
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Press Heart to Join

        

        
        
          Eric Gibson

        

        
          Published by Thrillingspree Books, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      PRESS HEART TO JOIN

    

    
      First edition. October 6, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Eric Gibson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223790730

    

    
    
      Written by Eric Gibson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Eric Gibson

	    

      
	    
          
	      Traveler's Luck

          
        
          
	          Perilous Shores

          
        
          
	          Poison Harbor

          
        
          
	          Prison of Glass

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Traveler's Luck Cantos

          
        
          
	          The Bog of Lost Memory

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Apothecary Inc.

          
        
          
	          Press Heart to Join

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Eric Gibson’s site.
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Chapter One

Ready Player Two
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Hale took a swipe at the alarm but hit empty cushion. With only the barest sliver of consciousness to work with, he groped for the watch on his nightstand, sure it had just fallen out of his reach. His bedroom was still dark but the lights streaming past his window were going to make it hard to go back to sleep even if he turned off the damned alarm. Except... it had been years since he had a window in his bedroom or anywhere else in his unit. His left eye opened as expected but his right needed to be pried apart with his fingers. He looked out at the buildings rushing past and his first thought was, "I can't afford this."

Hale groaned his second thought aloud, "The hell?" and shouted his next, "Down! Put me down." He was snapped into a taxi, watching as the city rolled away 100 meters below. Just between him and the buildings was the rest of the traffic. This altitude was reserved for corporate commuters, government officials, and emergency medical technicians. The tone of the alarm changed and the screen on his hand-rest displayed a new prompt below the logo for the Loft ride-hailing app.

He reached without thinking and a voice stopped him. "Don't touch that."

Hale flinched away from the concern in her voice and asked, "Why?"

"Ejector seat."

A bad joke from a real person was exactly what he needed. He felt the fear recede and his fingers and toes unclench.

The voice continued, "That's the AI consent form. Control swapping is for emergencies only—"

"But we're going to the hospital—"

"And it will be faster if I don't have to ground your cab and hand it over to the network." After a moment she said, "Also, I don't get paid for the hotshot if the AI takes over."

Hale said, "Understood." He focused on the readouts to fight off a wave of nausea. "Except what I'm doing here, who you are, and what's a hotshot?" 

"Your name is Hale Evert—"

"I don't have amnesia."

"I see. So, you remember everything." She sounded a little annoyed.

Hale said, "I... don't. I apologize. I've never flown before."

The voice said, "I'm sorry, I hadn't thought of that. I've never had a conscious passenger. What do you think? Of flying."

"If the nausea and terror are symptoms of a concussion, I love it."

She sounded more amused when she continued. "I should tell you, everything is recorded, so don't say anything that might damage your legal case. A good samaritan shoved you in a cab and called 911. I don't have their identity but they can be sent a message through HPD for thanks or as an eyewitness."

"I thought you weren't supposed to move someone without instruction from the EMT's."

She said, "Either they got instructions or they didn't want to be there when an ambulance arrived. I think they probably checked your watch and saw you didn't have a spinal injury. That's some nice gear."

He looked at his left wrist where his watch projected vitals across his forearm. The same was relayed to a corner of the cockpit window. He couldn't make the numbers come into focus but the little cartoon man's brain was flashing a concerning red. It strobed in time with the pounding in his own head.

The voice said, "Don't touch that either." He pulled his hand back without touching his skull. She continued, "Let's just keep you awake until we reach the hospital."

Hale said, "I remember now. A loader crossed the bike path... What's a hotshot?"

"Industry term for a short notice delivery. I also take the controls when a drone needs to drop outside the net, or in your case when a passenger is unable to give consent for the AI pilot." 

"I appreciate you keeping me company. What's your name?"

"Operator 9822."

"You're seeing sonograms of my internal organs and I don't know your name. I'm feeling a little exposed."

9822 said, "It's policy now."

Hale said, "Right, I'm the Beltway Hangman. Well, I'll have to change my name to the Monorail Strangler now that my ride is scrapped."

She laughed but it was definitely at him rather than with him. She said, "You call your bicycle your ride. Maybe FoodiePie will pay for it."

"How do you know who I work for? You're peeking at my files—"

"You're wearing their logo on your jacket. They'll need to replace that too."

Hale said, "Maybe. It was our trailer that cut me off."

"Ouch. I hope your policy is better than mine."

"Oh, it's the best... if I get my arm caught in the conveyor or shrink-wrap my face." He actually became worried thinking about it. "I'm not sure what's covered outside the facilities."

9822 said, "Well, it looks like your med bill won't be too high. Arrival in four minutes."

Hale said, "Listen, Operator 9822, I'd hate for this to be the end. Can I give you my number?"

"You're making a pass, sight unseen? I'll give you the benefit of the doubt due to your impaired mental state. Don't be one of those guys, Mr. Evert."

"You really don't have many conscious passengers. I've been staring at your license so I don't throw up. If you're one of those mutants that takes great ID photos, I have to say, you're still very beautiful. If it's as bad as mine, you're way out of my league."

9822 said, "I forgot about my cabbie license. I suppose it isn't much less than you get from a network match, but it's still against policy, and you still might be a murderer." He could hear in her voice she was at least a little charmed.

He said, "My last three network matches ranged from a 24 hour live-streamer to a shut-in with seven illegal dogs. Let's give human instincts another go."

"That's two, what about the other one?"

"We parted as friends when she moved away over a year ago. Now tell me something personal about you, nothing that blows your cover. I can just barely hear music, what do you like?"

She didn't respond so Hale laid his head back and closed his eyes. "If we're not talking, I'll just take a little nap until we get there."

"It's my earbud. Just local stuff my roomie turns me on to." She sighed and asked, "What do you listen to?"

Hale shook his head, unable to think. He said, "I uh... don't anymore. Not really. I go to the clubs, but I can't listen when I ride and I keep it quiet when I'm working."

"You're supposed to be convincing me you're not a serial killer."

He laughed. "Damn it. Can we just move on to favorite colors?"

She said, "Fine, but the rest will have to wait until your next near-death experience."

His stomach churned as the cab began to drop. He was too focused on gripping his seat to think of anything else to say until the door opened and a large orderly pulled him from the cockpit while his partner rattled off questions. Hale dove back into the cab and got a death-grip on his messenger pack. He also got a closer look at her picture in the corner of the display. Even unsmiling, there was an expectation of laughter there in her eyes. She was looking over his shoulder at something funny about to strike him down. He was already half-infatuated with her voice, part of him hoped her real eyes were a little less blue, her real lips rougher. He asked, "Your license photo, is it a good likeness?"

Operator 9822 said, "Sorry Mr. Evert. That's a terrible picture."

* * *
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Maude put her gear in standby and hung up her specs. Without augmentation, her rig was nothing more than a desk, control-stick, and a comfortable chair. Her roomie had taped a cartoon cockpit window on the wall, complete with a surprised bird flattened against the canopy. The dumb bird always made her smile and she sometimes wished she could see it in VR. She rubbed her eyes and spun around. Viv was tapping furiously with her back turned, either deep into her programming or leaving comments as she scrolled through TotaGraph feeds of beefcake for her current app project, codename HunkLoaf. It was probably just TotaGraph for gay men, which already existed, but if she could do something they couldn't, or even slightly better, she could sell it. Sometimes she outright cloned a program and sold improvements to it. She only needed one big app a year to maintain her modest but socially active lifestyle. They met through HotShot and moved in together to share costs on a grade two trunkline. The Hallstatt was the last building on level 9 with that kind of bandwidth available to private residents. She wasn't clear on how Viv used quite so much data, but Maude needed the stability guarantee for remote piloting. Without this living unit they would have to pay all the fees to start a company just to rent office space at a data center.

Maude cleared her throat and Viv stopped clicking. Instead of turning around, she reclined all the way back in her chair and looked at Maude upside down. Maude said, "I have a mandatory break—"

Viv said, "I could rig the timer so you can keep working." Maude had long since gotten used to Viv's interrupting. She only did it when she had a programming idea. Which was all the time.

"No... but it would be a good time to install your watchdog thing." Maude winced at the clapping and dancing outburst from her roomie.

Viv crowed, "I've finally done it! You're going to love the dark side." She made creepy beckoning motions as she crept towards her. "We have all the cute outfits."

Maude didn't give her the satisfaction of a smile. "If it's not illegal, doesn't directly break company policy, and doesn't endanger the passengers—"

"Who the hell is making all these rules?" Viv knew when she was being too much. "All right. It's legal. It doesn't break the rules because no one has thought up a rule yet. As for the passengers, they're safer because more of them will have you."

"I need living passengers for my résumé but I can't risk any trouble."

Viv stopped gloating. "I know sweetheart. I wouldn't let either of us get in trouble. You're just helping me test it, then I'll offer it to the company for a nice little profit. What made you change your mind?"

Maude said, "I just had my first passenger this week but I only got him because another operator dropped out—"

"Probably didn't pass the connectivity scan."

"He had a lower rating than me but still got queued higher—"

"He's using an accept macro to give him a few seconds to respond to the verification prompt. We'll be doing the same thing but mine is triggered up the chain when HotShot gets the call. Your accept will be queued before dispatch allocates the request."

Maude felt a little queasy at the thought of what sounded like cheating, no matter what her friend said. "Won't that be suspicious?"

Viv shook her head with the false patience she reserved for explaining her work to others. "With your rating no one will bat an eye at you leading the queue. It's still the same nanosecond, we're just cutting in line."

Maude shook her head. "Maybe we should hold off—"

"Because I said 'cutting in line?' Of course you don't cut in line," Vivian said the last under her breath and pantomimed ripping her hair out. "How about this? My hunky program is holding a spot in line for your sexy ass. That's just how lines work, baby. By the way, I had an idea for AI filtering of sexy asses for HunkLoaf—"

This time Maude interrupted. "Just do it. I don't have the bladder capacity to ague." She looked at one of her half-dozen countdown clocks. "I haven't peed in five hours." Viv was snooping on her system before Maude made it to the door. She was somehow already replaying the feed. "You don't need to watch that to install your program."

Viv asked, "Is this who you were talking to? Weedy fella, but I think he might be cute under the bleeding head wound. Hmm, some sort of food delivery boy? You love a man in uniform..."

"Not really my type."

"Of uniform?"

"Of man."

"I don't know, your last guy had brain damage too."

* * *
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"It doesn't make any sense." Hale pressed his palm against the small plastic bandage at the top of his forehead. It hurt, but somehow felt better than letting it throb. He had minor control issues.

Radney asked, "Do you mean my logic is inconsistent, or are you expressing surprise at reality?" Radney was a good guy but always impatient to get back to his thing. Whatever that might be. His office  was wallpapered with drawings and printouts from countless projects, and his multiple screens showed his general disdain for working in VR. 

"A little of both. A drone loader, without showing mechanical faults, shouldn't be able to cross out of its virtually mapped path onto what was my actual path—"

Radney made a slashing motion to cut off further conversation. "A truck cut you off. That's been happening since wooden bicycles."

Hale stopped pressing on his head wound and leaned on the back of the chair he had yet to sit down in. "It stopped happening when drones were networked. They might as well be on rails, man. How—"

Radney shushed him. "Take a pill—or share them with me. No? Listen, if the network blinked off, you wouldn't know it for ten or fifteen minutes. All the trucks on the ground and cabs in the air, all the little floor scrubbers would follow a couple hundred queued commands before parking themselves out of the way—"

"The network doesn't go down—" Hale waved his hands to forestall argument. "At least it didn't this time."

Radney said with ill contained irritation, "No, but any connectivity issue is all the same to the truck." He turned back to his scrolling lines of data. "What if it lost connection and had to use its own judgement to avoid hitting a dog? This kind of thing happened all the time before the network—"

"It decided to hit me instead of a dog?"

"Your effing bike is on the network, maybe it considered you a drone, and without the all-knowing, all-loving network to tell it right from wrong, it disregarded your safety."

Hale knew it would make things worse, but it slipped out, "It doesn't make any sense." To his surprise, his tightly wound friend didn't get more angry.

Radney said, "You have a bruised brain and cracked ribs. You aren't even supposed to be on company grounds until your leave is over. Go clear your food out of the cooler before Chris makes himself sick stealing it. I can figure this out."

Hale said, "I know you can, but you have real work to do. Let's hire an analyst—"

"I'll still have to let them sit in my lap while I teach them every little thing. I'd rather do it and let them check my work. I got this one. Go get laid." He mumbled to himself as he went back to typing, "I'd clean up if I were you, nice girls aren't into street fighters. Not the losers, anyway."

Hale was embarrassed by where his own thoughts went. It wasn't very gentlemanly. Radney read the situation in the sudden silence. He swiveled his chair around and pointed his finger. "You've got someone in mind."

"No, it's nothing—"

"Don't waste our time pretending you might not tell me immediately."

"She's just a picture and a voice but I can't seem to get her off my mind."

Radney lost a good deal of his interest. "Finally folded, huh? Welcome to the network. Do a little VR date or even just a video chat. It's all the rage right now."

Hale said, "I'm off the grid. No, it's the pilot that flew me to the ER—"

"Yeah? You got her number?"

"No, and she wouldn't take mine."

Radney shrugged. "That's that."

"I have her username. I could probably find her—"

"Who're you kidding? You want to unmask her identity and find her address?"

Hale cringed inside. "No." He suddenly barked, "Damnit. In my place—"

"I'd already have her shoe size and footage of her eating breakfast so I know if I can stand the sound of her chewing. Let me know when you're ready to get weird."

* * *
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Vivian gave one long stretch while the man watched her with half-lidded eyes from his bed. He made a disappointed sound when she pulled her shirt on. She normally wouldn't bother, he'd have it off again in no time, but she was prepared for an argument and she hated feeling vulnerable. It's why she was sure to bang one out first thing, in case their moods took a turn.

He said, "I thought you were free for the rest of the night. Sex, Thai food, Thai sex, sex food... the list goes on."

"I'm still down, but we need to talk."

"Damn." He rolled out of bed and slung his arms forward, one at a time, eliciting a loud crack from each elbow. It was his single most annoying habit. "So, let's hear it."

She said, "Don't act like I'm scolding you. And it's rude to point. Put some shorts on." She went into the living room and dug through the rest of her clothes where they lay just inside the door.

He groaned when he saw the FoodiePie menu load on the central screen. "You said plans hadn't changed."

"I want macaroni and cheese. Order your Thai food from Kin Di if you want, I'll be hungry again before it gets here." This was her clever way of broaching the subject. Her guy felt attacked a little too easily and it was better if he brought it up.

He said, "No, you're right. I haven't eaten today." He pretended to look over the menu. Finally, he asked, "Did you take care of it? I mean, of course you did, but I could stand to hear it. Is that what you wanted to talk about?"

"No problems. It's gone."

"You didn't just delete it, did you? That's more suspicious—"

Vivian said, "Babe—" She stopped herself. She knew he was just tense. She said, "Darling, I backed up a dummy file and restored the original from it. There's no real way to get rid of it, but it's hidden, it'll get buried in a day, archived in a week, and deleted from local memory in a couple months. Can you keep him from looking until then?"

Radney flopped down on his seven thousand dollar sofa. "Maybe."

"Shit, Rad, you said he couldn't even work for three weeks."

"No, he's letting me handle the investigation but we'll have to think of something better than calling it a glitch. If it was any other system, we'd program rings around him, but he knows everything but the drones as well as I do. Damned workaholics, right?" Radney was pretty work addicted himself. He was trying to sound chill, a sure sign he felt the opposite.

Vivian asked, "So, why the worry?"

"The idiot has a hard on for your pilot friend. He's squeamish, but if he goes looking for her..."

"He'd never get into HotShot's servers—wait, you think he could do it? I thought he just made orgasmic mac and cheese."

Radney made a rare admission. "If I could do it, he could. It would take him longer, but he'd manage, or else recruit someone else. He's annoying that way."

"Yeah, cute too. Not a rule breaker though?"

"God, no. Eventually, if he's got it bad enough, he'll convince himself it's ok to send her a message."

Vivian said, "She's not into the romance stuff. You don't know from workaholics."

"He said he saw her picture and talked to her. Would she cause men to break the rules for her?"

Viv tried to look skeptical but gave up and shrugged. "Definitely." Radney got a far away look on his face she didn't like. "That brings us to what I wanted to talk about. This was plan B, in case he got hurt I could help you cover. What happened to plan A?"

Radney said, "There was no plan A. If he had done that install before I covered my tracks, I'd be in custody right now."

"Damnit, Rad. Your little drone bandits are cute, and automating the sales was brilliant, but your little supply scam isn't worth life in prison."

"His helmet deployed, he's barely hurt."

"It's not worth twenty years either—"

"Oh please, I'm looking at five to ten. But even that won't happen. We're going to keep him away from work and keep him away from the pilot. I'd say a week is our first deadline. I know him. When his union thing is done he'll start digging just for something to do."
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Chapter Two

Dating in Hard Mode
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Maude felt her spirits lift a bit. It was the strut. She was a sneaker girl at heart, and a tactical boot girl by necessity, but she had found one perfect pair of middle-height wedges, all strappy and cute, stuffed in the wrong cubby at the SwapHouse. If Viv could track them down, Maude planned to either buy half a dozen pairs or have them cloned. They were low enough to not feel hobbled, high enough to do the things to her legs and butt that heels were invented for, and the stomping little strut seemed to be built right in. Of course, shoes like that were demanding. They wouldn't put up with some loser outfit bringing them down. Normally she let one or two things slide, showing up at 100% meant there was nowhere to go but down. This time she went all out, in honor of the shoes. The single compromise she made was choosing a top that showed off her arms. It showed more of everything else than was her usual style but this guy had been matched through their gym profiles. That was the problem with network dating, there was no escaping it without going off-grid. She had wiped a dozen matches with barely a glance, but Chess was gorgeous enough for a second look, and funny enough to take seriously. The only hoops she made her suitors jump through were a couple or three video calls leading up to a face-to-face. It weeded out the speed daters that were just spamming out invitations to get laid—seriously, there were a dozen apps for that already. It also gave the assholes a chance to show their true colors before she spent two hundred bucks on cab fare.

"Look at you. People are gonna think I hired an escort." His laugh was more annoying in person. "Hey, I'm Chess."

Two minutes later, Maude stood dangling her wedges over the public recycle chute by their adorable little straps. One of her friends had lectured her on fashion psychology, how to project the image you want with your choices of style and color. Maude had shot for "Sassy but Sophisticated" and apparently hit "Streetwalker." She sighed and slipped them back on one at a time while leaning against the wall under a flashing marquee for MetaMatch, 34% success rate. It wasn't the time to start taking her marching orders from some wet-lipped muscle mass who couldn't just be polite. She fished out her tab and examined the walking routes.

Her favorite network cafe was less flashy than its brethren, watering down the glitz of the historical arcades with a heavy dose of dimly lit pub.  

"Look at you, classing up the joint. Stay away from the front window or people will think there's a dress code." This was shouted by the thirteen-year-old barista grinning behind the counter while he did barista things. He looked at the people in line and told them, "It would shut us down." He keyed something on his tab and the vendor at the end of the bar lit up. He finished his current concoctions but instead of handing them over, waved the people in line towards the automat machine shaped like a giant green toadstool. Lincoln had painted "1-cup" across the front. "Sorry, state mandated break, I'll be back when I'm fifteen." The unfortunate who had been next in line narrowed her eyes, unsure if she had heard him right.

Maude hugged him and had a little trouble letting go. He hugged her back as best he could with two full hands and keeping his rear stuck out awkwardly.

He handed her one of the mugs he was carrying and said, "On the house."

"Isn't that for—" The woman glared at them while the automat poured hot, brown liquid into her cup.

"It makes better coffee than me anyway."

Maude tasted it. "Hmm, cafe late, three pumps of caramel?"

"Four."

"Yikers. Lincoln, I know how lame it is to hear this but, seriously, have you grown three inches in two weeks?"

He laughed and gestured to his five-foot, ten-inch frame. "I'll need a carpet steamer to iron out the stretch marks." He then said, "It hurts. Mom's spending a fortune on painkillers and some kind of lotion for pregnant women?"

"Aww."

"I'm trying to stunt my growth with coffee, but it's like watering a plant." He held out his left hand to show how rock steady it was. "I've had six today and nothing. Too bad I'm right-handed." He brought the mug to his lips making it shake so badly that coffee spilled down his front. He stood there straight faced with coffee stains on his shirt while she laughed herself sick. She loved Lincoln, that kid didn't give a shit. He folded a small table out from the wall, crowding another coffee drinker on one side, and bumping a pair of gamers on the other.

A tattooed bull of a man turned on them. "Watch it, you—" and tried to cover when he saw Maude. "You—need a little more space? No problem."

Lincoln said, "Damn straight there's no problem, Roark. You were supposed to give up that set an hour ago."

Roark made a calming motion with his hands and said, "We're almost at the end—"

"Why don't you two play in your living room?"

"It's a long story. It's not. Bertie kicked me out. I'll make it up to her when Wesley goes home." The bearded scarecrow across from Roark tipped a non-existent hat.

Maude asked, "What are you playing?"

Lincoln answered for them. "A roleplaying game, paper and dice, which is old-school AF, but then they go and use their rigs to play online with people in other arcos. It's like reading a book to someone over video chat. Just wrong, somehow." He said over his shoulder, "Wrap it up or I'm charging you for the day." He took a real sip of his coffee and tried not to make a face. She took the black coffee from him and sloshed the two drinks together until they were the same shade. He seemed impressed and they sat quietly sipping for a moment. Lincoln's parents owned Lvl Grinders but each worked a full-time job elsewhere. They were supposed to split the shifts three ways, but Lincoln seemed to always be there. His parents were unusually young, in their forties, and the three of them behaved more like best friends than a nuclear family. Sadly, it was rare to see more than two of them at any given time.

They talked through one cup of coffee, as was polite, while Lincoln filled her in on gaming news. Whenever Maude managed to get a real bargain on sessions at the big VR centers, or entry into a new event or game premier, it was because Lincoln tipped her off. They met on opposite sides in a WWII aerial combat simulator. Their rankings in other games by the same designers had gotten them invites to the opening server and the two of them obliterated the competition. It was technically a tie with their planes out of fuel and ammunition, but the moderators gave them a reset to record a sudden-death rematch for the feeds. Maude shot him down like he was flying a hot-air balloon, that's what the reporter said. Lincoln tracked her down, cleverly and inappropriately, by following the mystery gamer's matches through several games and visiting the centers that had the specialty cockpits. He later admitted that he started the whole thing out of anger, telling himself this gamer calling themselves Chamois must be cheating, but felt better when he realized they mostly played pilot simulations, and realistic ones at that. Of course, they beat him. He continued trying to identify them just to see if he could. Instead of a boy his own age, or maybe a seventy-year-old war vet, which were the extreme limits of his imagination, he found Maude. She tore him a new one, as his dad would put it if she had ratted him out. She pointed out that she could have him banned from all networked games and he'd be unplugged until he turned eighteen. After enough time had passed to prove he had learned his lesson, she sent in-game greets to cacoD3M0N whenever they found themselves on the same server.

Eventually, he ran out of gaming news and said, "Last time you showed up, it was guy trouble... is this another walk of shame?"

"Lincoln!" She started to rip into him but it ended with her explaining what "walk of shame" meant. He had thought it had something to do with a bad date or a breakup. She then felt obligated to explain the problems with a term like that. He was appropriately embarrassed but couldn't stop snickering about using his new knowledge to mess with his parents. He planned to say it to his mom in front of company and play dumb.

He said, "Alright, my apologies. I meant, did your date not meet expectations?"

"It did not, but I don't want to talk about it."

"We both know you're my best shot at learning enough about girls to someday... you know... date one."

Maude said, "Here's a lesson. Don't tell the woman you're meeting for the first time that she looks like a prostitute. Don't think it's funny, don't say it's a compliment, don't believe you're good looking enough to get away with it."

Lincoln said, "Roger that. So, more of a third date move."

She had zero sense of humor at that moment so she changed the subject. "What about that Misty girl? You were really looking forward to it."

"Her mom made her say yes. See, Misty has this boyfriend, Mike, she's not allowed to see..."

"Oh no. You were the safe boy?"

Lincoln grinned painfully and shrugged. "She explained it all while we were waiting for a table. So, I kept my temper and told her it was ok. I said she could have warned me, but in a cool way, you know? I wouldn't have ratted her out."

"That's the only play, situation like that."

"Well, I oversold it. She said she had some friends I'd like and suggested we do a group hang. I didn't realize she meant right then..."

Maude said, "No..."

"She called her friend Bella—"

"No, no, no."

"And her boyfriend Mike." He raised his hands victoriously as if he'd won a contest, which maybe he had.

Maude leaned back in her chair and slow clapped, it seemed an appropriate response. "What about this Bella?"

"Extreme duress. I don't know what Misty had on her, but it was big. It was like a hostage situation. She was slipping notes to the wait staff, blinking Morse code, she spelled 'help' with her breadsticks."

She was relieved to laugh about it. As put-together as Lincoln liked to act, he was still thirteen, and raw self-doubt bubbled visibly just beneath the surface. She said, "You were unlucky enough to cross paths with a budding sociopath. I'm glad you made it out."

"You have to admire her ability to turn a situation to her advantage. I shouldn't have agreed to the friend suggestion."

"Oh, Lincoln. Kiddo, she was always going to see Mike. She just didn't want you to tell her mom."

Lincoln groaned loudly enough to draw the attention of the clientele. "It was a setup? They showed up so quickly. We hadn't even ordered." He rocked dramatically back and forth, hugging himself.

Even though he was joking, she tried hard not to laugh. "You didn't pay the whole check, did you?"

"No, of course not. Just all the money I had. Bella got the rest." He finally laughed too, but it sounded fragile.

Maude said, "Well, for what it's worth, you have the dating part down. This is better than any I've been on in a year. Be patient and don't change a thing."

"Thanks, but I'm not the guy you go home with." He visibly regretted saying it and started on damage control. "I mean that girls will go home with, not you." He shook his head. "Maybe you should, though—no, not with me." He thought better of continuing.

Maude showed him mercy and said, "No, but I'll still buy you dinner. Put me in the queue and order yourself something." She knew what he wanted to say. He was walking a dangerous line suggesting that, at some point, she would have to examine why she swiped through dozens of matches and picked a man who didn't deserve the time of day from her, let alone anything more.

Lincoln was relieved to be led out of the weeds. "You pick the place because I'm ordering the most expensive thing on the menu to prove I'm worth it. You're not eating?" This last was said with a combination of bewilderment and paternal concern. She didn't know if every teenage boy had the same relationship with food, but Lincoln ate like a rescue pup.

"Maybe a little something... Hey, what do you think of FoodiePie?" She didn't know why she felt the desire to appear so casual bringing it up.

"Like quiche and shit? Mom loves it but we keep shouting her down. It's hilarious." He produced his tab and brought up a menu on the wall over their table. His eyes glazed over with lust. "Do you think they'd add lobster to that fucking burger?"

Maude snapped her fingers in front of his face. "The simulator? What's the wait look like?"

He keyed something on his tab and waved carelessly over his shoulder. "Something just opened up." A red light came on outside the best cockpit and a hairy little man burst out.

"Lincoln! Your shit's down again. I swear I'll take my business to Roast in the Machine—"

Lincoln spun and slammed his fist on the table making Maude and the empty mugs jump. "Watch your goddamned mouth in front of the lady."

"I want my F—give me my money back! Damnit, Lincoln." His anger turned to a whine.

"Read the policy," Lincoln yelled, pointing to the wall. "I'm giving you a partial reimbursement only."

Leonard looked confused. "There's not a sign there—" His tab dinged. "Hey. This is just a free coffee voucher."

"Shut it, Leonard. If you can beat my score on Mad Cab I'll pay your bill for the day." There were two games where Lincoln was her equal, a battle-mech game called Iron Company and Mad Cab. They were the most frivolous games she played and she claimed it was only because he loved them. She had ulterior motives for both. Iron Company was one of the top five games that employers watched the rankings for, and Mad Cab was a rip-off of the most advanced drone racing simulator ever made. It was far cheaper than the real thing and could be played from standard VR rigs. Lincoln turned to her and said, "Don't worry about Leonard, Roast banned him for scamming refills. It's all yours."

Maude said, "Let's eat first, some of this looks really good."

* * *
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"No, Mom, it's not really a party. I'm trying to get certain people to sign onto the resident's union. If we don't do something, this area will be too expensive for any of us to live."

"Can they do that? What about your contract?" With Hale's VR stage on, there was no need for specs to see his mother standing in the middle of his living room. She was turning this way and that, posing for a mirror he couldn't see.

Hale said, "Yeah, but there's a clause that says they don't have to be renewed by new owners. Umm, do you want to put something on?" She was wearing a swimsuit, modest for a two-piece, but there was a great deal of skin on display. With regular regen cycles and all the work she put in, she looked for all the world like a well-kept 40.

She waved away his last question. "How does the union protect you?"

"Well, as a unified entity consisting of at least sixty percent of the residents, they have to allow us to renegotiate as a group. Generally, we'll get to stay for the length of all of the contracts averaged together. The shortest is three years."

"Uh, huh." She bent at the waist and looked over her shoulder, completely entranced by her own backside.

"Mom!"

"I'm listening. It sounds like a lot of trouble for a couple of years. Aren't they offering to move everyone for free?"

Hale gazed up at the ceiling and said, "Yeah, down a level. They call it urban renewal, but it's always been gentrification. First, it was people of color, then anyone below the poverty line, and now the ultra-rich even do it to the merely super-rich. The population of the arco is growing, but there will be fifty percent fewer people on this level in ten years—"

Beau burst into the room and shouted, "Mom, that bikini is so fucking hot!"

She said, "Watch your language," but it was half-hearted. "Really? It's not too much?"

"It is too much. Too much fabric! Show it off, woman."

She stomped across the room like a runway model while Beau whistled and clapped. She nearly collapsed in a fit of giggles.

Hale yelled, "Oh, my god."

Beau put him in a headlock and dragged him around. "Tell your mother what a babe she is." He tried with one hand to pull Hale's eyelids open. "Say it. Say you like that peach butt." Hale grabbed his brother's hand in a finger-lock and forced him to the ground, howling. He gave him a vicious slap across the back of his neck and jumped back. Beau was on his feet, ready to do damage, but the fire went out of his eyes and he was back to play fighting in an instant.

"Stop it. Hale doesn't have to say anything." There was just the slightest tremor in her voice, "Hale, we didn't mean to interrupt."

"It's nothing, Mom. I was just saying I have high hopes for the gala. I wish you could come."

"Me too, sweetie. Is Beau being a help?"

"Yeah, actually. No one puts an event together like Beau."

She put her hands on hips, indicating she was about to ask something monumentally important, bikini notwithstanding. "And the accident? You said you'd update me."

Hale said, "No hidden injuries."

"The cause?"

"I have Radney digging into it—"

"You should get a third party, someone without a conflict of interest."

"Mom, there's no conflict, and he's the best."

"I never liked him, he's got little shark eyes. And I say good riddance to that bike. You'll be killed next time."

Beau said, "He loves his bike, maybe put the training wheels back on..."

Hale said, "I don't have time for the gym, it keeps me in shape."

From behind him, Lyric's voice said, "That shape is a straight line with an Adam's apple."

"You're shaped like a hooker," he said pleasantly.

Lyric ignored him in favor of Evelyn Evert. "Holy crap, Evelyn, you look incredible! Spin around for me. Be honest, how much is Pilates and how much is reconstructive? Those tits are supernatural."

His mom jiggled her breasts and said, "Well, the girls are all new, but this," she spun and slapped her ass, "is just hard work."
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