. “Someone saw one up here near the trail last week. Ag department sent me down to, I don’t know, shoo it away.” I laughed and glanced down at my shotgun.

      “I hope you don’t have to shoot it. Most of the time the bears are as afraid of us as we are of them.”

      I shrugged. “I hope I don’t see any bears at all.”

      She nodded at that and said her goodbyes.

      I watched the woman make her way back down the trail, disappearing from view.

      I took a deep breath, steadying myself as I turned my attention back to my mission. Did I need to worry whether she’d call the authorities on me? Probably not. I was wearing my mask, goggles, and full plastic suit emblazoned with a state agriculture department logo. My bear story was plausible if she was able to look past the fact that encroaching bears would be a Fish & Game department responsibility. I guessed. I had no idea. Probably almost nobody did. I figured I was safe.

      Just in case, I decided to give it another thirty minutes. Then I’d bail. I glanced down at County Road 23. Not a single car in sight. The snow down there on the road didn’t look to have been disturbed by anything but the passing of my truck.

      Maybe I’d give it just another twenty minutes.
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      Those minutes passed slowly.

      I checked the time on my old watch again and wondered if Grandpa would be proud of me at the moment, if he’d agree that I was doing the right thing.

      I glanced down at the potholed road below. If the woman had called the police on me, they’d come rattling up from that way. It was the only way to get here unless they wanted to hike a few miles from down where Chuck Beaumont lived. If they did come, I’d have no way to escape unless I made a run for it on foot. Toward Chuck’s house.

      Ugh. Maybe A-Hill wasn’t the primo spot for an assassination that Chaz had promised it would be—

      Sounds.

      I turned toward the trail.

      Feet crunched through the dirt and gravel, jogger’s feet. A hundred yards down. Give or take.

      My heart fluttered with anticipation.

      I moved to position myself behind a cluster of rocks, hoping to ambush Chuck. Doubts flooded my mind. This time, though, I was ready for them, forcefully shutting off that chickenlivered conscience, saving the moral dilemma debate for after my successful strike.

      The approaching footsteps grew louder. I peeked around the rocks to see a jogger in a red rain jacket and shorts, huffing and puffing up the trail. I gripped the shotgun. I steeled my nerves, demonizing Chuck again. Responsible for countless deaths and endless suffering. This wasn’t a murder in cold blood. I wasn’t a shitty human. I was doing good.

      I prepared to pull the trigger, but spotted movement behind my target.

      A teenager, a Goddamned teenager followed closely behind. And then another, along with a pair of adults. All Runners. Not a one wearing a mask or goggles. No wonder the damn diseases wouldn’t stop spreading!

      The world was chock full of Darwinists and stupid assholes.

      My stomach churned and my throat constricted. I couldn't shoot him, not with witnesses—innocent bystanders—so close.

      Shit.

      I slipped my shotgun down behind the rock.

      Chuck spotted me and raised a hand to wave. “Hey there.” A warm smile spread across his friendly face. “Great morning for a run.”

      I forced a smile and waved back, trying to hide my irritation. “Yeah, beautiful day.” I called back, hoping my voice didn't betray my nerves.

      Chuck and his companions ran on by, their conversation and laughter filling the air as they continued down the trail. I stood there, frozen.

      I’d just botched my second attempt to rid the world of a gene hacker.

      My pump action shotgun held five rounds, plus one in the chamber. Should I have just shot them all? Four innocents dead right now, for the life of how many thousands later? I glanced down the trail, Chuck and his companions were out of sight.

      Four lives sacrificed to save thousands was a good deal in anybody’s book.

      I should have done it, but I couldn’t.

      Shooting a gene hacker was one thing—so far, in theory—but murdering innocents? No way. Not in cold blood. Not in any blood.

      Chuck and his friends’ noisy happiness faded away with the growing morning light.

      I leaned against the rocks, feeling a mix of relief and frustration. I had been so close. I rubbed my forehead through the mask, considering my options. Should I follow him and wait for a better opportunity? Should I abort the mission altogether? Was it worth the risk to go through with it at all?

      How would I call Chaz to tell him that I’d failed again?

      He probably already knew.

      The sun continued to chug its way upward, casting a warm glow over the landscape, a stark contrast to the dark thoughts swirling in my head. I stared at the empty trail, like staring would do any good.

      I had to ask myself, is this killing gene hackers business what I truly wanted to do with my life? It certainly was not what I wanted to do. But it was necessary. Justified. With Chaz handling the intel side of things and providing me with untraceable guns, phones and vehicles, I had the means. As Grandpa told me more times than I could count, a man’s got to stand up for what’s right.

      Even if doing it sucked.

      I added that last bit, but it was always implied with Grandpa. Always understood.

      I glanced again at the trail. Logic struck. I couldn’t kill Chuck Beaumont when doing so put innocents at risk, but that didn’t mean I didn't intend to go through with it. Chuck Beaumont, Algo Ass Clown and murderous gene hack-man was going to die, and I, Noah Blanks, was going to kill him.
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      I stared down at my glovebox cellphone. The call to Chaz weighed heavily on my mind. I knew he was going to be pissed, because he was Chaz, and he didn’t know what the real world was like outside his basement semen asylum. Still, he was my partner in this endeavor. I needed his help if I was going to succeed in snuffing Chucky Cheesedick and getting away with my life.

      I took a deep breath and dialed.

      Chaz picked up on the first ring. “Gary Bailey, my man!” he exclaimed, his voice high-pitched and almost maniacally giddy. “You did it, didn't you? I knew you could. Algo Ass Clown is toast, right? Tell me, did he piss himself when he saw that fat shotgun barrel in his face?”

      “Uhm…Mr. Maestrochazbro...” I started hesitantly.

      Chaz’s laughter evaporated over the cellular connection. “Tell me you got him.”

      I sighed. “I couldn't do it. He—”

      “I knew it! Pussy, pussy, pussy! My God.”

      “He was with a group of joggers. There were kids. I couldn't shoot them all—I chose not to shoot them all.”

      For a moment, there was silence on the other end of the line. Then, Chaz exploded. “Are you kidding me, Gary Bailey? You had one job! One measly little job! How hard is it to pull a trigger and put a hole in an evil bastard's head? What are you, the freaking Pope of the Rockies?”

      “Mr. Maestrochazbro, I—”

      “And you know what?” Chaz continued, cutting me off, “You should've killed him and his jogging buddies! Even the kids. Yes, even them. I don't care if they were fresh out of the womb still dripping in natal jelly! If killing a couple of buttfucked brats is the cost of stopping Algo Ass Clown from releasing ah, another virus, then it's worth it! It’s a bargain.”

      I clenched my jaw, my grip on the cellphone tightening. I snapped at him, "That's enough. I'm not going to murder innocents. Especially not kids. I don’t care about the math, or the logic, or your backdoor buddy bullshit. That's not who I am, and that's not what we're about.”

      Chaz snorted. “Well, maybe you should reconsider, Noah, because right now, your delicate sensibilities are getting in the way of our mission. Do you know how many people could die because of your incompetence? How many children will die? Do you?”

      Trying to keep my voice steady, despite my anger at Chaz, despite my disappointment in him, I said, “We need to focus on the mission. I am going to take down the target. You and I together need to figure out another way.”

      Chaz expelled a long, frustrated sigh. “Fine. But you better get your act together, Gary Bailey. I’m tired of spending all this time on research while you diddle your prostate instead of pulling a trigger. I’m not going to spin my wheels forever. Chuck could release his new virus any day. Any day now. Do you understand that, your holiness? People will die. We don't have time to coddle your conscience.”

      "We'll find a way to get to him without putting others at risk,” I insisted. “Now, take a few breaths. Get a beer if you need one. Call me back later after you’ve calmed down. Or, okay, let's think about this like we’re both rational adults. Is there any other intel you have on Algo Ass Clown’s movements? Any patterns we can use to our advantage?”

      Chaz huffed a pair of dramatic sighs.

      “Mr. Maestrochazbro, do you want me to call you back later? I’ve been up most of the night. I’m tired and I’m cranky. I don’t want to—”

      “Alright.” Chaz drew a labored breath. “Alright.” His fingers tapped furiously on his keyboard.

      As I waited, something dangerous occurred to me. “Mr. Maestrochazbro, uhm, we haven’t been as careful as we should have on this call.”

      Chaz groaned dramatically.

      Reflexively, I looked around me. How fast could the AI sniffer bots peg a potential threat and home in on a phone call they were monitoring? How quickly could they pass it up the chain to an interested human working for one of the country’s internal spy agencies? How soon could they decide to do something about me? Most importantly, how long would it take to send some nasty someones to my location?

      They wouldn't need to come to me. If all that were possible, then they’d simply link my biosensor’s location to that of the telephone’s, and voila, Noah Blanks is in the shit.

      I cranked my truck’s engine to life and headed north on County Road 23. “Mr. Maestrochazbro, I think my battery is about to die on this phone. So, if you’ve got something I can use, you need to spit it out. In a hurry.” What I didn’t tell him was that I was going to throw the phone in the reservoir, along with Gary Bailey’s biosensor band.

      “I understand.” Chaz was still stuck in tantrum mode, but at least he was calming down. “I have an idea. You won’t like it, but it’s all I’ve got on short notice.”

      “Talk fast.”
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      After spending the entire day in and around Fort Collins, I rolled my window down to listen as I parked a few blocks down from the warehouse Chaz told me to come to.

      The damp street was dark and silent. This whole part of town seemed that way—a decrepit industrial sector that didn’t have enough businesses left to utilize the buildings.

      I rubbed my eyes, struggling to stay awake. The fitful nap I’d taken on the truck’s seat earlier in the day hadn’t done much to rejuvenate me. I wished I had a cup of coffee, or tea. Or anything with enough caffeine to jack my brain and body back to full alert. But wishes never made anything happen, so I opened the pickup’s creaky door and climbed down to the street. I needed to get moving.

      I felt utterly alone.

      Which wasn’t all that bad.

      Sticking close to the curb, in the deepest of the night’s shadows, I walked toward the warehouse, shotgun in hand. Extra shells in my pockets. Just in case. I wished I had a pair of military-grade or law enforcement grade augmented reality goggles. With those things, I’d have a multispectral, enhanced view of the world that would turn the dark night into day among other useful features. I needed to ask Chaz if he could get his hands on a pair of those.

      As I neared, I scanned the area, looking for a good place to hide, a place from where I could get my work done with a little distance between me and the target. I spotted a dark alcove at the entrance to a boarded-up light fixture business. I crossed the street, stepped into the alcove’s shadows and was rewarded with a good view of the warehouse’s entrance and the narrow parking lot in front of it. The warehouse didn’t appear to be a large structure, maybe 5,000 square feet. Maybe 8. A century-old building, built from ruddy brick with rusty iron fixtures. Buildings like this were probably what inspired the architect who’d designed my neighborhood. It would have fit perfectly in my townhouse complex down on the south side of Denver.

      A community party room, perhaps.

      A door opened on the side of the warehouse facing the street. Two men stepped out of the warm glow inside. Neither wore a plastic sack suit, goggles, or mask. Fucking Darwinists. They both smoked cigars and chatted quietly, gesturing this way and that. Neither looked like they'd wear shorts in winter. The sound of music drifted across the street. Someone inside had turned up the volume.

      After several long minutes, one of the men opened the door and stepped back inside. The other stomped his cigar out on the asphalt, crossed his hands in front of himself, and took up a sentry post by the wall just outside the door.

      He might turn into a problem for me.

      Not a minute later, a car drove slowly up the street.

      I stepped to the deep darkness at the rear wall of the alcove. As the car passed, I saw that it was a VC armored cruiser. It pulled into the narrow parking lot in front of the little warehouse.

      The door sentry walked over, pulled an envelope from his jacket, and passed it through the window on the other side of the cruiser. The virus cops stayed for a few more minutes, talking and joking, then drove away, leaving the sentry to his duties.

      Before I could indulge a string of silent curses at the corrupt virus cops, another car drove up the street from the other direction. It slowed and parked in an empty lot across the street from the warehouse, where I could no longer see it. Moments later, two men crossed the street, removing their filter masks as they walked. They chatted briefly with the sentry who opened the door and let them inside. The sentry went back to his duties.

      Deducing on pretty thin evidence, it looked like Chaz was right about this poker game, or whatever exclusive activity was going on inside.

      I worked my way back down the street, crossed, and silently walked back up, well out of sight of the sentry. On my side of a fence that separated the warehouse parking lot from the lot next door, I crept up between eight or ten overflowing trash cans. Scraggly tall bushes grew up along the fence, casting the trash in deeper shadow and concealing my presence from the sentry still on duty, but less than fifty paces away—in range of my shotgun. Which meant that when Algo Ass Clown crossed the parking lot, he’d be in the open, and in range as well.

      I wouldn’t have to look him in the eye. I wouldn’t have to hear him beg. He wouldn’t see me or even guess what was coming. It would be a complete surprise—like a surprise birthday party when you don't have any friends.

      That, I could do.

      Something tickled my leg through my sack suit. I nudged it away, thinking it a branch from the bush, or a hunk of trash. I needed to keep focused on the empty street and parking lot.

      I felt another scratch through my sack suit and glanced down. A rat the size of a housecat had climbed up on my boot and was trying to chew through my protective plastic. Disgusted and startled, I jumped, trying to kick the rat away and inadvertently knocked over a trash can with a deafening bang. The rat, though, held on. I stumbled back, falling on the gravel, kicking repeatedly at the rat with my other foot, until it fell off, dazed. But not defeated. It still clung to my shoelace.

      The warehouse sentry called out, “Hey, who’s there?”

      I hurriedly got to my feet and stomped the rat. It squeaked out a wretched squeal and I stomped again to kill it before running silently away.

      Gasping, I hid just down the street behind an abandoned car.

      The sentry and another man, both carrying pistols, stepped out from the other side of the fence I’d been hiding behind. Smelling the rotting garbage, one of them cursed. They surveyed the darkness, looking for the cause of the ruckus. One of them guessed something about coyotes, and they cautiously returned to the warehouse.

      I started to breathe again.

      My heart thumped. My palms turned sweaty. I was breathing too fast. I tried a technique Piper used to relax herself for sex so I could calm myself down. It worked, but thinking about sex bumped my heartrate up again. On the bright side, I felt ultra-focused, like I could hear every sound, feel every change in the breeze, sense even the tiniest movement in the dark. Hence, I heard a car’s tires rolling down one of the side streets behind me before it ever turned onto the road that ran past the warehouse.

      I hunkered down, barely breathing.

      A few moments later the car stopped in the street directly in front of the warehouse. A door swung open, and a man exited the car. A man wearing a red rain jacket.

      Why in the hell would Algo Ass Clown wear his jogging jacket out to a high-end poker night?

      Definitely his lucky jacket.

      I dashed down the road, keeping to the shadows.

      The door slammed shut behind him, and the car pulled into the parking area across the street.

      I reached my hidden spot among the trash cans just in time to peek over the fence, just in time to recognize Algo Ass Clown as he stopped to chat with the sentry. Carefully, silently, I raised my shotgun, but Ass Clown walked inside before I could put a bead on him.

      Damn!
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      I sank down onto my ass, leaning against the fence with the stink of refuse rotting around me as rats skittered through it. My arms and legs felt so heavy. I was exhausted and empty. I’d disappointed myself, and soon, Chaz would be disappointed, too. And he’d express it in the most abrasive, condescending way.

      If Grandpa were still alive, if he still had his wits, he’d put an arm over my shoulder and tell me I’d done my best and that he was proud of me anyway.

      It would be a lie. About it being my best, and about him being proud.

      Though there were times when I’d let him down. He’d survived such horrors in Korea before he was half my age, that nothing ever came up back here in civilian life that seemed insurmountable for him. He just pushed forward. No matter how difficult things got. He dealt with it.

      Grandpa never told me, “You gotta be like me, boy.” Not once. But I’d always wanted to be like him. Just like him. In all the ways that mattered.

      And now, I’d let us all down.

      I felt tears well in my eyes.

      A rat hopped off the top edge of a trash can and landed on my leg. It sat up on its haunches and studied me, perhaps sizing me up for a meal, deciding whether I was a dying animal, or a dead one. I wondered if it had seen me mash its comrade into the dirt. I stared back. The stench surrounding me crept through my filter mask, making the air taste like the ass of a dead hobo.

      The thing is, I knew exactly where Algo Ass Clown was. I could almost see his smug arrogant unmasked face.

      Between him and me were at least two men with pistols. Bad men with pistols, I decided, men who bribed corrupt virus cops, men who secured illegal poker games for germ spreading assholes who thought they were too good to follow the rules like everybody else. Men who were indirectly guilty of the same things Algo Ass Clown was guilty of himself.

      I looked down at the rat, still sitting on my leg. “What do you think, buddy? Would you risk it?”

      “Don’t think you have the guts for it,” said the rat in Grandpa’s voice.

      I guessed the utter fatigue and excessive stress were twisting my reality, but I went with it.

      “Some men are sheep,” the rat told me, “snouts in the grass, asses in the air all day long, waiting to get buttfucked by the farmer before he sells them to the butcher. You hear what I’m telling you, boy?”

      I heard the words. I’d heard them a hundred times before.

      “Some men pull their own butts out of the garbage and do something big, something important,” the rat told me. “Some of them die doing it. Other men wallow in the shit all their lives, punching clocks and kissing asses until they die alone under a blanket of their shriveled dreams.

      “Which of the two are you?”

      I wanted to believe I knew the answer to that question.

      Before I could second-guess myself out of it, I jumped to my feet, throwing the rat to the side. I had an idea, a target, and a shotgun. I dashed around the fence and sprinted into the parking lot.

      The surprised sentry looked at me, ready to reach for his pistol.

      “Hey,” I called to him, “did you just see a bear?”

      “What?” He thought I was nuts.

      I slapped the ag department logo on my chest. “Animal control. Goddamn bears running through the area, digging in the garbage. Mauled an old lady last night.” I pointed in some random direction.

      “I didn’t see anything.” The sentry stepped toward me, glancing to where I’d made the noise in the trash cans earlier. “I heard something big though, right over there. Figured maybe coyotes.”

      I stepped toward him, looking in the direction he was pointing. “Where exactly?”

      “Right over there.” He stepped closer, a little irritated by my apparent density.

      “By that car?” I asked.

      “No,” he told me, shaking his finger emphatically at the fence. “Right there. I mean—”

      I flung the butt of my shotgun up at his jaw, knocking him out cold before he even knew he’d been hit.

      I reached into his jacket and took his pistol, stuffing it into the baggy pocket on my sack suit before I even thought to look up at the door. It was still closed. Nobody seemed the wiser.

      “Holy fuck it's on.”

      I dashed across the asphalt and yanked the door open.

      Cigar smoke, the reek of spilled booze, and the thump of music wafted over me as I stepped inside, shotgun at my shoulder, ready to shoot.

      Inside the foyer, a man who’d been looking through the inner door turned with a big smile on his face, “Wel—” His words stuck in his throat when he saw the barrel of my shotgun. He recovered quickly. “Who the fuck are you?”

      I rammed the shotgun barrel into his lips and teeth, pulling it back before he could grab it. Blood gushed. He grabbed at his lips as he bent over, mumbling, “You’re a dead man. A dead man.”

      “You better pay attention and worry about your dental work another time, Bozo. Where is Chuck Beaumont?”

      He glanced up at me. “How the fuck should I—”

      I swung the barrel of my shotgun up, smashing him square in the face.

      He tumbled, but didn’t lose consciousness. So, I raised the shotgun and banged him in the head twice with the butt. That did it.

      Feeling a new surge of confidence and riding a wave of adrenaline, I strode through the inner door.

      Locked and loaded.

      A large room decked out like a slapdash strip club casino with most of the furnishing pushed to the walls. A bartender worked behind a darkened mirrored bar. A pair of waitresses, tits nearly out, carried drinks. Another pair gyrated naked on a stage. A man leaned on the bar, watching the whole affair, supervising was more like it. With him, another man, a tough like the two outside, underperformed in his job of watching for people like me. At a table in the center of the room, a dealer and seven men, all men, played poker.

      Until they saw me.

      Then, everybody froze.

      Except the tough by the bar. He reached into his jacket.

      “Freeze there, fat boy!” I aimed my shotgun at him. “Everybody, hands on your head. Now!”

      “Is this a robbery?” the supervisor asked belligerently.

      “Sure, why not?” I glanced at the poker table to find Chuck Beaumont staring at me, looking like he was about to shit himself.

      “You’re an idiot,” the supervisor told me.

      “An idiot who isn’t shot full of holes because he won’t shut the fuck up. You understand me, asshole?”

      He did.

      I stalked toward the table, angling to put Chuck in my sights without blasting the guys near him.

      “Take the money,” someone at the table wailed. “Take all you want.”

      A gunshot blasted through the music. I heard the bullet zing past my head.

      I turned on instinct, swinging the shotgun around until I saw the bartender, nervously pointing a gun in my direction. I fired. Blood splattered, but I didn’t watch him fall, because everybody decided that was a good time to get moving. The tough at the bar was pulling his gun out of his jacket when I blasted him square in the chest. I winged the supervisor as he ducked behind the bar.

      The waitresses were screaming by then, so were some of the men at the table as they did their best to slither beneath.

      Chuck, though, sat in place, hands up, petrified.

      I stepped toward him.

      “Hey,” he said realizing he was the focus of my attention. “I saw you this morning. You’re the guy from—”

      I fired, hitting him square in the chest and fired once more, just to be sure he was dead.

      I quickly glanced at the other players. One was reaching for something behind his back, which I figured had to be a gun, so I blasted him too.

      Then it occurred to me I’d just fired my last round. Shit! “Everybody who wants to live, get on the floor. Face down. Now!”

      To my surprise, they complied. They didn’t know my shotgun was empty.

      I rapidly backstepped to the door I’d come through. The tough in the foyer was just getting to his hands and knees so I kicked him in the face and rushed outside.

      Racing as fast as my feet would carry me, I sprinted down the street. I reached my truck, hopped in, and cranked it up before anyone could shoot me in the back.

      Dammit.

      I hadn’t thought to park in the other direction so I could more easily make my getaway. So, I raced head-on, toward the warehouse.

      A man with a bloody face stepped into the road ahead of me, trying to raise a pistol to shoot at my truck.

      I ran him down with a thud and a bounce then sped on, cutting my wheels hard at the first corner.

      Though I was panting from the exertion of my escape, I realized that otherwise, I was calm. Guiltless. Victorious. I’d done what I’d set out to do. Just a man taking out the garbage.

      For once, I was proud of myself.

      I hoped the feeling would last.
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      And that’s just about how long it did last, that amount, right there.

      It occurred to me that I was 80 miles from home with no biobracelet to ID me, no payment method on my person, I was wearing a highly recognizable State Ag Department sack suit which, even if I hadn't just shot up a bar, would get me arrested sooner or later, and I was driving a truck that would be on the virus cops’ radar.

      Details. Important ones. I skidded the pickup to a stop. While the burned rubber smoke from the tires wafted in through my open window, I hurriedly reloaded my shotgun. Rethought my decision and realized I had no good options.

      I spun the tires as I accelerated again, rushing through a fast Y-turn in the road and racing back the way I’d come. I cut the last turn hard to get onto the street in front of the gambling warehouse.

      Several people were just now coming outside.

      The man I’d run over in the street was stirring, so I ran him over again—what else could I do—and stopped. Flinging my door open, I fired my shotgun in the direction of the knuckleheads who’d come outside.

      They scattered, giving me the moments of privacy I needed to get done what I needed to get done. I dropped to a knee beside the bloody body of the man I’d run over twice. His pistol lay across the street, but that wasn’t what I was after. I patted him down and found a cellphone in his pocket. I powered it up, used his thumbprint to unlock it, and jumped back in the truck.

      I sped away, dialing Chaz as I went.

      “What?” he snapped as soon as he answered.

      “Listen,” I panted, “Algo Ass Clown is down. I repeat, he is down. Dead. I’m on a hot phone in a hot truck. I’ve got no biobracelet and no money. There are many, many witnesses. I need an exit.” I turned right down a dark road and pushed the gas pedal to the floor. “I don’t know how long I’ve got before the shit comes down on me. I’m going to ditch the truck as soon as I find a good place. I’ll need to toss the phone, too. You need to find me an escape. In a big hurry. Call me back. ASAP. Got it?”

      Chaz didn’t respond.

      “Dammit, Mr. Maestrochazbro. Do you hear me?”

      “Target down. Ton of shit. Need exit,” he summarized. “Yeah. I got it. I’ll call you back in thirty.” He hung up.

      I hurtled away into the darkness.

      Thirty-seven minutes later, getting severely nervous about being in Fort Collins proper, I’d driven my truck out to Horsetooth reservoir. I found a place where the ground near the road sloped toward a cliff above the water. I hoped the water below was deep.

      I dialed Chaz.

      The phone rang, three, four, seven times before he picked up. “Mr. Maestrochazbro, I need—”

      “Patience.”

      “I don’t have time for—”

      “I got you covered, but it’s going to be a while. Keep your head. Where are you?”

      “How long?”

      “Two, three hours tops.”

      I wanted to shout at Chaz. I didn’t have two or three hours. The VC were likely zeroing in on my phone’s location already. “Car? Biobracelet? Clothes, sack suit. Another phone?”

      “I can’t get you a biobracelet. You’ll have to—”

      “That's not—”

      “You’re the one who apparently lost Gary Bailey’s biobracelet.”

      I didn’t have time to explain that move to him, though he should have understood it immediately. In fact, it surprised me he hadn’t already figured it out for himself. “Did you arrange for everything else?”

      “In two or three—”

      “Listen to me. I’m going to ditch the truck and the phone as soon as I hang up. Have your contact drop the vehicle somewhere for me. Leave everything inside. Leave the keys under the right rear fender.”

      “I can, but—”

      “Yes or no?”

      “Yes.”

      My first thought was to have his contact put the car in Chuck Beaumont’s driveway. Poetic, maybe, but it was more than possible the police would show up at his house. I couldn't show up there too. I recalled the map of Chuck Beaumont’s neighborhood. “On Algo Ass Clown’s street, a few blocks north, there’s an empty lot that backs up to the green space.”

      “Ah,” Chaz tapped at his keyboard. “I see it.”

      “Have her leave the car at the curb in front of that lot. I can get there on foot.”

      “Two or three hours.”

      “It’ll probably take me that long.” In my exhausted state. Walking, not jogging, with plenty of time to spare. I’d find a hiding spot in the field where I could watch, and as soon as she dropped the car at the curb, I’d grab it and go. Be back home in Denver by sunup.

      Simple, succinct, and sound.

      God, I hoped.
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      I stood on Scarlett's doorstep at half past seven. The morning sun cast its golden light across our townhouse complex, promising a gorgeous autumn day. A late autumn day.

      A welcome change in the weather.

      I couldn’t believe how exhausted I felt. Like an old man who didn’t have the energy even to stand while taking a piss, but I was invigorated, too. Staying off the heavily surveilled highways and depending on nothing but a little luck, I'd driven from Fort Collins all the way around the west side of Denver and across to the south side without being stopped. Without having to provide my transit document—which I didn’t have. Without having to submit to a biosensor check—while wearing no biosensor.

      Either violation would have put me in Limon Correctional, or gotten me stuffed into a burn box, or ended with me beaten to death on the side of the road.

      Justice was just so full of options these days.

      Despite all that, having parked my throwaway car among some abandoned vehicles behind a dying retail store, I marched forward in my government sack suit, mask and goggles. I did not walk directly to my house to collect my biobracelet, as would have been the smart first step. I was outside the law now, or maybe above it. So, I followed my heart, or as Grandpa would have said, I followed my dick to Scarlett’s doorstep. Exactly where I now stood, second-guessing whether I should knock.

      To her, I was milquetoast Noah. Not Vengeance Man.

      Would she answer? Maybe she was still in bed.

      Would she fling the door open and throw her arms around me? Or tell me to go piss myself?

      Again, options galore.

      The sun’s rays settled on me.

      Standing there in my head-to-toe alias, I realized I looked like literally anybody. Peeking through her peephole, Scarlett wouldn’t be able to tell who I was, and might, in fact, panic. So, I yanked my supplemental filter mask and goggles off. I pulled my plastic hood off my head and drew a deep, clean breath. My first in days. I felt the morning sun on my face and closed my eyes and turned toward it.

      Wow. How had I survived that trip to Fort Collins?

      How had I, Noah Blanks, rule follower, charity supporter, lover of dogs, dedicated employee, Vanilla Man—how had I shot five human beings? Smashed two men in the face with the butt of my gun and ran over another one. Twice. Just to delete Chuck Beaumont, erstwhile Algo Ass Clown, from humanity’s genetic database.

      I had done that. I still couldn’t believe it.

      And how did I feel about all of it?

      In truth, I was too bone tired to have the energy for anymore anything, even thought.

      I wanted to see Scarlett. I had to make one thing right. I needed to apologize. That was it. All I could muster the attention and emotional commitment to do.

      As though she’d been standing on the other side of the peephole, reading my thoughts, Scarlett flung the door open. She did not look happy.

      “I’d like to apolo—”

      “Good God, Noah. What happened to you?”

      I looked down at myself, not sure how she’d guessed so much was amiss. My fresh sack suit belied how terrible I felt. “I'm sorry,” I told her, my voice raspy from exhaustion. “Some things came up. I missed our lunch. I couldn’t get to a phone.”

      “So, what’s this then?” she glared at me. “You’re just going to show up and—” She sniffed the air. “Noah, you smell awful. How long have you been wearing that—where'd you get that sack suit?”

      “In truth, I put this one on just a few hours ago.” I smiled, trying to dial down Scarlett’s anger. “I think I probably smelled worse before.”

      She reached out but stopped herself before touching my face. “Is that blood?”

      I touched my cheek but couldn’t feel anything but grit through my protective gloves. I shrugged. “Probably. Mud. Maybe gravel, too.” Despite the chafing in all my hidden places, I’d somehow forgotten about all the dirt still stuck to my skin, on my face, and in my hair.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “Nothing a shower and a good night’s sleep won’t fix.” Probably some antibacterial gel. A good massage. Maybe a few stitches. An X-ray. With every square inch of me aching in one way or another, it was hard to tell which parts were bruised and tired, and which ones needed medical attention.

      Scarlett leaned against the doorjamb, shaking her head as she looked me up and down. “What are you doing to yourself, Noah Blanks?”

      I deflected with a weak smile and a shrug. Better than telling her once more I couldn’t answer her questions.

      “Legal complications?” she guessed.

      “Not out of the realm of possibility.”

      “Times being what they are, let me ask you something bluntly.”

      “Interesting preface,” I answered, “but okay. Yes. Ask away.”

      “What is it you think you’re doing on my porch at 7:30 in the morning?”

      Well, in its way, that was very blunt. But I’d given her permission to ask, and as much as every social norm I’d learned through sixteen years of various levels of schooling told me to play it some kind of evasive cool, I just didn’t have the energy, nor the desire. “You asked bluntly, I’ll answer the same way. I’d love to say I’ve thought of nothing but you these past few days, since the moment we kissed in your courtyard. I’d like to say it, because it’s the romantic thing to say.” I rolled my eyes. “Grandpa sure loved his love stories. It’s like all we ever watched when—”

      “Noah?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re blabbering.”

      “Sorry. What I meant to say, is that I didn’t say I spent every waking moment thinking about you because I didn’t. That would be an exaggeration. But I can honestly tell you, I’ve thought about you every moment when I wasn’t tied up in the middle of—” I looked myself up and down. Despite my fairly fresh sack suit, I looked like I’d been rolled around inside a dumpster. I smelled like it, too. “When I wasn’t caught up in my business. I apologize for not being here to have lunch with you. Please believe me when I say this, any moment I could have spent with you yesterday would have been better than all the moments I spent doing other things.

      “Times being what they are, Scarlett, I’ll tell you something else bluntly. I like you.” God, I sounded like a kid in junior high. “I’m infatuated with you. I wish I’d gotten to know you the moment you moved in here. But I didn’t. I'd like to make up for that mistake.”

      She smiled, almost a laugh. “Are you asking me to be your girlfriend, Noah?”

      “I’m asking you to forgive me, because I want to get to know you better.”

      She glanced at my townhouse across the street. “Go home. Take a shower. Get yourself a nap. Be here at 1:00—please set an alarm. I’ll cook us some lunch and we can talk about your infatuations.”

      “Wait,” I joked, “isn’t this the point in the movie where you tell me you like me, too?”

      “Don’t push your luck, Pigpen. 1:00. One chance. You don’t have anything else to do in your secret little excursion life, do you?”

      I smiled as I stepped away from Scarlett’s porch. “No plans except lunch with the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      “Oh. I didn’t realize you were so full of shit, Mr. Blanks.”

      “Prettiest girl this side of Denver, then.” I crossed the street on feet that felt suddenly full of energy.

      As soon as I closed my front door behind me, I peeled off the sack suit, stuck it into the incinerator—a common household appliance these days—and flash fired it into atmospheric pollutants. Next, I tracked down my Sanaka Systems Robovac and popped it open to remove my biobracelet. I slipped the biospoofer disc off the back, powered it down, and slapped the band back on my wrist. Once I'd re-hid the disc beneath the duct insulation in the basement, I took a deep breath. For the first time in, what, 48, maybe 72 hours, I was my legal self. Still filthy, still exhausted, but legal.

      And a little giddy.

      Scarlett hadn’t explicitly forgiven me, but she had invited me over for another chance. That meant everything.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      My little friend stirred in my shorts. It had to be Scarlett. My sophomoric speech must have made an impact. Hurrying through my kitchen and into the front room, past Grandpa’s bedroom, I couldn’t help but grin as I flung my front door open.

      The virus cops rushed in, two of them pinning me to the wall as the others spread into my townhouse. A tall MeBot followed them inside, stopping to look down on me.

      “Hello, Gary Bailey.”
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      I put on my best look of confusion and asked, “Who’s Gary Bailey?”

      “Your alias, Mr. Blanks.” The MeBot, a Detective Rancourt, leaned in close. A sniffing sound emanated from its inanimate nostrils. Apparently, the MeBot’s user had the machine’s olfactory system engaged. “You smell like a sewer.”

      “Can’t shower,” I smart-assed back. “Water’s out in our neighborhood again.”

      A virus cop in the kitchen turned the faucet on. “Water in here.”

      The MeBot sneered in that weird artificial way they do. “You know what that makes you?”

      “Dirty?” I suggested.

      “It makes you a liar. What are you hiding, Noah Blanks?”

      “You should ask your wife.”

      The MeBot punched his fist through the drywall beside my head. “I buried my wife last year, you toxic little fomite.”

      In for a penny…I chuckled. “I guess that explains the dirt and the stink on me.”

      The MeBot punched me in the head so hard my UV nostril tubes popped out and one of my full-eye contact lens shields slipped up under my eyelid.

      I’m not really sure what happened after that. I wasn’t unconscious, but I was definitely loopy as the virus cops lit into me with fists and boots, stopping every thirty seconds or so to ask me questions I was becoming increasingly incapable of understanding, let alone answering.

      While that was happening, the other virus cops tore my house apart, throwing my dishes out of the cabinets in the kitchen and shattering them on the floor. Overturning my furniture. Tearing sheetrock off my walls. Destroying my television, as they seemed absolutely sure something was hidden inside. And who knew what they were doing upstairs. It sounded like a pair of buffalo up there, stampeding up and down the hall.

      Suddenly, though, it all stopped.

      It took me a minute of waiting for my brains to stop rattling around in my head before I was able to discern the sound of a woman’s voice. I pulled my face out of the puddle of my blood on the floor. I turned to see through blurry vision, someone decked out in a stylish black sack suit, wearing a full-face mask silhouetted in my open doorway.

      “Detective Rancourt,” said the woman facing down the MeBot, “I am Noah Blanks’s attorney, Scarlett Turner.” She showed him something on a computer tablet she was carrying. “You need to understand that I am now recording this event.”

      Rancourt turned to one of his virus cops. “Scan her.”

      A virus cop, one of the two who’d been beating me, produced a scanner and stepped toward Scarlett.

      “Just so you know, Detective Rancourt,” she told him, freezing the virus cop in his tracks, “you better be sure your device is calibrated properly. As an officer of the court, I took the liberty of scanning myself with a registered, bonded, and calibrated bio scanner in my home. The results, even as we speak, are being uploaded to OPM’s central database.” She stuck her arm out. “So, scan me if you wish, but they'd better match.”

      “Not necessary,” Rancourt growled. “What is your business here, Ms. Turner? Tell it quick, or I’ll have you removed. This is an active investigation at a crime scene.”

      “Produce your warrant,” Scarlett’s finger slid quickly across the screen of her tablet. “I don’t see a warrant registered at the OPM’s criminal court portal. Nothing for this address and nothing for Noah Blanks.”

      “I have an open investigation,” Rancourt argued.

      “No probable cause either,” she told him, and then she raised her voice loud enough for everyone in the house to hear. “All of you, stop what you’re doing. This is an unlawful search. You’ve illegally assaulted my client. I’ll need the names and badges of everyone present. Charges will be filed.”

      Rancourt stepped close to Scarlett so he could tower over her.

      She didn’t flinch away.

      One of Rancourt’s toadies handed him his own tablet computer. He showed it to Scarlett. “This photograph was taken of your client.” Rancourt pointed a mechanical finger at me. “This one, right here, Ms. Turner. Yesterday, just outside Fort Collins, posing as a Gary Bailey, a deceased Agriculture Department employee, consorting with Darwinist Radicals.” Rancourt called back into the house. “Find that damn device, now.”

      “The real police,” Scarlett called right after, “are on their way.”

      As if on cue, a siren wailed faintly out of the distance.

      “That picture?” Scarlett laughed. “With all the mud smeared on that poor man’s face, whoever he is, it could be anyone. What certainty percentage did your AI place on its identification conclusion?”

      “I don’t have to tell you—”

      “Yes, you do,” Scarlet insisted as her fingers tapped rapidly on her tablet once more before showing it to Rancourt. “I can site every violation of every law you and your men are currently breaking, if you need me to. Now, what certainty percentage did your AI place on its identification conclusion?”

      “57.6%” Rancourt told her, emphasizing the point six as though that significantly enhanced the accuracy.

      Scarlett laughed again. “This picture could be one of any ten thousand men in Douglas County alone. What did you say? This terrible photo was taken somewhere up by Fort Collins? It could be one of hundreds of thousands of men in Colorado. Did you scan Mr. Blanks when you arrived?”

      “Of course we did,” Rancourt told her.

      “Did the geolocator on his biobracelet place him east of Fort Collins at any time yesterday?”

      “It did not,” Rancourt admitted. “It read that he was here all day and night.”

      “Then whom did you scan? The one in this photo?”

      “Gary Bailey. Deceased.”

      “Then you should be looking for him.”

      A siren outside cut off as the real police apparently arrived.

      “All OPM personnel,” Scarlett announced, “must immediately leave the premises.”

      Much to my surprise, the virus cops filed out of my house. Rancourt chose to stand and glare at Scarlett until all of them were gone. He stepped back, looked her up and down, and then scanned the room. In a surprisingly fast, fluid motion, he yanked Scarlett’s tablet computer out of her hands and smashed it on the floor.

      Scarlett, to her credit, didn’t flinch away. Instead, she glared up at Rancourt.

      He growled, “With no active electronic devices in this room, now you and I can speak frankly, in unrecorded privacy.” He leaned in close, so that he and Scarlett’s noses were almost touching. “Somewhere here, Noah Blanks is in possession of contraband technology. That’s the only way he could be in Fort Collins and appear to be in this house. I brought my men here today to beat him until he told me who he got it from, or until he died. You see, Ms. Turner, this man is a criminal. He’s a danger to us all. You may not have the moral fortitude to protect the society that protects you, but I do. I assure you, I do.” Rancourt turned and took a few steps toward the door before pausing and glancing back. “When I return, I’ll bring an outbreak response team with me, and I’ll convert your client into a puff of ash and gray smoke before you can set your cup of chamomile tea on your kitchen counter and hurry out your front door.”

      “Despite how little you and your blue-sack thugs seem to believe it,” Scarlett told him, “this is still a nation of laws. If you wish to speak with my client further, you’ll need to contact me. Good day.”
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      I woke up in a strange bed, in a strange but stylish room. It probably would have smelled strange as well, but my nose was plugged with blood and snot. Like the rest of my face, it was swollen. My lips stung when I stretched them to open my mouth, and I tasted blood. My head was still pretty foggy, but I knew the blood was mine.

      “Ugh.”

      I pushed myself up and my body, the entire thing, head to toe, reminded me that it ached. My head throbbed so hard I thought it might actually explode. So, I groaned. “My God.” It hurt to talk.

      Peeling the sheets off my seeping scabs, I winced at my sharp pains as I draped my legs off the side of the bed to sit up.

      I remembered driving down the front range as the morning sun glowed pink over the peaks. I remembered ditching the car.

      Looking down at myself, I saw that I was naked. But clean. No stink.

      I’d been stuck in that grimy sack suit for what felt like days. I remembered Detective Rancourt and his blue sack piss boys beating the shit out of me on my living room floor. I remembered Scarlett showing up to save the day.

      To save my life.

      All that shitty stuff clarified in my mind but didn’t do a thing to explain how I’d gotten here.

      The last thing I remembered was that after the virus thugs left, with my front door still hanging open, Scarlett knelt beside me, put her hand on my blood-slippery face, and told me I was going to be okay.

      Then, this room.

      Scarlett’s house? A hospital? A safe house for Darwinist Dissidents and half-assed assassins?

      Anxiety pinched me and I glanced down at my wrist to see my biobracelet there where it belonged. At least I wasn’t dead. At least this wasn’t heaven—what a disappointment if it were.

      I stood up, my legs wobbly and unsteady, determined to figure out what was going on.

      As I shuffled towards the door, I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror on the wall. I looked like I'd been through a hammer mill. I reached for the door handle, my fingers trembling. I hesitated for a moment, unsure of what I'd find on the other side. But seriously, how bad could it be? I was in a good place, right?

      I turned the handle and opened the door.

      To my surprise, I found Scarlett standing in the hallway, holding a steaming cup of faux coffee, or tea, or something. She looked as if she'd been waiting there for me to emerge.

      “Good morning, Mr. Blanks,” she said, her tone formal, maybe facetiously so. I wasn’t sure. “I see you're finally awake.”

      I stared at her, my mind not yet clicking on all circuits.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better.” Then I glanced down at my bruised body. I’d forgotten I was wearing no clothes. “You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”

      “You’re a terrible negotiator.”

      She had me there. “Where is this?”

      “My house.” She pointed to the open door behind me. “My guestroom.”

      I glanced out a window at the end of the hall to see my townhouse cattycorner across the street. “How did I get here?”

      “Chaz.”

      “You called him?”

      “I don’t even know him, Noah. He just appeared in your doorway. You seemed to know who he was, so I trusted him.”

      “I don’t remember any of that.”

      Scarlett shrugged. “You’ve been asleep for two days. I was afraid you might have brain damage.”

      “And you didn’t take me to the hospital?”

      Scarlett cringed. “You want to go to a hospital?”

      I tried for a smile, but my cracking lips hurt too much for it. “I guess if I’m going to die, I’d rather do it in your guestroom than in a sick ward.”

      “I had a doctor friend stop by to look at you. He said you’d probably be okay. You mostly needed rest, and time to recover.”

      “Thank you.” Then I glanced down at my naked self again. “Did you, ah…did we bathe together?”

      “I’m sure you’d prefer to remember it that way.”

      I wished I’d remembered it that way.

      Scarlett turned and headed for the stairs, stopping and glancing back when she took the first step. “We brought some of your clothes over. They’re in the closet. If you can get dressed, and if you’re not too weak, come downstairs.” She started down again. “If you need help, I can call your boyfriend.” She turned at the landing to take the last set of stairs down. “Chaz showered with you. You know, I’ve never seen a man touch another man in just that way. Not in real life.” She laughed as she disappeared from view, calling back up, “At least you’re clean, now.”
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      I’ve never been much of a soup person. I figured it had to do with my mother’s twisted attitude about it being poor people’s food. We never had soup when Mom was around to make dinner. Or lunch. So, I sat at Scarlett's kitchen table, savoring each spoonful. I literally couldn’t believe how good it was. Or, after two days asleep preceded by, I don’t know, two days of non-stop stress and no meals? Maybe I was just starving.

      “You like it?” Scarlett sat across from me, her eyes gleaming with curiosity and something I dared to hope was affection. A sly smile played on her lips and I couldn't help but smile back. She said, “It was my mother’s recipe.”

      “It’s delicious.”

      “So, Noah,” she began, her voice light and teasing, “what's a guy like you doing in a mess with the virus police?”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “You're asking the tough questions already? I thought we were just having lunch.”

      She leaned in closer, her smile never fading. “You’ve seen enough movies in your life to know how this works, right? As your attorney, anything you tell me is strictly confidential.”

      I raised an eyebrow, my spoon hovering mid-air. “The soup is good, but—” I couldn’t think of a witty thing to say after that. I was certain that if I told Scarlett the things I’d been up to, that I’d killed five people in Fort Collins, it would bring a quick end to my romantic aspirations. At the same time, I hadn’t emotionally dealt with the fact that I’d murdered people. The whole event seemed like a thrilling nightmare. It hadn’t settled in.

      “Noah, are you okay?”

      I nodded.

      “You drifted off there for a second.”

      “Just thinking.”

      “About?”

      “Bluntly?”

      Scarlett shrugged, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “It seems we kind of started things off with blunt, didn’t we?”

      “There are some things you’re probably better off not knowing.” I shoved another big spoonful of soup into my mouth as Scarlett’s smile slipped away.

      “Noah, are you trying to tell me the virus police had cause for what happened at your house the other day?”

      “There was no cause for that.”

      “Are you telling me they had cause for coming to your house to talk to you, not to beat you, but to talk to you?”

      “I don’t think the virus police are justified in doing anything they do. They’re corrupt. They’re brutal. They shouldn’t exist in a free society.” I laughed darkly. “In what we have left of a free society.”

      “You're really good at dodging questions, Noah. Seriously, though, why are the virus police so interested in you?” She cocked her head, her red hair framing her face like a fiery halo.

      I hesitated, fumbling for the right words. “I have a knack for getting into trouble, I guess.”

      Scarlett's gaze didn't waver. “That's not an answer. Why don’t you trust me? Let me help you. Please.”

      “Well, I've been told I'm quite the heartbreaker. Maybe they just can't resist me.”

      “As charming as you are, I doubt that's the reason.”

      It worried me that the flirtations were evaporating more and more with each of my ineffective evasions.

      Scarlett was tenacious. She wasn't about to let me off the hook. “Alright, last chance.” Her eyes narrowed as she studied my face. “I know something's going on. Do you respect me enough to at least agree with me on that?”

      I laid my soup spoon in my bowl and looked her in the eye. I wanted to reach across the table and take her hand, but I still didn’t know what, if any, relationship we had outside of the attorney-client type. “I do respect you. It occurs to me that I also need to thank you. You may have saved my life when you stepped in to face off with Detective Rancourt yesterday. Uh, or whenever it was. So, I’ll tell you honestly, yes, Scarlett, something is going on.”

      “But you won’t tell me what it is.” Scarlett sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. Bad sign. “Again, you’ve seen enough movies to know how trite this is going to sound, but I need to tell you that I can best help you if I know what kind of trouble you’re in. You disappear overnight, or for days at a time. You come back looking like you spent your weekend shooting heroine in the alley behind the 7-eleven. Those virus police want you in the worst kind of way. And that picture they showed me, that guy whose face was smeared with mud, that could have been you. If I were Detective Rancourt, I’d have showed up on your doorstep as well. Now, Noah, tell me what’s going on. I need to know. I promise I won't judge.”

      I hesitated. The fear of her rejection clawed at my insides, but her gaze held nothing but genuine concern. “Scarlett, I can't—"

      She reached out and took my hand in hers. “Noah, please.”

      I looked into her eyes, felt something in the way her hands held mine, and knew as soon as I opened my mouth, I’d spill my guts, and that would be the end of us before we’d had a chance to become anything at all. “I’ve been hunting gene hackers.”

      “Gene hackers?” She didn’t believe it. “I don’t understand. They’re all wanted. Nobody knows who they are. How are you hunting for them? How is that possible? The CIA, the FBI, the OPM, they’re all looking for them.”

      “I’m not so sure all of those agencies are really trying.”

      Scarlett let go of my hands and sat back in her chair, heavily skeptical. “You’re saying…what are you saying?” Then she smiled. “Should I get some tinfoil for your new hat?”

      “It’s not like that. Or maybe it is. Like I said, there are things I can’t tell you. What I will say, is the first one I hunted, he’s an OPM employee.”

      “Like, working there, but hacking genes on the side?” she asked hopefully.

      “Working there, hacking genes, and building pathogens for them.”

      “To what end?”

      I shrugged. I still didn’t have any idea why.

      “How can you know this?”

      I drew a long sigh. “There are things about this I can’t tell you.”

      “Chaz,” she guessed. “You’re trying to tell me this weird Chaz character helped you, and you don’t want to endanger him by telling me. That’s why he showed up out of the blue after the virus police left. He’s got some kind of…I don’t know. How did he know I needed his help? That you needed his help?”

      “He has access to the cams,” I told her.

      “The surveillance cameras?”

      “The ones you see and the ones you don’t.”

      “You’re saying OPM has more cameras than just those on some of the light poles.”

      “Half of those don’t even work. But yeah, there are more cameras out there, not to mention the doorbell cams everybody has these days, and the private perimeter cameras.”

      Scarlett shook her head, refusing to believe me. “You expect me to believe Chaz can access—”

      “I’ve seen the video feeds myself. You’d be shocked what Chaz can see.”

      “How?”

      “He’s something of a hacker?”

      “Something of one?”

      “Maybe hacker extraordinaire would be a better way to put it.” Why not tell her something of what Chaz told me? “He’s done this sort of work for the CIA. He used to be a contractor for them.”

      “No.”

      “Yep.”

      Scarlett took a moment to assimilate that. “And he helps you, how?”

      “He finds them for me. The gene hackers.”

      “I thought you hunted for them. I thought you found them. I—” Scarlett finally understood. “When you said hunt, you didn’t mean searching for.” She gulped before she proceeded. “You meant stalking and…and—”

      “And killing. Or attempting to, anyway.” I felt a chill descend in the room.

      “Why?” Scarlett was horrified. Tears welled in her eyes.

      “For what they did to Grandpa.”

      “That was the virus police,” she argued.

      “Who only exist because of the world the gene hackers make for us all to live in. To die in.”

      Scarlett uncrossed her arms and leaned over, putting her elbows on the table to prop herself up. “Tell me this isn’t true.”

      I reached out for her hand. She wouldn’t let me take it in mine. “It is true. I'm so sorry.”

      Not looking at me, she asked, “You said attempting, right? You said—”

      “I’ve attempted and failed, and I’ve succeeded.” My mind’s assimilation of the previous days’ events chose that moment to dump on me the guilt over what I’d done. It felt like a shit-filled firecracker exploding in my chest.

      Scarlett slowly shook her head as a tear rolled down her cheek. Still, she wouldn’t look at me.

      “Will you still be my attorney?” I asked.

      She nodded, her voice rough with emotion. “Yes.”

      “Can I bluntly ask you something else?”

      “You can,” she told me, “but the answer to your question, will be no. There is no Scarlett and Noah. I can be your attorney, but I can’t be your girlfriend or whatever.” Her voice cracked. “I thought you were…but I guess I just don’t know you…I just…I just can’t.”

      She stood up from her chair and hurried out of the room.

      I stared at my soup for a long time after that, listening to Scarlett upstairs, doing her best to keep her upwelling emotions quiet. We’d only kissed just that one time, but it had clearly meant every bit as much to her as it had to me.

      Eventually I heard her cross to another part of the house upstairs. She sat at her desk and logged into her online classroom. The sound of children’s voices carried down to me, Scarlett talking with them, meeting her responsibilities to her third graders despite what I’d just put her through.

      I slid my chair back, stood, crossed over to the front door, and let myself out.

      Why did life have to be so Goddamned hard all the time?
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      I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, the aftertaste of my confession still bitter in my mouth. Scarlett's rejection echoed in my thoughts, and I couldn't shake the feeling of overwhelming guilt. Guilt over what I’d done to her, and what I’d done to Chuck Beaumont and his Darwinist poker buddies. Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be a hit man. Even if my targets were deserving of death and so much worse.

      The light outside my window glowed an ambiguous gray. Overcast again, or late afternoon, or morning. How long had I slept? I could have lifted my arm to check the time on my biobracelet, but I’d have to move my aching muscles to lift it, and I’d have to peel my skin off the duct tape I’d used to repair the gash where the virus cops had slit my mattress corner to corner. Like I’d hidden the suspected biospoofer inside the mattress and somehow sown it back up with stitching that looked like it came directly from the factory.

      That didn’t make any sense.

      But then again, it wasn’t supposed to. Their invasion of my home had been about a lot more than trying to find a biobracelet spoofer. They didn’t have sufficient evidence to arrest me or do anything to me through the normal channels of the law. They’d come with one purpose in mind—to shatter what was left of my life.

      Oh, how they must have practiced at that.

      My blinds dangled from one corner of the big window, twisted and ruined. Holes were punched and kicked in my walls. The drawers from my dresser were scattered across the floor and smashed into splinters by heavy boots. My sheets and blankets were on the floor, cut and ripped, along with my clothes, most of which just lay there, a new carpet on the floor. Anything that was expensive, my ski gear for instance, had all been slashed. I didn’t want to think what my skis stored down in the garage looked like. Broken was my guess.

      I thought of Scarlett, and how she’d seemed so hurt by my revelations. I felt that puppy love pain I’d first felt in junior high when Pam Cantwell told me she liked Kenny Buckhorn more than me. Specifically, not me. I’d felt so stricken then. And ashamed. I didn’t want to show my face at school, so I played sick the next day. At least I’d tried. Grandpa had seen right through my charade. I thought I was so smart when I was in junior high, thinking I was pulling the wool over Grandpa’s eyes at my whim. But I was an idiot. Like everybody that age. Everything I was doing, or thought I was getting away with, Grandpa had already gotten away with or done a dozen times over before anybody on Earth had even the first inkling that I might one day be born.

      “It hurts when they break your heart,” Grandpa told me. “Getting older don’t make that kinda hurt get any better. I’ve been there. I understand just how you feel. One thing you got to think about as you’re wallowing in your little puddle of mashed up pride, is one day, you’re going to look in the mirror and ask yourself whether you’re a man. You might think that what makes you a man is having a fast car, or being taller and stronger than me, or it might be that you just sprouted your first batch of pubes.

      “It’s none of that. Being a man is something you work at every day of your life. Right now, you’re just a kid with a broken heart and some choices to make. Lay here in bed all day and cry about how much it hurts, and you keep being the same kid you were yesterday. Get out of bed, go to school, and face your troubles with grace and a smile. That’s the way you grow up. A little bit at a time. After enough days of doing that, you won’t have to wonder whether you’re a man. One day, you’ll just be one.”

      The doorbell rang, surprising me. How long had it been since someone had rung my doorbell? A year? At least.

      I pulled my ripped pillow over my head, stuffing falling out onto my face.

      Anyone polite enough to ring the doorbell would be courteous enough to give up after a few tries and leave.

      I wondered, briefly, whether it could be Scarlett downstairs. Was it possible she’d changed her mind? Or perhaps there was some lawyerly something she needed to discuss with me? Maybe?

      Casting my leaking pillow aside, I sat up in the bed. My head spun.

      The doorbell rang again, followed immediately by a heavy fist pounding on the door.

      “Ugh.” Likely not Scarlett.

      Forgetting that I still wore Grandpa’s watch, like it had become a part of me I took for granted, I checked the time on my biobracelet. 8:13 a.m. I must have slept through the rest of the afternoon after leaving Scarlett’s house. And the entire night.

      The doorknocker banged again.

      “Dammit. Chill.” Not that anyone downstairs heard me.

      It was probably the virus cops, come back to beat me down again. And what choice would I have in that circumstance? None. My best hope would be to get downstairs before they broke the door off its hinges.

      I reluctantly dragged myself out of bed. I shuffled across the room, ambled into the stubby hall just outside my bedroom door, and started downstairs.

      Someone outside pounded on the front door again.

      “I’m coming.”

      As I reached the bottom of the stairs, the door trembled under the relentless assault. I crossed through the mess in my living room, taking care not to step in the dried-up smears of my blood on the floor. And then I stopped, hand hovering over the handle, hesitating. What if it really were the virus cops? What would they do to me this time? Didn’t matter. I needed to face it.

      With a deep breath, I steeled myself for the worst and pulled the door open.

      Chaz stood on my doorstep, looking at me, his expression unreadable. “You look like hell, Noah.”

      No surprise to me. “Chaz, what are you doing here?”

      He shrugged, a wry smile playing on his lips. “I heard you had a bit of a rough time with the VC. Thought I'd check in on you.”

      “You heard?” I leaned against the doorframe, still trying to shake off the lingering fear. “Scarlett told me you helped her with me. Thanks. I owe you one.” I turned and walked into my house.

      Chaz stepped inside, closing the door behind. “Damn, dude. Is there anything in here they didn’t break?”

      I flashed him Grandpa's watch. “Didn’t you already see this place?”

      “I was helping Scarlett peel you off the floor. I wasn’t counting your knick-knacks.”

      I shuffled into the kitchen and plopped down on the only upright chair.

      Chaz righted my kitchen table and took a seat across from me. “I’ve got another job for you.”

      I leaned on the table, putting my head in my hands. “Be careful what you say. The place is probably bugged.”

      “No sweat.” Chaz pulled a small black box with four rubbery antennae on top out of his jacket pocket. “Signal jammer. We’re cool.”

      “Yippee.”

      “That sounded like sarcasm.”

      “You were always the astute one, Chaz.” Something wasn’t right. “That jammer you had me carry around weighed what, six pounds?”

      “Six pounds, seven ounces. Give or take.”

      “It fit in a backpack, not a pocket.

      “There’s more than one way to skin a frog.”

      “You mean a cat. Why did you give me the heavy backpack model when you had a pocketsize jammer all along?”

      “Bigger device, better range. The one I gave you was good for outside. Mine is strong enough to jam the signals in a room or two.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      Chaz leaned forward, repeating, using slower diction. “I’ve got another job for you.”

      “What I really need is a cup of coffee and a shot of vodka.”

      “What you need is to quit whining and get back to work.”

      I looked up at Chaz. “Do I look like I’m ready to do another job for you?”

      “Scarlett’s doctor friend said there wasn’t anything wrong with you that a good night’s sleep wouldn’t fix.”

      “He underestimated.”

      “You need something to eat.” Chaz glanced around the kitchen. “You got anything that isn’t on the floor?”

      “The VC were pretty thorough.”

      Chaz stood up. “You should take a shower or something. Clean yourself up and come over to my house.”

      “So you can embarrass me with another Greatest Mistakes video. Golly, that sounds like a ton of fun, but I was already planning on staying at home and sticking my dick in the waffle iron.”

      “I think your waffle iron is broken.”

      I glanced around the floor, looking for the pieces.

      “No video,” Chaz assured me. “I promise. You come over. I feed you. We talk. That’s it.”

      “About another job.” I wasn’t thrilled. I’d barely lived through the last one. And the jury was still out on that.

      Chaz leaned toward me, speaking to me in a low voice. “You need to get back on the horse. It’ll be good for you.” He stood up and started toward the door. “Trust me, you’ll want this one.”

      “Is it Mason Alexander Lee?”

      “Just as good.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Then come over. I’ll explain it. Shower up first. You look like a transient.”

      “Chaz,” I told him, “I’m not going anywhere.” My eyes drifted across the mess on my kitchen floor. They landed on a box of instant oatmeal. Its single serving packets were scattered. But most of them were sealed. A small can of butter substitute lay just under the edge of the dishwasher door. “I’ve got enough here to make myself some breakfast.”

      “You gonna lick it off the floor?”

      “I might.”

      “Seriously, dude. Come over. I’ve got actual moo cow celebration steaks. Get a ribeye in your skinny ass, and a beer or two.”

      “For breakfast?

      “You’re gonna get picky about mealtime conventions? When was the last time you ate an actual steak?”

      I laid my head on the table. “Fine. I’ll come. Just give me a minute. Or an hour. I don’t know how long it will take me to climb up the stairs for the shower.”

      Chaz headed for the door. “Bring your appetite.”
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      I settled into the spare office chair in Chaz's nerd dungeon, the dim lighting and whir of computer fans providing an oddly comforting ambiance.

      Chaz handed me a steaming cup of rare, real coffee, the rich aroma wafting through the air. I couldn't help but appreciate the simple pleasure of it.

      He smiled. “Keep you awake so you don’t slip into a food coma.”

      “Thank you for the steak. Best I’ve had in—” I tried to remember the last time I’d had an actual steak. Maybe Grandpa’s birthday three years back?

      “Don’t sweat it,” he told me. “You earned it.”

      “Before we get going on whatever it is you have in mind for me today, I need to ask you a question.”

      “Shoot, shooter man.”

      I rolled my eyes exaggeratedly. “Up in Fort Collins you were able to get me a truck delivered on a moment’s notice.”

      “Not quite a moment.”

      “Whatever. You get these biosensor bracelets, and arrange for cars, new identities. This isn’t plain old hacker stuff we’re talking about here. You have connections. You have people out there in the world doing things for you.”

      Chaz put on an air of boredom and his attention drifted to his bank of computer monitors on the wall. “So, you got me, Columbo. Are you working up to an accusation here?”

      “No,” I told him. “You’ve got people who do things for you. Why don’t you just employ one of them to do your wet work?”

      “You mean killing these gene jackers?”

      “Gene jackers, gene hackers, Gene Hackman. Fucking yes, that’s who I’m talking about. You clearly have resources. Why don’t you hire out for a hit man?”

      “Do you want me to tell you how stupid that suggestion sounds? Seriously, Noah. Nobody posts an ad online for a hitman. Nobody answers one. Nobody but the local law enforcement agency, and then it’s a one-way ticket to Limon Correctional.”

      “You found these other people who are apparently willing to break the law, didn't you?”

      “I have ways of sorting through the unwashed masses and finding people with a propensity to live outside the norm. You find some petty criminals who aren’t currently in jail. It’s all public records. You run a query or two. Maybe access their credit records. Perhaps peek at their bank data, or just see if they’re on the Ubie roles. Plenty of people out there willing to bend the law for a few bucks.”

      “But not murder. That’s what you’re telling me.”

      “Real killers are harder to come by. Nearly impossible these days since most of them joined OPM enforcement, if you get what I’m saying.”

      Clearly, I was getting nowhere with my questions. Well, almost nowhere. I sipped my coffee. It had been years since I last sipped at a hot cup of real coffee. “What’s this job you want done?”

      Chaz turned to face his array of computer monitors. “Do you remember the New Black Pox outbreak?”

      “Of course, I remember.”

      “The hysteria around that one led to the congressional vote that created the OPM?”

      I nodded, wrapping my hands around the warm coffee cup. “It was a disaster. People were terrified.”

      Chaz tapped a few keys, and an image of a woman appeared on one of the screens. “Meet Dr. Abigail Winston, an employee of Sanaka Systems' bioengineering division. One of your coworkers.”

      “I’m in consumer robotics. She’s in bio. Over 200,000 people work for SS. We’re hardly coworkers.”

      “She's the one who created the New Black Pox virus.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

      Chaz shook his head.

      “Please tell me she hacked the genes for the New Black Pox in her basement after work. Please don’t—”

      “Work product, my friend. She hacks genes for your boss. She's just as responsible for the current state of affairs in the world as Mason Alexander Lee.”

      My jaw clenched as I stared at the woman's face. Anger bubbled beneath the surface, mingling with the disbelief that someone so seemingly ordinary could be responsible for so much pain and suffering. But then again, Chuck Beaumont looked like a suburban schlub. Cypher Shlong looked like a dumbass skater kid pushing early middle age, just waiting for winter so he could grab his snowboard and hit the slopes.

      “How could she do something like that? How could anyone?” I wasn’t really asking, just voicing my thoughts out loud. “How could Sanaka Systems be—”

      “Money, power, twisted beliefs—take your pick,” Chaz told me, voicing the standard list of reasons behind most terrible things that had happened throughout history. “The point is, she's one of the people who set all this in motion and—”

      “If Sanaka Systems is doing this, why not skip the peons and go straight after Harry Van Der Hooven himself?”

      “Rome wasn’t built in a day, Hannibal.”

      “What kind of cliché answer is that supposed to be?”

      “Dial it back for a second and think about what you’re saying,” Chaz told me. “You’ve had one successful job and now you think you’re ready for Boss Level mayhem. What do you think would happen to your dumbass when you go up against Van Der Hooven’s professional security, all former Navy Seals, and shit. Dude, they’ll turn you into a grease spot so fast, you won’t even have time to piss your pants first.”

      I wanted to push back, but Chaz was right. Van Der Hooven’s security would make short work of novice Vanilla Man, Noah Blanks. “Tell me about this Abigail Winston.”

      “That’s a good little assassin boy.” Chaz smiled. “Your target is living in a mansion, hiding behind tall walls built with Sanaka Systems money.”

      “And she’s here in Denver?”

      “Dallas.”

      I laughed. And laughed some more. “Dallas? That is downright hysterical. Unless you want me to mail her a bomb.” I shook my head incredulously. “What the hell, Chaz?”

      “I have a plan.”

      “Right.”

      “Seriously. I’ve been working on it for weeks.”

      “For weeks? So, what, you’ve been scheming to whack these gene hackers for who knows how long, and you were just hoping you’d stumble across a dumbass too stupid to know he's not a hit man?”

      “You’re grouchy. I get that.”

      He was right. But I was mad about it, too. Mad about a lot of things. And not yet sure how I felt about the things I’d already done. Talking about it. Planning. Premeditating. Knowing from an intellectual point of view what I was going to do was one thing. Doing it? Seeing another human take his last breath. Seeing the blood spurt out of his body. Tasting the terror in the air. Hearing the screams. Knowing I’d murdered someone. And now planned to do it again. I hadn’t expected the emotional toll to come due so heavily. In such a slow, creeping way.

      Chaz said, “Those VC who came to your house the other day didn’t do you any favors.”

      I laughed. “Understatement.”

      “But you’re okay, right?” For the first time since I knew Chaz, he seemed to be indulging a sense of empathy. Just like he really cared. Like a Sanaka Systems AI bot, simulating normal human emotions with only a little uncanny weirdness. “Seriously. You took quite a beating. Are you alright?”

      I was, but I wasn’t.

      “If you need some time.”

      I shrugged.

      “I’ve got some things in place for this to happen quick, but—”

      “Quick?” I interrupted.

      “Tonight. It would be a go tonight.”

      I simply shook my head. “Sometimes it’s like you have a learning disability. Did you understand what I said?”

      “Smuggling you to Dallas. It’s not an easy thing to arrange.”

      “Smuggling me?”

      “I found a way to get you there,” Chaz explained. “We’ve got money invested in this already. I have it invested.”

      Then I felt bad. “I know you’ve been footing the bill for all this stuff so far. I know it hasn’t been cheap.”

      “You’ve got your part,” he assured me. “I’ve got mine.”

      “Thank you,” I told him. “You’ve put a lot into this. I haven’t been as appreciative as I should be.”

      “Understatement.”

      I did my best not to snap back. A lot of what I was feeling had nothing to do with Chaz. It was everything, what I’d done, what the virus cops had done to me. Scarlett. Grandpa. The whole short-bus cruel world. “When you say tonight, what time are we talking about?”

      “Have you got a date?” asked Chaz.

      “No.” Even the puppy love optimist in me didn’t think there was any chance Scarlett was going to come around. And why would she. She was an intelligent, adult woman, not some high school teenybopper trying to piss off daddy by going out with the bad boy. Scarlett saw me for what I was—a losing bet. Someone circling the drain but too blind to see it. Too dumb to save themselves. In fact, it was probably too late for me already. The VC had me on their radar. They’d find a way, legal or not, to smoke me. “What’s the rush on this one? Does she have a new virus fresh out of the oven?” That came out more harshly than I’d intended.

      “Right now I know where she is. I don’t know how long she’s going to stay there.”

      “No doubt you have somebody in the queue behind her, right?”

      “Maestro Chazbro has enough work to keep us busy for a while, but this one, this Doctor Abigail Winston, she’s in contact with MAL. She can lead us to him.”

      “MAL?” I asked, a little slow on the uptake. “Mason Alexander Lee?”

      “Who else?” Chaz asked rhetorically. “The kid you’ve had a hardon for since we started this thing.”

      “Mason Alexander Lee?” Could it be true? Could I get the bastard that started all this? Would that do something to make me feel better about what had happened to Grandpa?

      “We have to handle this one differently. It’s going to be tough.”

      I shrugged, still mostly lost in my own thoughts.

      “You can’t just kill her straight up. You’re going to have to coerce her to give you the information.”

      Coerce? That word caught my attention. “You want me to torture someone?” That was a whole different backyard kiddie pool of drippy shit I didn’t want to swim in.

      Chaz plinked a vial and a syringe on the table.

      “What’s that?”

      “You don’t have to torture her. Just restrain her and inject this. It will do the rest. Just make sure you keep your filter mask on when you’re doing it.”

      “What is it?”

      “A cocktail of sixteen different CRISPR viruses.”

      “What? Where the hell did you get that?”

      “Same place I got us some military encrypted, untraceable, 100% private between-you-and-me sat phones.”

      “I’d have preferred some military-grade augmented reality goggles.”

      Chaz glared at me as though I were an ingrate child, unhappy with his Christmas gift. "I know. But the phones are—"

      I sighed. “So, you got us some satellite phones? So we can communicate without all the silly circumlocutions?”

      “Yeah. Well, I don’t have them yet, but they’re on the way. Along with some military-grade augmented reality goggles. You won’t have time to learn all the functions before you leave, but you can get the basics.”

      That made me moderately excited. “Who gets you this stuff?”

      “I get it through my contact at OPM.”

      “Somebody at the Office of Pandemic Management just had that lying around. Good God, why am I not surprised.”

      “It’s a fucked-up world, my friend.”

      Still trying to get my head around that little revelation, I asked, “How do you see this working, exactly? I inject her and hope she has a come-to-Jesus moment?”

      Chaz plinked another vial and syringe on the desk. “Distilled water. You tell her it’s an antidote. It’ll save her life. That’s the trade you make. Her life for the lowdown on Mason Alexander Lee.”

      “Even though we’ll be lying to her?”

      “Quick, aren't you. We’re going to kill her anyway,” Chaz told me. “Is lying to her somehow worse?”

      “But we’re going to make her suffer.”

      “Coercion doesn’t work without forced and elevated discomfort.”

      “Euphemisms? Can’t we just talk straight about what we’re doing? It’s not like we’re going to have to explain this to a congressional oversight committee one day.” I dragged my hands over my face and rubbed my tired eyes. “I don’t know if I can torture someone, Chaz.”

      “Think about all the people who have suffered because of her. Tens of thousands? Millions maybe? How many people do you think she’s murdered just so she can get a bigger bonus from Vuckface Van Der Hooven?”

      “Mason Alexander fucking Lee,” I told myself, but spoke it out loud. He’d be worth it. I hoped.
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      I descended from my patio to street level, stopped, and stared at Scarlett’s townhouse across the street. The sun was starting to set, and the sky was turning a darker shade of gray. In her house, no lights were burning.

      Not welcoming.

      After leaving Chaz’s place I spent my afternoon going through the mess the virus cops had made of my house. Well, I hadn’t gone through the whole house. There was too much work there for one afternoon’s effort. I concentrated on the kitchen, salvaging what I could of my dishes and food stores. Then I thought to take the stairs down to the basement, where the hydroponic garden I’d built with Grandpa assured that, despite the ongoing food shortages, we always had something to eat. Not a lot. But something.

      When I took the left turn at the landing halfway down, I spied a preview of the ruin. When I reached the final stair, I didn’t bother stepping down to the floor. I just sat down, right there. Collapsed might have been a better description. The basement floor was soaked with nutrient rich water. The root troughs were all broken, the light fixtures destroyed. Every single plant had been yanked out or ripped off at the root. All were lying in a jumble of destruction. Wasted.

      Something in me wanted to cry, maybe that little boy whose parents were too busy for hugs, or even, it seemed, to remember they’d had that week-long fuck fest in Fiji that one time and a baby person accidentally spilled into the world. Most of me, though, was just worn out. Numb. I hated the VC. I hated them so much.

      I crossed the street and knocked on Scarlett’s door, my heart pounding and achy. After a few anxious moments, the door creaked open. Scarlett peered out, her face a mix of concern and barely stifled anger. I knew she was upset, but the spark in her eyes told me she still cared. Unfortunately, that made things even harder.

      "Noah,” she said, her voice strained, “what's going on?”

      "I wanted to let you know I'll be out of town for a few days. Three, maybe four. Camping in the mountains, you know, to clear my head. If the VC need anything, you'll have to put them off until I return.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Camping? Alone? This time of year?”

      I nodded, trying to maintain my composure. “Yeah, just me and the wilderness.”

      Scarlett crossed her arms. “What about your biosensor’s locator function? What will it say about where you are?”

      “It'll show I'm in the mountains,” I replied, knowing full well that she knew I was spinning a lie.

      She pressed on, her voice steely. “And how exactly are you going to pull that off?”

      “Chaz has a guy,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. “He'll arrange for my biosensor to be in the mountains. Chaz will return it to me once I'm back.”

      Scarlett stared at me for a moment, her face etched with concern. “Where are you really going, Noah?”

      I swallowed hard, feeling the weight of everything I was risking, everything I’d already lost. “It's better if you don't know.”

      Her eyes welled up, the conflict in her heart plainly visible. “You're getting in too deep. Please don’t do this.”

      Shaking my head, I wrestled with many of the same emotions she was feeling. “I have to.”

      A tear slowly slid down her cheek. and I wondered how we'd both gotten so invested in the dream of being together in such a short time. Were we soulmates, lost to one another through the millennia, born repeatedly into empty lives and dying alone, waiting for the Universe to right itself on our behalf? Or were we just two lonely people, trapped in the solitary confinement of repressive laws and cruel necessity?

      “Lillian—” Scarlett stopped, choked up suddenly.

      I reached out for her and laid a hand on her crossed arms. She didn’t respond. She didn't pull away.

      Lillian? One of Scarlett’s Darwinist friends. She'd been at the dinner party. A lifetime ago. “What’s…what happened to her?”

      “Burn box,” Scarlett sobbed, but she still didn’t respond to my touch.

      “I’m so, so sorry.”

      “I know what you want to say. She was a Darwinist, so she got what she deserved.”

      “What? No, no,” I told her. “I don’t believe that. I never said that. Grandpa wasn’t infected with anything and they burned him. The truth is, the VC are more corrupt and cruel than any of us ever imagined.”

      She simply shook her head as she wrestled her emotions back under control. “Please, be careful on your camping trip.”

      I nodded, feeling the words catch in my throat. “I will. I promise.”

      Scarlett stepped inside and closed her front door.

      As I walked away from her house, the wind picked up, rustling the few remaining leaves on the trees.

      Where I'd felt emptiness and complacency, I now felt a storm within me growing, a darkness closing in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      Exactly where Chaz sent me, I stood in the cold shadows of a rundown warehouse, in a forgotten part of Denver. Broken windows and graffiti-covered walls told stories of neglect and decay that started well before Mason Alexander Lee unleashed that first CRISPR virus on his classmates. A collection of rusting cars lined up along one wall. A fire in a barrel cast an earie light around the building without providing enough heat to make the place any warmer than the outside. It looked like the kind of abandoned building where one might find toothless drug addicts living in carboard boxes. Or a heavy metal band filming a YouTube video.

      The people milling near the burn barrel, I assumed, would be my travelling companions. People choosing to take the risk of having themselves smuggled across the state line into Texas. One of several states that hadn’t just chosen to severely control interstate traffic at its borders, but to close its borders entirely. Still, some commerce passed back and forth because rich folks wanted things. The rules were there to be bent for their benefit. But people did not cross the Texas border, at least not going in, they didn’t. Anyone who wanted out was generally free to leave, if the border on the neighboring state was open. Oklahoma, for instance, was not.

      A tall man clad in a sack suit with a full-face mask emerged from the darkness. Carrying a pistol in a cop holster under his arm, he approached me, his footsteps echoing in the empty space. Remy, I guessed. The coyote who Chaz told me ran this operation. He extended his gloved hand. I'd mistakenly thought he wanted to shake. He motioned for my biobracelet. Though I could see the lower half of his unshaven face through the mask’s transparent faceplate, his eyes remained hidden by a shadow. I felt them scrutinizing me, looking over the gear I’d brought with me. Studying my eyes, trying to guess if I was sick.

      Or if I could be trusted.

      Remy’s scanner chirped and a green light flashed. “Mr. Stevens,” he said, addressing me by my latest alias. “You're clean. That's good for you. I don’t smuggle the sick and I don’t want them in my van. Humanicide is all over the Goddamn place these days. I don’t want that shit near me.”

      “No sick people. Got it.”

      He grinned. “You sound like you’re a smartass. Is that why your boyfriend beat your ass and kicked you out of the house?”

      “I killed five people and beat a virus cop to death.” I didn’t smile, daring him to call me a liar.

      “I think I like you. But if you want to play that alpha male shit, then you better just turn around and use the same door you came through. There’s only one top dog on this train, and that’s me.”

      “Top dog, that’s you. Got it.”

      He laughed and handed me a roll of tape and a Sharpie. “Write a number 9 on the tape and stick it on your chest. That’s who you are now. Number 9.”

      I glanced around at the others. They all had a number taped to their chest. One through eight.

      Remy turned to the people lingering around the burning barrel. “Nine of you tonight. You’re all here. So, you gotta piss or dump,” he waved a hand at the vast space around us, “do it here. Find a spot and drop your load. Once I kick my van into gear, I won’t be stopping until we get to Raton Pass. So leave it, hold it, or wear it. Choice is up to you.

      “For those of you who didn’t pay attention when you paid me, it’s forty-eight hours to Fort Worth. A couple places to stop for water along the way. No food. So, unless you bring it with you, you’re making the trip hungry. We got a twelve-mile hike over the mountains south of Trinidad. It’s a hard trek. It'll be cold as an Eskimo’s cooch up there. If you don’t have cold weather gear, you will freeze, and I won’t carry you off that mountain. Walk, or die. I’ve got a vehicle on the other side that’ll take us through New Mexico.

      “As soon as the sun goes down tomorrow night, we’ve got twenty-three miles of walking to cross the border into the Lone Star State. I got another truck stashed at the end of that hike, I’ll drive you the rest of the way into Fort Worth. You’ll be there before sunup, unless you peter out and drop. Then you’ll be where you’ll be. I don’t wait for stragglers.

      “One thing you need to know, in case you don’t already, those Texas Rangers down there, they box border jumpers. No questions. No cares. No exceptions. They smoke your ass. That’s the risk you all are taking. Lucky for you, I've got the right people taking the right bribes in the right places. Part of what you paid for is to have them look the other way when we come through. That doesn't mean we can afford to get slow or sloppy, and it's not a hundred percent. Shit changes, shit happens. We get a window to make our crossings both into New Mexico and into Texas and we can’t be late. I’m not getting boxed for any of you. You keep that in mind.

      “Finally, don’t talk to me unless you got some important information to give me that will affect our success. I don't need to know your life story. I don’t want to be your friend. You’re cargo, nothing more. You want to talk to each other, make friends, trade phone numbers or social media links, I couldn’t care less. Do it quietly. No unnecessary noise. We travel under the radar, and that means being as quiet as possible. Break any of these rules, and I'll leave you where you stand, whether that’s here, at the top of a mountain, or in the middle of a desert. Understood?”

      We all nodded, acutely aware of the stakes.

      Remy checked the time on his biobracelet. “You got eleven minutes to do whatever you need to do and get in the van. We leave at 6:15 sharp.” He looked at me. “That’s p.m. for the smartasses among you.”

      Remy walked over to his van, an old off-road beast that had seen better days. The once-white paint was now a patchwork of rust and grime, and the headlights were a mismatched pair, one round and the other square. The tires were rugged and oversized, designed for rough terrain. It wasn't a pretty sight, but it looked like it could get the job done.

      I took a closer look at my fellow passengers as most moved toward the van. There was a young couple, the woman's belly swollen with pregnancy. I didn’t see why they’d risk a hike over the mountains at night. Still, they clung to each other, their faces determined. A middle-aged man with a bushy beard and glasses seemed lost in thought, his eyes fixed on the ground. Another passenger, a woman in her late twenties, had a steely resolve in her eyes, as if she’d faced danger before and wasn't about to back down now. The others were an eclectic mix of ages and ethnicities, all brought together by a presumably desperate need to escape Colorado or to get into Texas.

      Nine of us squeezed inside the back of the van, which was built for twelve. Despite the extra space, it was still cramped, dirty, and smelly. Decades-old stains marred the ripped vinyl seats, and the musty odor of mold and diesel oil filled the air.

      As Remy fired up the engine, it groaned and shuddered before settling into a steady, if not entirely reassuring, rumble. He turned to us, his masked face giving nothing away. “Remember,” he warned, "this won't be a comfortable ride. We're taking back roads, avoiding checkpoints, and there’s a reason we’re doing this at night. First stop is Raton pass. We're on the clock.” The van lurched forward.

      The young couple huddled together, the woman resting her head on her partner's shoulder. The middle-aged man with the beard anachronistically pulled a tattered book from his backpack, attached a small booklight to the cover, and began to read. The woman with the steely eyes stared out the window, lost in thought.

      I tried to make myself comfortable in the cramped space with my knees pressing against the seat in front of me. I would have slept but I couldn't stop thinking about Scarlett.
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      After a long, bumpy ride, we left Remy’s van hidden among some boulders down near McBride Creek, four or five miles east of I-25. It was close to midnight. It had taken nearly six hours of driving the backroads, dirt roads, and rugged trails to get there from Denver. An hour and a half later, and we’d finished our climb up a steep goat path to get to the top of Bartlett Plateau. The northern edge of the plateau sat in Colorado. The rest of it lay in New Mexico.

      As everyone panted from the exertion and shivered in the cold, Remy told us, “We’ve got maybe four hours to cross and find the trail leading down the other side. If we’re not off this plateau by dawn, we’ll all be in a holding pen by breakfast.” He checked his watch. “You’ve got five minutes to catch your breath and drink some water. Drink even if you’re not thirsty. You get dehydrated out here faster than you think. If that happens, you fall behind. If you fall behind, good luck. You’re on your own.”

      Despite all I’d been through over the past week, I felt physically good. I think the steep hike up the plateau had cleared all the kinks from my muscles. So, while most of the others sat, and drank, I pulled my water bottle out of my backpack and walked toward the edge of the plateau. Not all the way to where the ground gave way to steep slopes, but far enough that I could look down at Interstate 25, the major north-south highway that bisected Colorado and ran on down into New Mexico.

      Far below us, a massive checkpoint station straddled the highway like a prison for transport vehicles. Floodlights cast a harsh, artificial glow over hundreds of semi-tractor trailers and box trucks waiting in line to be inspected for contraband and border jumpers. Armed guards and their dogs prowled the area, their every step a reminder of the razor's edge on which we actual border jumpers were balanced. Border crossings between states were no joke.

      I realized as I stared down that someone was coming up behind me, so I wasn’t startled when a hand patted me hard on the shoulder. It was Remy.

      “This is a weak group, number 9. Weak group.”

      I nodded. Agreement seemed like the right choice, given I had no experience with what he seemed to want to talk about.

      “You got a lot of energy for a guy who just got the shit beat out of him.”

      Again, not knowing how to respond, I shrugged.

      “When we get going again, you take up the rear, would ya? If somebody drops off, with this cold out here, they won’t make it ‘til morning. You hear what I’m saying?”

      Not really surprised that Remy’s hard-ass approach to his charges hid a degree of genuine concern for them. Though, I guessed that concern wasn’t purely profit motivated. I turned to look Remy in the eye, to let him know he could count on me. “I gotcha.”

      He slapped me on the back and walked back to the others. “Another minute or so and we gotta move. Get off your asses unless you wanna feed the mountain lions.”
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      At two hours into our hike, the noisy diesel engines that rumbled up from the I-25 checkpoint were so far behind us, they might as well have been on another planet.

      In front of us, the Bartlett Plateau stretched out in a bleak, arid expanse. The gnarled silhouettes of junipers and pinyon pines punctuated the rocky landscape, casting long, twisted shadows in the pale glow of the moon. Cold wind whipped across the plateau, carrying dry dust and the scent of sagebrush. The gusty wind bit through my clothes.

      Remy plodded forward with the bored confidence of a man who had followed this path a hundred times before. He constantly checked the time on his biosensor band, his impatience obvious as he urged us to keep moving. We had to make the crossing and get down the other side before our window slammed shut.

      As we navigated the treacherous terrain in the dark, my heart raced with every snap of a twig or crunch of boots on loose rock. Every sound felt like a claxon alerting unseen border guards.

      Whispers of fatigue and discomfort circulated through the group. The young couple stayed close to one another, their breaths coming in short, visible puffs. The bearded man grimaced as he rubbed his hands together, trying to coax some warmth back into his fingers. The steely-eyed woman, walking just in front of me at the back of the line, murmured as much to herself as anyone else, "This is so much harder than I thought it would be.”

      Remy stopped, waved a hand for us all to get down, and squatted himself. I couldn’t make out what he said after, but it sounded like a string of curses.

      Silent panic ran down the line.

      “What?” the steely-eyed woman whispered.

      I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to wait and be the last to find out. Staying low and quiet, I hustled up to the front of the line where I saw that Remy had already crept ahead another twenty meters. I found him lying on the ground, in the shadow of a pinyon pine. He acknowledged me with a glance, and silently pointed southeast. “Watch,” he whispered.

      I did, and immediately spotted the object of his worry. Three hundred meters out, a pair of first-gen MeBots, their red and white colors washed out by New Mexico’s relentless sunshine, worked their way clumsily along a path. Clumsily, and noisily. Lucky us.

      Remy checked his watch and hissed a new curse. “None of them are supposed to be out here for three more hours.”

      I looked up to see what I could see in the cloudless cold sky.

      Remy peered up through the tree’s branches. “What?”

      “Drones?” I didn’t hear any, and I was much more likely to hear one than see one, despite the brightness of the moon.

      “Border station here doesn’t have enough drones to watch the whole frontier,” Remy told me. “On odd numbered dates, they patrol west of the highway.”

      I glanced at my biobracelet to check the date. We were east of the highway. We were good on the drone thing.

      “My man on the inside,” Remy told me, “he’d have alerted me if they’d changed the schedule. Besides, border patrol uses gasser drones. They can stay up all day, but you can hear ‘em two miles away.”

      Didn’t matter. I realized that if drones were flying above, their infrared sensors would already have spotted us, and the border guards would be on their way. I glanced at Remy’s backpack. “Do you have binoculars? Infrared? Starlight? Some kind of night vision?”

      Remy slipped his backpack off and dug inside for a quick second before handing the binoculars to me. “What are you looking for?”

      I flipped the binoculars’ power on and scanned the green and black landscape. I figured the military augmented reality goggles Chaz had acquired for me likely had magnification features built in, but I didn’t yet know how to activate that. I told Remy, “I have some knowledge of the Sanaka Systems product line.”

      “What the hell? Are you a salesman or something?”

      “Hardly.” I focused in on the pair of MeBots. They didn’t appear to be hurrying along the path. Their attention wasn’t drawn in any particular direction. They were patrolling, randomly scanning left and right, slowly examining the terrain. “Those are first-generation models. We don’t even make them anymore. They’ve got to be five or six years old.”

      “We?” Remy asked. “So, you do work for Sanaka Systems.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I told him. “You don’t want to know my life story. These bots were designed for the consumer market, not military or police use. Their capabilities are limited. They didn’t come with night vision, but just for the fact that they’re out here, you can bet they’ve been upgraded.”

      “So they’ll see us.”

      “That trail they're on,” I asked, “does it come this way?”

      “It’s the one we’re on, too.”

      “How well do you know the terrain up here? At night.”

      Remy pointed east. “You go that way, and there’s nothing but sage brush for a half mile. No cover unless you happen to crawl off the plateau. Those bots will see us if we try and slip past that way.” Remy pointed to his right. "Trees for cover that way, but the ground gets rough. At night, with this group, we’ll get a couple of broken ankles. Snakebit, too, unless we’re lucky.”

      “Too cold out here for snakes tonight.” I hoped I was right about that.

      Remy looked back up the trail, clearly thinking about going back the way we’d come. “How fast can those things walk?”

      “Faster than we’ve been walking, that’s for sure. If I can solve the bot problem, can you get these people to your van quicker than planned? What have we got, another few hours up here?”

      “I can get off this plateau in sixty minutes if I leave them.”

      “Only you won’t,” I guessed. More like deduced.

      “I will if I have to.” Remy’s tone belied his tough guy words.

      I chuckled softly. “If you abandon one of these people and they get picked up by the border guards, you know it’ll take all of two seconds for them to roll over on you.”

      “What?” he snorted. “You think Remy’s my real name?”

      “Do you think Stevens is mine?”

      It was Remy’s turn to chuckle quietly. “If you ever get tired of fantasizing about killing VC, look me up. I could use a man like you.”

      “How do I get to this van or truck or whatever you have stashed on the other side of the plateau?”

      “You want to run off on your own and steal my truck?”

      “No. I need to know how to find you after I lead those bots away from the group.”

      Remy didn’t believe me.

      “Those bots,” I told him, “being as old as they are, their batteries are maybe at 60%. At best.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Walking, they’re efficient. They can go for hours. Running, especially on those old batteries, they’d be lucky to last fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. That’s guessing that they used up a big part of their charge just getting up here and patrolling this far across the plateau.”

      “What’s your plan?” asked Remy.

      I’d been putting in 10ks on my treadmill three or four times a week for years. The altitude in Denver, where I lived, was nearly 5,800 feet. The altitude up on the plateau was probably 8,500, which went a long way to explaining why everyone was struggling to keep pace. I didn't think I could do a half marathon, but maybe... “If I can make them chase me—” I told Remy, “I know they can run fast enough to catch me. But I think I can wear them down before they do. Force them into low-power shutdown.”

      “You want us to wait here while you do this stupid shit?”

      “No,” I told him. “Once they come after me, you get these people down the trail.” I lifted the binoculars. “I’ll hold onto these, to help me find your truck once I get down on the other side. After I lose them.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why be the hero?”

      “I need to get to Dallas, and you need to get me there. Oh, one more thing, you got a flashlight I can borrow?”
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      I crouched down on the cold, dusty hardpan, my heart pounding so hard I could hear it. The thin air left me gasping for breath, every inhalation a futile attempt to suck in as much oxygen as I was used to. I glanced at my watch to mark the time, reminding myself that if I could keep running through the knee-high sage and scrub for twenty minutes, the old-ass MeBots would shut down. Just twenty minutes. I could do that.

      I hoped.

      I really hoped.

      With a deep, shaky breath, I flipped the flashlight switch on. The beam sliced through the darkness, casting elongated shadows across the desolate landscape. I swept the light around in wide arcs, feigning confusion, trying to sell the idea that I was lost, maybe desperate. In my other hand, I held the night vision binoculars up to my eyes, scanning for the location along the trail a quarter mile east where I’d last seen the two patrolling bots.

      At first, I couldn't spot them. They’d moved more than I expected in the moments since I’d last seen them. Then their clunky forms appeared, illuminated in the greenish glow of the binoculars. I watched them intently for a moment as they worked their way awkwardly around a tumble of big rocks. I hoped they were coming my way. The heavy pounding of my heart betrayed that hope as hybrid emotion mixed with equal parts dread and doubt.

      I continued to wave the flashlight’s beam erratically over the desert scrub.

      One of the MeBots stopped and looked in my direction. A heartbeat later, the other did too. For a moment, they hesitated, and I worried they might not come. That’s when my plan started to work. Like a pair of mechanical bloodhounds, they came toward me.

      No turning back now. No choice—I had to run.

      I sprinted across the rocky, gravelly ground, zigzagging between the shrubs, bounding over anything that looked too rough to put a foot on. My flashlight's beam bounced wildly in front of me as I pushed myself harder than I had in a long time.

      Stopping for a quick status check, I scanned the desert behind. “Shit.”

      The bots were closer than I’d estimated they would be. Upgrades, apparently.

      I raced directly away from them, killing my light after a hundred yards or so, hoping again against common sense that they’d not been enhanced with night vision. I turned ninety degrees to my right and ran for all I was worth. The wind tore at my clothes, but I barely felt it, my entire focus was on staying ahead of the pursuing bots and on landing my steps on solid footings. My lungs screamed for air and my legs felt like they were made of lead. Every step sent a jolt of pain through my body. I simply could not breathe in enough air at that altitude.

      Praying that my plan was working, I slowed to a more sustainable jog and pressed on for another two, maybe three minutes.

      Panting fast, ragged breaths, I stopped to look behind me for the bots, hoping so hard that they’d kept running in the direction they’d last seem my flashlight moving. Hoping. I scanned back in that direction but saw nothing. I double checked without seeing anything except desiccated shrubs jostled by the wind.

      Fearing what I’d see next, I panned left, in the direction the bots would be coming if my ruse had failed.

      “Fuck.”

      There they were, much closer than before, still running at full speed, unaffected by the thin air.

      I turned and took off, knowing I couldn’t sprint, knowing I’d run myself to the point of collapse if I tried. I ran as fast as I dared, gulping breath after breath, trying to find a sustainable pace. I wasn’t in a race anymore, I wasn’t even hoping to shake the MeBots off my trail. I was stuck with my original plan, a contest of attrition. I’d run them into the ground, or they’d catch me.

      I don’t know how long I went. I glanced at my biobracelet for the time but couldn’t make out the digits.

      I risked a glance back and was disheartened. Two dark, mechanical forms, relentlessly lumbering across the desert, were close enough I could see them without the aid of the night vision binoculars. Tireless.

      My panic flared with an adrenaline surge that for a moment felt like it might fuel me for another mile or two. But oxygen deprivation ached in my lungs and squeezed my heart in a vice.

      I couldn’t stop, no matter how much it hurt to keep moving. If they caught me, I wouldn’t get dumped in a holding pen or get shipped off to Limon Correctional. I was wearing a deceased someone’s spoofed biosensor. I’d just illegally jumped a border. The VC back in Denver already had it in for me. If I were caught, I’d get the box. No two ways about it. From outlaw to embers in thirty seconds.

      With every last ounce of strength, I pushed on, and my entire world narrowed to the rasp of my ragged breath. Dizzy from the effort, my feet dragged through the dust, and then I simply couldn’t run anymore. I slowed to a sloppy jog.

      Heavy metal footsteps thundered up behind me.

      “Halt!” a metallic voice commanded.

      "Yeah, right,” I panted, my voice dripping with sarcasm. As much as I was able to squeeze out, considering I could barely breathe. I risked a glance over my shoulder. One of the MeBots was just twenty yards back, and closing fast.

      But—where was the other?

      I quickly looked left, then right, expecting the other bot to pop out of the darkness and tackle me.

      Instead, I felt a cold, robotic hand grip my shoulder. Before I could react, it threw me backwards onto the ground.

      Hitting hard, the last of my breath knocked out of me, I couldn’t move. I just gasped like a decked trout. I’d given it my all. The damn, worn-out, first-gen, ugly-ass MeBot had bested me. I almost didn’t care that I was soon going to be torched. I just wanted to breathe. I wanted the tearing pain in my chest, legs, and head to go away.

      The bot stepped up beside me, looking down, but not speaking.

      "Is that all you got?” I wheezed, trying to sound braver than I felt.

      “You are under arrest,” it said. Well, the human controlling the bot from a cubicle down at the border crossing facility had said it. “Raise your arm to be scanned and identified.”

      “Blow me,” I coughed.

      “Further resistance is futile. You will—” The Bot stared down at me, its metal face expressionless.

      “Will what?” I asked before I realized what was happening.

      The MeBot shuddered. Its discreet power lights flashed red as it initiated its low-power shutdown sequence. It stiffened, unable to maintain its balance, and fell over on the ground, lifeless, its menacing form now just a heap of metal, wire, and a ridiculous, but faded paint job.

      I lay there, still gasping, my heart still pounding in my ears. Slowly, the realization set in that the other bot must have powered down during the pursuit. My plan had worked, to a point. The operators of the MeBots knew I was up here now. Just as urgently, they’d need to retrieve their dead bots. They’d be coming.

      With a surge of adrenaline and hope, I staggered to my feet. I had just narrowly escaped a fiery fate, but I still had a long way to go.

      I dug my water bottle out of my bag, guzzled half of it down, and checked the sky to get my bearings. Several miles northwest, the lights from the border checkpoint glowed like a big fuzzy beacon. I took a long scan around with the binoculars, saw that I was alone out in the sage brush, and started walking. As fast as I could manage.

      Once I was able, I jogged again.

      Almost a full hour sooner than our preplanned time, I found Remy’s stashed truck. An RV, actually, with most of the interior furnishings torn out. In their place, he’d bolted rows of bus seats to the floor. Twenty minutes later, Remy and the rest of the group arrived. No missing clients. Remy explained to them that he had plenty of drinking water and a functioning bathroom in the RV. We loaded up and rolled out well before sunrise.
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      I’d always thought of ghost towns as something of a Western myth until I started watching a History Channel documentary series in the too much time I had during my years of pestilence-borne solitude. Turned out, the world was sprinkled with abandoned towns, mines, factories, and every kind of anything people had built at one time or another.

      I never expected to stumble into a ghost town for real. Certainly not a modern one. Well, as modern as a rundown little speck of a town can be in the northeastern corner of New Mexico, a hundred miles from anywhere. But that’s where we stopped with a few hours of daylight left.

      Remy’s RV, as it turned out, was a turd of a machine. It caught a flat tire not twenty miles outside of Raton, just as the sun was coming up. Remy didn’t have a spare, but he had a patch kit. That delay cost us an hour and a half. Later in the morning, the vehicle blew a radiator hose. A few of us had to walk for miles to an RV park at the foot of the dormant Capulin volcano. A handful of derelict RVs offered up their parts for free. After the repair, we used most of the RV’s drinking water to replenish the radiator. Early in the afternoon, the fun continued with a broken belt. Luckily, we were able to scrounge one from a nearby ranch where nobody lived anymore.

      That’s when the thunderstorm rumbled in.

      The wind blew a gritty wave of sand across the deteriorating highway that etched a network of hairline scratches across the windshield. The rain followed, dumping down so heavy and fast it flooded the road in front of us with several inches of rushing water. The thunder and lightning seemed like an afterthought. Hence, it took us most of the day to drive a hundred miles across the northeast corner of New Mexico to hole up beside a half-collapsed church ten miles from the Texas border.

      That’s where we waited for the storm to break and darkness to fall.

      Remy and most of the border jumpers slept. On and off. A few, like me, wandered the desolation of the little town, a wide spot on the highway with a dozen businesses of one type or another. All boarded up. Or just vacated. Thirty, maybe forty homes. None were occupied. A grain silo. A few barns. Abandoned vehicles. And a century-old church, forsaken, falling into ruin.

      Remy parked the RV behind the church, where it couldn’t be seen from the highway a half mile away.

      I sat in one of the pews near the front, looking out at the sky through a gaping hole in the wall behind the pulpit. All around me, water dripped through holes in the roof. With no trees to speak of, I was able to see for miles to the horizon, where the heavy clouds opened to a deep orange sky. The sun would be down soon, and dark would settle over us. Remy would drive the RV another five miles to a place even more remote than this, and we’d all be hiking again. No climbing, though. He’d assured us the walk into Texas would take place over flat ground.

      A vibration in my pocket startled me. I’d not expected any calls, not on the ancient, non-smart flip phone Chaz had provided. The promised sat phone hadn’t materialized in time for my trip. Expecting Chaz to be on the other end, I answered. “What’s up, dude?”

      A pause before responding. “Noah, it's Scarlett,” her voice, tinged with worry, sent a jolt through me.

      "How did you get this number?” I asked, my heart fluttering.

      "Chaz,” she answered.

      “Chaz?” That didn’t make sense. All she knew about Chaz was a first name. Maybe what he looked like.

      “Apparently I’m smarter than you think I am.” I heard the smile in her voice when she said it. “I did a little detective work. Once I found his address in our neighborhood it was easy. I went to his house and…and maybe I bullied him a little bit.”

      I laughed. That was hard to imagine, but it certainly raised my estimate of Scarlett’s formidability. Still, everything about this call was dangerous. For both of us. “Scarlett, you…you shouldn't be—”

      Interrupting me, she said, "Chaz gave me a phone nearly as old as me. It’s not tied to my name. It’s got no location tracking built in.”

      “Just the same—” I didn’t have any concrete worry to voice, but I had so little trust in the government anymore, or maybe it was absolute faith that they’d do the unscrupulous thing at every opportunity. With a legion of Chaz types on the payroll, where couldn’t they snoop?

      “I need to tell you something.”

      “What is it?” I asked, my concern growing.

      “The VC came to your house again, this time with a warrant.” Her voice barely concealed the emotion behind it. “I went over as your advocate. Whatever survived their first search, well, it didn't make it through the second. They busted through the walls and cut the water lines. Smashed the fuse box. Ripped the HVAC to pieces, and even cut the water heater open with a blow torch.”

      “Jeez.”

      “I don't think the house is livable anymore. Not unless you have $100,000 for renovations, assuming you could find someone to do the work.”

      "Shitheads,” I muttered under my breath. That out of the way, I realized more practical matters might need discussing. “Do they have an arrest warrant for me?”

      “No, not yet.” Her voice trembled. “Noah, I'm worried about you.”

      “I’ll be alright.”

      “Where are you?” she asked, the urgency in her tone growing.

      “New Mexico,” I reluctantly admitted. “For now, at least.”

      “Noah,” she pleaded, "find another way, a better way to deal with your loss. You can't keep…doing what you’re doing.”

      Humorlessly, I laughed. “If I knew a better way, I'd be doing that instead.”

      After that, a silence hung heavy between us until the RV's engine rumbled to life. Outside the church, Remy called to everyone that it was time to board up.

      “I don't want to lose another…friend,” she whispered, her vulnerability exposed.

      “I—” Through the guilt of what I was putting her through, I didn’t know what to say. Certainly nothing that would make it any better for her. “I have to see this through.”

      “You don’t have to, but I can see why you might think that’s true.” She sighed, resigning herself to the inevitable. “Promise me you'll be careful. Please.”

      “I do. I mean, I will. I promise.”

      But what did careful even mean, given what I was planning to do? What would anything matter when the virus cops came to my house again the next time I was at home? As Scarlett had already told me, Detective Rancourt fully intended to throw me into a burn box—no reason, no process, just fire.

      I had nothing to lose.
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      As irritating as Chaz could be, he’d arranged the details of my mission well. As promised, Remy got us across the Texas border. No casualties. No burn boxes. Just a long walk through the wee hours of the night. Also as promised, we arrived in Fort Worth the next morning. Though I didn’t feel comfortable going to sleep in the back of Remy’s panel van, the one we picked up once we’d crossed the border into Texas, I didn’t have a choice in the matter. We’d been onboard maybe a half hour. My eyelids grew heavy with the rhythm and hum of the road comforting me in an inescapable way.

      When I realized I’d dozed off, I sat up straight, drew several deep breaths to keep myself awake, and was surprised to see Remy rolling the back door up on the panel van. Daylight flooded in and he urged the nine of us border jumpers to climb out.

      I’d slept the entire way to Fort Worth.

      No doubt, I’d needed it.

      I jumped out of the van and exited the drop zone with only a silent nod of thanks to Remy for doing his job. None of the passengers spoke to me, and I didn’t speak with them.

      The car, a Sanaka Systems repair van Chaz had arranged, waited for me just a few blocks from where Remy dropped me off. Inside were a fresh pair of sack suits with official Sanaka Systems logos on the chests, masks, goggles, forged transport slips, and a nice little package of other items I’d need to complete my mission. Or would come in handy, if things went sideways.

      Chaz and I were learning from our past shortsightedness and mistakes.

      In the back of the van, among the tools and parts, a defunct MeBot that looked like it had been pulled off a recycle line sat strapped into one of the bot charge ports. It only took a glance for me to know the bot was a worthless piece of non-functional junk. But then again, I’d worked for Sanaka Systems since our biggest seller was a robotic vacuum cleaner. I knew the product line. The consumer products, anyway.

      I shed my dirty travel clothes and backpack, donning the Sanaka Systems sack suit. I wrapped a newly spoofed biobracelet around my wrist and draped an SS badge lanyard around my neck. Just like that, recently deceased Herman Troy was brought back to life in the form of me. Me, who had a list of in-home repair jobs on my schedule. The last one being in the early evening after the sun slipped below the horizon.

      Why then, and not earlier? Dirty deeds were better done in the dark.
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      Being late autumn, the days were growing short. Sunsets were coming early.

      I sat on a bench in a park where I lazily watched the twilight sky change colors on the surface of a man-made pond. Being so close to downtown, the pond’s glassy surface reflected Dallas’s skyline as lights twinkled on in the tall buildings.

      I checked the hour on Grandpa’s Korea watch. Another twenty minutes and it would be time for me to get my butt off the bench and fetch my repairman’s van stashed in a nearby parking garage. The thought of what I had to do after that sent an anxious flutter through my GI tract. As I’d learned after my extensive experience in all of two assassinations, or attempts, the flutter would go away once I started moving and doing.

      Dwelling on it would only make the anticipation anxiety worse.

      I knew what I had to do once I got inside. I’d already compartmentalized the atrocity angle of it. It was a necessary thing, a just thing. It was a thing that needed doing. The world seemed to be full of cowering survivors, beaten down by the tyranny of circumstance, fearful of losing what scraps of life they had left. I’d been one of those people, not really noticing how much was being taken away from me, because it disappeared in tiny bites. Until the VC smoked Grandpa.

      That was my wakeup call.

      My anger rose when I thought about that day. For the moment, anger was a good thing. It helped me steel my nerves for what I had to do.

      On the other side of the pond, across a four-lane thoroughfare, Sanaka Systems had bought out an entire neighborhood. Eleven or twelve, maybe thirteen square blocks. From what Chaz had told me, it had been one of Dallas’s snooty upscale refuges before the pandemic waves started rolling across the world. One after another, after another.

      Countless mansions had been abandoned as the residents died. More were sold for pennies on the dollar as their affluent owners cast a big fuck-it-all at the state of the world and escaped to the rural environs—vast, remote ranches spread across the sparsely populated counties in West Texas. Isolated mountain homes in Wyoming and Montana. Or even old ICBM missile silos converted into upscale apocalyptic retreats for the well-heeled. A safe place to ride out the annoyingly slow death of the world.

      Now, with a ten-foot concrete wall topped with razor wire surrounding the entire district, it was a fortress to protect Sanaka Systems’ most valued Dallas execs, high-level managers, and uppity-mucks like Dr. Abigail Winston. Not for expendable white collars like me, and definitely not for the grunt labor on the payroll, people like me posing as blue-collar bot repair boy Herman Troy.

      The funny thing—well, maybe the sad thing—a tragicomic symptom of the truthless world I found myself living in, I’d heard about compounds just like the one I saw as I sat on the bench looking across the pond. Nobody at work ever talked about them. Not in any detail. I mean, I’d heard them mentioned once or thrice, usually right after somebody on a private call just between us said something like, “You didn’t hear this from me, but…”

      I’d seen pics on the internet. I’d watched vids on YouTube. But I’d also heard the official company line, which found elaborate ways to tell us un-valued employees that the compounds didn’t exist, usually followed by a caveat that explained something about the company never publicly discussing security measures it takes on behalf of its employees’ safety.

      And what did I believe? I felt embarrassed about the answer to that question with the evidence to the opposite sitting right in front of me. Apparently Vanilla Man, Noah Blanks, was a stupid gullible asshole.

      Life sometimes hurts when you wipe the ego schmutz off the mirror and take a hard look at yourself.

      I reached into my bag to retrieve my very cool military grade augmented reality goggles. I’d not taken them out on my trip down to Texas. Too many eyes would have seen me do it. Some of those eyes would have recognized them for what they were, banned technology in the hands of a civilian. A tempting reward for them for turning me in. A trip to the burn box for me.

      Because of that, I barely knew how to use the things.

      I slipped them over my eyes and they powered up automatically, running through an internal diagnostic routine, and then a woman’s voice pleasantly informed me, “Device active. Ready to pair?”

      “Pair?” I asked. The things hadn’t asked that the first time I’d tried them.

      “Ready to pair?” it repeated.

      “With what?” I asked.

      “Would you like to make a help system request?” the goggles asked me.

      “Is it a local request, or will you query through an internet connection?”

      “If user wishes to make help systems requests, then say, ‘Help Mode,’ and the help system will be activated.”

      I groaned. “Help mode, please.”

      “How may I be of service?”

      With my frustration rising, I’d almost forgotten why I wanted the help system in the first place. “My goggles asked if I was ready to pair. What does that mean?”

      The help system took just a moment to concoct its answers. “User asks, 'My goggles asked if I was ready to pair. What does that mean?' Response: This Sanaka Systems Battlefield Information Augmentation and Eye Protection System, model SSBN7-3 has the ability to link to and incorporate information from 128 proximate sensory devices and 32 accessible global information feeds. All information will be amalgamated and presented in a user-visible format overlaid on the user’s field of view through this pair of goggles.”

      I took a moment to decipher that. “Are you telling me that if other soldiers in my squad are wearing goggles similar to this pair, that what they see will be incorporated into what I see?”

      “Your summary of the information presented is correct.”

      I told it, “I don’t wish to pair with other systems.”

      “System changes cannot be made while in Help Mode. If you wish to change systems settings, exit Help Mode by saying, 'Exit Help Mode.' Subsequently, request changes to the default operating mode by saying, 'System operating mode change.'”

      I checked the time on my watch. I was definitely killing off minutes of the time I had available.

      Wasting even more minutes than I’d have preferred, I finally identified a solo operating mode in my Sanaka Systems Battlefield Information Augmentation and Eye Protection System, my goggles, that overlayed a variety of useful kinds of data on my field of view. But not an overwhelming kaleidoscope of colorful trivia.

      For instance, my goggles labeled every structure in my field of view with distance from me, and height. It noted the speed and direction of the breeze. It displayed the compass heading of the direction I was looking in, temperature, and time of day. It identified every biological contact larger than a medium-sized dog, and continued to track them when they ceased being visible, as when they walked past on the other side of a parked automobile or tree. Most importantly for me in that moment, the goggles identified every piece of electronics in my field of view whether visible to the naked eye or not. Several tiny drones, for instance, orbited high above the Sanaka Systems exec compound, surveilling from so high I could neither see them with the unaided eye nor hear them.

      A pair of high-end MeBots walked side-by-side along the wall’s outer perimeter. Though I’d seen them twice already, my goggles identified them by model, estimated the charge on their batteries, and listed the weapons arming each. They were clearly providing security. Or the illusion of it.

      Unseen by my naked eyes were the outward-facing micro cameras mounted on streetlight poles around the perimeter, attached to the peaks of tall roofs, and stuck to tree trunks. Though I’d seen a handful of bulky cameras, meant to be visible, the micro cams provided the real perimeter surveillance. My goggles identified each by model and brand, provided a line or two describing the electromagnetic spectrum each could see in, and created a red-tinted overlay to show the visual sweep of each. That feature would have come in handy on that night I had to flee across town after my attempt to exterminate Cypher Schlong.

      As for that feature's use at the moment, it showed that every inch of the area outside the compound was covered by multiple cameras. So, evading the perimeter MeBots and climbing the wall was eliminated as a means of accessing the compound.

      Inside, or so Chaz had told me, an AI system monitored the array of cameras, always on the lookout for anomalies, never tiring, ready to alert a human security operative if anything arose. No doubt an armed security team, either in person or MeBot form, was always just an alarm away. It was a bleeding edge system that Chaz hadn’t yet devised a way to hack.

      None of that mattered, though. Unless I needed an escape later and had to improvise.

      In the meantime, my time on the bench had come to an end. I took off my goggles and hid them back in my bag. I couldn’t wear them going into the compound as Herman Troy, on the way to a repair appointment. Security would see them for what they were, and I’d end up dead.
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      The entrance to the Sanaka Systems compound was a solid example of modern security, the kind of place that gave off an aura of impenetrability. Like a penitentiary. At the entrance, a heavy iron gate dared me to try my luck bulling my way through. I didn’t take that dare. Flanking the gate, two intimidating guard booths, each with thick, bullet-proof glass, were manned by uniformed security officers. Both armed. A pair of sleek new MeBots patrolled that area, their red LED eyes doing nothing except appearing menacing while their array of sensors scanned for threats. High above, cameras mounted on poles diligently and obtrusively surveyed the entrance zone, clearly there to take a potential intruder’s attention away from the less visible cameras.

      I pulled up in my Sanaka Systems repair van, wearing my Sanaka Systems sack suit, with my Sanaka Systems badge on a gimme lanyard with the company logo printed all over it. Still, I wasn’t Herman Troy. Without exiting my van, I held my forged Sanaka Systems badge up to the badge scanner. My pulse quickened.

      The scanner didn’t respond immediately.

      I looked up at the guard in the booth.

      The guard scrutinized me from behind his ballistic glass.

      The scanner beeped, and the barrier arm, not really a barrier at all, raised. The closed iron gate, the real roadblock, was still another thirty feet ahead. Pulling up beside it, I did my best to sound casual, and a little bored. “Evening.”

      The guard inside studied me with a practiced eye. He reached out with a biobracelet scanner. “What's your business here?”

      I stuck my wrist out, submitting to a second scan. “I've got an appointment to repair a malfunctioning robotic chef system at Dr. Abigail Winston's residence.” I held up my forged work order as proof.

      The scanner beeped green. The guard asked the usual question. “You Herman Troy?”

      “What's it say on the paperwork?” A trite answer that might have been kind of funny the first five hundred times someone heard it.

      “Tubes?” the guard asked.

      I pulled down the supplemental filter mask and tilted my head back so the guard would be able to see the purple glow of the UV light tubes in my nostrils.

      “Eyes?” he told me more than asked.

      I let go of my supplemental mask and the elastic snapped it back over my mouth and nose. Leaning forward, I pressed a finger just below my left eye and stretched the skin so the guard could see the edge of my contact lens eye shield.

      Satisfied that I was wearing the mandated protective gear, the guard turned his attention to my work order without touching it. He shifted his gaze back to me. “Can't this thing be hauled offsite for repair? Why do you need to go into the residence?”

      I forced a chuckle. “High-end chef systems are integrated into the kitchen structure. Not portable. Trust me, it would make my life a whole lot easier if it was.”

      The guard narrowed his eyes, unsatisfied with my response. The tension in the air grew thick, and I fought the urge to squirm under his scrutiny. I knew I had to keep my cool if I wanted to get past this gate.

      “Look,” I said, trying to sound as convincing as possible, “I understand the security measures, but I'm just here to do my job. I'm already cutting it close.”

      He told me, “Don’t move.”

      Like I could go anywhere.

      He picked up a phone and glanced toward the other guard. The other guard picked up his phone, and the two talked.

      I held my breath, waiting for their decision. The seconds felt like an eternity.

      The guard turned his attention back to me. “Keep waiting. I need to confirm with Dr. Winston.” He hung his phone up and dialed again.

      Crap.

      I glanced in my rearview. I could throw the van in reverse, break the traffic arm that had me boxed in, speed away, and get lost in the maze of residential streets before the guard could call for reinforcements. Probably. But he was armed. Him, his buddy, and the pair of menacing MeBots. Would they shoot me if I was trying to escape after having done nothing of consequence?

      Of course they would.

      Shooting an imposter intruder on behalf of a company as powerful as Sanaka Systems? The local police, whatever was left of them, wouldn’t bat an eye.

      The guard leaned out of his booth, holding the phone’s receiver back inside. “Dr. Winston doesn’t have an appointment this evening. You’ll have to—”

      Before I accepted that get out of jail free card, I took a second to pretend to examine my work order. “Dammit. Nancy was supposed to call ahead to confirm. Dr. Winston’s servo set threw a maintenance error. If those things don’t get serviced on time, it’ll cost an arm and a leg to replace them.” I snorted derisively, one blue-collar dude to another. “And who gets the blame when that happens?”

      The guard nodded to me. He got it. He was on my side. He went back to chatting on the phone, explaining the servo maintenance problem to Dr. Winston. A moment later, he said, “How long will this take?”

      “Four or five hours, unfortunately.”

      He relayed the information. Then came back with another question. “Can you do it quietly?”

      “She won’t even know I’m there.”

      He chatted with Dr. Winston for another moment before hanging up the phone and pressing a button to open the heavy iron gate. “You’re good to go, buddy.” He pointed to a road that led left. “You got the designated route on your work order?”

      I flipped the pages, pretending to look for it. I didn’t know there was a designated route. That was a glaring hole in Chaz’s intelligence gathering effort.

      “Don’t sweat it,” he told me. “Take a left when you pass the gate. Fourth street down is Palomino. Down to the T-intersection and take another left. She’s at the end of the cul-de-sac. You have the address on the work order?”

      “Yes, siree.”

      "Go on in. Don't wander off. Stay on the route I just gave you.”

      I exhaled, relief washing over me. “Thank you.” It was easy to sound grateful, because I was.

      I put the van in gear and rolled through the open gate. First major hurdle, passed.

      I made the left turn as instructed and drove into the fading light of the coming evening. I couldn't help but feel the weight of the unknown bearing down on me. So many things could go wrong. So far, in my limited experience, they always had.
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      Dr. Winston's kitchen was smaller than I thought it would be, considering the size and opulence of the other houses in the sprawling compound. It was evident that her home was older than many of the others but had been meticulously renovated. It probably had been worth millions back in the pre-pandemic days.

      Distracting thoughts. Things important only in their value at keeping me from doing what I’d come here to do.

      Dr. Abigail Winston was younger than me. That was my guess. Mid-thirties. Better educated. More successful. Much more. That made me feel weird, like I had to evaluate my feeling so I could be sure I was going to do what I was going to do for the right reasons. Not because of jealousy. Or latent misogyny. Or the fact that she was pretty and athletic. Happy even. Like she’d found a way to cruise through the world’s problems without letting it all turn her into a bitter old cat lady. She’d been friendly when she let me and then excused herself to her home office at the other end of the house.

      Ugh! Why couldn’t she be a rude troll with body odor and a mustache?

      After one attempt and one slaughterfest, where my targets had all been men, I’d never considered that killing a woman would be any different. But it was. Something felt primordially wrong about it. Men were supposed to protect women. Men who didn’t, or didn’t want to, were all shitheads. Logically, that made me a shithead. Soon to be.

      Focus on what you're here to do, Noah. What. Not whom.

      The who didn’t matter.

      Shouldn’t matter. Not even to novice assassin, Vanilla Man.

      I slipped my illegal goggles over my eyes and scanned around the kitchen, looking for unseen surveillance cameras. None showed up in my AR view. I peered into the room outside the kitchen and peeked down the hall. Dr. Abigail Winston appeared to treasure her privacy. She didn’t seem to have any in-home cameras recording her every move. That was good.

      Walking back to the robotic chef unit, I grabbed a screwdriver out of my tool bag, and as I tried to line the tip up on a screw, another of dozens I’d already needlessly removed, I found I couldn’t put the screwdriver tip on the screw head because my hands were shaking.

      Dammit.

      I leaned heavily on the counter and drew in several long breaths. If only life were more like a video game, where real emotions didn’t have to get in the way.

      I’d already disassembled most of the stove. I’d taken the door off the oven. Pretty much taking anything apart that was a subsystem of the robotic chef unit, or in close proximity to it. Just to keep my hands moving. Just to make noises like I was actually working. Now, pieces lay on the counters and on the floor. I was making an awful mess of Abigail’s kitchen.

      Damn, again. I should have asked Chaz to give me the woman’s gene hacker alias. They all had one, right? It was so much easier to think of my targets as monsters with stupid pseudonyms, not real live people with real live names.

      Still, I needed to act.

      I needed to.

      I had choices at the moment, but the longer I dallied, the more of them would evaporate, and the more of those remaining would lead to unpleasant outcomes. For me.

      I removed my filter mask and pulled an actual gas mask from my toolbox, securing it tightly over my face. I then took out a spray bottle that Chaz had prepared for me. It was time to summon Dr. Winston into the kitchen. I cleared my throat and tried to sound as calm and professional as possible. I called into the big, empty house, "Dr. Winston, could you come in here for a moment? I need to consult with you about a problem with the chef unit.”

      I held my breath, waiting for her response.

      I heard the distant tapping on a keyboard cease, followed by the sound of Dr. Winston rolling her office chair back from her desk.

      Good.

      My heart started racing again.

      Her footsteps echoed up through a hall, continuing past the living room as she approached the kitchen.

      I turned toward the stove, my back to the wide doorway she’d be coming through. I took a big piece of stainless steel in my hand as though I were fiddling with it and peered over my shoulder.

      As she entered the room, her eyes flicked between me and the appliance parts all over the kitchen. “What's the problem?” She sounded exasperated but curious.

      I gripped the spray bottle tightly in one hand, hidden from her view. “Well, it appears there's an issue with this specific servo unit, and I'm not entirely sure how to proceed. I thought you might be able to provide some guidance on a previous repair.”

      “A previous repair? That doesn’t sound right.” She frowned, stepping closer to examine the robotic chef unit. I couldn’t afford to freeze up, though I felt like my heart was going to seize. I raised the spray bottle, turned, and aimed at her face, but I hesitated for an inexplicable moment.

      Her expression changed as she deduced that something was wrong.

      I squeezed the trigger and released a cloud of Chaz's concoction.

      She was already backing away, though, and yelped as the cloud of vapor puffed toward her. Lucky for me, she stepped on a stainless steel panel I’d lain on the floor and she slipped, hollering “The hell is—?”

      Already rushing toward her, I slipped too, and tackled her on the way down.

      She kicked and punched and screamed again, as I shoved my spray bottle toward her face, squeezing the trigger hard, holding it down and keeping her pinned until she groggily wiggled and finally stopped struggling.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      I lay on top of her. Partially. The mist from my spray bottle still lingering in the air. My pulse pounded in my ears. The hard part…I hoped it was the hard part, was done.

      Now, if Chaz was right, I had about fifteen minutes to get her restrained and gagged before she’d start to come back around.
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      Chaz wanted this one to be dramatic, an example to frighten the other gene hackers. He wanted her naked and humiliated.

      Dramatic? Wasn't the whole thing dramatic enough? I could maybe add a touch. With some reluctance. But nude? Well, fuck Chaz. That sounded like some pervy incel shit to me. I was going to leave Abigail Winston in her clothes.

      Since her home office was in the back of the house with a soothing view of her lush backyard, I figured that was a good place to do the deed. A room in the front of the house would be risky. With the tools I brought along, I drilled four heavy I-bolts into the studs of the wall and cuffed each of Abigail’s wrists and ankles to them. That way she’d be standing with her arms and legs spread wide. Vulnerable. Uncomfortable. Able to stand. Not in excess pain from hanging by her wrists. At the moment, I had her propped up on a barstool. I added a biospoofer disc to the back of her biosensor band. It wouldn’t change the identity through the sensor bracelet, but would send out robust vital signs. The last thing I needed was for it to read her suddenly declining health and alert an outbreak response team.

      After securing Abigail to the wall and gagging her, I hurried through the house, turning televisions on downstairs, and music on upstairs. I flicked a few light switches on up there as well.

      By the time I got back to the office, Abigail was just coming around. Some smelling salts hurried that along. As soon as she was coherent enough to understand what was going on, she screamed muffled curses at me through the gag. No positive effect. And not much volume.

      I’d already discarded my gasmask and gone back to a standard full face covering filter mask along with my military grade contraband goggles. I took my pistol out and laid it on the desk. “Dr. Winston, are you awake?”

      She cursed.

      “Do you understand me?”

      She cursed some more and struggled to free herself.

      “If you keep that up, you’re going to hurt yourself.”

      More curses. She was stubborn.

      I picked up the hypodermic and the vial, showing it to her as I drew some of Chaz’s CRISPR cocktail into the syringe. “This liquid contains potentially fatal doses of sixteen different gene hacked viruses, including one of yours, Dr. Winston, New Black Pox.”

      Her eyes grew wide.

      “I’m going to inject you.”

      She went absolutely berserk trying to free herself. But she was bolted to the wall and couldn’t do much of anything but squeal through her gag as I pinned her arm, found a vein, and injected her.

      When I stepped away, she screamed and screamed through her gag as tears flowed down her cheeks.

      I felt like a monster. Which made sense. I was doing monstrous things. Horrible things that were sure to give me nightmares. Worse. They made me ask myself over and over and over what in the hell I was doing. Until Chaz had harangued me in his basement about what I needed to do to Dr. Abigail Winston, I’d never imagined I’d have the capacity for such cruelty.

      “Why? Why?” Abigail managed to ask through her gag.

      “Because of the things you’ve done. You’re a gene hacker, Dr. Winston.” Looking into her horrified eyes, it was hard to say the next part. “You’re going to suffer and die in the same way you brought misery and death to millions. The exact same way.”

      She shrieked, and screamed, and wailed.

      It was a damn good thing I’d gagged her.

      When Abigail’s screaming finally petered out, I told her, “Fortunately for you, Abigail, you have a way out of this.”

      Her pleading eyes focused on me.

      I held up the second syringe and vial. “This is a potent antiviral mixed with specific monoclonal antibodies to fight every virus I’ve just injected you with.” None of that was true. The vial contained distilled water, and as I’d anticipated, that lie felt particularly egregious. “I have questions I need to ask you. If you answer me truthfully, providing me with all the information I need, then I’ll inject you with the cure. The sooner I do that, the higher your chances of survival, the less you’ll suffer. Do you understand?”

      She nodded vigorously, as she tried to say, “Yes, yes, yes!”

      “I’m going to remove your gag. If you scream, then I’ll stuff it back into your mouth.” I pointed at the plush leather office chair behind her desk. “Then, I’ll sit down over there and wait for an hour before I give you another chance to talk to me. That’s a whole hour of microbes running through your blood, infecting your cells, multiplying by the million, and pushing you that much closer to death. Do you understand me?”

      She nodded.

      I reached up and pulled the gag out of her mouth.

      “I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” she panted as tears ran down her cheeks. “Inject me with the serum, please. Get me to a hospital.”

      “We’ll get to that. First, tell me the location of Mason Alexander Lee.”

      “What?” she was clearly taken aback by my question.

      “Mason. Alexander. Lee,” I enunciated. “The CRISPR killer. Don’t pretend you haven’t heard of him.”

      “Why would I know where Mason Alexander Lee is? Why would you—”

      I shoved the gag back into her mouth.

      Terror in her eyes, she squirmed and fought me, but as soon as the gag was in, she pleaded as best she could, trying to convince me to take the gag back out, trying to tell me she’d answer my questions.

      My frustration rising, I stood back and stared at her for a moment, and then another few moments. “Okay. I’ll take it out again, but just this once. You either answer me, or you wait an hour. Do you understand?”

      She nodded.

      “Good. Where is Mason Alexander Lee? I need an exact location, an address.” I pulled the gag out of Abigail’s mouth. “Speak.”

      “Please, please, please,” she begged. “Give me a minute to understand what you want, and I’ll—”

      I reached up to stuff the gag back into her mouth and she screamed. Just for a moment, as I managed to get the gag in. Again, she did her best to bite me, and struggled to pull her wrists and ankles free, throwing herself at me, and bouncing hard against the wall again as she didn’t have much more than a few inches play in her constraints.

      When she’d fought herself out, and was panting loudly past her gag, I told her, “If we can’t even get past the first question, this is going to be a long night for you.”

      I backed toward her desk, wondering why she would lie, as I thought how sad that choice was for her.

      It was sad for me, too.

      Especially for her, I guess.

      It made me wonder, was it more difficult on a soul to endure a night of atrocity, or to suffer through a lifetime from having perpetrated it?

      She knew in great detail the horror that was coming.

      So did I.
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      I don’t know what I was thinking, except that I didn’t really think this part through. I guess I’d hoped she’d ‘fess up by the time we were an hour or two in. It didn’t make any sense that she’d hold out. None at all. She was on a path to suffering and inevitable death, and the only way out was to tell me what I wanted to know.

      But she wouldn’t.

      Abigail Winston held firm to her know-nothing story, feigning cluelessness as to why I’d even ask her about MAL.

      So, I sat at her desk and watched her on the wall. She watched me. I’d sit for an hour, and then pull the gag and ask her questions. When the gag was out, she’d try to scream. I’d immediately stuff it back in, and she’d hate me with her eyes.

      At the three-hour mark, 10:00 p.m. she pleaded and begged, and tried to convince me that she wasn’t a gene hacker, that she didn’t have a clue where MAL was. I tried to call Chaz, to get some info on how he’d learned that she knew about MAL. That leverage, I figured, might loosen her lips and get me the answers I wanted. Of course, Chaz didn’t answer his phone. Not once in the seven times I’d rung him.

      That concerned me greatly.

      Had the virus cops connected him to me? Were they interrogating him even as I was questioning Abigail? Were they being every bit as cruel to him as I was being to her? Would Chaz break, and give me up? Would the virus cops or Sanaka Systems security surround the house at any minute?

      So many worries troubled me when I had nothing in particular to keep me busy, to keep me focused, to keep my mind from wandering down dark holes.

      On the bright side, if that was even the right way to think about it, Abigail’s skin turned splotchy with red bumps that looked a lot like hives. At that stage, or so I knew from my own experience, they itched like crazy, especially on the scalp, under the arms, and in the groin. That was how the New Black Pox started. The unbearable itchiness. That, unfortunately, was the mildest of the symptoms to come.

      Abigail squirmed non-stop, trying to scratch her itches against the wall. She contorted her body to rub her thighs together and to pull an arm down to her torso, to soothe her itches, skin on skin.

      At the same time, her temperature started to rise. My goggles told me that. They also provided me a warning that she was likely infected and that I should take precautions while in her presence. Her temperature hit 100° just after 9 p.m. Fevers never felt good. The New Black Pox, though, didn’t cause a fever until the hives turned to blisters and started to discolor with coagulated blood. The fever had to be from one of the other diseases I’d injected her with, maybe Airborne Chikungunya. That one made my joints feel like they were filled with broken glass when I’d caught it.

      Abigail groaned frequently. That started around 8:30 p.m. with some fleeting abdominal discomfort.

      That had to be the Russian Shits coming on. It hit hard and fast. I knew that one, too. Most everybody on the planet did. It wouldn’t be fatal for Abigail. Well, maybe in conjunction with the other pathogens in her systems it could be. I didn’t know enough about that sort of thing to guess the answer. I did know that Abigail would soon have her first gastrointestinal incident. At the 9 p.m. ungagging, one of the things she’d begged for was for me to allow her a respite in the restroom.

      Chaz had been adamant on not allowing her that comfort. He knew the virus that caused the Russian Shits was in the vial I’d injected Abigail with. He knew what would happen to her. He knew, or at least he told me he knew, that when prisoners being interrogated weren’t allowed to relieve themselves, and subsequently soiled their clothing, sometimes, the humiliation of the episode would break them.

      As if on cue, Abigail started making a fuss as she squirmed, moaned, and twisted against her bonds. She did all she was able to plead with her gag-muddled words and her urgent eyes.

      It took every bit of effort I could muster to suppress my sense of humanity and stare at her like she was nothing at all to me. Not a human, but a block of wood. A rock in a field. No. Not a rock. A murdering gene hacker who deserved all she had coming.

      Then her colon exploded into the baggy sweatpants she was wearing. It sounded exactly as it was expected to sound. It smelled every bit as bad. The wet slop ran down her legs and soaked brown through the gray cloth of her sweatpants. She started to sob loudly.

      Unfortunately, all the water in Abigail’s lower intestine had a secondary effect. The water was absorbed as fast as her body was able, filling her bladder to the point where she couldn’t hold that anymore either. She cried and pleaded and then her urine flowed, soaking her sweatpants further.

      As she sobbed, snot flooded out of her nostrils, and I had to jump up and pull the gag out so that she wouldn’t suffocate.

      “Don’t scream,” I ordered. “If you do, the gag goes back in. If you can’t breathe through your nose, you know what happens, right?”

      “Please, please, please,” she begged, stabbing at my heart with each syllable. “I’m telling you the truth. I’m not a gene hacker. I’m a cyber security expert for Sanaka Systems. I don’t know the first thing about CRISPR. Just articles I’ve read online. Why are you doing this?”

      “I need you to tell me how to find Mason Alexander Lee.”

      “Please don’t gag me again.” Her face was flushed red, and she sounded breathless as she spoke. “I’m telling you the truth. I don’t know where he is. Nobody does.”

      “Please,” I asked her sincerely, reaching up to feel her forehead. Even through my glove, she felt hot. “Don’t do this to yourself. You don’t have to go through this. Why are you protecting him?”

      “I’m not. I told you, I’m a cyber—”

      “I know,” I cut her off. “A cyber security expert.”

      “I track down computer hackers.” She paused to catch her breath. “What you think you’re doing with gene jackers, I do that all day long with computer hackers. It’s all I do. We’re the same, you and I. We’re the good guys. You’ve just made a mistake with this time. Please believe me.”

      I shrugged and looked away. She was convincing. I had to give her that. “We’re not the same.”

      “We are,” she insisted, and then her diarrhea returned with a vengeance, loudly, with a foul stench, and she broke down in tears.

      I stepped back, to let the air clear a little. As much as it could in the confined space. By then, a rank puddle had formed on the floor beneath her, and the entire home office reeked. “Please,” I told her, “I don’t want to do this to you. I’m tired. I don’t want to be here. Tell me what I want to know and let me call you an ambulance.”

      “Tired?” she bawled. “You’re tired? You’re a repugnant sadist.”

      “It seems like it, but I don’t want to be.” An obvious epiphany came to me as we chatted through her suffering. “You say I’m not tired, but I am. I’m tired of killing.”

      She gasped as her abdomen cramped. “You think you’re a killer, but you’re not.” She wheezed. “I see it in your eyes.”

      I shook my head. “Whatever you think you see in my eyes is already dying. Just like you are.”

      She cried at that, a full-on blubber.

      When she quieted down a little, I told her, “I killed five people up in Fort Collins just a few days ago. I don’t want to see you die like this. I truly don’t. It’s not too late for you to get help. The doctors can—”

      “Five people in Fort Collins?” she asked aghast. “You’re talking about Chuck Beaumont? You killed Chuck!”

      That confirmed it for me. She was a liar. She and Chuck were clearly gene hacker buddies. They probably shared recipes and techniques. They probably shared genes, however gene hackers did such things. “Where,” I demanded, “is Mason Alexander Lee.”

      Through her tears, she laughed.

      That surprised me, though I figured she was just turning delirious. “What?”

      She had a hard time getting the words out. “You think Chuck Beaumont was a gene hacker.” She gasped as she cramped again. “That’s why you think I am, too.”

      “I do.” I told her. “I know.”

      “He was a colleague of mine.” Abigail took a moment to catch her breath. “He worked in cyber security. He teaches—he taught at the university. He consulted with companies—” Abigail couldn’t go on, the cramps grew too intense. More diarrhea squirted out. “You—” she gasped, “You murdered Chuck. Whoever’s giving you your information is lying to you.”

      “Not possible,” I told her as I felt the whole world collapsing in on me. That just couldn’t be true. Chaz couldn’t be that wrong.

      “Search my house,” she insisted. “Open my computer.” She rattled off her password. “See if you can find anything,” gasp, “anything at all that ties me to gene hacking. Everything is about cyber security and tracking down computer hackers.”

      I stepped even farther back, and for the first time, looked at the spines of the hundreds of books, yes, actual paper paged books on her bookshelves. Books on network security, browser security, operating systems, cryptography, encryption, and—

      I stumbled, it hit me so hard.

      I staggered over to the bookcase for a closer look. One of the shelves was dedicated to displaying seven books with the covers facing out. Two appeared to be college textbooks. The others looked like professional development tomes. All covered some aspect of cyber security. All were written or co-written by Dr. Abigail Winston. I picked one up and stared at it as though it might not be real. I turned it over, and on the back, smiling and beautiful, Dr. Abigail Winston’s author portrait gazed back at me.

      Shit.

      Shit, shit, shit!

      Not wanting to believe I could have been so wrong, I searched the house, top to bottom, every room, closet, and cupboard, all the while telling myself I couldn’t have been duped so easily.

      Abigail Winston lived a tidy, uncluttered life. Her garage held little besides her car, a pair of ebikes, and a stack of cushions for her outdoor furniture. Her attic, accessed through a fold-down ladder built into the ceiling of the garage, didn’t appear to have ever stored anything. If Abigail was hacking virus genes, she had to be doing it offsite. Which made not a lot of sense, given what I knew about gene hackers and what everybody knew about the state of the world.

      Back in Abigail’s office, I used her password to access her computer. She hung half-delirious on the wall as I searched her personal history on the internet of lies. She’d attended the University of Texas, earning a BS in computer science. She earned her PhD from MIT. I found white papers, articles, conferences, and videos of interviews and seminars. Dr. Abigail Winston was well-known in her field. She had a rich history, that made it impossible for me to support the last of my doubts.

      Still, I was as hardheaded as anybody, so I dug into Chuck Beaumont’s history and Cornelius Marlow’s sketchy personal life. Too much evidence stacked itself too high for me to come to anything but one conclusion—Chaz had lied to me.
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      Admitting to myself that I’d believed a fat, disgusting, easily refuted lie, and that I’d engaged in a whole series of reprehensible actions based on my beliefs, well, that was a Goddamned difficult thing to swallow. It hurt like a fresh heartbreak, enraged me until I was red in the face, and dunked me in a big bucket of shitty shame.

      Worse, I couldn’t undo any of it.

      But I had to do something, take some kind of action before I spontaneously exploded.

      “Ten minutes,” I told Abigail as I glanced down at my watch for the time. “I’ll be out that door, and I’ll send help.” Wanting to confirm what my AR goggles were telling me, I scanned her forehead with a thermometer I’d found in her bathroom—103°. Her breathing was labored, her skin flushed and glistening with sweat.

      “The mon—” she tried to say.

      I knelt and unlocked the cuff pinning one of her ankles to the wall.

      “The monoclonal—” she tried again. “Inject me.”

      I scrambled over to her other ankle. Should I tell her the monoclonal antibody cocktail was just distilled water? A dozen other questions and doubts spawned immediately from there. I ventured a total guess. “Do you know a Chaz Weatherspoon?”

      "No,” she muttered, her voice barely audible.

      I stood and unlocked her wrist. She collapsed and I propped her up, using my body to hold her against the wall. “What about Maestro Chazbro?”

      Her eyes fluttered open, and she nodded weakly. “Yes...yes, I know…I know that name. Hacker name. Tried to kill Cornelius.”

      “Cornelius Marlowe?” I unlocked her other wrist, wrapped my arms around her and hoisted her over to her office chair. I put her in as gently as I was able.

      She feebly reached to snatch the pistol I’d left on the desk but was unable to grasp it, her hand was too numb from being cuffed over her head for four hours.

      I scooted the pistol out of her reach.

      “Monoclonal,” she gasped, pointing at the full vial and unused syringe also on the desk.

      “Maestro Chazbro,” I told her as I shook my head. “Don’t trust that vial. No telling what’s in it.”

      “Bas—” she gasped again. “Bastard.” She started to cry. “Help me. Please.”

      “I will.” I checked my watch. I had four more minutes to keep my promise to her.

      Abigail coughed, struggling to stay conscious. “Maes...Maestro Chaz…bro threatened to kill Cornelius. Colleague. Denver.” She took a moment to catch her breath. “Someone tried. So, Chuck and I...we doubled down, trying to ID Chazbro. Chuck...he was close…close. Then he died.” She looked at me, terror in her eyes. “You killed him. Now...you’re here.”

      That was it. The real truth of it. Her words hit me like a sledgehammer. I was Maestro Chazbro's deluded hitman, doing his dirty work. Not hunting gene hackers. Killing people who were legitimately hunting him.

      “Dr. Winston,” I said, my voice shaking with the weight of the revelation, “I didn't want this. My apologies for all this aren’t worth anything, but I swear to you, Chaz will never be a problem for anyone once this is all over.”

      Her eyes locked onto mine, and for a brief moment, I saw a glimmer of determination in them. “Find him.” She slipped into unconsciousness.

      “Fuck.” I stood up and checked the time. My ten minutes were up.

      I reached for the phone to call for an ambulance. I needed to get her help. If she wasn’t beyond saving. But I had to get away first.

      I yelled my frustrations into the air, grabbed my gun and sprinted out of the house, leaving the front door open. I jumped into my repair van and started it up. Mashing the accelerator to the floor, I spun the wheels backing out of the driveway. Taking a breath, I hoped to calm the panic swirling through my head. I needed to proceed, but I had to stay cool.

      As far as I could safely exceed the residential speed limit, I did. In just two minutes, I pulled up to the iron gate through which I’d entered the Sanaka Systems compound.

      The guard in the booth on the other side toggled the switch to open the gate and I pulled right through. The swing arm also swung up, but I stopped at the booth anyway. “Hey buddy.”

      “You were here late,” he observed.

      “Unexpected problems.”

      “I hear ya.” He was bored with his job.

      “Look,” I told him, “it’s probably none of my business, but Dr. Winston said she was a little under the weather when I got there this evening. As I was leaving, she seemed pretty sick. She told me not to call anyone, but man, I think she needs a doctor.”

      The guard was already dialing a number on his guardhouse phone when he told me, “Thanks, buddy.”

      I sped away, hoping the guard was calling an ambulance and not an outbreak response team.
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      I steered the Sanaka Systems repair van down a desolate alley, the crumbling buildings and debris-strewn street reminding me of Cypher Shlong's neighborhood back in Denver. It felt like rolling into the end of the world. And maybe it was—the end of my world.

      The end of Noah Blanks. The end of who he used to be.

      I felt like I’d sloughed off a cocoon and painfully emerged as something else. No longer a creature of Starbucks lines, Caribbean resort deals, and BMW fantasies. No more empty anger over stock option jealousy, free range chickens, or sportwashing in Riyad.

      I didn’t know what I’d become, I just knew that I had the capacity to sit at a desk and watch another human plead and suffer. In the most degrading way.

      From something I'd done.

      I was a monster.

      Or maybe just a pathetic little bridge troll, discovering the depths of the blackness buried in his soul.

      God, I felt like shit.

      With the van's engine still running, I scrambled out and shed the sack suit, tossing it into the back. I hastily pulled on the filthy clothes I'd worn on my journey down from Denver, the stench of sweat and desperation clinging to them. Swapping my Herman Troy biobracelet for the Stevens one, I instantly changed my identity. I tossed Herman's biobracelet into the front seat of the van, turning him back to forever dead.

      Working quickly, I siphoned some gasoline from the van's tank into an empty lubricant jug. I splashed the fuel over the seats, and on the gear in the back. As the acrid smell burned its way up my sinuses, I flicked a disposable lighter a few times. The gasoline ignited and the van’s interior burst into flames.

      Sprinting across the alley to a beat-up sedan—one Chaz had arranged for me—I jumped in without hesitating. I started it up. The engine roared to life, and I sped away without looking back.

      When I was sure I'd made a clean getaway, I dialed Chaz's number. He picked up on the second ring. What a surprise.

      “Noah?” Chaz's voice was eager, bordering on giddy with anticipation.

      “Done,” I told him, my tone flat and emotionless.

      Chaz whooped. “Fantastic! Head to location number four on the map. You'll meet the guy who brought you down there. He rolls at 7:15 p.m. Don’t be late.”

      I nodded, even though he couldn't see me. “Got it.”

      “Noah,” Chaz’s excitement was on the verge of turning into a pants-pissing, Mountain Dew-swilling, singing in the street moment. “I can feel it. We're going to change the world together.”

      His words churned my insides, the rage simmering just beneath the surface. But I kept my voice steady. “Yes, we will. When I get back, you owe me another steak.”

      “Can't wait, partner.” Chaz sounded smug—not an uncommon social mode for him.

      He was oblivious to the storm brewing inside me.
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      I pulled into an abandoned industrial park, its skeletal remains and concrete tilt walls looming in the darkness like the carcasses of long-forgotten behemoths. The park, situated northeast of Fort Worth, was isolated, yet not far from the highway. It was clear that the builder's money had dried up mid-construction, leaving the place a monument to dreams that would never be realized.

      I drove the car into one of the unfinished buildings, the tires crunching over debris as I passed through what might have once been a lobby or a showroom for a future tenant. The car's headlights illuminated the vast, empty space as I came to a stop. Grabbing my backpack, I exited the vehicle, the sound of my footsteps echoing in the cavernous space.

      A pair of coyotes, startled by my intrusion, scampered away from the far end of the structure, disappearing into the darkness. I spotted a ladder leading up to the roof and climbed it, my muscles tense from the night’s events.

      Once on the roof, I found a relatively comfortable spot in which to sit.

      With my breath puffing into little clouds in the chilly air, I waited for the sun to rise.

      The thought of calling Scarlett crossed my mind, but I hesitated, certain that Chaz or some other government agency would be listening in. Instead, I let my thoughts and emotions simmer. I replayed my evening in Abigail Winston’s home office, thought about the things I had done, and contemplated Chaz’s betrayal of my trust, of our relationship.

      As the sky gradually lightened, painting the horizon in a palette of oranges and pinks, I couldn't help but feel a sense of devastation. How had I allowed myself to be so easily manipulated? How had I not seen through his lies? Why had I not even attempted to double-check any of Chaz’s assertions? I knew I lived in a world untethered from the truth, and still, I’d taken him at his word. I clenched my fists, the anger and the hurt festering inside me like a wound that couldn’t heal.

      With every passing moment, my resolve to bring Chaz down only grew stronger. He had used me, turned me into a pawn in his twisted game. But I wasn't going to be a pawn any longer.

      As the sun finally broke over the horizon, casting its light on the abandoned industrial park, I knew that I would return to Denver not as a victim, but as an avenger. Chaz's little nerd dungeon, masterbatorium, cyberfuck world, was going to collapse around him when Vanilla Man arrived.

      I realized that my heart was racing again. This time from anger. Outrage.

      I breathed in the fresh air as the breeze blew over the roof. I watched a trickle of cars and trucks, mostly trucks, rolling northwest toward Wichita Falls, Amarillo, and the Texas panhandle. Eventually, maybe even into New Mexico. As Remy had explained, the Texas border was hard to cross coming in, but not going out. In the opposite direction, the vehicles flowed toward Fort Worth, the intersection with I-35, and the long drive down to Austin and San Antonio. Stuff going places. Goods still moving. Commerce still transacting.

      I had the urge again to call Scarlett, but I hesitated. What would we even talk about?

      There was something between us. A connection. Emotions. But the things I was doing on my illegal excursions away from home, they horrified her. As well they should. A bigger question, one I fought with every day, was whether my choices were going to bring my deserved, ugly consequences down on her.

      Would a good man let her go?

      Would any man who truly cared for her do the same?

      Was I a man, or not?

      Life had been so much easier when I was a kid, when dad was off doggy-styling mom in a brand-new, exotic somewhere on the other side of the world, and me and Grandpa were being a family together at home. Back then, Grandpa always had all the answers. Or at least the right questions that I had to find the answers to for myself.

      Not only did I have no answers now, I felt like I couldn’t even ask questions that were in the right ballpark.

      I flipped the old phone open and dialed Scarlett’s number.

      It rang.

      I scanned the desolate landscape of the industrial park, my heart pounding with a mix of anticipation and anxiety. She picked up on the third ring, and groggily said, “Hello?”

      “Hey, it's me,” I said, trying to keep my tone casual.

      “I know.” Scarlett's voice was warm, soothing my frayed nerves. “Are you, uhm, back from camping yet?”

      “No,” I lied. Sort of. “Still enjoying the solitude.” I couldn’t reveal much of anything true. “Have the VC come looking for me yet?”

      “No warrants that I know of,” she said, her voice tinged with uncertainty. “But they could have one, a sealed warrant, and I wouldn’t be able to see it in OPM’s county database. Detective Rancourt hasn’t come through with his threat to roll up to your place with a virus response team in tow.”

      “Have they been bothering you?” I asked, dreadfully worried about that possibility.

      “No. I haven’t seen them since the other day.”

      Relief washed over me. Scarlett was safe. For now.

      "So, how are you doing, Noah? I mean really?” she asked, her concern plain in her tone.

      “I’m okay.”

      “I can tell you're not.”

      I laughed. Weakly. “How can you tell?”

      “I hear it in your voice.”

      “You are too observant, Scarlett Turner. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “You’re doing it again.”

      “What?”

      “Evading my questions. Are you okay?”

      I hesitated, struggling to find the right words. The least I could do was be honest. As honest as I could be with unwanted electronic ears listening in. “I'm…managing. Just trying to navigate some rough waters.”

      “Navigate our way through the hard times. That's all any of us can do.” Scarlett paused before speaking again. “Just keep swimming, right?”

      I smiled at her attempt to lighten the mood. “Yeah, I guess so. How are your third graders doing?”

      “Oh, they're wonderful.” Scarlett’s voice brightened. “I know you probably agree with Brink that I’m wasting—”

      “No,” I told her. “I don’t agree with Brink at all. I think you’re doing the most important thing anyone could be doing right now.” I actually choked up a little as I said it. “It’s not my place to say one way or the other, but I’m proud of you. I wish more of us were like you.”

      “More of you…autumn campers?”

      “More everybody,” I told her. “I don’t know why the world got so screwed up. I do know that if there were more selfless people like you out there, trying to make this a better place—” I didn’t know a good way to finish the thought, but Scarlett understood.

      “Thank you.”

      “Thank you. Tell me about your kids. Your third graders.”

      “You don’t want to hear about—”

      “Yes, I do. Please.” I meant it.

      “Well, they blacked out all of Denver yesterday, so we didn’t have class.”

      “They powered down the whole city?” That was unusual. “No electricity, all day?”

      “They announced a four-hour emergency blackout from two a.m. to six a.m. They didn’t turn the power back on until dinner time.”

      “I hate to think of this way, but with all the CRISPR deaths, you’d think we’d have plenty of electricity for those of us who are left.”

      “Failing State, failing world,” mused Scarlett.

      “You avoided telling me about your kids, though. I think you’re better at evading questions than I am.”

      Scarlett hesitated for a moment before she decided to share a story with me. “There’s this one girl, Lily, she’s got the sweetest smile you ever saw.” Scarlett’s voice cracked but she recovered. “Her parents died last year. That Lassa variant that was going around.”

      “Did she catch it from her parents?” I asked.

      “No symptoms. She never tested positive.”

      “That’s lucky. I guess.”

      “She missed time from school. A month or so.”

      I asked, “Does she have family?”

      “Yes,” Scarlett told me. “She moved in with her aunt after. But it changed her, losing her parents. Both within a week. She used to visit them in the hospital. Her aunt would take her.” Scarlett started to cry as she told the story. “Lily would color pictures of her parents in their beds at the hospital with tubes and respirators and nurses. She was so hopeful. She never doubted that they would get better.” Scarlett slipped into a long pause, unable to continue the story.

      “Poor kid.”

      Scarlett sniffled up her tears. “It took her so, so long to recover. But now she’s coming out of her shell with the other kids. She's participating in class more and more. She’s talking. She’s smiling like she used to.”

      “Kids are resilient,” I told her, because I’d heard it said a million times before. “They’re resilient, I think, because people like you help them when it’s hard to keep swimming. You’re the constant in her life. Lily is lucky to have you.”

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice softening. “I just want to give them the best chance to make it. I want them to be happy. I want them to have choices.”

      Neither of us knew where to go with the conversation after that, but I didn’t want it to slip into the awkwardness of a forced goodbye, so I seized on the first thing that came to mind. “You know that night you had me over with your friends…for dinner?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “That was the best evening I've had in a long, long time. Maybe the most best.”

      Scarlett laughed. “You sound like one of my third graders again. But yes, it was fun. It was nice.”

      “I'd like to do it again,” I said, a mountain of unfounded hope behind my implicit request.

      A silence descended between us.

      An awkwardly long silence.

      “Scarlett?”

      “If you live through all this. If…I don’t know. I want to, Noah. I do. I just can’t promise you anything like that. Not what you’re really asking. Not right now.”
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      As promised and paid for, Remy carted me, led me on foot, and hauled me until I was back in Denver, breathing crisp, mile-high air.

      Through the drives and hikes, I brooded, second-guessed the choices I’d made, and regretted the things I’d done. I worried whether what I planned to do next was a just thing, or a wicked thing. Or just a Goddamned stupid thing, as Grandpa might call it.

      Cypher Shlong’s ghostly gray form dodged through my thoughts. The crunch of that doorman’s face against the butt of my shotgun crackled in my ears. The surprise on Chuck Beaumont’s face stuck itself in my imagination as it morphed glacially into the agonized, deathly face of a falling fat man. And what I’d done to Abigail Winston. Suffering. Begging. The smell. Maybe dead. Probably deceased.

      How could anyone survive the cocktail of pathogens I’d jabbed into her veins?

      When Grandpa killed those North Korean and Chinese soldiers and eventually came home, those dead men haunted him despite his orders. All in his head, of course. Was that the price people paid when they forsook the fundamental foundations of their morality? Was killing for country any different from what I was doing? Boiled down to the syrupy dregs of it, both Grandpa and I had done horrible things in defense of an ideal. We murdered, and in so doing sacrificed some part of our souls, hoping that we were making the world a marginally better place. Hoping the trade would somehow be worth it.

      Only, that wasn't what I'd done. I’d taken the lives of innocent people.

      Grandpa was a hero.

      I was an animal.

      Poor Abigail Winston. God, I’d been so cruel to her in my zealous, misguided belief.

      I wished—

      I wished so many things.

      I wished I could stop thinking about Scarlett because my heart wouldn’t stop hurting. I wanted her, but I was between us, Vanilla Man, Noah Blanks, mass murderer. Fugitive. Homeless. Not worth an emotional investment.

      Soon to be a killer again.

      If I could bring myself to murder my oldest living friend in the world.
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      Descending the basement stairs, I felt the atmosphere change. The air grew colder, heavier, as if it was trying to smother me. Chaz's basement, his personal den of tech wizardry, always had an eerie quality to it. The dim lighting, the hum of the servers, the shadows cast by the wall of screens. It felt intimidating and oppressive. And artificial, and as stupid as the pallet of electric-green soda bottles in the corner. It was one facet of Chaz’s facade, a mask hiding a disheveled, chubby schlub, an excuse for the person he saw when he looked at himself in the mirror.

      Chaz sat in his high-backed chair, the swivel creaking as he turned toward me. His eyes narrowed, studying me intently. I could feel tension radiating from him. “What's wrong with you?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      I hesitated, unsure of how to respond, except that I wasn’t ready just yet to tell him the truth. “Tired. Grueling trip.”

      Chaz nodded, his eyes never leaving mine. “I imagine.” He reached for a beer from the dorm room fridge beneath his desk, offering it to me. “Here, this might help.”

      I took it without a word, the cold glass sending a chill through my fingers. I cracked it open, the sound echoing through the room.

      “You just get back?” he asked.

      I glanced down at my dirty clothes. “Where else am I going to go?” Then I pressed on with a more important matter. “Your guy in the mountains, the one with my biosensor, when’s he get back?”

      “Coupla days. He’ll drop it here.” Chaz watched me like he had something on his mind.

      I took a sip of the beer, the bitterness barely registering on my tongue. I knew what I wanted to do—what I needed to do—but I couldn't bring myself to act. Not yet. The thought of killing Chaz twisted my insides. So, my mind raced, searching for an alternative. Some way to put off the inevitable, if only for a moment.

      But Chaz wasn't going to let me off that easily. “You lied to me, Noah.” His voice was low, cold, and ripe with accusation.

      I froze, my heart pounding. How much did he know about what had gone down between Abigail Winston and me? Had he somehow hacked into the computer at her office desk? Had he watched all that had happened? I struggled to keep my voice steady. “What are you talking about?”

      Chaz leaned back in his chair, the shadows playing across his face. “You think I don't know?”

      That’s when I noticed a handgun on Chaz’s desk, there in the back, just past his mouse, laying among the cables, post-it notes, sharpies, and little nasal decongestant spray bottles. Nearly hidden in the dust beside a box of tissues.

      The room seemed to close in on me, the darkness pressing down like a weight on my chest. I stared at Chaz, unsure of what to say, not knowing how to proceed, deciding whether it was time to pull my pistol out of my waistband.

      Or not.

      I took another sip of my beer, the cold liquid doing little to quench the fire inside me. But in that moment, I realized something. No matter how much I wanted to deny it, no matter how much I tried to hide it, there was no escaping the truth. I was a monster, and Chaz was, if anything, worse than me.

      Chaz stared at me with a combination of disappointment and disbelief. “You really screwed up, you know that? Abigail Hunter is alive, and she’s probably going to stay alive.”

      I choked on my beer, the liquid catching in my throat, but not for the reason he would have guessed. “What?”

      “Yeah, that's right. She's in a coma in an ICU in Dallas because she’s one of the special people who gets the top-shelf drug therapies instead of the burn box hustle like your dear old dumbshit grandpa. How the hell did you let that happen? Didn't you listen to my scrupulously specific instructions?” Chaz's voice was ice-cold, his anger barely contained.

      I shifted uncomfortably in the office chair, the leather sticking to my clothes like flypaper. I told him flatly, “I did everything right. Everything you told me to.”

      “Clearly not, Nut Fuck. How could she have escaped from the wall she'd been bolted to? What kind of amateur mistake was that?” Chaz leaned in closer, his eyes narrowing. “You got squeamish, right? Lost your nerve?”

      His words stung, but they also brought with them a surge of anger. It was time to confront him with the truth. “I let her live, Chaz.”

      His face twisted like he’d just had an aneurysm. “You what? You what!”

      “I let her live.” I repeated, defiantly. “I chose not to go through with it.”

      Chaz slammed his fist down on the desk, the sound echoing through the basement. “I had my job and you had yours. I did mine. And you? Oh, I understand exactly what happened.” He chortled cruelly. “You’re such a moron with all this chickenshit chivalry you pretend to. That’s it, right? Piper always said you were a namby pamby pussy. Trying to do the right thing when you can’t even tell black from white.” He rolled his eyes. “Where has that gotten you, Noah? Nowhere. You're a fugitive. A murderer. The VC trashed your house. You’ve got nothing but me. You’ve never had anything but me. You are nothing without me.”

      “She was innocent, Chaz.”

      He shrieked his derisive laughter at the ceiling. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You saw those tits, didn’t you? Am I right? You stripped her down, pegged her to the wall, and fell in love. Oh, my good green God. You are such a sad little puppy.”

      “No,” I told him. “I didn’t humiliate her by stripping her down.”

      “You’re an insufferable moron, Noah. There’s a standard CIA procedure for breaking down a—”

      “She’s not a gene hacker, Chaz. She never was.”

      “Did she tell you that?”

      “She had books on her shelf, Chaz. Books she’d written on cyber security.”

      “Fakes. Anybody can get ‘em.”

      “She’s no gene hacker. Neither was Chuck Beaumont or Cypher Shlong.”

      A freezing calm drifted down over Chaz. He stared at me. His hands laying on the desk. One just beside his mouse, but not on it. Just inches from the pistol.

      “They were searching for you, Chaz.” I stood up and paced away, winding up for a rant with my back to him. “They were getting close because you’re not as good at this hacker shit as you think you are. That’s why you had me—”

      The gun popped behind me.

      The slug hit me between the shoulder blades, punching the wind out of my lungs and knocking me face forward onto the floor.

      As I gasped for breath, I heard Chaz lift his bulk out of his creaky chair. “You’re a bucktooth backwards moron, Noah. You always were.” He kicked me. “You still alive, there, dumbass?” He nudged me to roll over.

      I complied.

      He yelled, “What the hell—”

      Far enough onto my left side, my right hand, the one with my pistol in it, was free. I fired. Pop, pop, pop. Three rounds right up through his gut and into his chest.

      He pitched back and fell.

      I hopped to my feet. As quickly as I was able. Coughing, I stepped over to Chaz, pinning his gun hand to the floor. I pointed my pistol down at his flabby, bleeding face, fully aware of the hypocrisy as I said, “You’re a murderer, Chaz.”

      “No.” He choked out a splatter of blood. “You are, because I’m smart, and you’re stupid.”

      “Not so stupid that I didn’t plan ahead,” I told him. “I bought a bullet proof vest from Remy.”

      He tried to laugh. “I should,” gasp, “have shot you in the head. Could have.” A bloody cough. “That’s why you’re stupid.”

      “Why, Chaz? Why did you send me to kill those innocent people?”

      “Innocent?” he laughed as he choked. He coughed again. Blood splattered out of his mouth. He spasmed and died.

      I stared down at him, feeling nothing at all, like the motherboard in my soul had finally burned out. No empathy. No tears. No remorse. Just a sociopathic lump of sentient meat with a painful bruise on its back.

      My inherent fight or flight response shocked my system, telling me to move my ass. Chaz’s neighbors must have heard the gunshots. They’d call the cops. Chaz’s biosensor band would automatically flag his death in the OPM database. The VC would roll up the street with a burn box in tow. They’d find me in the basement splattered in enough evidence that nothing I said or did would matter. They’d stuff me into the cremation chamber, crank up the gas, and listen to me scream as they violently reduced me to air pollution and ash. Just like they’d done to Grandpa.

      I could just let it happen and be done.

      Running wasn’t a realistic option. I mean, I could hop in my car and race for the mountains. I could take my signal jammer and escape to a place where there weren’t any surveillance cams and follow a gravel fire road up into the pines.

      And what then? Become a mountain hermit? Squat in an abandoned vacation home with no electricity, no running water, and no food? With zero outdoor survival skills, I wouldn’t last the first winter. That was just a hard, cold fact, no matter how romantically the idea appealed to me.

      I’d have to ditch the biosensor band I’d worn on my trip down to Texas. Then, with no mandated bracelet on my wrist, I couldn’t stay in the city. Even if I had a place to live. The privacy bubble of my jam field would eventually entice the VC to investigate, or a surveillance cam would ultimately spot me, trigger an alert, and an armored cruiser would race to my location. Blue sack suits. Violence. Burn box. The only way it could go.

      Evading OPM’s ubiquitous surveillance took planning, and some major Chaz skills.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I really was just a trigger man who crept down the world’s dark pathways, mapped out for me by Maestro Chazbro. Good God, it was difficult to admit, but maybe Chaz was right, I really was nothing without him.

      I dropped into the semen-crusted office chair, exhaling the weight of my troubles off my shoulders. I felt so exhausted that fleeing seemed like the most difficult choice in the world. I finally accepted that in the end, running away was pointless. I’d just climb docilely into the burn box, forget about the shameful mess we’d all made of a world, and ride the blue flame into oblivion.
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      Chaz’s body seeped blood and other fluids onto the floor.

      I watched. Waiting for the inevitable.

      Growing impatient as I sat.

      I checked the time. Eleven minutes had elapsed.

      I didn’t hear any sirens floating out of the distance, no jack-handed fist pounding on the door.

      What had Chaz said about his neighbors? Hadn’t those on both sides died, and those a few doors down?

      Could that be right?

      I stood, cocked my head, and listened. Maybe the regular cops weren’t coming.

      How quickly would the virus cops get a notification once Chaz’s biosensor stopped uploading life signals to the server? Feeling a spark of unexpected hope, I dropped to a knee in the blood puddling around Chaz’s body and slid his sleeve up past his wrist—no biosensor bracelet. I checked the other.

      “What the—”

      I stood again. Then I remembered, his biobracelet was spoofed and built into his Sanaka Systems Robovac upstairs, just like the unit he’d put together for me. One of his rebellious middle fingers to the man.

      If the blue force of sack suit justice wasn’t bearing down on me already, then I had cause for hope, and I had some time to indulge it. I spun slowly in place, my feet slipping easily in Chaz’s coagulating blood as I surveyed his stacks of computers and his wall of monitors. All the hacking tools I could use to forever hide myself from the surveillance state and its minions hid in the bits and bytes in those machines.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            62

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a weird, painful thing getting shot in the back.

      It’s a weirder thing killing someone, even if they’re demonstrably evil. When I’d snuffed Chuck Beaumont, I learned about my emotional circuit breaker. I couldn't consciously flip it, but something within me could cut the power. In the hours after I'd murdered those five people up in Fort Collins, I wasn’t overcome with remorse or guilt or even fear. Now? Yeah, it weighed on my soul. What I'd done to Abigail had taken hours. I felt that keenly, barely mediated by the news that she lived. None of the reasons I'd used to excuse or justify what I’d done would ever make any of it better.

      Nor would they stop me, apparently, from doing it again.

      When I sat awake in the dark, silent hours and thought about the killing I’d done, maybe the biggest surprise was the realization that violence had always been in me, I’d just never known it.

      One day Chaz would be added to the ghosts weighing down my conscience, but right now, I felt nothing for the man lying in his own blood at my feet.

      I checked the time again. Fourteen minutes had passed since I’d shot my only friend. No sirens sounded in the streets outside. No virus cops had arrived to beat down the door.

      I needed to make a decision, so I did.

      I crossed to the far corner of Chaz’s basement to examine his arsenal. Upon finding a nice AR-15, I wrangled up a handful of magazines and figured they would be more than sufficient. I was going to take my chances by staying in Chaz’s house to salvage what I could from his computer systems. If the virus cops belatedly showed up, I’d murder as many of those bastards as I could. It would be a pointless, suicidal blaze of glory, but at least I wouldn’t be alive when they stuffed my corpse into the burn box.

      That left me with one big problem—what to do with Chaz.

      The even bigger question, could I dispose of Chaz’s body in such a way that no one would ever know he was dead? His biosensor would vacuum the floor indefinitely. Theoretically, I could keep Chaz alive in the eyes of the authorities forever—if I could get rid of the body.

      In the far corner of the basement, a floor drain tempted me with possibilities—all bad, but possibilities, nevertheless. Or I could wrap Chaz in layers of plastic and drag his corpse up to the attic. Besides the impossibility of me lifting his 350 pound bulk up a ladder and through an attic access panel, that potential plan carried with it innumerable pitfalls. It also brought to light a major problem. Whatever I decided to do with Chaz—I’d need to schlep his dead weight out of the basement.

      Unless I dismembered him.

      My stomach flipped and my eyes squinted shut on their own accord. I didn’t think I could do that. Shooting Chaz when he had murder in his eyes, that was one thing. Butchering a human body?

      Well, I had already tortured one person and killed others.

      How much productive villainy could be buried in my soul that I hadn’t yet accessed?
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      First things first, however.

      I had my just-in-case AR-15 lying within easy reach on the desk. Chaz’s body, while being a problem that would grow more urgent the longer it lay there, didn’t need to be my number one top priority at the moment. I couldn’t confuse degrees of necessity with degrees of urgency, and I couldn’t let Chaz’s corpse cloud my judgement simply because it was the most visible and obviously proximate problem.

      Physical proximity wasn’t what it used to be, especially where it concerned threats—however one defined such things. In my case, in that moment, sitting in Chaz’s basement, threats on my life skulked out of every quarter, and I couldn’t depend on my base intuitions to identify them.

      I did know that if someone had heard the shots, and the regular police or the virus cops were lollygagging their way toward Chaz’s house, then the discovery of Chaz’s body would lead to my death immediately or imminently by incineration or incarceration and execution. I’d already decided to take a gamble on that risk.

      The risk I hadn’t thought through was the potential hazard of sitting in Chaz’s basement at the nexus of real-world Chaz Weatherspoon and his hacker persona Maestro Chazbro, who was in the crosshairs of a community of cyber security professionals—one dead, one on the run, and one in a coma, possibly a coma. But how many more were out there?

      Then there was an unquantifiable and nebulous potential threat from Chaz’s own associates. One of them was running around in the mountains right now, wearing my biosensor bracelet with a spoof disc on the back pretending to be me. One or more of them were up in Fort Collins, with the ability to expeditiously deliver automobiles and cellphones to inexplicable locations on short notice in the middle of the night. How many nefarious people did Chaz work with? How close was his relationship with them? For that matter, how did Chaz compensate them?

      Finally, I had to consider whether Noah Blanks had a future.

      At the moment, Noah Blanks was in the mountains and would be for a few more days. Unfortunately, Detective Rancourt knew everything about me, and I was likely at the top of his shit hit list. Privacy, I knew, was an illusion. It was a concept that had been dying hand-in-hand with absolute truth for decades.

      The ubiquitous surveillance cams on every street and in every public place were one aspect of the death of privacy, mimicking their insidious eyes were my telephone, my television, and my computers. I knew my mandatory biosensor bracelet tracked me, and not just my location and my physical health markers. No doubt it could convey to OPM every detail on the quality of my sleep, my diet, and the frequency of my bowel movements. It knew how often I exercised, when my mood slipped into despair, or even when I masturbated. The bracelet was their personal portable peephole into Noah Blanks.

      I remembered a time in the early days of the internet’s growth when spyware was widely considered to be a kind of malware, a computer virus. Now, every company that hosted a website, created a smartphone app, or built a piece of connected hardware spied and collected personal data as a matter of course. Business, as a whole, had legalized and normalized the theft of personal privacy because it opened an easy avenue to boost bottom lines and fatten quarterly bonuses.

      Years ago, back before Mason Alexander Lee happened, and well before his copycat gene hacker wannabe cult started buttfucking the world into a dystechnian police state, I attended one of Sanaka Systems’ internal tech conferences out in California. Two or three days in, I was sitting downstairs in the hotel bar. I was tired of watching pay-per-view skin flicks in my room and was inexplicably missing Piper.

      Somehow, a group of data scientists also attending the conference befriended me. There were three of them, two men and a woman, all PhDs working in Sanaka Systems Human Informatics and Analysis group. Before that night in the hotel bar, I had still indulged the illusion that I was a free American citizen with an actual private life, the details of which nobody knew.

      Ha, fucking, ha, ha, ha.

      My group of inebriated new friends started talking about what the Human Informatics and Analysis group did. They threw tons of cryptic technospeak around, bantering it about like a bowling ball with wings.

      Equally inebriated, I asked what it all meant in layman's terms.

      They built and maintained multi-dimensional models on our customer base. Through a whole host of expensive sources, they’d constructed and populated an imposing cyberlithic data model that housed nearly five thousand factoids on every human in the country—and most humans worldwide. They were hoping to, and actively working on a project that would, go live within the next few years, thus expanding their model to fifty thousand datapoints per human and legal business entity. Their algorithms helped Sanaka Systems understand exactly what products the market wanted—even when the market didn’t know it wanted the products. They created pricing models, created lists of individuals who were likely to buy—the exact individuals—and most invasively, discovered, classified, and implemented the unique triggers most likely to prompt each individual consumer to make the purchase. The three claimed, only half-jokingly, that with their tool set, they could read a person’s mind and predict their behaviors then sell them a product they couldn't resist.

      So, given OPM’s resources, I didn’t doubt that Detective Rancourt knew everything there was to know about Noah Blanks. He’d find a way to use that information to eventually put me into a burn box and there wouldn’t be anything attorney Scarlett Turner could do to stop it.

      It was just a matter of time.

      My conclusions, ordered by urgency:

      
        	I needed to find out if Abigail Winston was dead, still in a coma, or alive and coherent. If she was awake and alert, she’d remember that I’d been stupid enough to give away Maestro Chazbro’s identity. Once she divulged that tidbit of data, Sanaka Systems’ wrath would be coming down on whoever happened to be in Chaz’s house at the time—i.e. me.

        	Cypher Schlong was a wildcard, but with two of his three compatriots offline, he likely couldn’t find Maestro Chazbro on his own. That was little more than a guess. Maybe he didn’t even belong in this list.

        	I had a two-day time clock on Noah Blanks. As soon as my biosensor bracelet came back to town, Detective Rancourt could pounce. That could take a few hours, or it might happen next month. Either way, in two days, Vanilla Man needed to turn into a ghost. The only way for me to become a ghost and live through my immediate future was to exploit Chaz’s hacking tools and the network of contacts that allowed him to create false identities at will. Hence, I needed to get into Chaz’s computer and invest the time to understand how he was able to do all that he was able to do.

        	Finally, I needed to do something with Chaz’s body. He had to disappear, which would make sense to whoever came looking for him. If his murdered corpse turned up one day, Noah Blanks would sooner or later become a suspect. It wouldn’t matter then how many identities I was able to slip into and out of along the way, if I ever fell into the hands of authorities with a motivation to take a hard look at me, whether through my genetic fingerprint, my actual fingerprint, or other specific biometrics, I would be identified as the original Noah Blanks—wanted for questioning in the murder of Chaz Weatherspoon.

      

      I had things to do.
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      Using Chaz’s still-warm thumb, I accessed his primary computer system.

      Luckily for me, an application ran live in a VPN window connected through a remote virtual machine with several screens open, each with headings that included the name Trinity Memorial Hospital. Chaz had hacked into Trinity Memorial’s IT system. One of the open screens displayed Abigail Winston’s virtual medical chart. It contained all the doctor and nurse notes about her state, ongoing treatments, and prognosis. Another set of screens was linked into the nurse’s station in the ICU. On those screens, I could see real-time outputs from the monitors tracking her heart rate, respiration, blood pressure, and oxygen saturation, among other things.

      Abigail Winston was still in a coma in an ICU quarantine ward. If I understood what I read, she wasn’t likely to make it.

      That made me feel awful and relieved at the same time, and then I felt monstrous for feeling relieved.

      I noticed a window Chaz had open where a running piece of software appeared to be hacking into a secure Trinity Memorial Hospital application through which Doctors' orders were conveyed to the nurses. Just behind those windows were web search results where Chaz had been searching for lethal combinations and doses of medications that could possibly be administered to a patient in a coma.

      Chaz had been trying to finish the job he’d sent me to do.

      Cowardly fucker.

      I set my conflicted emotions aside on all of that and moved Abigail Winston’s status screens to one of Chaz’s many displays on the wall. I drew a deep, satisfying breath because that one little thing felt like a tangible first step toward a possible future for myself. Abigail’s health status was the timer on the bomb that could detonate my life. If she didn’t wake before Noah Blanks' mountaineering impersonator returned, then I had two days of safety in which to tend to the other items on my list.

      I set about changing the passwords and biometric access inputs on all of Chaz’s electronic devices. I refreshed the IP address on every device and ordered new network access cards. Those would all come with new MAC addresses, something of a network serial number that might be used to tie the Maestro Chazbro pseudonym to the physical devices in Chaz’s dungeon. I didn’t know if I was going to retain all his equipment, but I wanted to open that option. If I went down that road, I’d need to break every connection I could find that might link Maestro Chazbro’s equipment back to him.

      Over ninety minutes had passed since Chaz expired, so I figured I was safe from a jackboot kicking in the front door. My two-day window of freedom implied a few sleepless nights ahead of me. I flipped open Chaz’s dorm fridge and pulled out a bottle of Atomic Blue Mountain Dew to start my caffeine infusion.

      As the bubbles fizzed across my tongue, a disgusting but potentially valuable memory surfaced.
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      Alkaline hydrolysis.

      I grimaced thinking about it, realizing that the darkness within me, which had seemed so recently to have emerged, shouldn’t have come as a surprise.

      Case in point, I’d once been morbidly fascinated by a video I chanced upon and couldn’t help myself from researching. Three years ago, by the end of another Saturday evening spent at home in front of my computer—instead of dining and laughing or seeing a concert with my friends—I learned more than I thought I’d ever need to know about a process I’d never even heard of before that afternoon.

      Like everything in life, the process was so much more easily contemplated than executed. Not that the contemplation of it was easy, as the prerequisite steps were horrific, but finally I had an opportunity to put all that learning to good use.

      Preparation took nearly four hours. Chaz’s place had two bathtubs, a standard-sized tub in the main-floor guest bath, and an oversized garden tub in the master bath. Chaz wouldn’t fit in either. Not completely. Fortunately—though fortunately was maybe not the right word—the fit problem would be solved with the solution to the weight obstacle.

      I taped plastic on the walls and on the floor, spreading out for ten feet in every direction around the floor drain. I pulled a garden hose from the courtyard in through the basement egress window and I had it running with a steady stream down the drain. I rolled Chaz’s body onto a plastic covered rug and with great difficulty, dragged the corpse into my plastic-protected workspace.

      Wearing a full sack suit, protective face mask and filter gear and using an electric knife from the kitchen and a hatchet from the garage, I set about my gruesome task, getting to work dismembering Chaz’s body. Blood splattered everywhere, on me, and on the plastic wall protection. It dribbled across the floor and ran into the drain. Finally, the disassembled pieces of Chaz went into triple-layers of plastic garbage bags.

      Once that was accomplished, I hauled the bags back upstairs, one by one, and dumped them into the bathtubs, which I had prepped as best I could. In the garden tub in the master, I’d laid an electric blanket in the bottom, slipping it out of its cloth cover, leaving only a big plastic waterproof heating pad. In the downstairs bath, I considered myself lucky in that I'd found three different heating pads in Chaz’s various closets. Apparently, he had been a man with more than his share of aches and pains. Considering his diet and sedentary lifestyle, that didn’t surprise me.

      According to the information I’d picked up from my earlier research—as well as I could remember—the alkaline hydrolysis process simmering along at 350 degrees might finish in a few hours. A room temperature process might run for a month or more. I guesstimated the temps I’d be able to achieve would not exceed 125 degrees.

      I was in for a long, gory haul.

      I plugged the drains and started the next step.

      I shlepped Chaz’s multi-pallet Mountain Dew stash up from the basement and stacked it in the kitchen. In the garage, I found at least twice that much stored. I figured I had something like five gallons of Mountain Dew for every gallon of Chaz. If that wasn’t sufficient to do the job, then I had other problems—namely, that I’d errantly let myself believe some urban myth crap I’d learned off the internet.

      I rummaged around and found the four largest pots in the kitchen, filled each with Mountain Dew, and arranged them on the stove before cranking up the flame on each burner. As the unnatural green fizz slowly came to a boil, I started opening individual bottles from Chaz’s eclectic collection—Pitch Black, White out, Voltage, and more. Each of those received the microwave boil treatment. That put me into a long, monotonous work cycle of hauling hot Mountain Dew from the kitchen to the downstairs bathtub and pouring it over Chaz’s dismembered body parts. Once I had enough liquid in the tub to fill the bottom with a few inches, I turned on the heating pads to keep it all warm.

      And that was it. The basic method behind alkaline hydrolysis—Mountain Dew, along with every other carbonated beverage was an alkaline compound in a liquid form, if I was even thinking about it in a chemically correct way. It had been a long, long time since I’d last sat in a college chem class. Left alone, the Mountain Dew would eventually liquify flesh, maybe in a month or two for a body the size of Chaz’s. Adding heat to the process should speed it up to a few hours. Then I would simply wash a few bathtubs of Chaz goo down the drains, and I’d only have some bare bones to dispose of.

      However, I’d had a dentist friend once who’d told me that when his children were small, when they lost their baby teeth, he didn’t tell them stories about a Tooth Fairy and free money. He’d put the teeth in jars of soda, where they slowly dissolved.

      I never asked how long it took for those tiny teeth to disappear, I was too amused by the fact that the children, once they’d reached their teens, still drank as much soda as the next kid.

      So it goes.
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      Taking a moment every twenty minutes or so, and then every hour during my body disposal effort to check the Abigail clock, I eventually finished the gruesome work with Chaz’s mortal remains. That’s to say, his parts were in the tubs upstairs, fully immersed in warm Mountain Dew, probably how he'd wish to go. His blood splatter had been washed down the drain and I’d let the hose run into the pipe for an hour, washing as much of Chaz’s bio evidence away as I figured was practical. I even rinsed the stains off the plastic sheeting I’d used and folded those neatly into trash bags which now sat in the garage. I didn’t have a good plan yet on how to handle those, I only knew I couldn’t forget about them when I finally left Chaz’s townhouse for good.

      All in all, the Chaz removal effort cost me nearly seven hours. Much more than I’d imagined when I’d started. Given the sad fact that I'd had maybe forty-eight hours on my countdown, seven hours was a significant investment. On the other hand, my growing anxiety over that time expenditure sparked an inspiration that became my next big question to answer as I sat in front of Chaz’s desk in the basement. Who was the guy wearing my biosensor up in the mountains, and could I delay his return, possibly buying myself more time?

      I started searching the system logs on Chaz’s primary computer to reverse engineer the steps he had taken prior to my leaving for Texas. He had to have made contact with my impersonator before giving him my biosensor bracelet. Finding the communique that arranged that handoff would lead me to the guy.

      That, it turned out, was my entry into the nested Rubik’s Cube world of Maestro Chazbro’s cyber existence—multi-layered VPN connections anonymized and re-encrypted at each step and bounced from server to server around the globe, suites of compiled tools for hacking and worming into a wide variety of seemingly secure computer systems, folder upon folder of source code, mountains of raw data files stolen from all manner of government agencies and private entities, petabytes of Dixie Trailer Park porn, of course, and everything, thank God, organized and accounted for in a vast set of spreadsheets, one of which piqued my interest and drew me away from my initial search goal—a list of hidden, numbered, offshore bank accounts owned by Chaz Weatherspoon’s aliases.

      Chaz, or so it appeared, was wealthy. Ridiculously so.
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      The morning light crept in through the egress window at the back of the basement, cementing the realization that I’d not stopped working since the day before.

      I checked Abigail Winston’s health status. One of her doctors overnight had entered a guardedly optimistic note into her file. Good for her. Bad for me. At least she was still comatose.

      My eyes felt dry and achy from staring at computer monitors all night long. My head pounded every time I turned too quickly to glance from one screen to the next. Worse, my stomach gurgled on a mix of acid, off-brand Doritos, and Mountain Dew. Still, I felt wired, and satisfied.

      Chaz Weatherspoon, before he passed, held accounts totaling nearly $100 million in US dollars.

      I spent most of the night verifying, double-checking, triple-checking, accessing accounts through web portals, and running currency conversions, unable to believe Chaz could have amassed such a fortune. It didn’t make any sense. Nevertheless, I changed Chaz’s access credentials, assumed his aliases as my own, and effectively stole every penny of it.

      And why not? Chaz had no heirs, and in any case, I knew, or that’s to say I’d read articles here and there about what happened to the money in accounts belonging to deceased CRISPR plague victims for whom no heir stepped up immediately to make a claim. That cash turned into bonuses for big bank execs. Initially, anyway. The government eventually stepped in to assert ownership of unclaimed accounts. It turned into a big hullaballoo across the newsfeeds for several months before the stories suddenly disappeared from the media altogether. Rumor around the campfire had it that the government and the banks had reached a compromise. Translation: rich and powerful people in the right positions divvied the spoils and squelched the news.

      Status fucking quo.

      This money wouldn't require inheriting, as it no longer belonged to the deceased.

      I headed upstairs, realizing as I hiked up that I probably needed to create new accounts for housing Chaz’s millions, as someone equally brilliant as I would be able to trace them eventually, but transferring Chaz’s money to new accounts, even at different institutions, would still leave a paper trail. The new accounts would be a reasonable first step to separating the money from any link to Chaz, but in the long run, I’d need to find a way to launder every connection between Chaz and his erstwhile fortune into absolute nothingness.

      At least none of the existing accounts were directly tied to Maestro Chazbro in any way that I could determine.
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      For breakfast, I decided on a frozen pizza. It sat in the oven, slowly baking.

      Disappointingly, Chaz’s kitchen didn’t contain any more of his black-market coffee stash. Not a big surprise. Nearly nobody had it anymore. Beer and Mountain Dew were the only beverages available. On the food front, Chaz’s freezer was well stocked with frozen pizzas, Red Baron Meat Lovers. Exclusively. He had several weeks’ worth of frozen burritos, and not much else that would pass for real food. His pantry was stocked with three varieties of chips and two kinds of candy bars, like his computer spreadsheets, perfectly organized, but nutritionally atrocious. Chaz ate like a college freshman making horrible dietary decisions on Mommy’s credit card.

      After breakfast, I donned a filter mask and sack suit and checked on the alkaline hydrolysis process. To my surprise, I was able to rinse much of Chaz straight down the drain in both tubs, wondering, while I watched the goo slowly swirl around the drain, if I’d have been better served by cubing Chaz into smaller pieces.

      How quickly the mind normalizes the horrific.

      Either way, I had to refill both tubs with a fresh batch of warmed-up Mountain Dew—a beverage I hoped never to drink again after I left Chaz’s house. Tomorrow?

      I didn’t know when I’d get out.

      My countdown clock was still ticking. Once Abigail Winston awoke, my alone time in the nerd dungeon would be measured in minutes. I figured I needed to pick an amount of time in which I could safely make my escape and then stick to it, and I needed to decide that before the surprise of Abigail’s sudden awakening ambushed me. In that event, I’d likely panic and make bad choices.

      I needed a drop-dead day and hour that I could stick to.

      At the moment, I had access to money—a life-changing, lottery ticket-sized pile of it. That could go a long way, but only if I had a new identity. Luckily, Chaz had access to plenty of those. I just needed to riddle out the details of resurrecting one.
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      Half delirious from caffeine overload and lack of sleep, I pushed on through the day and into the night. When the sun rose again, I hadn’t slept in forty-eight hours.

      Abigail’s condition seemed to have stabilized. Thankfully, she was still in a coma.

      The remainder of Chaz goo was flushed down the drains followed by a generous helping of drain cleaner—all I could find in the house. Using a hammer I discovered in the basement, I pulverized the chunky leftover skeletal portions, double-bagged the crumbs, and packed them into a cardboard box. That, I stashed in the garage with the plastic sheets I’d used the first afternoon when I’d been forced to dismember my lying asshole of a friend.

      Also in the garage were two boxes, thoroughly padded, moisture protected, and packed full with the hard drives from every computing device that had been in Chaz’s house. Another eight boxes were stuffed with all manner of widgets and doo dads I thought might come in handy one day.

      I thoroughly cleaned Chaz’s bathrooms and assured myself that no evidence of a crime would be found. I figured a forensic team would likely prove me wrong, if anything I'd learned from TV held water. On the other hand, if I handled my end of things well, then no forensic team would ever show up to look for evidence of Chaz’s passing. They might, however, connect me to Chaz, and he'd definitely be implicated. Therefore, there was a good chance someone would kick the front door in expecting to find a live Chaz. Instead, they’d discover his biosensor bracelet running around upstairs, connected to a Robovac, leaving them no clue as to how long it had been since real Chaz had actually been in his townhouse. Or even if this Weatherspoon was the hacker behind the Maestro Chazbro pseudonym.

      As for my Noah Blanks identity, I’d made contact with Chaz’s man in the mountains. I arranged to pay him handsomely, half up front, half upon completion, to smuggle my biosensor up into Canada before destroying the device and leaving the trail cold.

      Contact with that mountain man led me to look into the details behind one of Chaz’s spreadsheets called BurgleBoyz. To my great surprise, Chaz had access to an entire network of people who, apparently, were prepared to perform a variety of illegal tasks, as long as Chaz was willing to pay. The details of the things they’d done for him were astounding. A subset of the list included burglarizing residences.

      That led me to understand the source of Chaz’s wealth.

      Through various data sources, including OPM’s own records, accessible because Chaz had an inside man on his payroll, Chaz had set up an app to monitor for recorded deaths in the Denver area. His apps sorted through the information to filter out all but those deaths that met his list of criteria, the primary one being that the deceased was the last living member of a family. He then ran an algorithm that would access the private, yet available, details of the family’s financial health, specifically, the calculated sum of their liquid assets. Assets that would all be orphaned, hence eligible for eventual seizure by the financial institutions and their government coconspirators.

      Within hours of a person’s expiration, sometimes within minutes, one of Chaz’s network of burgle boys would show up at the house, usually in an official OPM sack suit so as not to raise the neighbors’ suspicions. They’d scour the house for computer hardware and personal financial records, taking care to search beneath computer keyboards for post-it notes around desks, anywhere a password or list of passwords might be found. If that failed, Chaz would attempt to hack the computers the old-fashioned way.

      Once the computers were cracked, he would follow the financial trails, emptying bank accounts, retirement accounts, and maxing credit cards. His burgle boys would receive a percentage of the take. The rest of the money would find its way circuitously into one of Chaz’s many bank accounts. Stealing money that was never going to be reported missing was quite a lucrative venture, though I wondered if that was the reason Maestro Chazbro was being pursued by a posse of cyber police. Did some filthy rich banker and his pocketful of senators miss out on their new yachts because Chaz had purloined the money first?

      That was just idle speculation, but it made sense. That nugget, combined with the bushel of miscellaneous underhanded kernels was the reason Chaz was on the radar of the cyber security experts.

      More importantly in the moment, given my expiring tenure in the nerd dungeon, I executed my primary escape. I had one of Chaz’s people pull up in a grocery delivery truck in the alley behind the townhouse. Utilizing one of Chaz’s signal jammers in a backpack I wore, I killed the feeds to the surveillance cameras with a view of the alley.

      I opened the garage and stood beside my pile of boxes.

      The driver exited his vehicle and came around to stand a few paces in front of me. “I have a pickup for a Mr. Ben Nichols.”

      “You’re in the right place.” Ben Nichols was my newest identity. “Before we load up, do you have the grocery orders in your van for your other deliveries already?”

      “I have seven drop offs scheduled before noon.”

      I pointed at my stack of boxes. “But you have room in the back for these?”

      He nodded. “As instructed. You need a hand loading those?”

      I accepted his help and in minutes the van was rolling back up the alley with me and my stack of boxes inside. I turned off my signal jammer when we reached the end of the alley and made myself comfortable.

      The driver made three stops, efficiently leaving grocery orders on the porches of three houses before he called back to me. “You’re next.”

      “When you arrive,” I told him, “back into the driveway, as close to the garage door as you can.”

      “You’re the boss.”

      I’d used my cash windfall to rent a modest single-family home a mile or so from my old place. I’d paid in full for a year, plus deposit. I wouldn’t stay in the house that long, probably just a few weeks, but it didn’t matter. I imagined my future was going to include a long series of new identities and addresses, and, thanks to Chaz, I had the money to facilitate those transitions with ease.
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      Two weeks passed since Chaz's death—I was already thinking of it as some passive event in my personal history. Ten days had gone by since I’d disposed of the last remnants of his corpse—the bone crumbs and plastics that probably had some kind of micro evidence sticking to them. I regularly monitored the hacked surveillance cameras that showed me his townhouse, the street in front, and the alley behind. Not a single soul in the world seemed to have a care to spare for Chaz Weatherspoon.

      I wondered, had I been his only friend?

      Did he see me that way? Or was I just a bipedal pawn to be manipulated? Was Chaz even capable of having a healthy relationship with another person?

      Thinking those kinds of things only served to slip me into a black mood, one I was having trouble shaking.

      Abigail Winston was out of her coma but intubated and heavily sedated. The odds of her living through another week were slim. But she’d beaten the odds so far. I couldn’t help but root for her.

      I considered for the hundredth time whether I should contact my boss at Sanaka Systems and formally resign. I liked my boss. Devin was his name. He was a good guy. At some point, he’d assume I’d died, finished off by the plague du jour. I wondered, would he grieve my passing? Or would my disappearance simply be an inconvenience he’d have to deal with between his first and second cups of ersatz coffee one morning?

      I often found myself distracted and bored, my mind constantly drawn back to the things I'd done and the questions that gnawed at me. Should I try to find a comfortable, anonymous place in the world, turn myself back into innocuous Vanilla Man, one who donated to worthy causes, boycotted polluting companies, and indulged artificial outrage every time a politician got caught with his dick stuck in a farm animal—like that was a big fucking surprise to anybody? Should I go back to ridding the world of gene hackers? Not that I’d killed any of those yet, but if I did, would my small part in that effort be worth anything at all?

      I felt like something fundamental about me had changed in Dallas. I had inch-wormed myself into the chrysalis of Abigail Winston’s home. I’d been one thing when going into her house, a half-made thing, though I’d not known it at the time. When I walked out, I’d metamorphosized into something new. Not better in any moral sense, but different.

      I feared the reflection I would see in Scarlett’s eyes.

      If I ever found a way to see her again.

      Days bled into nights, the hours ticked away as I sat in my new-to-me tract home, haunted by the ghosts of my dirty deeds. I couldn't shake the memory of Abigail Hunter, bound and suffering, or the faces of Chuck Beaumont and his poker buddies as they met their ends. Oddly, it was Chaz's face that haunted me the most—his cold, dead eyes staring up, accusing me.

      He’d called me a monster. In that, he was likely right, after all, it takes one to know one.

      I spent countless hours in front of flickering computer screens, forensically analyzing Chaz’s online life, searching through his secrets, digging into his enormous suite of hacking tools.

      I didn’t know where I was going, or what I was going to do with them, but Chaz had accumulated a treasure trove of capabilities for operating invisibly in a surveillance state. Such tools were sure to come in handy in my future. I spent days and days developing novice-level skills at coopting surveillance cameras, hacking into secure networks, desktops, and cellular phones.

      I started to develop an intuition for the way people saved precious data on electronic devices. I learned more about Chaz’s burgle boys, what kind of people they were, how frequently they worked for him, how much direct, face-to-face contact he’d had with each. Zero was the answer to that question. All, however, had been criminals of one sort or another before the pandemics ravaged the cities. I learned the names and workplaces of Chaz’s spies, for lack of a better word, the ones who worked in OPM and those in state and local governments. I familiarized myself with the application Chaz had created that kept them all paid on a regular basis. The spies, that is. The burgle boys operated on commissions from their burgle jobs and got paid per contract when Chaz had something special for them to do, like toting my biobracelet around the mountains.

      The biggest surprise I found—though in retrospect, it shouldn’t have surprised me by one iota—Chaz had discovered the location of Mason Alexander Lee. Prick had known where to find him all along.

      With Chaz’s money, was it possible that I could escape the grip of the surveillance state and its brutal army of virus cops? Buy an island in French Polynesia and just run away? What about emigrating to a country that still had a civilized relationship with its citizens? If I couldn’t cross the international border, then maybe purchase an ultra-lux prepper silo out on the plains of east Wyoming and hide inside until the world once again found its sanity.

      Most significantly, could I convince Scarlett to take a chance on me? Escape together and never look back?

      In the face of all those hopes and questions, I had to wonder, was anywhere in the world still safe? Or, had humanity finally used up all the happily ever afters our poor planet had stashed in the cupboard?
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      After some necessarily complicated back and forth, Scarlett agreed to meet with me.

      We couldn’t do it at her place, too many risks lay down that road. Clearly, I couldn’t have her come out to my new temporary home either.

      Anika, Scarlett’s UBI friend from the dinner party, turned out to be the answer. She was in Scarlett’s Sanctioned Social Circle. Hence, a visit to Anika’s house by Scarlett wouldn’t raise an eyebrow. As for me, I felt competent enough with Chaz’s surveillance cam hacking tools that I figured I could get myself in and out without OPM ever knowing an unidentified third person had made an appearance. Nevertheless, I brought along a signal jammer in my backpack with a fresh set of batteries installed.

      Anika owned an older, stand-alone home with a secluded backyard bordered by evergreen trees and shrubs that blocked her neighbors from seeing anything past the fence line. A pair of red maples stood ninety feet tall, spaced symmetrically in the yard, providing shade for the grass, patio, and house in the summer. Now, the branches were mostly bare, and their dry red leaves lay in drifts against the fence. Nevertheless, through the web of limbs, a drone’s peeping view down on the yard from above would be nearly useless.

      I entered the backyard by climbing the fence that stood between her yard and a deceased neighbor’s.

      Scarlett, sitting on the porch beside a table prepared with two place settings, waited for me, unsurprised when I emerged from between the fronds of two fir trees. I’d not asked her to prepare a meal, but indulged a pleasant sense of optimism, because she’d gone to the effort. Luckily, the air was crisp, but not cold enough to discourage an al fresco dinner.

      From the moment I sat down, I couldn't stop looking at her, bathed in the golden glow of the late afternoon light. She was gorgeous, but there was something different about her—she seemed reserved, wary even.

      Smiling, because I couldn’t stop myself, I said, “I have a gift for you.”

      Again, she seemed wary.

      I dug the small box out of my backpack and handed it to her.

      Her eyes lit up. At least there was that. “Where did you get this wrapping paper? And this bow?”

      The shiny metallic red paper and shimmery bow had cost me what I’d paid on my monthly electric bill back when I was still in the townhouse. Nobody manufactured such trivial luxuries anymore, certainly nobody who could import the product past Colorado’s state borders. “Unwrap it.”

      Scarlett went to work, carefully untying the bow, taking great care not to rip the paper. Such was the first step in recycling luxuries. “What is it?”

      “It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you.”

      Finally, she had the paper off, folded neatly on the table with her plate holding it down so it wouldn’t blow away in the breeze. She opened the plain box and seemed confused. “A cell phone?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Is it an antique?” She looked up at me and then back at the phone. “It’s huge. Did you make me a mix tape, too?”

      I laughed. “It’s a satellite phone with military-grade encryption built in.” It was one of the trinkets I’d taken from Chaz’s house when I’d left.

      Scarlett leaned back in her chair, not sure what to make of the phone.

      “I’ve got a matching one,” I explained. “My number is in there. With this, you can call me anytime you want, and nobody can trace the call or listen in.”

      “That’s sweet.” It didn’t sound like she meant it when she said it.

      Scarlett prepared pasta with a delicious red sauce. Over that, she laid slices of Italian sausage she'd cooked on the grill on Anika’s patio. The aroma wafted through the air, making my mouth water. We both wore coats to stave off the chill, but I couldn't shake the feeling that there was more than just a cool breeze hanging in the air. It felt like difficult choices. Maybe even heartbreak.

      “This pasta is incredible,” I told her, trying to lighten the mood.

      She offered a small, guarded smile. “Brink bartered for the sausage from one of his farmer friends. I hadn’t tried it yet, but I thought it would be nice to cook something special tonight. “

      I wanted to believe that to her special meant a rekindling of what we briefly had together. But I couldn't shake the feeling that she'd finally agreed to see me because she’d come to a decision about us and wanted to break the bad news in person.

      As we ate, I tried to keep the conversation going. “It’s really nice sitting out here. It’s good to be outside.”

      “Out of the cage?” Scarlett smiled and raised her wine glass.

      “To being out of the cage,” I toasted, and silence fell on us again as I sipped my wine. “I've missed you.” I blurted out. “I’ve missed spending time with you.”

      “What little there was of it?”

      I simply smiled. She was right, there hadn’t been that much time we’d actually spent in one another’s company, even less that wasn't terminally burdened.

      “I've missed you too.” Scarlett looked at me, her eyes searching for something. “Noah, you know things with you have been...complicated.”

      “Complicated,” I agreed, swallowing hard, my heart skipping a beat. “Do you think the virus police are still looking for me?”

      “Ben Nichols?” asked Scarlett. “That’s the name you’re using, right?” Scarlett glanced at the biosensor band on my wrist. “How do you even pull off something like that?”

      I took a long look at the dead man’s biosensor. There was not an answer to Scarlett’s question that didn’t lead to a hundred more. “What about Detective Rancourt? Does he still have it in for me?”

      “For the moment, the virus police have lost interest in Noah Blanks.” She half smiled and her eyes grew glassy.

      “I have you to thank for that. But,” I cleared my throat, “who knows how long that will last.”

      She played with the pasta on her plate. “There was so much we didn’t know about each other when we met.”

      “After living across the street from one another for eight years?” I tried to make it sound like a fun little joke, but it fell flat. I wanted to tell her that she knew me. I wanted to take her hands in mine and assure her that she knew everything important there was to know about who I was. But I didn’t know anymore whether I even knew myself. “Scarlett, I care about you.”

      “I care about you, too.”

      “I understand that you’re scared. I am too. Every time I think of you, I want to take you in my arms and feel your body touching mine, feel your lips kissing mine, and…” I choked up and couldn’t go on until I took a deep breath. “I…I think we're worth taking a chance on.”

      She looked at me, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “I want to believe there’s a chance, Noah. I really do. But it's hard when I feel like I'm always waiting for the other shoe to drop. It’s so difficult for me to look at you, now, and see the sweet, kind man I know you are, at the same time knowing the things you’ve done. I can’t—” her tears ran in trickles down her cheeks as her voice abandoned her. “I can’t—” She cleared her throat and told me, “I can’t reconcile the person I know you to be in my head with the person I want you to be in my heart. You don’t make sense to me. It's like you shouldn’t exist.” She reached over and put a hand on my cheek. “You can't be who you seem to be when you’re with me, and still be able to do the things I know you do when you’re not.”

      I felt my heart breaking and falling to pieces on the ground with the withered, rattling leaves scattered across the patio. I wanted to say something, to protest, to tell Scarlett that despite the immature impossibility of it and the implausibly short time we’d actually known one another, that I was still totally taken with her. That I wanted it to grow into so much more than just a crush. When I remembered that she didn't know half of what I'd done, my throat became too constricted with anguish for me to squeeze a syllable through it. So, I turned away to hide my own dribbling tears, and I reached up and held her warm hand against my cold cheek.

      Finally, I asked, “Would you run away with me? Leave this place and all these memories behind. Start a new life together.”

      “Where, Noah? Where can anyone go in this world? We’re all trapped in the cage we built.” She fixed me in her gaze. “You’re a dreamer, Noah. It’s one of the things I love about you, but sometimes, I think your head is lost in the clouds, and sometimes I think—” she stopped herself there.

      “And sometimes,” I finished, “I’m a monster stalking the world that made me?”

      She shook her head. “No, no. I wasn’t going to say that.”

      “But it’s not far from the truth. You don’t have to confirm it or deny it. I see it in your eyes. I feel it in my heart.” I let go of her hand and fell back in the chair, feeling the frigid metal through the layers of my jacket. “Please—” I choked up again as I looked at her and I had to turn away so I could find my voice. But I decided in that moment that I wasn’t going to beg or guilt Scarlett into doing something she didn’t want to do. Instead, I managed to say, “I understand your trepidation. Even I don’t honestly know who I am anymore. I don’t know what all I’m capable of. I can promise you, though, that I’d never willingly hurt you.”

      “Willingly,” Scarlett told me, stealing my word. “That’s the problem, Noah. Not everything is under your control. Maybe nothing is.”

      I nodded. I still couldn’t look at her.

      Finally, I steeled my nerves, ready to take the bad news if that was my only option. I reached across the table, my hand hovering above hers. “If you need me to go, then tell me. I’ll leave you and I won’t bother you again. Ever. I want you to know, though, that I want more than anything for you to find a place for me in your life.”

      Scarlett hesitated, and then placed her hand in mine, her grip tentative. “We can’t be what we both first hoped,” she whispered, her voice barely audible above the sound of the wind rustling the dead brown leaves in the courtyard. “I’ll be your friend, Noah, but that’s all I can be.”

      It took all my strength to simply nod, to accept her decision.

      Scarlett tightened her grip on my hand. “Do you hate me now?”

      “No. I respect you.” Despite how much it hurt. “It takes a strong person to make a hard choice.”

      “Friend to friend, can I give you a piece of advice?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I don’t know if you’re still doing what you were doing. I don’t want to know. Not anymore. But please, for your own sake, if you still need to do something to avenge your grandpa, find something you can be passionate about, something that helps people. Love is the only thing that can cure hate.”

      I smiled weakly. “Is that a line from a song?”

      “You have a good heart, Noah. Don’t be the one who breaks it by turning yourself into something you’re not.”
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      The days that followed my dinner with Scarlett blurred one into the next.

      My heart ached with a pain that felt like it would never ebb.

      It was the same certainty of eternal suffering I lived with while going through my divorce. It even matched the ache I experienced when I realized I needed to extract myself from Piper’s parasitic grasp before she finished devouring my testicles.

      It was the feeling of love—infatuation, more likely—thrashing through its death throes deep down in my heart.

      Only, I didn’t really go in for that poetic shit. At least, the rational side of my mind didn’t want to, because I knew what was really happening was simply physical withdrawal symptoms as my body stopped secreting oxytocin, dopamine, norepinephrine, and vasopressin—the chemicals of infatuation and love. That spigot automatically shut off when my brain signaled my body that the relationship in question wasn’t going to pan out. Or vice versa. Or I was completely full of shit because I’d read a long article on the chemistry of love way back in the day and I thought I understood the whole neurochemical, emotionally complicated mess of it.

      None of that made me feel any better, though. It just helped me believe that the pain would one day be a part of my past, rather than my present.

      All the while pining for a future with Scarlett by my side.

      What she’d asked of me, not to turn into something that would break my own heart, well, I didn’t have the heart at the time to tell her that I’d already done that. I was already turning into something else, something that needed to justify its gullibility, its crimes, murders, and torture, by hunting down Mason Alexander Lee. If I could just snuff that little bitch of a basement beat-off boy, maybe I could end a very ugly chapter in my life. Maybe then, I could turn myself into something of my choosing. Something good. Something Scarlett might love.

      Either that or the chemical imbalance in my brain had stolen my ability to think rationally. Just like it did to every boy or man with a broken heart.

      We are all such muddles of macho bluster wrapped around fragile feelings and firehosed hormones.

      Hence, I buried myself in research, learning the ins and outs of the technology at my fingertips. As I studied, I couldn't help but marvel at Chaz's genius. God, I hated using that word to describe him, but he really did have a talent for creeping through the vulnerable underbelly of the world’s cyber landscape. It explained a lot about how he had managed to stay hidden from the virus cops for so long.

      I spent hours poring over Chaz's tools, my fingers tapping across the keyboard, manipulating the software to infiltrate the ad hoc surveillance network the virus cops had set up around my old house. Where Scarlett had determined through her legal connections with OPM that they’d lost interest in me, it turned out they were very, very interested in my comings and goings. They were just laying low, hiding behind their network of micro cams, hoping to trap me when I was up to no good. Or just bag me when I woke up stupid enough one morning to return to the home I’d shared with my grandpa.

      Too bad for them. I wasn’t that stupid. Not anymore.

      Sure, I’d made more than my share of bad choices, but—

      —but I hoped it was more than just luck that had saved me from the consequences.

      And then Abigail Winston woke up.
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      When a man’s got the right connections and unlimited money, anything can be expedited.

      The body that had lived under the Charlie Torres name had passed away the previous day. He’d been an Urban Archaeologist—whatever that was—who’d been out doing what he did for a living, poking around in the apocalyptic detritus of an eastern suburb when he’d been murdered. Why? Nobody knew, and nobody with any authority to do anything about it cared. Charlie Torres had no living relatives to make a fuss. They’d all died in the modern-times usual way, hence, Charlie Torres met the most important criteria for long-term identity theft. Nobody who’d known him was going to come looking for him.

      A cadaver collection contractor who’d been one of Chaz’s corrupt freelancers picked the body up. A well-timed bonus paid to one of Chaz’s OPM contacts ensured that Charlie Torres’s record in the OPM database was updated back into the realm of the living, leaving the identity free for me to seize.

      While waiting for the new identity details to work themselves out, I re-packed everything I’d stolen from Chaz’s basement and found myself a new place to live. Then I arranged my transportation.

      Three hours after receiving the news about Abigail Winston, Charlie Torres’s body was wearing Ben Nichols’s biosensor bracelet while it rode on a rack in the back of a cadaver collection van on its way to the central burn facility downtown. I was standing in the garage of my new home beside my pile of boxes, feeling like I’d successfully severed any relationship I had to Chaz, or at least put one more layer of obfuscation between myself and the deceased Maestro Chazbro.

      I needed, however, to work through the rest of Chaz’s hard drives and miscellaneous stuff so that I’d be able to travel a bit lighter next time. And set up an identity, alive and kicking from an OPM perspective, but actually just a biospoofer running around another rental house attached to a modified Sanaka Systems Robovac. In fact, I could set everything up there, or perhaps in a few locations. Then, when the time came to move again, all I’d need to do was leave—after setting off an incendiary device to cover my tracks.

      For the moment, though, I had a nice place to live.

      The house last sold for just over $3 million, six months before the first pandemic crushed the economy. It was an opulent, sprawling, two-story McMansion on a four-acre lot, built on the crest of a hill with a dozen similarly priced houses. Each with an unobstructed view of the foothills to the west.

      In my mind, it was the kind of home rich people lived in.

      The older couple who’d purchased it for cash had both died. One in the second, and the other in the third year of the CRISPR plagues. The son, a man who lived in California, inherited the property. For sentimental reasons, he’d held onto it, hoping to rent it out with free use of the lightly-used smart car stored in the garage as an added perk.

      After sitting empty for two years, with the son carrying the cost to maintain the utilities and having a handyman stop by from time to time to keep an eye on the place, I was the first qualified renter to come along—well qualified, by the fact that I was willing to sign a twelve-month lease, paid in full, up front, plus deposit.

      I set up my computing station in a second-story office as large as one of the floors of my old townhouse. Tall windows facing west opened to a spectacular view of the sun slowly sinking behind the Rocky Mountains. I’d already had a black-market purveyor of groceries stop by and stock my fridge with more food than I’d been in possession of since before the pandemics started. And not just any food. Steaks, chicken, crisp fruits, fresh vegetables, name-brand Oreos—in memory of Grandpa—and two dozen genuine, green-glass bottles of Coca-Cola. Real, live, fat-American food. The kind of food Grandpa had fought for me to have when he was slogging through the frozen Korean mud, plinking dinks with a pack on his back and a rifle in his hands.

      As I sat there at my desk, in my new, ultra-posh rented home, drinking a Coke over ice from a glass I’d never have been able to afford back in my post-Piper years, eating Oreo cookies from a fine China plate with my inherited hacker workstation set up in front of me, I felt guilt.

      I mean, a part of me felt good. Like I’d won something. But the way I’d done it. The crimes I’d perpetrated. They put a guilt on me that I knew would fester. The only way to keep that guilt at bay, I figured, was to keep doing what I’d set out to do after the virus cops boxed Grandpa. In short, something positive, something that would make Scarlett proud, something that might help her to find a way to love me, but I couldn’t come up with the tiniest clue what that sort of thing might be.

      So, I finished crunching my Oreos and drinking my fizzy cold coke while I set about planning my meeting with Mason Alexander Lee.
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      Another week passed, and besides the collapse of my budding relationship with Scarlett, all had been going well. I really liked living in Richie Rich’s house, searching and planning, organizing from behind my desk, while I watched storm clouds flow over the Rockies, dumping layers of snow over the hills. Nobody chased me. I’d not had to shoot anyone, and I hadn’t had to sleep inside a box truck bouncing through the West Texas panhandle.

      All of that made me wary of pitfalls, and a deep sense of unease settled over me as I parked on a dirt road hidden in the mountains west of Denver. Far from the sprawling mansion where I’d left my Charlie Torres identity hooked up to a biosimulator. I brought with me a fake ID for the evening’s excursion, tucked away in a pocket, powered down and waiting to be strapped onto my wrist should I encounter a virus cop patrol. I’d even taken the precaution to set up a safe house in the foothills overlooking Denver. If things went sideways with my MAL mission, I’d have a close place to hide out for a while.

      The frigid night air bit into my exposed face as I stepped out of the Jeep 4X4.  On the backwoods roads up in the mountains this time of year, anything less would just get me stuck. In a snowbank, up an incline, or on a patch of hidden ice.

      I zipped my fleece up to my chin and pulled my coat’s hood up over my head. The night’s icy chill was already creeping in despite my insulating layers. I slipped my backpack over my shoulder and buckled my snowshoes over my boots. I checked my sidearm and rifle and then pulled my military augmented reality goggles down over my eyes.

      The night lit up in a surreal version of day.

      Up here in the mountains, the accumulated snow ran much deeper than down in Denver. This time of year, with the procession of winter storms that seemed to be rolling down out of Canada like clockwork, the boughs of the lodgepole pines, ponderosas, and firs sagged under the load. Drifts piled up as deep as I stood tall, and filled in holes and depressions that might swallow me whole, if not for the snowshoes on my feet.

      I was as ready as I was going to get.

      I left the Jeep behind and headed uphill, through the deep snow, into the forest.

      Just then, my AR goggles went dead, nearly blinding me.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I yanked the goggles off my head, wondering how the batteries could be dead already. Had I not fully charged them? Could the plug where the power strip connected to the wall have gotten knocked loose by accident?

      The reason why didn’t matter. That was another worry for another time.

      I stuffed the goggles into my backpack and trudged on ahead. I tried to stay focused on the task at hand. My mind, however, couldn't help wandering back to Scarlett. I wished the ache and the longing—the what ifs and if onlies—would just go away. At the same time, I wanted so much to wrap her in my arms and run away with her. Far away. Forever away. Over the rainbow away. To some nebulous, imaginary place where normalcy existed. A place where we could be happy without the weight of life bearing down on us. Crushing us.

      Crushing everybody.

      How had we, not just the me and Scarlett we, but everyone, how had we allowed the world to go so wrong? How could so many gene hackers, government labs, radicals, and subversives working among us, with our tacit approval, be so totally comfortable with murder on a global scale? Would our capacity for hatred of the Other forever blind us to our self-destructive compulsion to exterminate one another and drive our species into extinction?

      I shook my head, forcing myself back into the moment.

      Out here in the darkness, in cold that could kill, I couldn’t afford to let my attention wander. If I slipped and broke an ankle, no help would come for me. If a hungry mountain lion decided to stalk me, I’d find myself eaten, after an agonizingly gory last few moments of life. If I lost my way, I could wind up in the middle of nowhere, slowly freezing to death.

      Back to the moment. Again. Paying attention. Survival in its rawest form. Focused.

      The snow continued to fall around me. My breath turned to frost as I exhaled. My snowshoes crunched with each step up the side of the mountain. No animal moved in the forest, as far as I could see with my normal eyes in the deep night. It seemed they all had better sense than to be out on a night like this.

      Still, I climbed, pushing myself harder every time I saw the ground ahead seem to slope away and level out. Then I’d get there, panting from the effort of my final push, only to discover I’d crested a false peak. And then I trudged on.

      An hour passed.

      And then another.

      The going was terribly slow. Unexpectedly so. Walking Jasper a few miles down through the neighborhood or on the hike and bike trails had been a matter of thirty or forty minutes. Depending on how many wonderfully smelly spots in the grass he stopped to sniff.

      But hiking up the side of a mountain, in the dark, where every trail had been covered over by multiple snowstorms during the season with the night temperatures plunging down toward zero...those miles took considerably longer to cover.

      As I labored onward, I asked myself for the tenth or twentieth time why I hadn’t contracted this job out to one of my burgle boys. They were an unscrupulous lot. No doubt one or several of them wouldn’t mind taking on the role of trigger man if the price was right. But then, I was no Chaz. He was an expert in his nefarious world, and I was indeed still a novice. I didn’t have the first clue how to approach one of his contacts about killing someone for money.

      I decided, once again, that the person who needed to do the wet work on Mason Alexander Lee was me.

      I reached the top of the hill and checked the time on my antique windup wristwatch. Two hours and twenty minutes had passed since I’d left the Jeep. Through the trees, and through the haze of snow, I saw the glow of Denver’s lights twenty or thirty miles distant, and a few thousand feet below. I paused, figuring I’d earned a break as I leaned against a pine trunk to catch my breath.

      The mountain on which I stood crested in a horseshoe shape with both heels, one on each side of the open end, facing east. The toe end, the top of the curve, pointed west. A deep, rugged gorge dropped down between the heels, which was unfortunate. Because through the snow, I spotted the faint flicker of light on the other side, maybe a mile away. That had to be MAL’s place. The only practical way I could get there would be to take a four-mile hike around the curve of the crest. At least it would be over relatively flat ground. I figured it would take me another ninety minutes. Maybe two hours.

      I drew a deep breath and drank icy water from the bottle I had stashed in my backpack.  I tried to imagine how I was going to handle the confrontation ahead, thinking about the layout of the house, that which I could deduce from the pictures I’d found from the last time it was listed for sale online. Would I meet MAL face-to-face? Would I shoot him through an ice frosted window, with him never even knowing I was outside? Did I need to vent my frustrations in some kind of comic book villain tirade before I wasted him?

      I slipped my water bottle back into my backpack.

      Role playing one-sided conversations in my mind, I started walking again through the snow and cold.

      Slogging was more like it.
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      Much later than my aspirational timeline had called for, I again spotted the lights of Mason Alexander Lee’s house. It now stood a mere hundred yards down through the trees. Like most pricey houses built on the slopes of the mountains up here, its backside was almost entirely of glass. Because of that, the interior light illuminated the night outside like a snow globe.

      Well over to my right, a serpentine driveway wound past me and off into the forest. From the real estate photos I’d seen, I knew that driveway was just a long dirt road. Tonight, though, it was buried beneath several feet of snow. No vehicle tracks rutted the sparkling white crust of its surface. That meant Mason hadn't left his house in quite some time.

      Taking a breather, I squatted beside the stump of a downed pine. I tried to drink from my water bottle. It was frozen solid. Unfortunate. I put the bottle back in my bag and rummaged around for a small spy drone I’d brought along. I worried about the sub-freezing temperatures and the falling snow. Both could pose problems for the drone. But I decided that it didn't matter. I didn’t need more than ten, maybe fifteen minutes of airtime. One circumnavigation of the house and a long, nosy look through the wall of windows on the back, the windows that gave MAL a million-dollar view all the way down to Denver and halfway to Kansas.

      My hope was that I’d see exactly where he was inside his house. More importantly, I wanted a positive ID before moving on to the next, more violent steps in my plan.

      As I prepared to launch the drone, I couldn't help but feel a chill that had nothing to do with the cold. The urgency I’d been feeling for three days grew more intense. A tightness in my chest that had been building ever since I started this mission felt halfway to a heart attack. If mistakes were being made or had already been made, I’d have no Chaz to bail me out, no Chaz to blame. There’d only be me.

      One last conscience check. When I finally killed Mason Alexander Lee, would I feel differently than I had on my past exterminations? This one would be wholly justified. Those others, they'd only made me feel wicked. Dirty. Monstrous. Particularly so after I'd learned the truth. Now, with this genuinely evil target, would I feel victorious? Would this kill vindicate me? Would the act free me from the guilty chains I’d wrapped myself in? Would I find out then if I really was a murderer at heart?

      Again, all thoughts for later, after the job was done. For now, I needed to stay focused. I needed to keep my emotions in check, my wits about me.

      With a deep breath, I launched the drone into the air. The whir of its rotors was barely audible above the wind as it ascended, cutting through the snowfall. I watched through the live feed on the screen of my control unit as the drone circled the house, getting a bird's-eye view of the property. I peeped in through floor-to-ceiling windows to see the great room on the main floor, a large living space with a fireplace on one end and a kitchen in the rear of the room. A dining table, sofas, and chairs. The usual stuff. In a loft above the living room sat a desk for a home office. Computers and monitors filled the space. It wasn’t unlike my new hacker setup back in my Denver McMansion.

      The lowest level of the house, the walk-out basement level, had plenty of tall windows opening up to the view. Inside, those rooms were dark except for dim light flooding down the open staircase and a scatter of green and red LED pinpricks. I didn’t know what to make of those.

      I panned the camera right to left and back again but didn’t see Mason.

      I piloted the drone closer to the house, descending as I flew, capturing clearer views of each room, searching for my target.

      My pulse quickened as I caught sight of a figure moving. A man had just stepped out of an interior room and reached back inside to turn off the light. A bathroom? Probably. But as he reached back in and the interior light shone brightly on his face, I snapped a still photo with the drone.

      With my eyes glued to my controller’s LCD display, I opened my drone’s photos folder and clicked on the still I’d just snapped. I zoomed in on the face, needing to know, needing to be positive. I stared at it there in the falling snow for a moment, and then for several. The guy looked like Mason Alexander Lee, but he had longer hair, pulled back in a ponytail. He wore a wispy mustache and a little soul patch on his chin. He was older.

      Doh!

      Every photo I’d seen of my target was five years old. A few were around four years old, taken during his trial. I’d spent so much time obsessing over Mason Alexander Lee that I’d memorized his face from those older pictures as static, unchanging things, a portrait of Dorian Gray in my mind.

      The man inside the house, I deduced, was that kid. My target, Mason Alexander Lee.

      I flipped my LCD display back to the drone’s live-time feed. I toggled the vertical control to descend a bit more as I scanned from room to room, trying to find Mason in the house again. But as the drone moved, the screen filled suddenly with static lines, then cut completely.

      “Damn the cold,” I cursed.

      The drone was dead, but I had a clear picture of the house’s interior in my mind. I’d already decided on an entry point, one of the doors on the backside of the walkout basement. I fished around in my backpack for my signal jammer. I flicked the switch, but the power light didn’t illuminate. I flipped the switch off and on again. No power light. I flicked it a few more times with no response from the signal jammer.

      “Dammit.”  Did the severe cold have a fatal effect on the batteries? Had I jostled a wire loose? What if—

      Didn’t matter. I didn’t have the time or the mental bandwidth to debug Chaz’s signal jammer.

      It was time to go.
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      Leaving the cover of the forest behind, I stepped onto the shadowy patio beneath the house’s main-floor deck. Carefully removing my snowshoes, I crept closer to the back wall of the walkout basement. In the darkness, I barely made out the shape of a snow-dusted hammock and patio chairs—obstacles I’d otherwise have tripped over.

      Peering through a window to see inside, the space was very dimly lit, but the light was bright enough that I was taken aback. The entire basement of the house had been gutted and transformed into an expansive lab. I couldn't fathom the purpose of most of the equipment, but the stainless steel pieces were the source of the LED pinpricks I’d seen from the drone camera. Power lights and status indicators. Clearly, MAL was hacking genes and producing pathogens on a scale I had not anticipated.

      He had an entire factory under his house.

      Out of curiosity, I’d once looked up the lethal dose of fentanyl—two milligrams. A surprisingly small amount. A few steps later, I calculated that the total amount of pure fentanyl a terrorist might need to kill every person living in the USA. 170 gallons. The seemingly small amount shocked me, but I took comfort in knowing that no delivery system existed that could simultaneously administer that dose across any size population.

      Why that occurred to me, as I saw the huge stainless steel reaction chambers inside the lab, within which I assumed Mason had the ability to grow vast quantities of pathogens, each of which would reproduce in the human population and spread like wildfire, was that I felt a bowel-watering fear. MAL, in his basement lab, had the equipment to produce enough virulent microbes that when released across the globe could infect every human still alive. And kill them.

      Gene hacker Mason Alexander Lee definitely needed to die before that happened.

      I turned my attention to the door. To my surprise, it wasn’t locked. Not unheard of. I had friends from Denver with mountain cabins who rarely locked their doors. Well, I used to have friends down in Denver with mountain cabins. Those who hadn’t already died in the pandemics, I hadn’t talked to in years.

      I took a deep breath, twisted the handle, and swung the door open.

      The moment my foot crossed the threshold, the room's lights snapped on, blinding me, my eyes adjusting too slowly to the light.

      A figure emerged from behind a tall piece of equipment. Another stepped out of an alcove, neither in a sack suit, but both wearing virus cop uniforms. “Freeze right there, asshole.”

      I did not.

      In fact, I instantly flung myself to the right, rolling as I hit the floor.

      Gunfire boomed.

      Bullets shattered the door’s glass behind where I’d just been standing.

      I scrambled over to slip behind a tall, stainless steel refrigerator, realizing as I did so I’d dropped my rifle—panic does things to people, I guess—I still had my sidearm, though. I pulled it from its holster.

      The virus cops opened fire again. Rounds pinged off the lab equipment around me. I cursed under my breath, realizing how deeply I’d underestimated the situation, wondering how I’d missed seeing two extra bodies in the house when I’d reconnoitered it, wondering how the virus cops had spotted me coming to the back door. Not to mention, what in the hell were the virus cops even doing here?

      Shit.

      “Come on out, Nimrod,” one of the virus cops taunted. “We just want to have a friendly chat.”

      I checked my pistol to make sure the safety was off.

      “Yeah,” the other chimed in, his voice laced with sarcasm. “We promise not to shoot.”

      I smirked, despite the circumstances. “Golly, that sounds like a swell offer.” I leapt up and squeezed off a few rounds, surprising the two virus cops and forcing them to duck for cover. I knew I couldn't stay put for long. They’d soon call for backup, if they hadn’t done that already.

      “Two against one?” I called across the lab. “Seems unfair, doesn’t it?” I repositioned myself behind something that looked like a stainless steel crockpot large enough to slow cook a whole deer.

      “Life's unfair,” one of them responded, firing a burst in my direction. Sparks flew as bullets ricocheted off the machinery.

      Between the legs of a large table on the far side of the lab, I caught a glimpse of one of the virus cops creeping around, hoping to get a good firing angle on me. I aimed carefully at his hips. Who am I kidding. With his crotch in my sites, I fired three rapid shots, hoping to blast his dick off.

      He yowled and fell to the ground. Clutching at his balls, his eyes darted painfully this way and that as he came to the realization of the increased danger he was suddenly in. Then he spotted me, in the shadow between two tall steel cabinets.

      Not giving it a second thought, I fired two more rounds, followed by two more after half a second.

      Enough of them hit that a mist of blood puffed into the air above the virus cop’s spasming body.

      The entire duel had taken just seconds. Not long enough for the other virus cop to understand what had happened. “Mike? Mike?” Then a panicky yell. “Dammit, Mike, don’t fuck around. Did you get him?”

      Seeing the moment of confusion as an opportunity, I jumped out from behind my cabinet, pointed my pistol at the wall behind which I knew the second virus cop was concealing himself, and I ran.

      He peeked around the corner, and I fired at his face. I missed, but without slowing down, I unloaded my pistol into the wall. Through it, actually. He was already collapsing when I reached the corner, but I was running on a plan. I smashed my pistol butt into his head, once, twice, and three times as he collapsed against the wall and slid down to the floor, blood gushing from his wounds.

      I grabbed the guy’s stubby assault rifle-machine gun thing and yanked it away.

      I flipped it around, aiming it back at him as I caught my breath.

      He wheezed and tried to look up at me, but lost consciousness and fell over onto the floor. He was still alive, but I’d seen enough movies to know he wasn’t going to be getting up again.

      I turned and ran over to check the other virus cop. He lay in a widening puddle of blood on the floor, two gunshot wounds in the crotch, one to the left side of his chest, and one in the face. Definitely dead.

      I drew a deep breath, realizing I was jacked to the max on adrenaline. I took a quick glance around the lab for more dangers and spotted surveillance cameras mounted in the corners. That explained a lot.

      Then I heard a door bang upstairs, and I threw myself against a wall where I could bring my little machine gun to bear on anyone coming down. I waited, expecting another ambush.

      The muffled sound of a car door slammed, and I made a genius-level deduction. Someone was making their getaway.

      A car cranked its engine.

      Shit. It had to be Mason Alexander Lee. He was trying to escape.

      I bounded up the first few stairs and stopped, trying to see what I could on the main floor, expecting to see more virus cops. I saw none. No movement at all.

      A garage door creaked as it opened.

      I cast a big fuck-it into the air and raced up the rest of the stairs.
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      I burst into the four-car garage, my heart hammering, adrenaline still coursing through my veins. An open garage door revealed tire tracks disappearing into the darkness. Far down the driveway, I heard the desperate revving of an engine struggling to push through the deep snow. Mason Alexander Lee was getting away. Slowly, but still putting distance between me and him.

      A virus cop's armored cruiser sat idle and cold inside the garage. I hoped it meant that just the two virus cops were in the house. Had been in there. No more present tense for those two.

      A pair of snowmobiles atop a trailer parked on the far side of the garage caught my eye. They’d fly over that snow outside faster than the virus cops armored cruiser could ever plow through it. If I was going to have any chance of catching MAL, it would be on one of those.

      Just finishing those thoughts, I hit all four buttons on the wall to open the garage doors—and close one. I sprinted across the floor, looping the machine gun’s strap over my shoulder as I went.

      Both snowmobiles were tied down to the trailer. I slipped a knife out of my pocket and cut the straps to free one of them. For a few painfully impatient moments I had to monkey with the ramp on the trailer to unlatch it. It finally dropped with a deafening clang.

      I climbed onto the trailer and hopped on the snowmobile, saw that the safety fob was in place, and cranked the starter. It fired up with a satisfying, whiney buzz. Not troubling myself for a helmet, I figured taking a second to put my gloves on would be time well spent. Before that, though, I swapped out the empty magazine in my pistol and stuffed it into my coat pocket. Then I realized I was wearing no goggles. I listened for the sound of the receding engine. Mason would get away if I didn’t get a move on, but I spied some goggles on a workbench beside the trailer. I jumped down and put them on, wishing my augmented reality goggles hadn’t run out of juice.

      But they had.

      I jammed the snowmobile into reverse and accelerated backward. The wide rubber track spun on the trailer’s metal floor, throwing up a cloud of burnt rubber smoke. It caught, and nearly thew me off the machine when it raced out into the snow.

      I cut the front skis hard for a right turn and tore up the driveway, headlights on, following the clear path left by the escaping car.

      As the wind whipped past me, I shouted into the night, "I’m coming for you, Mason!” Why? Why not?

      A quarter mile down, the driveway emptied onto an unplowed road. Luckily for me, the road had not been used since the last snow, not by anyone except the gene hacking bastard just ahead of me.

      Through the snow mess left by Mason’s passing, I buzzed through a fast left turn and raced downhill across the face of the mountain. Another quarter mile on, I spotted headlights below me. Mason was two switchbacks ahead, the engine still whining as his Subaru fish-tailed, bogged down, and struggled against the deep snow.

      I raced as fast as my nerves would let me.

      After I passed the second switchback on the way down, the road flattened out as it followed the horseshoe curve around the back side of the mountain.

      Racing my snow machine even faster, I rounded the curve and the forest thinned out over a steeply sloping meadow with a wide, snow-covered road cutting right through it. The Subaru struggled only a few hundred yards ahead. I wound my throttle all the way back to close the gap, though I had no idea yet what exactly I was going to do.

      Mason, apparently seeing my headlights coming up in his rearview mirror, floored his accelerator. The engine whined loudly as the tires spun in the snow, turning it to ice. The car fish-tailed again, coming dangerously close to the downhill edge.

      I pulled up behind him, the friction with the snow slowing me down. Though I had the dead virus cops' machine gun slung across my chest, I took my thumb off the snowmobile’s accelerator lever and reached for my sidearm.

      Thunder cracked, and for a disorienting second, the entire roadway ahead of me leaned to the left and moved, only the entire world seemed to be tilting to the right and my sense of balance felt like it was lying to me. It took that long for me to realize what was happening. The wide roadway across the meadow wasn’t actually that wide. Mason in his Subaru and me on my snowmobile had driven out onto a long ledge of snow and ice, thinking it was the road. Now that ledge—and the whole side of the mountain, the snow on it that is—was sliding downhill in a rumble of tumbling thunder.

      “Holy shit!” I forgot about the gun, grabbed my handlebars, turned them up hill, and revved the snowmobile’s engine.

      The track spun in the loose snow.

      The Subaru rolled slowly onto its side as my snowmobile leaned precariously. Feeling it was going over, I jumped off, landing in the avalanching snow, and though I’d not intended to do anything except dismount the rolling machine, I ended up on my back, crab walking, sitting, and sliding down with the avalanche. Below me, the Subaru started to roll in earnest. My snowmobile picked up speed, hit something solid, flipped in the air and tumbled end over end.

      After a minute or two, maybe three, the rumbles and cracks subsided to a low growl. The snow slide surrendered its speed with a sick groan.

      “Holy, shit. Holy, holy mother of shit.” I looked around me, not believing I’d survived the avalanche unscathed. I’d slid so far down the mountain that I couldn’t make out where the road was above me.

      Well below where I sat in the snow, the ground flattened out and the avalanche came to a stop in a grove of aspen trees. The Subaru lay upside-down, pinned against a stand of trees, mostly nose down, mostly buried. Its taillights still gleamed red. Its rear wheels still spun, though I couldn’t hear the engine as the front of the car was beneath at least eight or nine feet of snow.

      My snowmobile lay stuck as well, its headlight beams glowed skyward through the falling flakes.

      Without any plan as to how I was going to get back up the hill or around the mountain to my parked Jeep, I stayed on my butt and pushed myself downward, sliding in the frozen slurry. Mason Alexander Lee was down there. He was making it difficult, but he and I still had an appointment.
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      Virus cop reinforcements, I figured, had to be on their way. None had shown up yet, so I decided that meant none were stationed close by. When the response did come, it would come from farther away, slowly climbing the treacherous, windy, snow-covered roads to get all the way out here in the mountains in the dark. I figured I would hear the armored cruisers' engines straining in the darkness miles away and I’d see their headlights switching back up the mountain. That meant I had some time. Plenty of warning before the cavalry arrived.

      Unless I’d just allowed my battered hopes to convince me to buy into the logic of wishful thinking.

      I pulled my sleeve up to check the time on my watch and mark it in my memory. In fifteen minutes, I decided, I needed to be on my way.

      Taking a moment to look at my snowmobile, I reasoned that if I could start the engine, I’d be able to gun it a few times and pop the whole thing right out of the snow—another hope.

      Before any other consideration, I needed to deal with Mason Alexander Lee.

      I crunched through the powder and chunks of ice to slide closer to the overturned SUV.

      As I neared, the engine cut out, leaving an eerie silence in its wake.

      I paused, holding my breath, listening for a sign of life inside the buried car. It took a few moments of patience, but it paid off. Something faintly rustled, and then I heard the unmistakable sound of someone moving and groaning. Mason Alexander Lee was alive, trapped inside.

      I’d lost my pistol in the avalanche, but I still had the little machine gun I took from the dying virus cop. Luckily, I’d strapped it over my shoulder before taking off on the snowmobile.

      My first inclination was to kick out the Subaru’s back window and spray Mason with a full magazine as he begged for mercy from the front seat. The danger in that was that he could be armed and waiting for me to stand myself just outside the car’s rear window. I had to be careful. I needed to be smart. And I’d already burned off at least a minute of my arbitrary timeline.

      Taking another moment to formulate a plan, I sprang into action. I busted out the Subaru’s red glowing taillights. That way, if someone did drive up that dirt road above us, they’d not see them shining like a rescue flare.

      "Mason,” I called out, my voice low and menacing, “you’re caught. Climb on out of there and let’s talk.”

      “Golly, that sounds like a swell offer.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at him using my own words against me.

      “Did you kill those two cops?” he asked.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Because you want to kill me?”

      After the Abigail situation, I didn’t feel like lying to my victims anymore. “I didn’t come all the way out here to deliver a pizza.”

      “Why?” he whined. “I didn’t—”

      “Stop.” I eyed the gas tank. I glanced down at my machine gun. I could shoot the tank full of holes and hope it exploded like they always did in the movies. But that usually happened on impact, not while a vehicle laid stuck in a snowbank.  I had a lighter in my backpack. I could open the fuel tank, stuff a rag in, and light it. My MAL problem would solve itself from there.

      Mason shuffled around inside the Subaru. “Why do you want to kill me?”

      “Do you seriously not know? Or are you just stalling?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Jesus, I thought this guy was supposed to be smart. “Well, for one,” I told him, “you’re Mason Alexander Lee, the gene hacker kid who plunged the entire world into chaos. Millions dead. More like billions. So, there’s that.” I flipped the gas tank door open. It creaked ominously.

      “What was that sound?” asked Mason.

      I unscrewed the gas cap. “You know what it is.”

      “I didn’t kill anyone,” he wailed. “I only—”

      “Stop,” I told him. “Everybody knows you hacked that virus you infected your school with. Everybody knows—”

      “I’m working on a cure,” he wailed. “I’m almost there.”

      “I’m going to shoot the gas tank and your Subaru full of holes, Mason. And once the gasoline is leaking down inside your car, I’m going to light it up.” The fire would certainly bring attention I’d not appreciate, so I preferred not to go that route.

      “No!” he shrieked. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Covered that already.”

      “Please,” he begged, “if I come out, you have to give me a chance to convince you not to kill me.”

      For some reason, I thought about Grandpa that day in the burn box, how he must have felt in that last moment before he died. “I’m going to let you come out, because nobody deserves to burn to death.”

      “You have to give me a chance,” he sobbed. “You have to let me—”

      “Let you what? Talk me out of it?”

      “Yes!” he screamed. “Yes. Of course, yes. I don’t want to die. Why is the world full of so many Goddamn terrible people?”

      “Mason,” I hollered down to him, “casting aspersions isn’t going to help your cause.”

      After that, I heard him sobbing. I scanned the darkness all around and realized the snowmobile lights were still shining into the sky like a beacon. Unfortunately, the snowmobile lay some fifty feet away over loose snow. “Mason, I’m going to give you about thirty seconds to climb out of that car. Then I’ve got to go. You can come with me, or you can die in the fire. You pick.”

      “You’re going to shoot me when I come out.”

      “Fine,” I told him, though I didn't know why, “if you climb out, I’ll give you a chance to convince me not to kill you. But you listen to me. If you climb out of there with a gun or if you try anything stupid, I’ll will shoot you. If I feel the least bit threatened by anything you do, same outcome. You understand?”

      “You promise?” he asked. “Now you promise me you won’t shoot me as soon as I come out.”

      “You got maybe fifteen seconds.”

      “I can’t break the back window that fast. I don’t have anything to break it with.”

      Shit. “You go to the front of the car and hide behind a seat. I’m going to shoot it.”

      I heard shuffling inside the car. I stepped off to one side and found a little lever on my machine gun to put it in single-shot mode. I fired twice, shattering the Subaru’s back window. “Come on. Now.”

      Mason did as he promised. He climbed up to the rear of the car and pushed the shattered safety glass out of his way. He then stuck his head out into the cold. “Remember, you promised.”

      I didn’t technically promise, but I still felt obligated. “Get your monkey ass out of there.”

      He did. He was wearing only a T-shirt and jeans. Socks, no shoes.

      “Jesus, dude, don’t you own a coat?”

      “I had to leave the house in a hurry.” He was already starting to shiver. “Somebody was shooting everybody downstairs.”

      “You don’t have a winter emergency kit in the car?”

      “I do, but I didn't have any time to—”

      I sighed my frustrations into the cold night. “Climb back inside and get what you’ve got.” I checked my watch. Only seven minutes left on my timeline. I scanned the snowy darkness in the direction of the road but didn’t see any lights coming.

      “I still won’t have any shoes,” he cried.

      “Then you better hurry.”
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      With no time for a better idea, I ordered Mason to lie face down in the snow out in front, but not directly in front of the snowmobile. I assured him that if he tried to get up and run—not that he’d move fast or get very far—that I would either use my new machinegun toy to fill him full of holes or easily catch him once I got the snowmobile out, and then I'd shoot him at close range.

      Mason believed me and chose to lie in the snow as instructed. That didn’t keep him from complaining about it, though.

      Kicking ice clods out of my way, I mounted the near-vertical snowmobile as best I could and extinguished the headlight. Saying a silent prayer to whichever god was on duty for the night, I kicked the starter and my anxiety dialed down a few degrees as the engine whined to life. Exhaust fumes blubbed up through the snow and I gunned the engine. The snowmobile lurched and shifted as the snow beneath its spinning tread blew out behind. I pushed the machine forward and fought against the drift until it leapt out of its grave, coming to a stop just a few paces to Mason’s right.

      I allowed him to stand.

      I checked my time. One minute left of the arbitrary fifteen I’d decided on. "Crap."

      “What?” asked Mason through chattering teeth.

      “What, what?” I stared off into the night, searching for any sign of coming headlights.

      More shivering. “You were looking at me funny.”

      In truth, I was wrestling with whether to break the assumed promise and shoot Mason right there where he lay in his insufficient coat, wet blanket, and socked feet. Or I could just drive off and leave him. If the virus cops didn’t have a response team on the way, Mason would collapse on his frostbitten stumps long before he made it back home.

      I glanced around, searching for house lights on the slopes of the nearby mountains. All I saw was falling snow and the ragged outlines of forested peaks, barely visible against the night. If I zipped away on the snowmobile, Mason would freeze to death. Easy peasy.

      “You—” Mason could barely get a whole word out through his chattering teeth. “You…promised.”

      Did I really need to give him his chance to convince me not to kill him?

      But then, could he really be working on a cure? Or was that just the first desperate lie that popped into his head?

      Why was I second guessing myself?

      Dammit!

      What was it Chaz had told me about being soft-hearted and soft-headed? Was he right about me? No. I was a hardened killer. An assassin with a mission. An agent of justice. So, why wouldn’t my Abigail Winston mistake stop bothering me? Was my reluctance to shoot Mason in the face right out here in the snow because of what happened with her?

      I was running out of time. “Talk.”

      “Right…right here?”

      I dramatically looked at my watch again.

      “You’re…you’re not going to…to believe what I say.”

      “This was your choice, buddy. Convince me if you can.” I put a hand on my weapon.

      “If we go…go back to the house,” Mason pushed his freezing hands up under his arms as he shivered. “I can prove it.”

      “Golly, that sounds like a swell idea.”

      “You’re being sarcastic.”

      “Do you think?”

      “You...you promised.”

      “I promised to listen.” I glanced up at the road. Still no headlights. No engine sounds. “Do you want to be looking at me when I do this, or do you want to turn around?”

      “No,” Mason bawled, “I don’t want to die. Don’t you care about a cure?”

      “What, one magic vaccine to end all pestilence? Yeah, I ordered a jar off the internet already.” I braced the machinegun in two hands.

      “No, no,” Mason fell to his knees. “You have to believe me. I can show you. I have proof up at the house.”

      “Where the VC are sending a response team right now? Sure. Hop on the back.”

      “I can prove it in five minutes, if you just give me the chance you promised.”

      Shaking my head, I told him, “I know you don’t want to die, but you’re just making shit up, now. Dude, there’s no way you could prove anything meaningful in five minutes.”

      “I…” Mason drew a breath to calm himself. “I…I can show you enough that you’ll want to give me the time to hear the rest.”

      I glanced back up at the road. Every moment I wasted on Mason was pushing me one step closer to a burn box. At the same time, racing the snowmobile back to the house would give me the best chance of finding my way quickly back to the Jeep.

      I had to choose a course of action. So, I did. “Get up here.”

      Mason slowly wobbled to his feet. “I…I’m…cold.”

      With a zip tie from my bag, I strapped Mason’s wrists around a support bar on the back of the snow machine. I told him, “A bullet to the back of the head is fast and painless.”

      “Nobody knows if that’s true or not.”

      “How about if I drive this snowmobile up on your head and spin the track until it tears your face off, does that sound less painful?”

      “No,” he bawled again.

      “That’s what you’re going to get if you’re fucking with me.”
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      I parked the snowmobile behind Mason’s house, staged for a fast getaway, and noticed that the falling snow had nearly covered the tracks I’d left when I’d arrived. If I didn’t quickly get this thing done with Mason, I might not find my way back to the Jeep. That would mean I’d be stuck on the snowmobile, running through the forest in a snowstorm, trying to find my way to the safehouse I’d set up.

      I cut the strap that held Mason to the metal bar on the snowmobile and steered him into the house through the door that led into his basement pathogen factory. I shoved his face against a wall and strapped his wrists behind his back. I stepped away. “Where’s your proof?”

      Still shivering, he turned to me and said, “Look around you. What do you see?”

      “Lab shit.”

      “What kind of lab shit?”

      I really didn’t like him. “For all I know you’re manufacturing organic mozzarella down here. How is me looking at this stuff supposed to prove anything.”

      “Exactly my point,” he told me.

      I shrugged. He wasn’t winning me over.

      “You don’t know what any of this stuff does,” he claimed. And he was right. “You see a lab. You read about me five years ago. You did the math, and you think I’m a mass murderer.”

      “With a gene hacker lab and manufacturing facility in his basement.”

      “This is all expensive stuff.” He gestured with his chin across the room. “How in the hell am I supposed to afford this kind of lab without help? How could I buy this house? I’m a high school dropout with a record. Do you think a Ubie income paid for all this?” He pointed his chin at one of the virus cops I’d killed. “What are they doing here if I’m the criminal you think I am?”

      There was no good answer for that. No, I was thinking like a normal person with morals. So, there was a good reason the virus cops were in the basement. “Because they’re corrupt.”

      “That’s more true than you’d believe possible.”

      Thinking of the assholes who’d torched Grandpa, I told him, “No it isn’t.”

      He looked at me quizzically. “You don’t know anything about what’s really going on, do you?”

      “Is that your way of telling me I’m stupid?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Look,” I told him, “why don’t you just start talking and tell me what I don’t know. Especially the part about why I shouldn’t kill you. Because I gotta be honest here, you’re moving the needle in the wrong direction.”

      “Okay, okay,” he told me. “Uhm.” He pointed at one of the tanks. “In that vat over there. I’m growing what might be a viable vaccine for the Russian Shits. I’ll inject myself with it and—”

      “We’ve already established the fact that I don’t know what any of this equipment is down here. Even if I had the time to Google every piece, I don’t have a clue what your process is. So, for all I know, you could be injecting yourself with distilled water. An injection of anything down here proves nothing.”

      “Let me start with this,” he suggested, “we can agree that these two guys are VC, right?”

      “Okay.” I looked down at my watch. Mason was running out of time.

      “What’s going on, is that the VC brought me here. They built this lab for me. They keep me prisoner here. They told me to develop a process whereby I could rapidly create and deploy new vaccines.”

      “What?” I asked. “Now you’re the Henry Ford of CRISPR plague vaccines?”

      “Yeah,” he told me, his single syllable dripping with arrogance.

      “Why you?” I asked, the first of about fifty questions.

      “Because I’m a genius,” Mason spat. “If you read any of the news stories about me five years ago, you should at least know that. You know, they used the word genius, usually preceded by the word evil. Sound familiar?”

      “Like I said, you’re not helping your case here. Why would the VC put their star boy genius in this mountain house, working alone, in secret? Why not stick you in a government lab somewhere?”

      “I wasn’t on a need-to-know basis with them, so I can only speculate about that. I was their prisoner. They told me to develop vaccines for pathogens that were actively spreading through the population. Like I said, my choice was to work for them in this house, in this lab, or they were going to smoke me.”

      I didn’t believe him. “So, what, you’ve been out here for five years trying to find cures for the bugs you and your buddies are infecting the world with?”

      “No,” he answered sadly.

      “No what?” I asked.

      “I haven’t been trying to do anything. I have been doing it.”

      “You’re telling me you’ve been finding cures?”

      Mason looked at me smugly.

      “Bullshit.”

      “If you’re not going to believe me then—”

      “Then where are these cures?” I demanded.

      “The VC don’t release them to the public.”

      Something in the way he said that sounded true, and that made his assertion feel like a punch in the head, a kick in the nuts, and a shove down a steep hill.

      “You heard me right,” he told me. “You heard me exactly right. Cures exist. Vaccines exist. But nobody is—”

      “Maybe your cures didn’t make it through the clinical trials.”

      “The virus cops run the clinical trials on convicts down in Limon Correctional. I watch them on video. I see the reports. I—”

      I glanced at my old-school watch. We were out of time again.

      “Video.” Mason said it like it was a revelation. “Oh my God.”

      “What?”

      “They have a surveillance station set up in the front bedroom. They record everything.”

      “The VC?” I asked more to cover my surprise than to ask for an explanation. “Show me. Hurry.”
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      A second-floor bedroom had been converted to a surveillance room complete with a full wall of monitors. One for each camera, I deduced. Two rows of monitors displayed the inside of the house, nearly every room. The virus cops were keeping close tabs on Mason. The rest of the cameras displayed the exterior, including the long driveway at several points. Every side of the house was visible from an exterior camera facing it. More cameras mounted on the house displayed the surrounding forest, in full color and infrared. The virus cops inside had seen me sneaking up on them long before I’d launched my reconnaissance drone.

      I silently cursed myself for the mistake. If my augmented reality goggles had been charged, I’d have seen all the cameras before they’d ever had a chance to spot me.

      On the bright side, I realized as I looked at the video screens, nobody would be able to approach the house without me seeing them. So, for the moment, I was still safe. Again, that was mostly hope. I needed to be long gone before any virus cop armored cruiser pulled into the driveway.

      “The proof of everything I’ve been telling you is on video in these computers,” Mason explained.

      “What?” I asked, disdainfully. “You working in the lab and—”

      “No,” he nodded at an unwieldy tower computer sitting beneath the desk. “Not just that lab. My handlers visiting. Some virus cop bigwig, a portly woman, like, six feet tall with crazy red hair, and a guy named Doctor Smith—”

      “Doctor Smith?” I laughed.

      “An alias for sure. What I’m telling you is, on the videos stored on that computer, you can hear me talking with these guys about my work. About the tests. About the results. You can hear me asking them why they haven’t released my vaccines to the public. If you watch these videos, you’ll hear me begging them for answers and you’ll hear them telling me it’s all classified. You’ll see all the proof you need to see to know that I’m telling you the truth—I’m making vaccines, not viruses.”

      “You have access to this system?”

      Mason looked at me like I’d just asked a very stupid question.

      “Dude, you seriously don’t have time for this shit.”

      “They weren’t careful with the password on the system,” Mason told me. “I’ve had it for years. I was looking for a way to—”

      “Show me the proof, whatever it is, right now.”

      Mason showed me the strap around his wrists. “It’ll be faster if I do this myself.”

      I pulled my knife out and cut the plastic strap to free his hands.

      He sat at the computer and started mousing and typing.

      “These monitors showing the driveway and the forest around the house—don’t interrupt those feeds.”

      “I’m not a moron.”

      I glanced at my watch again. I couldn’t believe I was still on the property, chatting to my victim, exposing myself to the danger I knew was coming.

      It took Mason less than a minute to call up a video from the main floor of the house. There he was, with his two virus cop handlers looking on, sitting at the dining table with an older gentleman, and the tall, portly woman with the unkempt red hair. “Dr. Smith and Mrs. Shepard. The OPM officials I was telling you about.” Mason turned the volume up on the video. It was immediately clear that they were arguing about a vaccine Mason had engineered, one of many. It was over 97% effective in protecting the test subjects from contracting BHF—Bolivian Hemorrhagic Fever. That pathogen burned through the Southern states over the previous winter. No vaccine had ever been released to the public, no vaccine had ever been mentioned.

      That problem lay at the crux of the argument.

      “I can't.... Shit.” I stepped back and leaned against the wall. Was it possible Mason Alexander Lee was one of the good guys? Through all the years I’d hated and feared him like some nocturnal boogeyman, I couldn’t bring myself to believe he’d been imprisoned and had been working on….

      Saving the world.

      Mason spun in his chair to face me. “See?”

      I felt like my entire world had just come unmoored, and I was in danger of drowning. How could I have been so completely convinced of something that turned out to be so wholly untrue? No matter how corrupt and twisted I believed the world had become, I knew it had become, it always seemed to want to prove to me that it was worse. And then it did.

      “You still going to kill me?” asked Mason.

      My emotional circuit breaker tripped and I realized I’d have plenty of time to feel sorry for myself later. I glanced at the outdoor monitors. We were still clear. I needed to make my get away. “I’m not going to kill you.” I turned and left the room, heading for the stairs.

      “Wait,” Mason called as he came after me. “That’s it? You’re leaving?”

      “Yep. You win. I’m not going to shoot you.”

      “But what about me?” he asked.

      From the bottom of the stairs, I looked up before descending the next flight down. “What about you?”

      Panic edging back into his voice, Mason cried, “Take me with you.”

      I laughed at that as I started down to the basement.

      Mason clomped down the stairs in chase. “Wait. You can’t just leave me here.”

      Stepping over the virus cop I’d killed at the bottom of the stairs, I stopped and turned to face Mason several steps above me. “I’m not…I don’t…” I didn’t know what to say. I was still reeling.

      “If you leave me here, they’ll kill me.”

      “How do you know I won’t?”

      That froze Mason in place. “You still want to kill me after what I just showed you.”

      “OPM won't kill you,” I decided. “You’re too valuable.” I still wasn’t ready to turn loose of the idea that Mason Alexander Lee was the seed of absolute evil. It had been ingrained in my sense of reality for too long. I started across the lab, making my way to the exit.

      From just a few paces behind me, Mason said, “You clearly believe you’re some kind of Batman vigilante hero guy.”

      I laughed as I grasped the door handle. “I’m just another pissed off victim living in the world you made.”

      Mason grabbed my arm to stop me.

      I spun on him, rage in my eyes. For some reason, his touch on me felt too insulting to tolerate.

      He pulled his hand back. “Just take me out of here. Please?”

      I glanced up at the house above us. “There’s another snowmobile in the garage.”

      “And where will I go?” asked Mason. “OPM will catch me before I—” He seemed to shrink into himself. “I haven’t been out of this house in years. I barely know what’s going on outside these walls. They monitor everything I do. They select what I watch on TV. They choose which websites I can see. They…I…I can’t do this anymore. Help me, please.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to keep my head from exploding with everything that was happening. But I had to make a choice, so I did. I glanced at my watch, like that somehow justified my actions and gave me the strength to do what needed to be done. “Take off your biosensor bracelet and leave it here.”

      Mason glanced at the band on his wrist, horrified by my command. “What?”

      “Leave it or stay here with it.”

      Mason unbuckled the biosensor band and laid it on a counter.

      “You’ve got two minutes,” I told him. “This time, I will leave. So, get yourself a warm coat, boots and gloves, and whatever you can stuff in your pockets because I’m not waiting. Don’t bring anything electronic, you got me? Nothing that can be tracked.”

      “Four,” he asked. “Just four, please.”

      “Jesus!” I couldn’t believe I was negotiating. I bounded across the basement and leapt up the stairs. “Four minutes.” I checked my watch as I ran.

      Mason trotted right behind me.

      I headed for the surveillance room to watch the monitors. Luckily, they still showed no one up the driveway or out in the trees.

      Somewhere in the house, I heard something getting smashed into glass and metallic bits. Then I heard Mason in his room, pulling drawers out and flinging a closet door open. At three minutes, he ran into the surveillance room, coat on his back, boots on his feet, screwdriver in hand. “We still clear?”

      “So far.”

      He tore into the computer beneath the surveillance desk. The monitors on the wall all went black.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Hard drives,” he told me. “Proof of what OPM is doing here.”

      Proof? He was right. Inspiration hit, and for the first time since walking into the back door of the lab downstairs, I felt good. Two minutes later, I was on the snowmobile with Mason sitting on the back, arms around my torso, racing into the forest.
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      Despite the falling snow covering the tracks I’d made on the way up the mountain, I found my Jeep, and made my escape with Mason Alexander Lee sitting in my passenger seat. Now that Jeep was parked in the garage of the safehouse I’d set up for myself.

      The storm blew itself out overnight as Mason and I worked with urgency on an idea I’d hatched just before escaping his microbe factory. He was inside, finishing things up, and I stood in the cold out on the deck, waiting for dawn to come.

      Though my safehouse lay in the foothills nearly ten miles from Mason’s place, I had pretty much the same view of Denver down below.

      I checked the hour on the old wristwatch and wondered if I’d done the right thing. Was I where Grandpa would have wanted me to be? Had I fought injustice, like he would have? Had I finally turned into the kind of man who would make Grandpa proud?

      I pulled the encrypted satellite phone out of my backpack and dialed Scarlett’s number. It was too early for normal people to call one another socially, but the phone was already ringing.

      Scarlett picked up. “Noah?”

      “Sorry to call so early.”

      “Are you in trouble?”

      “No. I’ve been up all night but I’m good.”

      “Again? Were you, uhm—” she paused looking for the right words. “Were you on another job?”

      “I found Mason Alexander Lee.” I felt a chill through the silence over the connection. “I’d intended to do terrible things to him, but I didn’t.”

      Scarlett cleared her throat. “That’s good, right?”

      “Yes.”

      It took Scarlett a moment to put together her next question. “Can I ask what changed your mind?”

      “Do you have a few minutes?”

      “I don’t keep vampire hours like you do, Noah. I’m just lying in bed.”

      “What are you wearing?”

      “Don’t press your luck.”

      I explained what happened at Mason’s house overnight. I didn’t even hide the fact that I’d killed two virus cops. “We took the hard drives from Mason’s computer and from the surveillance system.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “You suggested that I find a way to do something positive.”

      “You did murder two virus cops last night.”

      “Who were keeping Mason’s vaccine work secret,” I countered. “How many people did they indirectly murder?”

      “I can’t have that argument with you, Noah. You know how I feel about that.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come across in such a combative way. What I wanted to say was that with Mason’s hard drive, and if I can find a way to get him the equipment he needs, I can set him up in a new lab developing vaccines that will help people.”

      “What makes you think he’ll do that?” asked Scarlett. “This is Mason Alexander Lee we’re talking about, right? If it weren’t for him, the world wouldn’t be stuck in this nightmare.”

      "That might not be true, strictly speaking."

      "Sorry?"

      “We took the hard drives from the surveillance system, too. They contain the proof that Mason was working on vaccines for OPM, and they contain the proof that OPM is guilty of hiding Mason’s work from the public. OPM is evil.”

      “What good does that do?” asked Scarlett. “Who in the country has the power to start arresting OPM administrators?”

      “It's the truth we need. We’re uploading it all to the internet.” I felt triumph in my heart as I told her. “We’re sending it to dozens of websites and download servers across the globe. Everybody in the world will see what OPM is doing. Everybody will know.”

      “And then?” asked Scarlett.

      “And then, what?” I shot back. “What do you mean?”

      “What will happen?”

      “I…I don’t know exactly.” And I didn’t. “I hope Mason’s vaccines will get released. I hope OPM will be held accountable. I hope things will change. I hope, as a world, we can finally find our way past this hell we’ve created for ourselves.”

      Scarlett didn’t say anything for several long, awkward moments.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “I thought you’d be happy about this.”

      “I am, Noah. I truly am. You took a chance.”

      “A chance?” I asked. “You don’t think this can help us fix this mess? You don’t think this could make the world a better place?”

      “I don't know.”

      It was my turn to mull my thoughts and bruised feelings through an awkward silence. “Scarlett, I know things won’t change overnight. I’m not that naïve. I wish I were. I wish the world was the kind of place that could be pulled out of its insanity so easily. What I believe I’ve done...is I’ve taken a first step. Maybe created the spark of a change. Maybe I’ve given people a reason to hope. Maybe this will save some lives.”

      “If this is all true, Noah, it will save lives. That’s something you can be proud of. I’m proud of you for doing this.”

      Those few words of encouragement felt more wonderful than anything I’d felt since Scarlett and I had shared our first kiss in the courtyard behind her house. “I’ve got a ton work ahead of me, so I’ve got hang up. Is it okay if I call you again?”

      “Yes," she said. "Anytime.”

      I laughed. “Even this early in the morning?”

      “Anytime, Noah. Just call when you want to talk.”

      We said our goodbyes. I stared down at Denver’s city lights twinkling up and down the Platte River Valley and into the plains to the east. Everything down below, and all the trees and slopes in between, was coated in a fresh layer of virgin snow. The horizon started turning a deep shade of orange as the sun crept toward dawn.

      All across Denver, blue flashes erupted like stars, burning for thirty, or sixty, seconds before flashing out again.

      “Burn boxes,” Mason told me, having just come out onto the patio to join me. “You can’t hear them all the way up here, but when the air is clear, you can see them. Every day. Every night. They never stop.”

      “People,” I mused. “Alive one minute. Ash and dust the next. It’s a fucked-up world.”

      “Those surveillance videos are uploaded, and my vaccine notes are online. What’s our next step?”

      I glanced over at Mason, who was still watching Denver down below. “I was hoping to set you up in a new lab and put you back to work. You know, maybe save the world.”

      “Will I be a prisoner again?”

      “No more than any of us are these days.”

      Mason seemed to take some satisfaction from that. “You know they’re going to hate you for this.”

      “The VC already hate me.”

      “I don’t mean them.” Mason waved his hand down at Denver. “I mean everybody. When they see these videos. They are going to hate you.”

      “How’s that?”

      “People harbor their deepest hates for those who shatter their illusions.”
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      As I pen this note, I'm struck by a realization: it's been over two years since my last release. Time does fly.

      A decade ago, following the acclaim of my inaugural Slow Burn novel, I was a whirlwind of creativity, churning out five or six books each year. But recently? Not so much. The initial 10,000 words of "Burn Box" emerged years ago, followed a year later by another 20,000. Despite a promising start, the storyline soon felt adrift, and my motivation waned.

      Fast forward to last March. A long road trip with a friend became a deep dive into the mental barriers hindering my writing. The barriers were self-created, a fact I begrudgingly knew. Sometimes, verbalizing these obstacles offers clarity. I recognized that to keep my title as a writer, I had to bypass self-imposed hindrances and just write. Admittedly, a challenging feat.

      Remarkably, during our journey, amid the vast, arid landscapes of West Texas and New Mexico, we fleshed out an idea from my backlog. This casual brainstorm birthed what felt like the outline for a compelling novel. Upon my return to Colorado, I retained only the first 10,000 words of "Burn Box" and plunged into a six-week writing frenzy. From that effort emerged a complete first draft.

      Next, I ventured into new territory—inviting fellow authors and friends to critique my work. Their invaluable feedback spurred four months of meticulous revisions. Personally, I deem this my finest work to date. Each book I craft pushes me to refine my skills further; every time I strive to eclipse my previous best.

      Your opinion, as the reader, ultimately gauges my success. Did this story resonate with you? Stir your emotions? Keep you engrossed or offer a temporary escape from life's chaos? Regardless of how you consumed this story—be it an eBook, printed copy, audiobook, or perhaps even a movie adaptation (perhaps someday)—I'd appreciate if you spread the word. A star rating or brief review offers invaluable insights. Varied opinions, love or dislike, enrich our world. Diversity in thought makes life fascinating.

      In our increasingly polarized society, it's disheartening that individual opinions often get dismissed. That said, your feedback is crucial for my growth as a writer. Should you spare a moment for your thoughts, I guarantee they'll be valued, respected, and appreciated.

      Thank you.

      

      —Bobby
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      Fellow authors, far savvier in the art of marketing, have nudged me to remind you—at the close of this book—to join my email list. In case I didn't stress it enough earlier on, let me assure you: I'm too laid-back to flood your inbox. At most, you'll receive a heads-up when I launch a new book.

      I've also dropped my Facebook link below. I genuinely aspire to engage more actively with all of you, be it on Facebook or another platform. Once I've rediscovered my writing rhythm—and if I can juggle social media without it eating into my writing hours—I'll certainly give it a go. But for now, I suspect you'd appreciate a fresh novel from me more than my attempts at viral meme posts on Facebook.
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