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For Nick, AKA Saber, an avid novelist and old friend, who loved fast cars and motorcycles.


See you, space cowboy.
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“What would you be doing if you weren’t doing this?” 

Ryn looked up from the glowing fruit in their hand. “I would find more productive things to do than play games, Shae.”

She smirked, positioned a hand at her crotch, and mimicked a jerking off gesture. “Not games, Ryn. I’m talking from a more broad perspective. What would you be doing if you didn’t have to work?”

“Oh, you mean when I retire? That’s easy.” The fruit disappeared into their inventory, and Ryn hopped into the tree with her. “Photography. I get a lot of good shots on the job, most of which I can’t use for legal reasons.”

Even then, they could always edit out people and personal artifacts. They have in the past, and sold a few of their best shots—mostly of impressive buildings or the rare goose or deer lurking in residential areas. Their favorite photos were the ones from nose bleeding skyscrapers. 

“I can imagine! Must be hard.” Shae sat on a branch and almost glitched out through it, but kept a straight face. “Have you tried selling any? I don’t know the value of a good picture, but people have collected stranger things.”

“Oh fuck off. Photography isn’t a dead art.” Yet. Ryn’s parents objected when they playfully considered majoring in the arts, rather than a more lucrative field. Like engineering, or podiatry (dad’s profession). And at the end of the day…Ryn valued money more than aesthetics. They were also of the opinion that hobbies and careers should never cross paths, lest the financial stress and strain kill the love of the craft.

“Like I said. There’s always going to be a demand for some obscure thing. Just last year, the kids were all obsessed with pogoing.”

“Don’t remind me.”

The pogo craze ended when some kid livestreamed himself trying to “jump” over the Grand Canyon with a super-powered pogo stick. And now the poor kid was reduced to a stale meme with countless sound clips or music played over his demise. But hey, some people thrived on that kind of attention. If there was an afterlife, he was smiling proudly up or down at everyone celebrating his achievements.

Ryn reclined, eyes gazing into the endless stretch of blue sky. Neo Cleveland didn’t look half as pretty; the skies resembled old dishwater on a good day, an inky black at its worst. Some said that contributed to the gloominess of its citizens, but that was more convenient than facing the hard facts.

They heard that problem didn’t exist in Germany, which still retained its prized Black Forest, decent climate, and housing rates that made even the well-off Ryn envious. They could actually afford a house there…or dodge the hassle altogether and settle for a nice apartment.

Nothing but blue skies in Berlin. They reached for the sky, grasping nothing but a handful of pixels.

“What are you doing?”

“Dreaming.”

Playing video games really wasn’t their style, but Shae insisted. She said gaming was a better hobby and provided mental stimulation and exercise that didn’t include pelvic thrusts. Ryn took offense to that; sex was just one of many (welcomed) distractions in a dying world.

“Stop dreaming and help me with this quest.”

Ryn looked to their other hand, at the fruit lying forgotten there. It resembled an apple straight out of a fairy tale. Unlike real apples, it was perfectly smooth, shiny, and a shade of red that didn’t exist offline. They had tried eating one before, just out of sheer curiosity.

Virtual food contained little to no nutritional value, but sometimes it was enough to trick the brain into thinking otherwise. The food in city shops was more substantial, containing flavor and that tingly feeling of biting into a fresh apple. Supposedly, it kept the gamers going for extended hours.

“Big Sis!” a chipper voice called from far below. “I found a whole bushel!”

Ryn cringed at the voice and averted their eyes from the youthful display.

“Alright, Clyde! I knew I could count on you!” Shae gave Ryn a big thumbs up and hopped down to greet the boy in the sailor suit and hat. Childish laughter filled the air, sending shivers down Ryn’s spine.

This was just fucking weird.

Shae gracefully accepted the basket and patted Clyde on the head, dislodging his hat. He made an exaggerated grimace and playfully swatted her hand away. “You’re a better helper than grumpy old Ryn.”

“Oi, keep me out of your delusions.” Ryn floated to the ground, hands braced behind their back. “You can have the reward. In-game currency has no meaning to me.” It was all cosmetic, anyway.

“Aww, Mx. Ryn—”

Without looking his way, Ryn pointed a finger at the small boy. “Don’t talk to me. Don’t even acknowledge me.”

“Don’t be rude, Ryn,” Shae hissed. “AI have feelings, too. Speaking of—”

“No.” They would not invite Burroughs to join in on this farce. They hadn’t given it a distinct form and had no intentions of doing so. It was a virtual assistant, a tool. Not a toy. Naming it and giving it a fragmented sense of personhood was as far as they were willing to go.

The being designated “Clyde” flashed pleading eyes at Ryn. He looked like a miniature version of Shae, almost androgynous with his artificial youth. His eyes glowed green and gold, but lacked warmth. Something about him left Ryn feeling…cold. They didn’t particularly like children, but liked this one even less.

“If I have to get a real hobby, then you need to get an actual child.”

“Why, when I have the perfect model right here?” She gestured towards Clyde, who set down the apples and twirled, arms outstretched. “He doesn’t need to eat, requires minimal attention, and takes up little space.”

“And I’m—” A sparkly frame appeared around his winking face. “—cute as a button!” He poked his dimpled chin.

“Used to be you bought a motorcycle when you had a midlife crisis.” Motorcycles provided an air of danger and oozed coolness, on top of being a convenient form of travel.. 

Shae sighed and shook her head. “Oh Ryn! You’re so old fashioned.”

They watched as young Clyde swung his hips from side to side. “Sure.” Used to be AI didn’t have avatars, either. They were just disembodied voices that projected from obsolete electronics. “I’m gonna hop out before things get…weirder. Take my share of the rewards.”

Shae stepped towards them, hand extended, but Ryn logged off before her words reached them.

“Ugh, what a day.” Ryn leaned back in their seat, the connecting cord still gripped in their hand. Fooling around in VR was one way to blow off steam, a more “economical” alternative to expending energy with call girls and other vices. The crucial difference was that one left them mentally drained, the other physically and with a lighter wallet. Sometimes they blurred the lines by taking it out on Shae, who was more than happy to accept the arrangement.

They stretched their arms into the air. The mind may be well spent, but the body was stiff from sitting in place for the last few hours. “Burroughs. Peppermint hibiscus. Hot.”

The kitchen came to life with a series of muted whirs and beeps, followed by the clacking of tableware and pouring of water. “Steeping commencing,” came the flat, slightly teasing tone. “Would you like your standard one sugar and honey?”

Ryn grunted in response and flicked their fingers, bringing up a screen. They skimmed their emails while the tea steeped. It was a week before Valentine’s Day, and they already had their hands full with several cases. Ryn tried to do one at a time, but the money was hard to pass up. All were very standard infidelity cases, with people who had no business being together (not that that was any of their business), but either were dead set on making things work, or determined to maintain control. The latter left Ryn feeling unsettled and tugged on their depleting morality, but if they didn’t take the case, someone else would.

One that dared to test their patience centered on the well-being of a young child. The father, and Ryn’s client, suspected his wife, a history professor, of sleeping with her students. Among other things...

Normally, Ryn would be sympathetic, as cheating was a sticky issue when kids were involved, but the way he spoke about his wife set off alarm bells in their head. By all rights, they should’ve turned him down, but the implication of a custody case and taking the child out of a bad situation endeared them to his plight. Him fixating on his wife’s former status as a “fat sow,” however, was one of several red flags. Men like that never tipped their hands until they made you comfortable, and they were already in too deep.

They sipped the tea, stifling a sigh. Sometimes February felt like the longest month of the year.
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Piers nodded at them from behind his desk. A monkey in a nicely tailored suit and sunglasses sat on his shoulder, expression unreadable. “Morning, Ryn.”

“What’s with the monkey?”

“Virtual pet. I spent a small fortune on her. Isn’t that right, Gigi?” He cooed her name, making Ryn internally cringe.

Gigi grimly nodded her head and adjusted her glasses. She wasn’t going to be any help.

“She’s here as a sort of office mascot.”

They would’ve preferred he got a dog or macaw or something, but Ryn was in no mood to argue. “Just keep it away from my desk.”

“Aww, why the long face? You don’t like Gigi?”

“Piers. Please.”

“Fine, fine!” He fanned his hands, looking deeply offended. “If you’re feeling overworked, I know a girl. You like them furry, don’t you?”

“Ha ha,” they said dryly. “I’m much too busy for that these days.”

“So you don’t want to meet her?”

“I didn’t say that! Just that I barely have time to catch my breath, Piers.” Ryn coughed and adjusted their collar.

He winked and snapped his fingers. “I’ll send you her deets. Anything else I can help with?”

“Depends on how you feel about moral dilemmas.”

Piers sat up, prompting a glance from Gigi. “Go on. I love a mess.”  

“You understand I can’t go too in-depth.”

“So give me the gist.”

“Shitty husband. He’s paying. And straight,” they added, when Piers’ eyes lit up. “If that’s not bad enough, they’ve got a kid. A little girl.”

“Is she well cared for?”

Ryn snorted. “Sure, by her mother. She’s barely an accessory to her father. But you know how...tricky courts can be.” A male judge would be more inclined to favor the father, especially if he’s well off. A female judge may be more sympathetic to the mother, unless she harbored biases towards a traditional family unit. Nonbinary judges were the true wild card, but there were too many variables all around.

“I’m going to guess it’s too late to back out, but why don’t you just...fudge the truth a little?”

“I was afraid you would say that.” 

They had their own reputation to consider and never enjoyed being dishonest. But for the sake of this child’s happiness (and to deprive their client of the satisfaction), they could try to lessen the blow. And scrap much of the evidence. With finances being a non-factor, was it better for a child to grow up with an abusive father or a mother with a history of infidelity? Many people would happily make excuses for the father, claiming a girl needed a male figure to keep her away from the pole and off the streets.

“You’ll do the right thing, Ryn! I believe in you.” He and Gigi formed hearts with their hands.

Ryn wiggled their fingers at the monkey and her handler, and sank into their chair. A privacy wall with no door rose to surround their corner of the office.

Three screens appeared before them: one for photos, one for their inbox, and the third a list of demands from their client.

The main focus was their collection of photos featuring one Yaela Neumann, neé Drechsler. Early thirties, born and raised in Germany, mother to one Merrill Neumann, and by all means an upstanding citizen and respected historian. In her most recent photos, she wore her brilliant red hair short in a pixie cut, and sported sharp ear tips.

In older photos, some provided by her husband, others found online, her hair hung to her waist. She was shyer in her youth, favoring dark clothing to hide her curves and belly. Beside her stood her husband, the smirking Ulrich. He was notably no looker himself, then or now, but contained enough confidence for the two of them.

More recent photos depicted a smiling and slimmer Yaela in more flattering clothing. Ryn’s finger hovered over one of her in a dark hall, bumping into a hurrying student. Another showed her in a smoky bar, taking a hit of something from a cat-eared youth.

Ryn deleted these and several others of the professor in compromising positions, but kept the ones of her in the arms of a young woman with purple and blue hair. The same young woman who worked with her as an aide. Definitely not as scandalous as other hookups, but guaranteed to outrage Ulrich, all the same.

Ryn considered deleting one of the aide babysitting Merrill, but decided against it. They had a feeling Piers would approve.

“Burroughs. Write up an email to Ulrich Neumann. Make it…formal and slightly apologetic.”

“Only slightly?”

“Yes. Apologetic, but detached.”

“Detached is my specialty.”

Next on the docket was a slightly less depressing couple: possessive girlfriend and her deeply depressed boyfriend, who lost his job and spent his free time crying in the arms of professional cuddlers. Which was worse? Your partner cheating on you, or seeking shelter in the arms of another? That was up to her to decide.

Ryn typed up the letter themself and passed it on to Burroughs to proofread. The mood here was apologetic with a dash of “yikes”.

The last case was your very standard jealous (but justified) spouse scenario, in which the other person had a history of cheating and overall shady behavior. In short, this was yet another doomed couple.

They felt less torn up about breaking the news to this client, who could use some hard truths. That was a meeting they hoped to have first, before working their way through the harder cases.

“Ryn, I believe it’s time for you to hydrate and have a small meal. You’ve been sitting for over two hours.”

Only two? It felt like four.

“It’s a good day for ramen,” they said, and logged out.
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On a normal day, Shae would be back at the station, sorting through a mile long list of cases, or doing proper legwork to track down known offenders. But this morning she was stuck running interference. 

“Come on, sista,” the squirming cat beneath her protested. “We’re on the same side!”

“‘Sista,’ huh?” She tightened her grip on his wrists, and he yowled, renewing his struggles. “I’d advise you to stay still. I would hate to penalize you for resisting.”

“Aren’t I already under arrest?” He hissed between his teeth when another cat person, this one a woman, smacked him over the head with her handbag. “Please save me from these mangy bitches!”

“Mangy?” A second cat-woman jumped into the fray. She extended a wicked set of claws and clouted him on the face. “I’ll show you mangy, you miserable little…”

“Break it up, ladies,” Shae said, in no hurry to protect the tomcat. Between the angry outbursts and pleading, Shae learned the man’s name was Leon. Leon the Black, so named for the dense black fur that covered his body. It was a little on the nose, but there were more pressing issues at hand. Or paw.

When Shae arrived on the scene, he was scooping up a fallen golden fang from the gutter. He looked so pitiful crawling around on the ground like an oversized ant that Shae almost felt sorry for him.

At least until the pimping allegations. Further sympathy went down the drain when Shae noticed signs of abuse on the women, made prominent by their light fur coats. One had scratches on her arm, the other was missing a chunk of fur from her head.

“Not until he pays what he owes!” 

Leon cowered at the sight of blood on her claws, while Shae cursed under her breath. This was well beyond self-defense. “Cool it! Do you want to spend the night in a cell, too?”

“Please don’t take me to prison,” Leon babbled, all dignity forgotten. “Not with these vixens—ah! Police brutality!” He went limp in Shae’s arms, held up only by her titanium grip.

She cut her eyes to the side, at the idling observers nearby, and loosened her grip on Leon’s delicate wrists. “Please be quiet. Ladies?”

The feline sex workers huffed and withdrew their weapons.

“Good.” She read Leon his Miranda Rights, at the same time bringing up the mental link with Clyde. ‘How far away are reinforcements?’

A more mature voice, Clyde’s Big Boy Mode™ responded. ‘ETA is five minutes, Sis. But you might want to brace yourself…’

‘Ugh. I don’t need this right now.’

The big, tough cat began weeping when the patrol car pulled up. He babbled on about solitary confinement, sex perverts, and kitty fondlers.

Shae held him in place with one hand and waved to the officer with the other. “Kris! We’ve got a feral one here.”

Kristofferson, a handsome beat cop with hair almost as tall as his ego, winked at Shae. He didn’t spare a glance for the simpering Leon. “Detective Winters.” He snapped his fingers and the ROOKIE bot shambled out of the passenger seat. 

The bot, an older model that was more of an obelisk, blinked at Shae with a cartoonish smiley face. “Allow me to take it from here Detective Winters,” it said in a flat tone that didn’t match its cheery expression. Its face rotated to address Leon. “Sir/Ma’am/Mx, I will have to ask you to kindly refrain from resisting arrest—”

Leon whimpered but held still. “Please don’t let that box of bolts touch me!”

Kristofferson clucked his tongue and teased his blonde bouffant. “That ‘box of bolts’ is a commissioned officer, and you will treat it with the respect it deserves.”

The ROOKIE turned its face towards Leon, the smile turning into a frown. It rattled off the Miranda Rights as a hand snaked out from its side and wrapped around Leon’s wrists. Shae backed away before she could be reeled in with him. 

An uneasy hush fell over the thinning crowd, and the cat women were conveniently absent. Hopefully, they were going to a clinic to address their wounds…

“These cats can’t seem to stay out of trouble,” Kristofferson said, watching as the ROOKIE efficiently stowed Leon in the cage. “Got us a whole cat house downtown. And some of these cats…” He whistled. “They really go for authenticity.”

Shae didn’t have to ask what that meant, but had no interest in pursuing the topic. The more Kris talked, the less attractive she found him.

“I struggled handcuffing that one, and just gave up. Their wrists are too…frail.”

“Heh. Interesting way of saying ‘thin,’ Winters.” He would know.

Shae massaged her own wrist, once riddled with the aches of arthritis. Some days she suffered phantom pains from the procedure, but that would fade with time.

He shot her a sympathetic glance, as close as he dared to touch her. “Would you like a ride back to the station?”

“That would be easier for all of us, but I’ll leave the paperwork to you.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way.” He made a show of adjusting himself, and Shae made a point of looking elsewhere. “I’m still on the older model,” he said apologetically. “I hear the new ones are lighter, but I—”

“Like doing things the hard way, yes.” Shae made the ROOKIE bot sit in the middle, more for Kristofferson’s sake than hers. She cracked her knuckles to keep her hands occupied.

She made polite conversation during the ride, or at least tried to, while Leon whined in the backseat. Kristofferson smirked and tapped his hearing aid. “Shame you don’t have one of these,” that look said.

Honestly? Sometimes she envied him.

They parted ways at the station, Leon being carted off by the ROOKIE. “We really should get together outside of work,” Kristofferson said. “It’s been a minute.”

“Call me when you get the latest upgrade,” she said, feigning interest. “You get more than three settings, and while I may stick with old faithful, I like having options.”

“The latest, huh?” His eyes fixed on something in the distance, and he sighed. “I’ll get back to you on that one.”

Wanting to expand the distance between them, Shae drifted to the front office. Her complicated relationship with Kristofferson aside, there was one person she considered a friend in the entire station. And ae looked absolutely miserable, head resting in aer hand.

“Heeey Jules!”

Jules’ snapped aer head to the side, fixing cautious eyes on Shae. Once an active member of the police force, Jules was now confined to a desk. It broke her heart to see aer that way.

“Shae. Can I help you with something?” Ae looked her way, a strand of hair escaping aer neat little bun. Being stuck behind a desk seemed to have sapped the life from aer. Jules’ skin, normally a healthy brown glow, bordered on pale.

As a detective, Jules was more robust. Not as talkative as Kristofferson, but more willing to engage. There was a thirst for life there, a will to overcome all obstacles. But there was no joy in filing paperwork or hearing out minor complaints. No longer could ae examine crime scenes or interview suspects. There was no…_there_ there.

“Just popping in to say hello.” Shae smiled for the both of them. “You seem…distracted.”

“I’ve got a lot on my mind, is all.” And ae was about to have more… “Oh fuck me,” Jules mumbled, as a familiar figure cut in front of an elderly woman.

That line cutter and shirker of social norms was Amelia Valentine. She’d always been pretty, but suffered when Jules fell from grace. The last time Shae saw Amelia, her hair was thinning from stress, and her skin was as pale as Jules’ now. From what little Jules divulged about the breakup, it wasn’t a kind one. They were already having problems before Jules’ accident, and those were exacerbated after. At this very moment, Shae wanted nothing more than to disappear. The only thing stopping her was the hint of desperation in Jules’ eyes.

Amelia ignored Shae and the complaints of the old woman, slapping her palms on the counter and launching into a whole spiel about her dog. While the detective wasn’t one for gossip, Shae couldn’t step away.

Jules mirrored Amelia’s shock and disbelief. “How did you let that happen?”

“You think I wanted this? That dog meant the world to me.”

“Only when you could use her as leverage against me,” Jules said through tight lips, trying to maintain aer composure. 

She shouldn’t be listening to this. Nope. Not her business—

Amelia whipped around, a hound with the scent of fresh blood in her nostrils. “You! You’re a cop, right?”

“Detective,” Shae said coolly. “What’s the issue here? Perhaps I can help.”

“Someone stole my fucking dog!”

Shae’s eye twitched. Missing animals was real bottom rung stuff, below her pay grade. There were more important cases to work, like assault, kidnappings, and grand larceny.

“Hold on. I’m going to have to ask you to file a report, and we’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

Jules’ eyes cut to her. “That’s code for ‘good fucking luck’.”

“You know how it is. Dogs get stolen all the time. You had it chipped, right?”

“Of course I had the fu— damn dog chipped.” Amelia caught herself before dropping more f-bombs. They may have been on friendly terms before, but this was still a police station. And no one wanted their vulnerable outbursts flashed all over social media. She closed her eyes, and Shae mentally counted along with her. When Amelia spoke again, her words came out measured. “I came to you because the chip is not working.” 

Either she got sold a faulty chip or the thief found a way to disable or remove it. “Please, fill out the report. But if you’re in a rush, I might know someone who can help…” Someone who had the time to muck around dreck like this. Shae waved Amelia to the side, prompting a slight smile from Jules.

“So you won’t help me?”

“I didn’t say that, but Jules is a friend so I will try and accelerate the case.” That was a very different department, but a dog lover with less pressing cases might take it up. “But I do recommend hiring a PI if you want immediate results.”

Amelia’s shoulders drooped. “Hire a PI? The fuck do I pay taxes for? So the cops can drag their feet and focus on…busting cat houses?”

Shae gave the slightest of smiles. “I understand that you’re upset, but we’re short on resources. Solving serious crimes and keeping the streets safe takes higher priority over retrieving lost animals.”

Her gaze hardened. “You don’t have pets, do you?”

Shae thought of her cat at home, nestled safely on the bed or in that nook behind the couch. But this wasn’t about her. “My personal life is irrelevant. I suggested a PI because they can do more for you than we can at the moment.”

“Let me get this straight. You want me to go out and pay someone to do your fucking job?”

“Amelia. You can either wait for the police to handle it, or take matters in your own hands. But yelling at me isn’t going to help.”

She threw up her hands. “Fine. Give me their information.”

Whether or not Ryn accepted the offer, Shae was just glad to outsource it to someone else. She sent Amelia a virtual business card and made a note to reach out to Ryn directly.

Shae wanted to talk to Jules, but that was impossible with Amelia hanging around. ‘Can we talk?’

‘Later.’ Ae didn’t so much as blink in her direction, but then Jules was an expert at diminishing aer own reactions. Shae figured it had something to do with aer military background.

She spared one last glance and nod at Amelia before returning to her corner of the station.
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