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Inkoded


Inkounter #1





Decorated detective Gibson Shaw must work an AI mutilation case that’s beneath him. The claw-like wounds of the AI mimic its ownership tattoo of a cat, but he dismisses that as coincidence. When more AI bodies litter Nova City with the same modus operandi, Shaw must bring the world’s first serial killer of AI to justice before the killer targets humans, all without falling for his rookie partner. 

Tattoo artist Nate Dough has always sensed the sorrow in others. By using drug-laced ink to alter his clients’ moods, he creates happiness one tatt at a time. Except, it’s the clients’ AI showing emotion. When he discovers the mutilated AI are ones he tatted, he’s dragged into an investigation that reveals more about himself than he ever imagined.

It’s only when Shaw and Dough’s worlds collide that the clues point to the real culprit.
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Date: 2170.10.10


Several kilometers below Nova City.


The stench—saturated with decay, a miasma of rotting foods, and the dustiness of shifting smog—burned Gibs’s throat the second he climbed out of the air-sterilized chaser. Grimacing at the mildew taste infesting his mouth, he flipped the mask in place. While rolling his shoulder in an erratic shrug, he activated his enhanced left eye, hoping to pierce the gray air blanketing the crime scene. 

Standing amid a vortex of pollution was Martin Davis, hunched as he studied something in his hands. The dampened light glimmered off his receding hairline. His glasses flickered as he read information from the precinct’s databases off the lenses.

Gibs tightened his coat around his crumpled uniform despite the wet heat dewing sweat on his brow. Stomping toward Davis, he scanned the eroded buildings, searching for unfriendlies. The Deadzone denizens were unworthy of life above the pollution layers. Poor air, a rat diet, and dodging law enforcement meant a good life was impossible for them. They scavenged what fell from the upper levels, arming themselves with discarded weapons of various ages. Gibs had recharged the blaster strapped to his thigh, and if that didn’t work as new tech was known to do, he kept an antique Glock holstered to his side.

“Detective Gibson Shaw, what the frack?” Davis spat something onto the sponge-like ground covered in decades of rotting litter.

Gibs gritted his teeth. He would have to incinerate his boots after this. Who knew what disease still lingered in the moist mass beneath him?

Davis deactivated his lenses and peered through the clear glass at him. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Who reported this?” Gibs stiffened then slid his fingers around the grip of the blaster.

In the shadows surrounding the crime scene, faces appeared then faded. He wasn’t up for a shoot-out today, not when they surrounded him with unknown firepower.

“Anonymous.” Davis pursed his lips, flicking a glance at the shadows. “Relax, they won’t touch this no matter how much they can sell it for.”

Gibs released his grip and exhaled, easing the tension in his shoulders. “What do you have?”

He tugged on sterilized gloves as he approached the demarcated area. Neon lights scanned and verified his credentials when he stepped through the holographic bands. If the precinct hadn’t granted him access, the bands would have tasered him.

“I’ve never seen the like.” Davis was the dinosaur of the forensics department, preferring a solo existence in the abandoned bowels of Nova. His knowledge was invaluable hence his delayed retirement, and for that, the Force showed him respect. “It, or she, is missing an eye and its recordings.” He tapped his left eye, his bushy gray eyebrow twitching. “Whoever took their frustrations out on the inkjob didn’t want us to identify them.”

Sprawled in an unnatural pose, as if it had plummeted from above, lay the remnants of an AI in the guise of a young woman. It was nude except for the various encoded ownership tatts covering its limbs. The ‘wounds’ were serrated as if a wild animal had raked its claws across the eternally youthful skin, and its inner mechanical workings were spewed out in a tangled mess.

Its hair splayed out like it was underwater. Images flashed in Gibs’s mind: a young boy, swirling hair, lifeless eyes.

Shaking his head, he crouched beside the tattooed synthetic known as an inkjob. “Destruction of private property still applies.”

Green lubricant oozed from the tubes spilling from its abdomen. No expression crossed its face, not in life nor death, and neither did he expect emotion from a machine. There was something artistic about the pose, though, as if someone had taken the time to arrange the limbs with care. This wasn’t a crime of passion—this was premeditated, but for what purpose? Perhaps the vandal killer practiced before he targeted humans?

Gibs frowned, tempted to rub his jaw in deep thought as he worked through the possibilities. He stiffened his fingers, pulling his gloves tight. After he sterilized himself, he would ponder the whys and hows.

“The owner reported it missing hours ago. If it wasn’t for its older encoded tatts, I wouldn’t have identified it.” Davis flipped his stylus to gesture to the shredded, palm-sized tatt of a cat. “That’s the current owner’s stamp. The embedded data is unreadable.”

“Personal vendetta?” Gibs mused aloud, not veering his focus from the tatt. It was familiar though he couldn’t place it. “It would explain the removed video footage and the crime itself. The inkjob didn’t fight back, which meant its owner wasn’t present or in danger.”

“Or they commanded it not to defend itself.” Davis shrugged.

“Frack. Summoned here for this?” Gibs huffed and rose to his full height, stretching his old knees. “I don’t do mutilations or anything to do with synthetics.” He hadn’t pissed off any gods or politicians, just one woman, who had shacked up with his boss—his now ex-wife, Tamara. “Any clues?”

Whatever Davis gave him, he would start there. Whoever had attacked and mutilated a defenseless synthetic had to hate the owner.

“Thomas Walker, son of Senator Walker,” Davis said, his tone dismissive as if who the inkjob belonged to didn’t matter.

“Frack,” Gibs muttered, now placing the cat-like tatt.

The Walkers had more than the usual number of enemies. And he would have to change his clothes. No way would their butler let him in with the stench of Deadzone Nova clinging to him.

Dealing with the rich worsened his mood. Notorious for their disrespect of the law, their disregard for possessions, and their political clout twitched pain behind his left eye. That little shit Thomas must have given permission for someone to ravage his inkjob out of boredom or an artistic display of overindulgence. Gibs shook his head. Both sounded unlikely. Thomas wouldn’t report it missing unless for the insurance.

“There was a partial footprint in its lube which I managed to scan before the litter absorbed it. I’ve got no fingerprints, and I can’t see for shit to find hair or skin flakes, not even with my upgraded bionics. There is evidence of sexual activity. I took a sample for DNA analysis.” Davis dropped to his haunches to snap his tool kit shut. “I got the drones doing a multi-dimensional scan. I’m hoping for residual heat signatures, and there’s an abandoned yet active sec-cam. I’ll send you the vids of that. I tasked the department’s inkjobs to search for the murder weapon.” Davis chuckled. “I sure as hell don’t think we have a wild animal roaming these streets.”

He shuffled closer, and in the humidity of the fog, Gibs fought to remain immobile. With Davis’s body heat and potent odor consuming what oxygen remained, claustrophobia pressed down on him. Squeezing his eyes shut, he drew in slow, calming breaths and circled the inkjob, hoping to gain some distance and a pocket of untainted air.

“Tech’s on the way. They’ll check the inkjob further before sending it to Renovare for incineration.” Davis crouched to brush a blonde curl off the inkjob’s temple. “It’s a pity. It’s a beaut—one of the deluxe entertainment models.”

“The Walkers can afford to splurge.” Gibs tugged off his biodegradable gloves and tossed them onto the littered ground. “Let me know if you find anything else.” He strode to his chaser hovering twenty meters away. As he approached, the door opened. He climbed in and ripped off his mask to suck in gulps of purified air.

“Welcome, Detective Gibson Shaw,” the automated driver said in a calm feminine voice.

“Deep cleanse and home.” He deactivated his enhanced eye and rubbed it.

Air gushed around him, cooling the sweat on his brow and stripping some of the stench saturating his coat. The doors sealed, and the chaser climbed the kilometers to the present surface. Old neon signs and flickering three-dimensional faces appeared through the swirling fog, as abandoned as the streets below. Light pollution dimmed the night sky, but he didn’t care that the view wasn’t perfect. The sight eased his tension, and he released the death grip he had on his knees.

Other vehicles sped past, using designated, well-lit pathways. His chaser slipped into traffic and headed for his small apartment bordering the shitty side of Nova. He couldn’t afford anything else after the divorce. At least, a bottle of cheap vodka waited for him. Just thinking about it had him salivating.

Bile pooled at the back of his throat, and he coughed, tasting fresh mildew. Frack, he hated the Deadzone and rookie cases. His furious glare reflected off the panoramic windows. For a moment, he didn’t recognize himself. A week-old stubble darkened his jaw. Shadows under his eyes screamed his insomnia. He ran a hand over his face as if it would alter the years wrinkling his eyes and mouth.

“Call ahead and schedule an appointment with Thomas K. Walker.”

A few seconds later, the auto-driver said, “Appointment scheduled for 1800 hours.”

Gibs grunted and shifted in the seat, searching for a comfortable position. He didn’t need to command his chaser to wake him. It would do so out of protocol. Folding his arms across his chest, he closed his eyes, hoping the circulating air would lull him to sleep.

He rubbed his neck, hoping to massage away the headache forming and ease the tick in his eye. Questions swirled, blurred, reformed until he drew in a long breath. Perhaps this case was just what he needed.
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Nova’s Blue Sector AKA “The Holies”


Nate


Nate climbed out of the taxi, swiping his wrist to pay. He stepped onto the metallic platform jutting out from The Skin Canvas, his small tattoo parlor. Wind whipped his hair across his face, and he sighed as the warmth burned his temple. Whining chasers darted past, their anti-gravitational engines whirring as they dropped off their fares. 

A glance at the level below showed various shops opening for the day, and beneath that, thick fog swirled in a haunting pattern. Despite the railings, people still fell off as if they offered their idiotic selves to a faceless god. Nova’s mayor gave his assurances that there were safety nets to catch the unlucky. No one had traveled below to confirm this.

The front door chimed as Nate entered. He readied a smile for his receptionist, Lissa. Two owners and their modelesque inkjobs waited for him. One was a housewife who stroked the inkjob’s angular jaw and broad shoulders, her lustful gaze implying the poor synthetic would be used for more than housework. Almost humanlike, Nate could see the appeal. Loneliness drove people to do desperate things, and in this case, fucking a synthetic. He’d never been tempted, but then again, he’d never been lonely enough to consider it.

Fighting to keep the smile in place, he nodded a greeting without meeting his clients’ curious stares and slipped into the back room. How he longed for a job where he could test his artistic mettle.

After he draped his jacket over the back of his chair, he pulled the synthetic identification kiosk closer. He couldn’t complain. He shouldn’t. Tatting inkjobs with their ownerships kept The Skin Canvas afloat, and it was Half-Price Wednesday, so he was bound to be overwhelmed by midday.

“We have a lovely couple wanting joint tatts.” Lissa giggled, placing a fresh cup of coffee-flavored sludge on his side table—she made it strong enough to resurrect the dead. Brown curls bobbed, echoing her merriment as did the swaying of bright-yellow hoop earrings and a matching summer dress.

Nate shook his head and smirked at her words. “Married?” He pinned his hair into a bun, tugged up his sleeves, exposing his ink-stained forearms, and gestured to her to escort them in.

“Just this morning,” she said before skipping from the room to usher them in.

Nate had known Lissa for years, but what mattered the most was her bubbly personality. He had never seen her sorrowful. No shadows lingered around her, with nothing triggering his unusual gift.

Last night, he had seen Kylie’s mood the moment he stepped through his front door. As much as he adored his wife, he hated it when she was sad, with darkness engulfing her figure and blurring her sweet smile.

As a Rights-4-Synthetics advocate, what she dealt with daily would scare the hell out of him. Inkjob abuse formed a large portion of her struggles since no laws prevented the destruction of one’s own property. Thankfully, the government had denied Renovare permission to manufacture child synthetics. His home life would have been in constant darkness, with her mood swinging from light thunderstorms to full-on hurricane-mode.

“Nate, Mr. and Mrs. Collins,” Lissa said, a bright smile breaking across her plump features. She was a romantic at heart, and her enthusiasm spilled over anyone in her vicinity. He loved that about her.

The diminutive man escorted his wife with a courteous hand on her back. Pale hair fell across his face and glasses, and an unavoidable smile warped his cheeks. He was happy now, but regrets had a way of sneaking in. His entertainment-model wife had various tatts screaming her history. She was well-loved, having known many owners.

Mr. Collins guided her into the chair and scanned his wrist across the kiosk. A stylized woodpecker appeared. Each client chose from the available tatts when they purchased the rights to own a synthetic. Exchanging or selling models without tatting and notifying Renovare was a chargeable offense and included the possibility of a lifetime synthetic ban. That law kept Nate in business.

“Where would you like the tatt placed, Mr. Collins?” Nate gestured to the inkjob, who sat stiff as a board, staring at the wall behind him.

“On Viv’s left wrist, please,” he said, turning the AI’s arm with a gentle touch.

Within moments, Nate had the encoded tatt printed and branded into Viv’s skin. With Mr. Collins, he traced the pattern and inked it on the corresponding spot to his wife’s, but he used The Skin Canvas’s patented drug-laced ink. His client would experience a gentle euphoria for two days, keeping buyer’s remorse and thoughts of divorce at bay for a little while longer.

“Weren’t they adorable?” Lissa lingered in the doorway.

Nate pasted on a smile, hiding his boredom as the ‘happy’ couple left. For a moment, a darkness hovered above Viv’s auburn curls. He blinked, a frown forming as he studied her departing figure. Shaking his head in disbelief, he gestured to Lissa to usher in the next client. While he waited, he squeezed his eyes shut, pinched his brow, and prayed he’d imagined it.

No way was an AI sorrowful. They didn’t have emotions.

But he had seen the darkness, and it wasn’t near her husband.

Nate’s ink had made sure of that.
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Date: 2170.10.10


Nova’s Lux Sector


The inkjob opening the front door was a first edition, with repair marks scouring whatever skin its butler uniform didn’t cover. Only one ownership tatt peeked out from under the collar—a falcon. Gibs knew better than to force his way into the mansion, badge or not, especially after the last time Butler had tossed him out on his ass. The landing platform was larger than normal but still without a railing. Thankfully, Gibs hadn’t tumbled off the side and into the abyss. 

He grimaced at the image of himself sprawled in the compacted litter beneath Nova. Recognizable amid the bits of him smeared and saturating the ground would be his cybernetic eyes and carbon-printed femur. He’d look worse than the inkjob they found this morning.

“Detective Gibson Shaw.” Butler stepped aside with such gravitas that Gibs expected it to sweep an arm out in welcome.

The foyer hadn’t changed since his last visit. White marble and bronze met imported wood, reminiscent of a hotel in the 2020s. Not the look Gibs would have gone with.

“Well, well, it’s been a while!” Lawrence Walker strode into the ostentatious foyer, offering his hand in greeting. His crisp suit in steel gray whispered as he moved.

Gibs stared at the hand but didn’t accept it. Doing so would mean all was forgiven, and that wasn’t the case. He scowled, placing the blame for Dad’s mental state on this Walker, and rightly so. Lawrence had aged well. Fine wine and old money had minimized the toll of living. Dad had never looked this good, especially with a blaster hole through his temple.

Best friends since kindergarten, Dad and Lawrence had supported each other through the rollercoaster of life. Lawrence had been there when Gibs’s paternal grandmother had died, and Dad had fallen into a morass of sorrow. Hoping to keep him busy, Lawrence had used his influence to assign Dad to the most controversial case in the precinct—the kidnapping of a diplomat’s daughter.

Finding her tortured body—very much like the inkjob’s this morning—was more than Dad could take. He’d found his absolution in whisky and a fully charged blaster.

Gibs leveled a glare at the man, resenting the role he’d played, no matter his good intentions. The cut of Lawrence’s gray hair was sharp and stylish. Gibs scrubbed his unshaven jaw.

Pulling his hand back, Lawrence shoved up his tailored sleeves and gestured to his home. “What brings you here?”

“Thomas Walker’s mutilated inkjob.” Gibs studied Lawrence’s facial cues. There was no reaction like looking at a tranquil lake with no ripples visible from above or beneath the surface. “We found the X10 entertainment model this morning.”

Lawrence dismissed his words with a brief pout and a furrowed brow. “How’s this your problem?”

“I’m doing Montgomery a favor.” Gibs smothered a snort at the lie.

Doing his captain a favor? By not quitting? By not freeing Montgomery from the tight grip Tamara had on his balls? The poor bastard would learn soon enough. Or maybe, the ass liked Tamara’s kinks. Gibs hadn’t and saw it as a depravity of something intimate. Doggy style was as wild as he went.

“This way, Detective Gibson Shaw.” Butler’s baritone had a metallic twang, indicative of its age. The vintage inkjob opened a door leading off the foyer.

One glimpse painted the image of an extravagant, well-stocked library. Books lined the walls. They were antiques, made invaluable since the traditional publishing and printing industries collapsed a century ago.

As the door sealed Gibs in the dusty silence, he traced the spines of a row of stacked erotica—if he judged them by the bare-chested bodybuilders clasping distressed damsels.

“Gibs, this is a wonderful surprise.” Thomas bounded into the library with his usual boisterousness, dressed in pale camel slacks and a periwinkle-blue buttoned shirt. Gleaming of wealth and prestige, his champagne-gold hair flopped across his tanned forehead with perfect nonchalance.

In his crisp uniform, unshaven jaw, and unwashed hair, Gibs felt like an unkempt intruder… Inferior, but this wasn’t on Thomas, who’d never treated the Shaws as anything other than family. Gibs scowled, needing this meeting to end soon. It was too much of a trip down memory lane for him, one he hadn’t asked for and didn’t appreciate.

“This is business.”

Thomas’s demeanor didn’t mimic Lawrence’s poker face. He’d never been one to hide his emotions. “You found her?”

“If by her, you mean, your missing inkjob, then yes.”

Thomas scanned the room as if searching for her, the hope on his face sincere. He’d worn the same expression every Christmas.

Realizing she wasn’t with Gibs, his shoulders stiffened as if Gibs kept her hostage in the back of his chaser. “Where is she?” He clipped his words. Anger and desperation peeled through his pseudo-serenity.

“At Renovare awaiting incineration. Expect a call from their sales department.” Gibs didn’t pull his punches. He needed to see honest reactions with nothing masked by civility.

Thomas winced. He squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose, his breathing irregular. “She’s dead?”

Gibs pursed his lips at Thomas’s word choice. Dead? As in not living? Yes, all inkjobs were. He twisted his forearm and activated his holo-wrist. Holographics reflected off his skin, showing the law enforcement’s details of Thomas standing before him. He pressed the record button.

“This recording is for quality purposes and can be used against you in a court of law.” He felt like an idiot speaking into his arm, but the department had rejected his request for an old-school cell phone.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Thomas grumbled under his breath as he paced the length of the Persian carpet.

“Mr. Thomas K. Walker, do you agree to this recording?” Gibs waited and watched. To say no might mean Thomas had something to hide. He hoped his old friend agreed. This interview need not be a difficult one.

“Yes, I waive my rights. Just tell me, what happened to Olivia?”

Gibs arched a brow. He’d heard of nutjobs marrying their inkjobs or forming a romantic attachment, but he never expected a Walker to fall into either category.

“For the record, let it be known that Olivia is the X10 entertainment model found in Deadzone this morning.”

Thomas stopped pacing to grip Gibs’s biceps. “Do they have to incinerate her, Gibs? How bad is it?”

Pain he recognized—that of a broken heart—crawled across Thomas’s face. What was this? Was he grieving? No. Not Thomas: the charmer, playboy, and renowned philanthropist.

“Your ownership tatt was barely discernible.” Gibs didn’t offer further details. He doubted his old friend could handle it in the condition he was in.

Thomas’s shoulders slumped, and he stumbled back, collapsing into the bulky faux-leather couch, a sob escaping him as he dropped his head into his hands.

“When last was she off her charge?”

“At the mayor’s ball last night.” Thomas’s fingers muffled his words, but he lowered his hands before Gibs could ask him to. “I took her as my date.”

Gibs’s brow hitched another notch. “What? No scatterbrained debutantes available?” He forced a teasing tone into his voice, hoping to calm his overly emotional ex-friend and prime suspect. There had always been a long string of idiots lapping up Thomas’s superficial sincerity and short-spanned interest.

Come to think of it, Tamara had been one of them. She must have taken one look at the queue of eager women, and instead, targeted Gibs, his best friend. He was a fool not to have seen through her conniving tactics.

“You know how small our circles are, Gibs. I’ve dated all the debutantes in Nova. Olivia was a refreshing change.” He flashed his old smile before letting it dissolve with a tremor. “When we returned last night, we made love, then I instructed her to recharge.”

Made love? Gibs grimaced. No one made love to a sex toy, but it meant the DNA would point to Thomas. There went that lead. He’d hoped the vandal had used the inkjob before mutilating it. Still possible. There could be more than one deposit. He’d call Davis later.

“I don’t know what Renovare has been doing, Gibs, but she’s so lifelike. Her voice soft, enticing, and natural. I feel…” His cheeks trembled. “…Felt a connection as if she understood me and reciprocated my affections.”

Thomas leaped up, shaking his wrist to call up an email on his holographics. “There, I asked for Renovare to install a charging station in my bed so we could sleep together.” He shoved his forearm in Gibs’s face, too close for him to read the glowing letters.

Gibs smothered a chuckle, fighting for professionalism. Had Thomas fallen in love with his sex toy? Perhaps he should invest in one, especially if she gave good head.

He dismissed the fleeting temptation as foolhardy. Sticking any part of his body inside a machine horrified him, no matter how enticingly feminine they looked on the outside. What if it clamped its jaw and severed his dick? He shuddered, revulsion and fear sliding down his spine like a rivulet of ice.

“This morning when I awoke for my usual…treat, she wasn’t beside me.”

“Treat?” Gibs gestured to his wrist, reminding Thomas he was being recorded.

“Blowjob—she’s rather good at it. But she wasn’t here or in her other station. Butler has no recollection of visitors or intruders, nor does the security surveillance show any unusual movements. There should be something of her leaving the station or house. Or someone breaking in to take her.”

“Since she managed to leave, the footage had to be tampered with. I’ll need a copy,” Gibs said.

“Of course, whatever you need.” Thomas punched commands into his holo-wrist. He chewed on his lip, hesitant to speak. Gibs had never seen his self-confidence this affected.

“Can you tell me what happened to her…when you find out?”

Gibs nodded, but for the benefit of the recording, he said, “No. The investigation security protocol is tight. You’ll know when I solve and close the case.” He dropped his hand on Thomas’s shoulder and gave it an awkward squeeze.

Thomas leaned closer to Gibs’s wrist. “Yes, of course.” He pulled back and mouthed ‘thank you,’ then hurried to fill the silence. “Solve it first. I’ll wait to hear your findings.” He flashed Gibs a relieved smile.

“Interview concluded.” Gibs tapped the red square, ending the recording. “I suggest you go for a psyche analysis.”

Thomas stiffened at the implication that he’d lost his mind.

“Hear me out. It’s only a matter of time before the media blows this out of proportion. Go for the assessment to prove your sanity. Prove you weren’t drugged or hypnotized.”

Thomas grimaced. “You’re right to suggest it, Gibs. The Rights-4-Synths activists have been vocal and violent lately.” He chewed on his lip again before saying, “Sorry about your dad.”

“Thanks for attending his memorial.” Gibs forced those words past clenched teeth.

The change of subject to something personal startled him, and he hadn’t prepared his responses. Despite the manner of his father’s death, many had attended and offered their respects. Thomas had stood beside Gibs in silence, sharing his strength. Without it, Gibs didn’t think he’d have made it through the day.

“He was a good man, Gibs.” Thomas grabbed a book off the shelf and pressed it to Gibs’s chest. “This was Olivia’s favorite. Take it. Read it.”

“Inkjobs read?” Gibs couldn’t keep the incredulity out of his voice.

“She said that she’d read it electronically, but it wasn’t the same as the printed version.”

With the ancient book clasped in his meaty fist, Gibs left the library. His mind spun, dazed, alarmed. He released a shuddering breath, fighting for something to ground him. Could Thomas have lost his fracken mind?

“Butler, show me the X10’s charging station.”

In a narrow closet, the nodules and power cords of an inkjob were mounted to the back wall. A small alcove in the sidewall held a few books, proving she read for pleasure. The concept was so surreal—like his toaster painted landscapes because it enjoyed the hobby. Two primary cables as thick as his arm snagged his attention—one for power and the other a data extension. He assumed Renovare scanned their products for diagnostics, but what if they downloaded video footage, as well?

“The security surveillance.” Butler offered the data crystal on a silver tray.

With the memory device in hand, Gibs strode out of the Walker residence with more questions than answers. Something heavy pressed down on his soul, dampening his emotions. With agonizing spasms in his stomach a possible prelude to an ulcer, his whole world tilted on its axis.
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Date: 2170.11.10


Nova’s Blue Sector AKA ‘The Holies’


The Skin Canvas


Nate slammed the door behind him, too high-strung to care that he startled his waiting clients. One glance soured his mood further. More inkjobs needing encoded tatts. He dropped his tablet onto the counter and shrugged his jacket off, cursing the rain that had drenched him between taxi and front door. 

“Whoops, bad morning?” The mischief curling Lissa’s lips twitched Nate’s.

Drawing in a deep breath, he allowed his foul mood to fizzle out. “Bad everything.”

She wiped away the misery of the previous night just by being herself. He splayed his fingers on his chest, fighting the urge to hug her, but he held back, not willing to cross that boundary—one that blurred each day Kylie spiraled out of control.

“Well, you have two inkjobs then a long session—Mr. Dilbert’s dragon.” Lissa dipped her head to read off the console before looking at Nate. Sunlight kissed her brown curls and picked out bronze flecks.

His heart leaped, skittering excitement along his skin and brightening his day. He stared at her upturned face, admiring the splatter of freckles across her nose. Facing the reception, he searched for a distraction to ground him. Despite the hell Kylie was dragging him through, he loved her. A dalliance with Lissa would ruin his work life and their robust friendship, never mind his marriage when Kylie found out. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe he could hide it from her.

He studied the inkjobs and smiled. None of them had dark clouds hovering around their heads. Their owners’ emotions were borderline depressed, with thunderous puffs of emotions swirling and fading as normal. If he tattooed any of them, he’d slip a little chemical happiness into their ink—a sort of cheer-up gift. Yesterday’s anomaly with Mrs. Olivia Collins had to be a fluke. He chalked it up to an overactive imagination rather than face the possibility of sentient AI Instead of sharing the incident with Kylie, he might discuss it with Lissa. She wouldn’t blow it out of proportion or read implausible conspiracy theories behind the discovery. Regardless of who he told, he needed to share his possible descent into madness with somebody.

Grabbing his jacket and tablet, he disappeared into his backroom to start the day. Lissa ushered in his first inkjob along with the usual steaming cup of caffeinated sludge—her idea of coffee. The morning flew by with Max Dilbert’s arrival the highlight. To thwart a midlife crisis, the man had decided on a tattoo of a coiled dragon curling around his shoulder. Nate hadn’t complained—the chance to allow his creativity free rein was a godsend.

Max was a reclusive man, preferring the company of his thoughts to mindless chatter. The soft buzz of the tattoo gun kept Nate energized, but it didn’t calm his mind, granting it the freedom to imagine scenarios where inkjobs rebelled, slaughtered humans, and forced them underground. He snorted, the sound deafening in the quiet parlor.

Only owners knew of the safe code, chosen by them as a last resort, with the knowledge that it would destroy the product, severing the connection between the inkjob’s spine and brain. There was an additional kill code Renovare issued to synth units in law enforcement, empowering them to place human lives above synthetics in case the safe code failed.

After the four-hour session, Lissa skipped into the back room, carrying a toasted faux-cheese sandwich. She bounced on her toes, her fingers twitching.

“Out with it.” He chuckled before he bit into the sandwich.

“The law’s in a panic. They found a broken inkjob in Deadzone.”

He scowled. There went his evening. This news would bolster Kylie’s ranting. “So, why are you so fidgety?”

She sighed, her smile missing, but still, no cloud formed around her. “The latest ownership tatt was one you did.”

He paused, halting the sandwich halfway to his mouth. “Frack.” Though, why that might bring the law down upon him, he wasn’t sure, but her tone implied she feared as much.

“Rick said they couldn’t identify it at first.”

Had it been the media, Nate might have dismissed it as rumor, but despite Rick being Lissa’s ex-boyfriend, he was also a ‘Cent’—which meant anyone working at Nova’s Law Enforcement Center.

“Did he mention a possible visit from the law?” Not that Nate had anything to hide, but such visits were never pleasant. He shoved the last bite of the sandwich into his mouth and leaned back in his chair, wiped his fingers on his jeans, then tugged his tablet closer.

“Nope, but he was super excited. The vandalism was the worst they’d seen. The captain put an experienced detective on the case. I can’t shake the feeling they’re treating it like a homicide.” She stretched over his shoulder, her lavender scent tantalizing as she swiped his sketch to the right, loading another.

She paused on an elaborate design he was toying with—entwining flowers, blossoms overexaggerated with fluttering tiny fairies, their adorable faces in exquisite detail. He imagined it wrapping around a woman’s torso, from hip to underarm, curling petals under a breast and along a shoulder blade.

He shifted in his chair, the heat of Lissa warming his back, her hair tickling his ear. It took all his focus to remain relaxed, to not drag her onto his lap for a kiss. He switched his attention to her soft, pale peach lips. What the frack is wrong with me? When he didn’t think he could bear another excruciating minute, she traced a fingertip across a fairy’s delicate wings.

“What do you think?” His voice came out hoarse, forcing him to clear his throat.

“It’s stunning.” She met his gaze, trapping him to the moment like a pinned butterfly. “Who’s it for?”

This close, the burnt-gold flecks in her eyes glowed. He shook his head. “No one.”

“Could you do me?”

He sucked in a sharp breath but didn’t look away. Scanning her face, he searched for hidden meaning in her words. Her expression remained innocent, her request sincere.

“It’s a six-hour session.” He followed the gentle curve of her neck to the unblemished skin of her modest cleavage. Her rainbow-colored hippy dress hid her curves. He expelled a relieved sigh. Had she shown more of her figure, he might have succumbed. And doing so would cost him his marriage and his friendship with Lissa.

“When you have time?” She arched a brown eyebrow. Her chocolate eyes warmed as a sensual smile dawned across her face.

He nodded, desperate for space to breathe.

She squealed, danced around the room, and blessed him with sneak peeks of her dainty ankles as she swirled her skirts. He grinned, basking in her contagious youthful joy while shifting his tablet over his lap to hide the evidence of his misplaced interest.

“So why so angry? What did Kylie do?” Lissa flopped onto her chair, pinning him again with a look.

“She’s struggling to finalize the mayor’s vote. Between work and Rights-4-Synths meetings, yesterday was another frustrating day for her.”

Despite her busy schedule, she made sure she was always home before him. He used to love that, knowing she waited for him. Now he dreaded seeing her and having to endure her mood swings.

Married for four years, he’d often boasted that their honeymoon period was eternal. But that had crashed down around him. She’d replaced her attentiveness and affection with screeching and the smashing of objects, preferably glass. He was at a loss on how to handle it. Sex was less frequent, and when she initiated it, the act had taken on a desperate, violent tone. That’s why Lissa’s softness appealed to him so much.

Grabbing the hand clasping the tablet to his groin, she squeezed. “Just give her time and space, she’s fighting so hard for what she believes in.”

Trapped heat, like a helium balloon, swelled inside his chest and exploded, spilling its fire into his belly and lower. Lissa’s defense and admiration of Kylie broke through the shadows of insomnia and doubt that fogged his mind.

“Thank you. I needed to hear that.” He grinned and gestured to her hip and waist. “It’s going to hurt, the tatt.”

“You’ll be as gentle as you can be, and that’s all I need to know.” She flicked her hand in a dismissive gesture, but instead of leaving him, she hesitated. “Yesterday, with Mr. Collins, you had a strange look on your face.”

Nate jerked back, spread his thighs to ease the throbbing, and placed his tablet on the table. He wanted to tell her why, but now, given the chance, his stomach churned as sandwich and bile coated his tongue. He grimaced.

Drawing in a deep breath, he met her curiosity with a slow smile. “I saw…something over her head.”

“Something…” Lissa scrunched her nose and studied the ceiling, deep in thought. “Are you sure? I mean, wasn’t Mr. Collins standing near her?” She giggled, but it was a nervous sound. “Inkjobs aren’t real—everyone knows that.”

Nate stayed silent. He agreed with her, having had no prior encounters with emotional synthetics. She swallowed her laughter and patted his hand again. He flipped his and caught hers, lacing their fingers before she could pull away. He cupped their clasped hands with his other and peered into her chocolate eyes.

“I double-checked, Liss. You believe me, right?” For an unknown reason, or one he didn’t want to unravel, he needed her unwavering faith.

“If you saw it, Nate…” She shrugged, flashing him a shy smile. “Perhaps something went wrong with her programming. Have you seen other strange clouds?”

“No.” He released her hand and leaned back, using the heel of his palms to rub his stinging eyes. “A glitch—that was all I saw.”

He laughed, relief bolstering the silliness of his suspicions. Telling her straight after he saw the cloud might have prevented the tension stiffening his shoulders and the visions of an impending revolution from haunting him.

The doorbell chimed, and she darted into the reception area with her usual smile and exuberance. He released a long sigh, proud of himself for resisting the temptation. A deep voice reached his ears, and he rose to investigate. There weren’t any more appointments for the afternoon, and he’d considered heading to a local bar instead of home.

Ricky Sanchez loomed over Lissa, his stance predatorial, his smile warm against the darker hue of his skin. Nate frowned, not liking the Cent’s assumption that Lissa was his. If that was the case, they wouldn’t be on-again and off-again. Despite Rick’s crisp law enforcement uniform accentuating parts of his youthful body, Nate didn’t feel threatened. He was as well-toned and handsomer with his sun-streaked hair brushing his shoulders and indigo eyes. Lissa should look no further than Nate.

He stilled. What the frack?

Smothering a groan, he ran a hand over his face and forced a smile. “Thinking of taking our Lissa to dinner?” He wasn’t on the market, and she wasn’t interested, regardless. “Close early, Liss. I’ll head to The Broken Faucet for a beer.”

She hesitated, her gaze switching between him and Rick’s eager face.

Nate allowed her reluctance to soothe his ego, but if Kylie meant anything to him, he needed time away from Lissa’s tempting brown eyes.

It took all his control to let her leave. Whatever he was going through, he couldn’t drag her into it. Texting Kylie that he was working late, he donned his jacket, grabbed his tablet, and headed for the bar, craving something stronger than beer.
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