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I don’t bleed much anymore, but I want to. My blood wants to stay, but I would rather let it go. I stopped killing myself after the ninth try—kept waking up eight miles away, one minute later. I used to race back, looking for my old body—it was never there...only the blood. I got to keep the scars. I always looked the same: black-haired and blue-eyed, copper skin, two meters tall. The scars multiplied, the eyes grew more haunted, and the memories of pain followed me like a mist seeping up through cracks in the ground. But no amount of wishing would make me age, and no amount of wanting would allow me to die.

Below the wooden deck with its tented tables, where I sat as the sun set in the west, was the green slope of a hill. It fell away to a broad valley, where thousands of wind catchers spun lazily in a gentle breeze, curiously synchronized. The blades were translucent and ghostly. At the feet of the wind catchers were rows upon rows of grapes, and the valley was dotted with greenhouses built of photon glass. The glass provided shelter for the plants within and also generated clean power. 

To my left was the Pacific Ocean, which caught the rays of the midday sun, turning the waves gold as they burned through the thickness of the atmosphere. The sky was blue and streaked with thin white clouds. The smell of charred meat and spices wafted through the air around me. 

The servitor at the center of the table refilled my glass and briefly flashed a holographic display of my tab. I tried to remember far enough back to when money meant anything to me, but the memories darted away like molten silver down the side of a volcano. I suppose if I didn’t have any it would remind me why I should, but my ability to care had vanished along with the smoke from the explosion in Paris.

I glanced to my right at a table twenty feet away, where a young man was trying very hard not to stare at me.  He was wearing worn leather and peered out from under a sandy disarray of hair with green eyes. He looked nervous. He ran his right hand through his hair, and lit a Stenar pinched between his lips.

I stood up, thumbed my credit closed on the display at the center of the table, and walked over, taking my time, never taking my eyes off of him. The other patrons at Talu’s ignored me. 

“Buy you a drink, son?” I pulled out the hand-carved, wooden chair and sat down across from him.

“After you tell me who—and what—you are.” His right hand headed slowly for a pocket.

“Let’s start with names, shall we? Mine is Rex. I’m a traveler.” I sat down in the chair and leaned forward, resting my elbows on the black glass of the table. 

“Tra-Trey. Uh, I—I’ve seen you before. In—In Paris.” His face was flushed and he was breathing fast.

“You mean what’s left of it. Relax, Trey, let me buy you one.” I thumbed the reader, and the servitor dispensed two small blue glasses, then filled them with a black liquid.

“Oh—all right.” Trey reached for the drink and downed it in one large gulp. His eyes were starting to settle down, and his right hand stopped at the edge of the octagonal table. He took another puff on his cigarette and then snubbed it out.

“Why don’t you tell me what you want...or maybe what you saw.”

“I need help,” he started. “And—and because I—I saw it—I have reason to believe you might be able to help me.”

I thumbed another round, and slammed the Guilleu Twelve back, absorbing the alcohol and savoring the burn. “So, you think you saw something, do you? Something about me?” I smiled, revealing white teeth and oddly sharp incisors. I rubbed the stubble on my chin with one hand and waited for him to explain.

“I saw you jump. No one could have lived through that. And yet, here you are.”

“Certainly...here I am,” I lifted my glass. “And you think I owe you something? Because you think you saw something in Paris? You believe someone of my apparent abilities would take the time to involve himself in your affairs? And not simply—kill you?”

The blood drained from his face and his right hand darted to his pocket. “I—”

“Shoot me, and you will never know,” I leaned back and savored the moment. The sun was obscured by a thin gauze of clouds and a warm summer breeze blew toward us from the west, carrying the fresh smell of the Pacific. 

“I have no choice,” Trey said, keeping his right hand in the pocket of his black zippered jacket. “They are taking bodies up the wire. They kill—killed my wife.”

“The wire? You have got to be kidding me. Are you high, Trey?”

“N—No, I—I’m dead serious. I—I can’t go to the authorities. They—they are involved—or, or something.”

“Maybe you saw my twin—in Paris, I mean. Did you ever think about that?” I grinned and sipped the whiskey; the smell of roasting meat drifted past us from the central grills and I could smell paprika and garlic wafting toward us from nearby tables.

“Twins don’t have—don’t have the same scars.” He relaxed a little and leaning forward. “I didn’t believe it for—for a long time.”

“What was her name?” I scanned the crowd, looking for anyone paying us an undue amount of attention. The restaurant was busy, but everyone seemed to be concerned with their own business. “And are you sure she’s dead?”

“Her name was Siva. She fell after they fired their energy weapons and hit her. I checked for a pulse. Couldn’t find one. I turned my back on her for a moment—to see how many attackers there were—and when I turned back, her body was gone.” 

“Disruptor.” I nodded and waved a waitress carrying a plate of steaming food over. “How do you know they are taking bodies up the wire?”

The waitress slid two small plates onto the table. Each plate had two skewers of meat, onions, and garlic on it. I smiled at her and waved her off. Then I gestured at Trey to serve himself. 

“I’ve been watching the place. They are trucking them in and lifting them in pods.”

“And you think they took Siva?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I’ve been following you. I thought you might know something, since you’re special.”

“Special?” I raised my arms and my voice. “That’s what you call this?” I laughed. “Trapped in this skin. Forced to live? Forced to endure?”

Trey downed the rest of his whiskey and then took a bite of meat from a skewer. “Sorry. I had no one else to go to. I thought there might be a connection. I don’t know how to do it myself. Are you going to help me?”

I took a gulp of Guilleu, then swept my thumb past the sensor, authorizing a refill for both of us and paying for the food. Then I looked Trey in the eye. “I admit, I’m curious. And dying is getting boring.”

Trey smiled and ate more food. “How do we get up the wire?”

“First we need to drive to La Tagua. Do you have a car?”

Trey nodded. “It’s a beat up Sola, but it should get us there.”

I took a bite off a skewer and savored it. Life didn’t have much flavor without her, but it was ineffective to spend all of my time wallowing in the past. I wondered how long Trey had been following me and why I hadn’t noticed.
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“So what makes you think I can help, Trey?” I took my eyes off the shimmering road ahead. 

The heat of the summer sun blasted down from above, glaring through the transparent solar panels that formed a dome over us in Trey’s Sola. It was an older model that used solar power to recharge the batteries while driving. It also contained inductance panels on the bottom that absorbed power from the road below us. The glassy pavement of the road absorbed energy from the sun and radiated it up to the Sola via coils beneath it.

We were both sitting in the back, and the front bench seat was empty. The car had autonomous control via the onboard AI as well as controls for the driver in case unusual circumstances arose.

“I thought your abilities might be useful. Whoever these people are, they are lethal. And you can’t be killed.” Trey’s green eyes showed hope with a touch of fear. He was sitting in the right-hand side of the rear seat, while the front seat was empty. 

“Yes, but there’s a problem with your logic.” I looked out the windows at the road speeding by. The Sola wove in and out of traffic, dodging cars effortlessly while signaling and keeping a safe distance. I was on the left side of the back seat, which was padded, tan, and looked like leather. 

Trey raised an eyebrow. “And what’s that, Rex?” He ran a hand though his blonde hair and leaned forward. 

“Whenever I die, I end up eight miles away. What do you think is going to happen when I die up there?” I pointed to the cable far ahead, which stretched up into the sky like a dark arrow.

Trey’s eyes grew big. “But, won’t you?” He clenched his fists and the worry bubbled across his face. 

“I don’t know. I might end up in space.” I smiled and gestured wide, palms up. 

“Then we’ll have to make sure you don’t die.” 

“That’s one plan. What do you know about the wire, Trey?”

“I know it was built after the last war, in 2130. And that it was to be used for scientific exploration purposes. And that it was a joint venture between the US and Colombia.” He unclenched his hands with visible effort, and spread his fingers out on his knees, trying to remain calm. 

“And you’ve not heard anything to bring that into question?” I leaned forward and squinted, looking up at the thin cable piercing the clouds. We were getting close.

“Not until three weeks ago, when they took Siva.”

The Sola banked around another turn on the twisty, narrow road that wound through the lush and mountainous terrain. Traffic was light, and the sky was dotted with puffy clouds that looked like extinct animals. 

“How did that go down?” 

Trey reached down into a small cooler in the center of the car and handed me a beer. “We were in Calamar.”

“You and Siva?” 

Trey nodded. “We were eating dinner at a small bar when they showed up.”

“They?”

“I couldn’t tell who they were. They were in hazmat suits with dark visors. And they were armed.”

“Did they single you out? Or do you think you were targeted randomly?”

“They singled Siva out. And two other ladies.” 

“So they fired some sort of weapon?”

“It was an energy gun. It made a loud hum followed by a subsonic boom. And Siva went down. There was chaos. Everyone at the bar was running and screaming.”

“I’m sorry, Trey. Are you sure Siva was killed?”

He shook his head. “I kneeled down. Her eyes were open and glassy. There was no blood, but I couldn’t feel a pulse. Then there was a loud noise behind me, so I turned to look. When I turned back Siva was gone, along with the armed men.”

“Did you see what kind of vehicles they had?”

Trey nodded. “I ran out in time to see them rolling out of town, heading south. They were in elliptical hover cars with mirrored tops. They looked military, but there weren’t any markings on them.” His lips were a tight line as the memories resurfaced. His hands were clenched again, but he didn’t appear to notice. 

“So you followed?” 

“I kept them in sight, all the way to the base of the wire. Then I pulled off the road where they wouldn’t spot me. Shortly after that, I could see transport pods crawling up the wire, like spiders.” 

“Hmm. Why would they be taking the ladies up there?” I gulped some more beer. It was strong and bitter, like an old school IPA. 

“That’s what I need to know. And if she’s still alive.” Trey’s expression was haunted. “Do you think we can make it up there?”

“We don’t have a choice.” My mind raced through the various possibilities and the chances of surviving them. The number I came up with was not good. 

Trey ordered the Sola to pull over to the side of the road when we reached the top of the last hill before the base of the wire. The car responded with a pleasant female voice and obeyed.

I got out and stood beside the car, then drained the last of the beer I was holding. It was warm going down and had the bitter bite of hops along with a pleasant malty aftertaste. A recycler plate irised open at the rear of the Sola and I tossed the empty in.

Trey got out from the other side and walked over to stand next to me. “It’s fenced and guarded. I think there’s a central bunker where they store the spiders.”

A pollinator drone landed on my arm, tiny and robotic. Its wings were translucent solar absorption panels and it was shaped like a dragonfly. Ever since the bees had been wiped out, the drones were everywhere. It waved the sensors on its head around to get its bearings, and then took flight, heading for a nearby field. 

I turned and looked down the hill at the place where the wire shot out of the clouds toward the Earth. At the center of the compound the wire met the ground. It vanished within a silver building that had no windows. Around the building were smaller structures that looked like airplane hangars. Around the entire complex was a shimmering force fence that glowed with a green fire.

“How long do you think the wire is?” Trey looked up at the clouds, squinting. 

“I’ve heard that it’s over sixty thousand miles.” 

Trey whistled. “What about that fence?” 

“Class III Force Fence, from the looks of it.” I grinned. “We can get through it.”

“I’m glad you think so. I’m a painter. I’m only an expert with a brush in my hand.” Trey rubbed his chin and looked down at the compound, scanning it for signs of activity. “I’m in a little over my head.”

“Not being able to die gives me a devil-may-care attitude.” I tapped my temple. “Don’t let it rub off on you.”

“Do you mind if I ask a personal question?” Trey looked into my grey eyes. 

“Anything you want.” My eyes narrowed in mock defiance and I switched to a boxer pose, holding clenched fists at the ready. 
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