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      I was not born as you were.

      I was not dragged from a womb, kicking and screaming, held and fed until I calmed. I did not arrive into this world as a baby. I am made of living tissue, as you are; I breathe, hunger, thirst, and do everything you do. I bleed like you, though my blood is green rather than red as yours. I am a synthetic person, manufactured in a factory, but yet a living being with the same desires, needs, and weaknesses that you have.

      I simply did not begin life in the same fashion as my human equivalents.

      I was birthed exactly as you see me now, as a fully realized male. I was created in a lab by a man and sold from a store by another man, but I was purchased by a woman who cared for me and taught me about the world, life, and even my own sense of self.

      Her name was Sylvia Kind, and I’m forever in her debt.

      Sylvia was, I later found out, expressly against the selling of synthetic beings, though she never communicated why she acquired me in spite of her feelings on the matter. She simply loved, supported, encouraged, and challenged me to think for myself.

      Sylvia was in pursuit of someone, a man she recently discovered was named Larkin Finn. On the very same night she acquired that information, Sylvia was attacked and stabbed in her condo by a masked man. I fought off her attacker, but Sylvia passed away in my arms.

      I sketched a picture of her attacker, who I could tell from touch had no hair anywhere on his body. The police identified him as one Munson Tolliver. The problem was that Munson Tolliver had been shot and killed by the very police detective questioning me six months previously. So they didn’t believe my story.

      Though my kind was designed to be incapable of committing violence against humans, the authorities believed I murdered Sylvia. Corrupt police officers attempted to take my life in the station house, and they shot one of their own as a result. Police officers died, and they blamed me for that as well. And while that happened, I discovered that, despite how I was built, I did somehow have the capacity to injure humans.

      I escaped and went on the run; with the help of some local gang members, I had my manufacturer’s tag removed, and now I’m free.

      Free, except that I have the manufacturer’s agents after me and the police, in particular a very tough homicide detective named Abigail Moore, who believes I murdered her partner, also in pursuit.

      I’m on my own, on the run, and determined to find who murdered my primary and why, who this Larkin Finn is, and, above all else, my promise to Sylvia… which is to protect and serve humanity at all costs.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My name is Jacob Kind, and I am a Companion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “New in town?” The man who stepped up to the bar asked me.

      He wore dungarees, a black polo shirt with gold trim, and had tattoos. I figured from some of the markings on his hands he worked in public utilities, and he had many of the marks and scars on his hands that I’d seen before on construction line workers. That, plus a tan, commonly known as a farmer’s tan, was a significant giveaway.

      “Just passing through,” I said, taking another drink of the beer I’d bought. I’d developed a fondness for the beverage, especially the darker, more bitter brews. Bitterness suited me, it seemed.

      The hologram television behind the bar covered the mass shooting that had occurred at a party on a farm outside of a town called Watkins Glen, off of one of the Finger Lakes. Still, so far, no mention was made of the involvement of synthetics in the violence. The reports presented it as a perfect storm of alcohol, anger, and firearms that turned into a brawl, with more than fifty killed and a hundred or more injured. There was no mention of synthetics, the box fighting, or why they were gathered. But I knew someone knew what had happened there.

      “Passing through from where?” The polo-shirt man asked.

      I turned to give him more attention. I saw he wasn’t alone, and he had three friends with him, dressed similarly.

      “From there,” I pointed in one direction, “to there,” and gestured in the opposite direction.

      “Specificity. Nice, I like that. I’m Mike. What’s your name?”

      “Jacob.”

      “Nice to meet you. What do you do, Jacob?”

      “These days, I’m all about the Nunya. That’s what I do.”

      “Nunya?”

      “Nunya business.”

      Mike blinked, then grinned and crossed his arms. His forearms were thick and heavy; he lifted weights daily.

      “Well, I can understand that, I can. But here’s the thing, Jacob. If you wanna drink in this bar, you’re gonna have to do something first.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Hit me.”

      “You want ME to hit YOU?”

      “Yup. Hard as you can. Don’t worry; I can take a punch.”

      “You don’t want me to hit you, Mike,” I said. “Trust me.”

      “Trust me, you want to hit me. Because if you don’t hit me, that means you’re a rim, and me and those three guys over there, we’re gonna beat your ass like a bad Japanese drum, man. If you do hit me, I buy you a drink, and we’re square. So trust me, you are gonna want to hit me.”

      “You know what?”

      “What?”

      I hit him in the mouth with a very nicely timed right hook. Three teeth flew out before I followed that up with a tight left uppercut. It put him right down on his ass.

      “You were right. I did want to hit you. And I hope that you all learn a lesson from this dangerous game you play, asking strangers to hit you. It’s very bad for your health.”

      I took my jacket off just as the other three men jumped to their feet. I had places to go, but I figured taking a few minutes to enjoy myself and get revenge for Cody would only improve my mental outlook on life. And, well, what I can tell you is that I was right; it did.
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        * * *

      

      I should back up a bit. I’d been caught by rural kidnappers and forced to fight other synthetics to the death for the entertainment of my kidnappers and other awful humans in a box they dug into the ground. I thought I was going to die, but I escaped after my friend Cody and I killed more humans than we could count. Cody died, and I survived, and now I’m on my way to Woodstock to locate a man named Larkin Finn before another man, Munson Tolliver, finds him first.

      Munson is a murderer, so I’m sure he has ill intent in mind regarding Larkin Finn, which means if he finds him before I do, I won’t be successful in locating the man. I have no idea what this Larkin looks like, what I will do with him once I find him, or even how he can help me. All I know is that once my adopted mother Sylvia found out his name, Munson, who was also seeking the man, murdered her.

      After escaping the farm where I’d been brought to fight, I took cash, a motorcycle, and a gun, then crashed at a motel for the night outside of a town named Binghamton. Woodstock, where I was headed, was still a few hours east, but I couldn’t drive any longer.
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      I’d been given some pain pills before my fight and had taken the rest of the bottle off the body of one of my captors, but there weren’t many left. I slept for ten hours straight, and it was dark again when I finally woke up.

      Winter perched around the corner now that October had ended, which meant the motorcycle wouldn’t be an ideal method of transport. I’d have to find a car. I liked the bike, however. I noticed that white men who wore leather and drove motorcycles seemed to get preferential treatment from law enforcement. I didn’t know why the police did that, but my observations were sound. So perhaps I’d hang onto the bike as long as I could. Plus, I enjoyed driving it.

      I showered and shaved my head again since it wasn’t a bad look and was easy to take care of. Plus, synthetics usually didn’t shave their heads, but humans did. Maybe I’d let my hair grow out again at some point, but after weeks of having a shaved head for the fights, I’d gotten used to it. I left the motel and hit the road again, but I stopped to fuel up at a small town called Stronghold, just outside Binghamton. It didn’t look large, but small businesses, bars, and stores filled the main street, and I could see the smokestacks of a factory poking up from the tree line on the edge of town.

      Factory workers meant under-the-table medications and prescriptions would be plentiful, I recalled, so perhaps I could find more pills here. After filling the bike’s tank at the gas station, I wandered into the closest bar, ordered a dark beer, and enjoyed it until Mike and his buddies decided to product test me. This trick was a common way to catch runaway synthetics because they were conditioned to the point where they couldn’t harm humans. Unfortunately for Mike, I had somehow broken through that conditioning and was more than capable of hurting him.

      After knocking Mike flat on his ass, I kicked one of his buddies in the chin, elbowed the second in the temple, and tossed the third hard over a billiards table. They’d been the only other people in the bar when I entered, or so I thought.

      I heard the click of a weapon cocking, pulled my pistol, and got the drop on the bartender, who was in the process of raising a shotgun. It froze him, but before I could shoot, a voice stopped me.

      “Hold up, now, fellas! Gene, can’t you see who this is?”

      I turned toward a man who’d just exited the restroom. Over fifty, in decent shape, he had a sharp nose and chin, which was jarring as the rest of his body was blocky and square. He also wore a cowboy hat,  which didn’t help the look, plus a heavy jacket, cargo pants, and boots. He looked like a foreman to me, and I also noted he had dents on each side of his nose that he likely wore for reading glasses.

      “Nah, Bud, I don’t know who the hell this is,” Gene, the bartender, said. “I know he beat the hell out of four of my customers; that’s it.”

      “I told them trying to fish for plastic was someday gonna bite them in the ass. He, for sure, ain’t no rim. This is the man the company sent down, can’t you tell? That haircut? Hold up on that pistol, partner… we’re friends here, and we’ve been waiting for you.”

      I lowered the pistol and glanced at the man, Bud, but I didn’t speak.

      “You’re William Munny, right? From the company, to help us with our skin problem. Brian Black, everyone calls me Bud. You’re a few days early, but that works out for us. Step into the office, back here. Gene, get these bozos cleaned up. Come on, Mr. Munny, this way.”

      He disappeared into the back room. I had a choice now. I could follow or stay and deal with an angry, armed bartender. I figured the better bet was in the back. I tucked my weapon into my belt and followed Bud to a dingy back office with a metal desk, television, and file cabinet. He called me William Munny. I recognized the name; the lead character in an old classic film, UNFORGIVEN, had been named the same. And Bud had winked when he mentioned that, so he knew William Munny was likely a fake name.

      “As I said, you’re a couple days early,” Bud pointedly said.

      “So?” I said.

      He waited for a beat, then accepted that.

      “Guess you’re on your own schedule. Grant said you were very much your own person with your own way of things. I get that. And like I said before, early works even better for us. He’d warned us you might even be a day or so late.”

      Bud knelt and pressed his palm against a safe. It blinked and then scanned his eye, too. It opened, and Bud took out a stack of cash and placed it on the desk.

      “Half now, half when the job’s done, right?”

      I picked up the stack and thumbed through it. I couldn’t tell how much was there, but it was significant; it looked to be at least twenty-five thousand dollars. I nodded. I didn’t quite understand what was happening here, but figured the best strategy was to play along.

      “Just got this today from the bank. Ain’t that often I deal in actual cash dollar bills, but a deal’s a deal,” he said. “Just like you requested. So… onto the gig.”

      Bud set a smart pad down on his desk before me.

      “Right now, just one person needs to exit the stage, but we have a few other players who will need to be discouraged from stepping up and, if they insist upon filling the void you’ve been hired to create, well, give them the hook, too. All the names are in there.”

      Bud raised his eyebrow. I nodded and picked up the smart pad. He thought I was a hired killer; I’d seen movies like this. I wondered who he wanted murdered. I wondered if they deserved it. I couldn’t let someone innocent be murdered; that would compromise my mission to serve and defend humanity.

      “Grant said you were dependable. He also said you probably enjoy your work far too much. But it’s better for us if the body count is as low as possible and headlines are zero. So it can’t be public. The story will be the heat from the community got too much, and as a result, said person just… whoosh… ghosted. Can you do that?”

      I thought about it, then nodded. I looked at the smart pad. I figured I would see who this man wanted dead and warn them, let that person call the police, and deal with it. I tried opening the pad. It asked for a password. I glanced up at Bud.

      “It’s set at the specific password you requested, Mr. Munny,” he said, watching me closely. I stared at him, and then it occurred to me what the password must be, given the circumstances.

      I typed in UNFORGIVEN, the classic film title that featured the name William Munny. The pad opened. I could see a file with the name MUNNY waiting. I glanced back up.

      Bud sighed, relieved.

      “Well, now that’s settled. So I see you got your own weapon unless you need me to get you a special. The local steakhouse has instructions to feed you whatever you want, from the bar or the kitchen, at no charge. We got you a room at the local inn, and if you wanna whore, we can send one to your room, male or female. I hear you ain’t partial to skins, though, and that’s about the only kinda whores we got, but I can make some calls. Human whores are hard to come by these days, though.”

      He set a motel room key on the desk. I picked it up.

      “No whores,” I said.

      “Okay by me. What else do you need to do this thing?” He asked.

      After a moment, I reached into my pocket, pulled out my bottle of pills, and set it on the desk. Only six were left inside of it, which I knew without looking. I nodded at the bottle.

      “More,” I said.

      Bud sighed, picked up the bottle, and cracked it open. Took a look at what was inside.

      “Well, this is doable, I guess. I can make a run to the pharmacy; I got some influence there. So, do you have any idea when this might get done?”

      “It’ll be done when it’s done,” I said.

      “There’s a big rally scheduled for next week that your target’s been organizing, and I’m catching heat about it from all directions, especially the mayor and town board, so if things go on like this too long, it’ll blow up in our face. Not to tell you what to do, of course, but it’d be great if we could have this thing finished before then.”

      “It’ll be done when it’s done,” I said again. “These things take on a life of their own at times, and it’s best to pay attention when they do. I’ll resolve it, but my way, no other.”

      I don’t think he cared for that, but he didn’t argue. Just rubbed his hands together. After a moment, I stood. Bud did, too.

      “Motel’s half a mile down the road. Steakhouse is across the street from it. I’m here most days; just call the bar. Mr. Munny, appreciate your time and effort and your coming down this way. I know you’re a busy man, and the company understands how important this is to the town if they sent you to take care of it. I know of your reputation. We all do.”

      I noticed a bottle of Scotch sitting on a nearby end table, nearly full. A good bottle, aged fifteen years, made me thirsty just looking at it. I snapped my fingers in that direction. Bud picked up the bottle and handed it to me.

      “When you get the pills, have them delivered to my room first thing. I want three bottles, full as you can get them. Get that done right away, and then I’ll do your job,” I said.

      “That’s tricky. And… it’s already late…”

      “Then you best not wait,” I said, taking the smart pad and the booze with me as I left him there in the office.

      Gene, the bartender, was still trying to wake Mike up. His three buddies stared at me, bruised and bloody, but didn’t speak a single word to me as I walked out into the early evening.
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