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Once you outgrew the excessive titillation, strip clubs were relaxing. Always dark, always with music playing. The ebb and flow of customers, the cyclical staff drama, all peaceful in its predictability. Since it was his club he chose to work the night shift, which came with the occasional fistfight or unwanted groping, and then he could get a little extra exercise as he bounced miscreants into the nearby lake. Workers and customers both thought of him as a friendly kind of dangerous, so sometimes he let his own rules slip and got laid. For the most part, all he had to do was pour drinks and listen to lonely men tell him familiar stories.

And he always made sure the local military boys got their first beer on the house.

“Ron?” He looked up from his crossword puzzle. Laura—Cinnamon. Remember to call her Cinnamon during business hours. C’mon, man, you’re not new.—was leaning over the bar, arms crossed over her bare chest. That alone would have gotten him to put down the puzzles. It was always hot in the club, and nobody cared about casual nudity. Modesty was a warning sign.

Laura—Cinnamon—glanced at the mirrors on her left. 

He followed her eyes. The reflection showed a table full of men, each as forgettable as the next. Polo shirts, khakis, and clean shoes. All of them white, which was something of an oddity in this part of Louisiana, but he was a white man himself and knew they tended to travel in packs. The main stage was empty, but there were two smaller stages running parallel along the walls, and the men were splitting their attention between the girls working the floor and those killing time dancing on the side stages.

He nodded to Cinnamon, filled her order, and pretended to return to his puzzle. The mirrors behind the bar let him watch the entire room without seeming to watch the room at all. Nobody cared about a bouncer with his back to them.

The table full of bland, forgettable men didn’t trip his senses, but Cinnamon was sharper than shattered glass. If she thought they were wrong, then they were wrong.

Quietly, carefully, he reached out to the security cameras. 

He didn’t like to do this. It reminded him of everything he’d tried to escape. Still, the cameras had better sightlines than his mirrors, and he liked to be safe.

He hadn’t updated any tech when he bought the bar, on the chance that a brand-new security system might be a red flag in someone’s database, so the camera on the north wall was old and cranky. He took control of it and forced it to focus on the distant table. There was no audio, but the resolution was solid enough for him to see the men. Six of them, clustered around a table that was designed to seat four. Mostly empty bottles of beer covered the tabletop; Cinnamon was scooping them up and replacing them, smiling at each man in turn like the pro she was. The men were smiling back, some of them embarrassingly awkward as their eyes wandered and they quickly yanked their attention away from her breasts. Normal behavior for traveling family men who dumped their evenings into a strip club because they had been told that was what family men did when they were away from home.

He was starting to pull back from the cameras when one of the shy men accidentally bumped into his friend’s bottle. In what looked to be a single smooth move, his friend reached out, grabbed it, took a deep drink before it could foam, and then plugged the bottle’s mouth with his little finger.

That wouldn’t have been enough to damn them, but across the table, another one of the shy men glared at the bottle-catcher before fixing his face back into that of a normally dutiful husband on a three-day convention sabbatical.

Shit. 

Good reflexes were one thing. Disguising them was another. Pretending to be an anonymous drone cranked up the pressure. A momentary slip of anger when your coworker broke cover might as well have been a combat knife driven straight into the tabletop.

Are they here for me?

He ran a quick scan over the six men and decided he was safe. His old records showed a different face and different fingerprints, and everyone outside of OACET thought he was dead. Besides, if they were there for him, they wouldn’t be carrying cell phones and tablets. 

And the bar would have been flooded with nerve gas and then burned to the ground before I knew what was happening.

Coincidence, definitely. This wouldn’t be the first time that a special operations team rolled through his club on their way to the Marine Corps Support Facility, hours down the highway. They were usually more open about it, though. He took his mind out of the security system and began to set up another girl’s drink order on a spare bar tray. Nothing would happen until it happened, and when it did, he’d deal with it. 

Nothing happened for exactly fourteen minutes and six seconds. That’s when Valentina took the main stage.

He still didn’t know her real name. She went by Valentina at work, and Valerie when she was off-duty, and he was okay with neither of those being real as she was the closest thing he had to a best friend. They could spend hours sitting together on the old dock behind the bar, not touching, not talking, just drinking beer as the sunfish nipped at their toes. Long black hair, dark brown eyes. Latina ancestry, certainly, but she had never given him enough of her personal history to learn where her genes had taken root. He tried not to watch when she danced, as she had the most spectacular body he had ever seen and was...

Flexible wasn’t the right word. It didn’t communicate Valentina’s strength and grace. Poised, maybe? Whatever. Vocabulary had never been his strong point.

He turned towards the mirrors again, watching the table full of bland men as they watched Valentina go to work.

At fourteen minutes and fifteen seconds, he decided the men were there for Valentina. Not necessarily a bad thing. Plenty of men came for Valentina. 

At fourteen minutes and twenty-one seconds, he decided it was in fact a bad thing, as that was when one of the men began to pull a gun from a concealed holster.

Old reflexes flickered to life like a fluorescent light catching power. He went over the top of the bar, seizing a heavy bottle in one hand. The man with the gun was nearly ten meters away. He knew he’d never close the distance in time, but that was what the bottle was for. It flew through open air, tumbling slightly, before it caught the man across his temple.

The man was definitely a pro. Stunned, he kept hold of the gun and spun to point it at Ron.

That was fine. That was what the second bottle was for. This bottle was smaller and flew faster, and hit the gunman right between the eyes to put him down.

A second man came at him, a knife gleaming in his hand.

And that’s what the furniture was for.

Ron grabbed the nearest chair, an old oak monster, and swung it towards the ceiling, twenty pounds of antique wood and brass in a solid uppercut. The man with the knife went one way, his blood went another. Another chair, mismatched but as heavy as the first, was already in Ron’s other hand. He turned on his heel, swinging it sideways, a smooth horizontal arc which took out another man still seated at the table.

Three down.

If he had any doubts that they were pros, the way the last three men came over the table at him put those in the dirt. Untrained fighters didn’t move like that, like they were different parts of the same organism, like they were working together to preserve the whole. They had their knives out now: sharp knives, well-worn knives, knives that lived on their hips or in boots, coldly waiting.

Ron winked at them as he moved.
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Rachel Peng hadn’t left the bathtub in six days.

No, that wasn’t true at all. She shuffled over to the toilet when necessary, and Becca made sure she was dry, fed, and in bed by a reasonable hour. But leaving the house wasn’t an option. Neither was opening the windows, or leaving the bedroom, or...

...or anything.

Was this depression? No question.

Self-pity? Yeah, that too.

How about sorrow? A mind-wiping deep grief which had sunk its teeth into her heart? Yeah, okay, that was the emotion which had swallowed her whole, leaving her to wonder if a piece of herself had died with Jason as he suffocated on the thick smoke, or if Phil had taken her mind along with him when he had burned alive.

The last time she had felt this way, she had gone into a fugue state and stared at the sky for forty-eight hours straight. Sunrise, sunset, sunrise, sunset. She didn’t remember going outside, or stripping naked, or sitting on her apartment’s private balcony for two whole days, burning.

Burning.

She didn’t want to die, but she had already proven she couldn’t trust herself with her own body, not when this numbness rode her. You could only burn your own eyes out once. Where did you go after that? Eardrums? Teeth? Those pale blue veins along your wrists? The bathroom was safe. All of the sharp objects were gone, the medicine cabinet was empty, and heavy scraps of lumber had been hastily hammered across the windows. If she stayed in the water—the lukewarm, shallow water—the part of her mind that knew she needed to be punished couldn’t talk the rest of her into following her brothers into the afterlife.

Besides, if she was obsessed with self-harm, she wasn’t thinking about souls. Hard enough that she was a mostly lapsed Catholic and had no faith left to speak of, but she had felt Phil and Jason leave, felt the finespun essence of them drawn...away. They hadn’t disappeared or vanished or ceased to exist: they had gone away, beyond even her abilities to perceive them, and that meant—

No. She knew she wasn’t thinking clearly, but that was okay. Thinking meant—

No. She could not deal with consequences right now.

It was my fault.

How they had died and how their deaths had been her fault and—worst of all—how she had gone on with her life. They had died and she had blocked out how they had died and then she had merrily gone on with her life for months and eventually got around to solving their murders. She could deal with anything else except how they had ceased to be and her own world...hadn’t.

“You’re not being rational,” she said aloud. 

So what? Depression wasn’t rational. 

Someday, probably someday very soon, she’d need to turn on her implant again. She had retrained herself to see through her scans, and when the tiny chip in her brain was deactivated, she was without her adaptive devices. She was blind. Utterly blind. And now the whole world knew it.

No.

Stay here, in the water. In the dark.

It was quiet. With her implant off, there were no distant voices in her head, no pulses of emotion. The collective was silenced.

What time is it?

No. Stop that. The way to motivation is paved with easily-answered questions.

And full bladders.

Again? Fine.

One hand on either side of the bathtub, carefully lifting herself out of the water. Thick, fluffy bath mats all over the floor. Becca had an unfortunate fondness for pink, and Rachel knew these particular mats were tragically pink, the kind of pink that transformed bloodstains into the nastiest of abstract art, and these mats were already ugly enough, so be careful, careful, one foot in front of the other. The way to the toilet was so familiar that sight was an unnecessary layer of complexity. Getting onto the toilet itself? Well, that process was so familiar that she’d often wondered how many tens of thousands of times she had done it in her thirty-odd years.

A minute later, she was furious at her body for lying to her. Tricking her into getting out of the tub! How dare she do that to herself?

She realized she was giggling and bit down on her own tongue. 

A brisk knock on the door. “Rachel?”

Aw, hell. She knew that voice. With anyone else, she could have pled indigestion and obligatory solitude, and they would have eventually given up and gone away. Not with him. The door opened, and the smell of a clean man beneath a light splash of cologne flooded the solitude of her bathroom.

“Josh, I’m in the bathroom!”

Josh Glassman didn’t understand modesty. He never had, not even before he had joined the project that had stitched his mind, and Rachel’s, and the minds of nearly five hundred others in their late teens and early twenties into a rudimentary cyborg collective. Besides, after joining the hivemind, all possible arguments of physical privacy fell apart. Mental privacy? Oh, yes! Of course! If you lost those barriers, you lost that precious sense of self. But once you had occupied someone else’s head, it was difficult to argue that you needed to be alone when you had to do something as mundane as pee.

She felt him moving around, and then the slight protest of ceramic as he sat on the edge of the sink. If she flipped her implant on, he’d no doubt be wearing his usual rumpled mess of clothing, the cowlick in his brown hair sticking every which way but down.

And you’d know what he’s thinking.

No. Stop that.

Josh was silent, which wasn’t like him at all. If she flipped her implant on, she’d be able to feel his mental state, grasp the edges of why he had come by—

Oh, come on. Just be a normal human for a while.

She started to laugh again.

Josh waited. He had seen her at her worst—she wasn’t doing great, she knew she wasn’t doing great, but this was far from her worst. Josh had been the one who had found her on that balcony, her skin burnt to a crisp and her eyes pouring tears. He had already nursed her back to health once before, pulling her out of that raw hell of her own making, and his was the first mind she had touched when he had helped her take full control of her implant.

Honestly, she was a little surprised he hadn’t shown up in her bathroom before now. 

She cracked before he did. “What?”

“We’re just checking up on you,” he replied. She heard the flutter of pages: he had found Becca’s magazines.

“I’m fine.”

“Sure you are,” he said. More pages turned. “But if you weren’t fine? We’d understand. They died in your head.”

“Everybody’s head,” she said sharply. “We were all there for it.”

“Yeah but you carried the load.”

Memories of joy and silverlight charred into ash. Phil had been in too much pain for one person to take from another over the link. She had done her best, swallowing his own senses as fast as she could until her entire body felt as if she was the one trapped inside the old hospital, the one cooking inside her own flesh. She held on to him with her mind, scrabbling her fingers across the old brickwork—he was right there! three hundred yards away if that!—sealed behind walls of masonry and fire. Then, the others had grabbed her, lifted her up both physically and mentally, divided the pain among them so the only part of her that had been alone with Phil at the very end was her soul holding his, trying to anchor him to life and...failing. 

Stop.

“I said I’m fine.”

“I know.” Another page turned. “That’s why we’re here.”

A shiver went down her spine as she realized what she had missed. “Who’s ‘we’?”

Josh chuckled.

“Oh, you didn’t,” she hissed, and flipped on her implant for the first time in eight days.

Maybe it was ego, but she had expected her prolonged absence from the link would mean that four hundred people would flood into her, each of them eager to welcome her back. Instead, there was the usual pressure of other minds against her own, with the slow roll of emotions beneath it. There was some chatter floating around, but distant, as if she was overhearing a conversation in an adjacent room. Some of her closer friends acknowledged her with warm pulses which mimicked hugs, but these faded as they went back to managing their own business. They knew she needed space, and they respected that. 

She took a deep breath as she felt every muscle in her body relax. It wasn’t peaceful, it wasn’t perfect.

It was home.

Another deep breath. Now that her implant was on, if she concentrated, she could pinpoint the locations of her fellow cyborgs. Those across the country, up and down the East Coast, nearby in Washington, D.C. 

Josh, sitting beside her, still paging through a magazine.

And Patrick Mulcahy in her kitchen.

“I hate you,” she muttered, as she pried herself from the toilet seat and went to get dressed.

“Put on something that travels well,” Josh called after her.

Three minutes later, Rachel was downstairs, wearing a lightweight henley and jeans, standing at attention for her boss. A residual habit from her years in the Army: you never left your commanding officer waiting.

He was sitting at her kitchen table, a thin stack of papers beside him. Rachel was limiting her visual field to the bare minimum, so his physical details were blurred, but there was no mistaking him: tall, blonde, a linebacker’s build poured into a suit. The suit was no doubt nicely tailored; he had been dressing better as of late, as the Senate hearings over the viability (and possible termination) of the Office of Adaptive and Complementary Enhancement Technologies were about to come to a close. As head of OACET, Pat’s official duties involved navigating the complex bureaucracies of the federal government, and making sure that the cyborg Agents under his command weren’t misused.

His list of unofficial duties was much more extensive.

Unlike Josh, Pat didn’t pretend he was there for any other reason than to shake her back into action. He gestured for her to sit at the chair opposite him, and then pushed the papers towards her.

“Hello to you, too,” she muttered. It was instinctive on her part, a coin thrown into her boss’s emotional well to test the depths. Deep down, shielded behind a wall of steel-reinforced concrete, beneath a bubbling pool of molten magma, and encased inside a shell of pure adamantium, Pat had a great sense of humor. There should have been a light sense of amusement through the link...unless he was still righteously pissed at her.

Well, she deserved that, too.

He recognized her obvious coin toss. “Are you running emotions?” he asked.

“I haven’t—” she started to say, before she caught herself. “No.”

He tapped the small stack with two enormous fingers, thunk-thunk, and she sighed as she slid them towards her and started reading.

Once upon a time, she had loved reading. Poetry mostly, and the more ridiculous romance novels full of barons lusting after virtuous maidens and vice versa. When she lost her eyesight, she also lost her ability to read without effort, and had spent two miserable years without books until she retrained herself to read via her fingers. She could still read printed text by running a specific script which limited the electromagnetic frequencies she could perceive through her implant, but she couldn’t do it too long without getting a blinding (hah-hah) headache.

She made it barely a paragraph down before the headache started, except this time it had nothing to do with her implant. Pat had given her photocopies of obituaries for an Agent. Not for Jason or Phil. Pat might not have forgiven her bullshit but he certainly wasn’t cruel. These obituaries were nearly four years old, each only a few paragraphs long, brief memorials published on different websites for a young man named Ronald Bodie.

Rachel looked up. “This is about Ron?”

He was silent for the length of a heartbeat. “I’m going to ask you to start running emotions.”

Rachel nodded as she flipped on the frequencies she used to perceive the emotional spectrum. She had given up trying to recognize people by their faces. If Pat hadn’t also been a cyborg, the only way she would have known he was the man in her kitchen would have been by his size and the way he moved. These days, she identified people by their core color, a brilliant singular hue unique to each person. Pat’s was a clean cerulean blue; Josh’s was the blue of brand-new tattoos. When she ran emotions, each person’s core colors were covered by an ever-changing layer of different colors, all of them in a constant state of movement.

It had taken her quite a lot of trial-and-error to realize that this surface layer of colors showed each person’s emotional state. How? She had no idea. Every time there was a new TED Talk about mind-reading computers, she’d watch, hoping the explanation would just click. So far, nothing. Then it had taken her a dog’s age to recognize that there was an actual emotional spectrum, but once she had grokked that, it had taken her a matter of minutes to realize she could read it—while core colors were unique to each person, emotions seemed to be universal. Churning storm clouds of gray anger, beaming bright sunny happiness, the blazing red of fury, each of these and more was consistent from person to person.

Pat’s cerulean blue was thoroughly saturated with an anxious orange. She peered through the walls and looked upstairs, and found Josh had moved from the counter to the toilet. He was still paging through the magazine but it was simply to keep his hands busy, as his core colors shared the same anxious orange.

“All right,” Rachel said. “What happened?”

“Ron’s fine,” Pat said, an instinctive response before catching himself, and his surface colors took on a slight blush at his mistake.

Rachel nodded. She had just barely stomped on her own impulse to reach out to Ron, an instinctive response of her own. Ron was fine, a strong blip of life somewhere far south, his emotions running hot but without stress. Nothing to suggest a problem...but then again, this was Ron, who could teach an iceberg how to maintain a permanent state of chill. “I’m guessing there’s shit somewhere in the vicinity of a fan?”

“In the back?” Pat asked in that manager’s way that was never a question, and stood to lead her through the kitchen into her own backyard. She grabbed up the papers and followed. No objection to going outside, as the gardens were the nicest part of her house, and her house was very, very nice. Rachel had bought it from a flipper, and it had seemed worth the money until the cosmetic upgrades had started to peel right off the walls. When Becca had moved in, she had dropped an absolute boatload of money renovating Rachel’s crumbling bungalow into a Craftsman cottage showpiece. While the house was gorgeous, the backyard was paradise, a wide tumble of flowers and ornamental plants, and pathways made from old bricks pushing through the vegetation. It covered the better part of half an acre, as the fence separating her house from one of her next-door neighbors had been torn down. Spring was coming, with a hint of warmth moving through the garden. Soon, daffodils and other early bulb plants would explode, their colors casting an emotional spectrum all their own. It would have been picturesque if she hadn’t been holding a handful of obituaries for a man who wasn’t actually dead.

In the center of the garden was a large hole with a mound of dirt piled off to one side. The original design had called for a meditation pond with a low waterfall and stream. Then the master gardener went and knocked up his wife—with twins, no less—and after that all of his limited free time was spent trying to catch up on his sleep.

Wait.

There was a hint of cobalt blue deep within the hole, covered in the soft grays and blues of dreaming.

She found a suitable small rock and tossed it in.

There was a scrabbly sound of disgruntlement, and Raul Santino’s sleepy colors blurred into an extremely irritated orange. As his head popped up above the edge of the hole, she flipped frequencies just so she could appreciate his expression. Santino was roughly her age, with dark hair and brown eyes with blue circles beneath them, holding a satin sleep mask so he could slide it into its travel envelope.

“You actually planned to nap in the water feature?” she asked. 

“No, I’m carrying this everywhere these days. Thought I’d do some work, but it’s so quiet out here...” Santino paused to yawn as he pointed towards the house next to hers, where the construction crew had finished framing his new house—again—and had quit for the day. He looked between her and Pat, his colors fluttering as he tried to wake up. 

“You’re on a four-day weekend?” Pat asked him, another non-question. Santino mumbled a sleepy yes, not looking at Rachel even as his colors reflected her Southwestern turquoise core. Rachel stared at the papers in her hands, a chill unrelated to the cold air working its way into her bones.

She glanced at her boss, who was staring at her with the kind of yellow-white intensity typically found in laser-targeted weapons systems.

“If you tell him,” Rachel said, enunciating each word as clearly as she ever had in her entire life, “there’s no going back.”

“What’s happening here?” Santino muttered from the bottom of the hole. That flash of amusement finally sparked across Pat’s colors as he held out his hand. Her partner wasn’t a small man and was decently athletic; Pat was still able to lift him up and out of the hole with one arm. When Pat set him on the ground, Santino turned to her. “Why did that feel like a threat?”

“Because it was,” she replied. 

Bright amusement came and went in Pat’s colors once more, stronger this time. “It wasn’t a threat,” he said. “We can tell him. We’ve decided we don’t need to wait for him to get an implant to become part of the collective.”

Orange-yellow confusion appeared in Santino’s colors, quickly replaced by gray sorrow and a wide sweeping wave of teal as he realized what Pat meant. “Oh,” he said quietly, a thin thread of fierce red pride weaving its way into the teal.

Rachel glared at her boss, who grinned—actually grinned!—at her.

She slapped the obituary printouts against Pat’s chest and turned to go back inside. “C’mon,” she snapped at Santino. “We’ve gotta pack. I’ll catch you up in the car.”

A huge hand landed on her shoulder. “Not so fast. We have to go over your cover story.”

She turned her scans towards Pat, and saw, with growing dread, that his amused colors were now spun through with black and an unmistakable vividly electric blue. “Oh, no,” she said, heart sinking.

“Oh,” he said. “Yes.” 
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Three hours later, the sun was down and they were a hundred miles south of Washington D.C., with Hope Blackwell snoring like a drunken lioness in the back seat of Santino’s car.

“This is payback for the corpse,” Rachel whispered.

Her partner glanced in the rearview mirror, as if checking to make sure Patrick Mulcahy’s wife was still asleep. Rachel had no idea why; even if Hope was faking a serious case of sleep apnea—by her conversational colors, she definitely was not—there was no way she could hear them talking over the noise. “It’s a good cover story,” he said quietly.

“It’s a good cover story because the last time she was in New Orleans, she was arrested and escorted to the border of Louisiana! And it was on her honeymoon!”

“Why?”

“I’m not capable of keeping track of the Caesars Palace buffet-style mayhem she lays down on an hourly basis. I think a large fire was involved,” she snorted, but softly, her scans fixed on Hope. “Does it matter why she got run out of town?” 

“When the details make for a good cover story? Yeah,” Santino said with a shrug. “Now, do you want to tell me why we need a good story?”

Rachel hadn’t gone any further than small talk until their passenger fell asleep, pretending she was being briefed through the link when her actual problem was that she was trying to work up the nerve to staple on her big girl pants. Difficult conversations were exhausting even when she hadn’t just had her very soul set on fire and shredded into pieces...or something slightly less melodramaculous.

Man, she hated that Pat knew how to make her jump! She missed her comfortable tub and her uncomfortable sulk.

“Where are the kids?” she asked, as part of her brain shouted angry swears and called her a coward.

“We’ve been living in Mulcahy’s guest house for...a while.” 

Rachel did the math and realized that she hadn’t heard anyone in the house other than Becca during the six days she had invested in her soggy pity party, and she hadn’t heard his wife or his infant twins for more than a week. She hadn’t even realized they were gone. “Sorry,” she said softly.

“Don’t be. I’m living over there with them. I came home today to do some gardening, and...” He trailed off, one hand moving as if digging in the earth.

“No, I’m sorry I haven’t...been there for you.” Jason and Phil had been his friends, too. He’d had a more normal—more linear!—time to process and grieve, but...

“You were there for me. I just...I just don’t know how to be there for you. Not when we’ve already gone through this,” he said. “It was real the first time, but now it’s still new again for you. Not for me. So from my perspective, I feel like anything I try to do to help is a lie.”

She grinned at him. “It’s not.”

“Thanks.”

Silence again, a more comfortable version as they acknowledged the time-displaced elephant in the room. Which was probably why Pat had sent her down to Louisiana on a quick welfare check, a busywork road trip to help her remember that life went on, relentlessly, if not necessarily chronologically.

The only problem was that at some point she’d have to explain why they were taking this trip in the first place.

Maybe she wouldn’t have to. Maybe she’d get lucky and she could lie her way through the next few days and she’d never have to tell him at all—

Rachel slapped a shield around the car, a digital bubble spun from selective electromagnetic frequencies which would prevent any possible external surveillance. The car’s satellite feed cut off, and Santino’s phone gave an angry beep as it lost signal. He glanced at it, into the back seat one more time, and then back at her. 

“All right,” she said, once she was sure that the shield was properly centered and riding along with them. She hated hard shields: they blocked many of the frequencies she used to see, and the world was sad and blurry grays. “Give me your best guess.”

“Ah, hell,” replied Santino. “This is definitely OACET drama, so...hmm.”

“Hint: go with conspiracy theories,” she said. “Go big. Huge.”

“Right, right...” He pulled into the slow lane so he could slow down and concentrate. Always a safe driver, Santino. “You running emotions?”

“Doesn’t matter with a hard shield. You look like a gross gray oil slick.”

“Right, right...” He tapped the wheel, thinking. “How many guesses do I get?”

“As many as you want,” she said. “But you lose respect points the longer it takes.”

He snorted. “I’ve been covered in baby vomit for months,” he said. “I’m already running a negative balance on respect points already.”

“You said ‘already’ twice.”

“See?”

Rachel actually smiled at that as she groped around and snagged them a couple of energy drinks from the convenience store bag by her feet. They drove in comfortable silence for the next ten miles before Santino asked, “It’s the Missing Fifty, isn’t it.”

She paused—as she had told Pat, there was no turning back from this. Then, as if stepping off a cliff, she said, “Yup.”

Santino exhaled like a bellows. “Holy shit.”

“Yup.”

“All right,” he said, fingers clenched around the wheel. She couldn’t tell much more than that, but knowing Santino, his colors would’ve dropped into a sickly orange-gray as he tried to manage the impending freakout. “All right. I can understand why you...yeah...”

“I’ll give you a moment,” she promised.

He glared at her. “I don’t need time to process this.”

“Really?” Rachel pretended to stare out the window. “Because me, Pat, Josh, everybody? Your wife? We promised to play straight with the world. OACET’s core premise is no lies.”

“And fifty cyborgs who didn’t want to play along doesn’t run along that party line.”

“Fifty-two, actually,” she said. “Calling it the Missing Fifty just makes the math easier.”

“Oh.” Santino shook his head ever so slightly, shrugging off her punch.

“Do you need a recap?”

He glared at her, and she chuckled and eased herself back in her seat. They both knew how this would go: Santino had trained himself out of reacting to the first thing he heard. Instead, he would pause and reason and rationalize, ripping apart the data until it made sense. Then she’d be pecked to death by questions.

“The Office of Adaptive and Complementary Enhancement Technologies started with five hundred volunteers,” she said. “We were all basically kids starting our careers in some form of civil or military service.”

“I’m aware.”

“We got fucked,” she said. This was turning out to be almost fun. Opportunities to pull officially sanctioned shenanigans were rare. “Completely and utterly fucked over, because the government was tricked into bankrolling a billionaire’s sinister master plan, and us five hundred kids were the lab rats.”

“I’m aware.”

Rachel grinned and kept talking. “Shut up. This is the part you don’t know. When it was over and the four hundred survivors were putting ourselves back together, there was a six-month gap between when we realized what they had done to us and when we finally decided what we were going to do about it. We tried to get a consensus. Instead, we had a hard majority and a hard minority.”

A car honked at them and came around to pass. Santino turned on his directional to signal he was about to pull over into the breakdown lane.

“No, don’t,” she told him. “It’s almost impossible to get a solid recording of a conversation happening in another moving vehicle on a highway. This is the safest we can be.”

“I thought you were...” Santino gestured with his finger, a loop to indicate the EMF shield she had fixed around the car.

“Yeah but I’m not taking chances. Not with this.”

“Sensible.” He merged back into traffic but kept the car at a speed low enough to be offensive to their fellow motorists. A truck blurred by, going hard on the horn. “What happened after that?”

She shrugged. “Fifty-two cyborgs faked their own deaths and disappeared.”

“Wow,” Santino whispered. “Okay. So...they’re just...out there somewhere?”

“Yup.” Rachel drained the rest of her energy drink. “It’s not like we don’t know exactly where they are at all times. They’re still part of the collective. They just wanted a normal life.”

She let him chew on that for a few moments. Not like there was a lot to process. When Mulcahy had taken OACET public, the world had learned there were near-omniscient cyborgs. The only things that had kept the torches and pitchforks at bay was Mulcahy’s aggressive honesty and commitment to the welfare of his people. He had sworn up, down, and sideways that out of the original five hundred cyborgs, only three hundred and fifty had survived the conspiracy that had reduced them to barely human shells. There were, after all, around a hundred cyborg corpses to prove that a lot of murder had actually happened. And there were, after all, three hundred and fifty living survivors, ready to enter civil service as invaluable members of the U.S. government.

All about law and order, that Patrick Mulcahy. You could trust him. Sincerity rolled off of him in waves.

If it wasn’t for him, then Congress might have been more aggressive when they asked why just under a hundred cyborg corpses had been exhumed so their impossibly priceless implants could be reclaimed. Mulcahy had made the very plausible argument that since the OACET Agents had been systematically murdered as part of a massive coverup, it was only natural that some of the methods of death and disposal had been more...thorough. But even with the best of reasons, fifty-two missing bodies was worthy of comment. Rumors of the Missing Fifty were everywhere. 

So what? the Agents had replied. There were thousands of wild conspiracy theories about OACET. None of them were true.

Except this one.

Easy enough for them to disappear, of course. Agents could take control of any networked device. Forge some records, move some money, and you had an entirely new person with a history as solid as any other, undetectable unless you conducted an in-depth background review and interrogated everyone from their alleged third-grade teacher to their fictional stoner college roommate. If a person paid in cash and kept their head down and didn’t apply for a job which required a high-level security clearance, then they could fuck joyously off into the sunset and simply live!

(In her secret heart of hearts, Rachel often wondered if her own life would have been more enjoyable if she had been the fifty-third. She had been sorely tempted at the time. If she had gone for it, she wouldn’t have Becca, or this lovely awkward car ride where her best friend was trying to put together logic puzzles while also keeping them from being plastered across the front of a moving van, but she’d have her freedom and the whole world wouldn’t know she was blind and she wouldn’t have gotten Jason and Phil killed—)

Stop that right now.

Rachel realized she had hunched over herself, folded with her knees pressed to her chest. She sat up. “Any questions?” she asked. “You’ve got to have questions.”

“Yeah, I’ve got some,” The woman’s voice from the back seat caught them both by surprise. Santino jammed on the brakes before he realized what he was doing, and another rally of horns went off around them as the three of them engaged in recreational panic.

“Jesus Christ, Hope!” Rachel said, when the car had leveled out and their pulse rates had returned to normal. 

“What? You’re the one who always knows what everyone’s thinking!”

“Only when I’m running emotions, and I’m not always doing that!”

“Oh, shit, right.” Hope paused. “Are you running emotions now?”

“There’s a hard shield up! I can barely see anything!”

“Okay, okay, sorry,” she replied, and took out her phone. Rachel felt her open it and flip through multiple apps before she muttered, “Piece of junk,” and stuck it back in her pocket.

“Car’s shielded,” Santino reminded her.

“Oh. Right.” Hope dropped the phone beside her and poked Santino in the back of the head. “Do you really think I’m a spy for Hanlon?”

There was undiluted venom in her tone. If they weren’t in a car, Rachel thought the question might be the start of a physical fight. Which, in Rachel’s opinion, would be extremely fair—Hope had helped Pat uncover the government conspiracy which had created OACET, and ex-Senator (but still billionaire, damn his functional eyes) Hanlon had been behind it all. Santino had doubts about how and why Hope knew what she knew, and—

Hang on just one thin minute.

Rachel turned in her seat so she could face Hope. “Who told you Santino thinks you’re a spy?”

Hope shrugged. “You’ve got a little whiteboard hidden in your office with a whole shitload of incriminating stuff on it,” she said. “Sorry, you had a hidden whiteboard. It’s been permanently disappeared.”

Rachel gaped, unable to process, as Santino allowed imminent safety concerns to take priority and pulled into the breakdown lane. He parked, smashed the hazards on, and said, coldly, “You did what?”

“Broke into our office and went through our stuff,” Rachel replied to him, and then asked Hope, “Unless I got that wrong?”

“Nope.”

“How could you do that?” Rachel was still reeling. “That’s...that’s private!”

“How could you think I’m a spy for the man who tried to murder my husband?!”

Rachel glanced at Santino, and reduced some of the frequencies she used to spin the hard shield so she could at least read the tiny idling room. His colors were furious reds pushing against OACET greens and Southwestern turquoise: this was hivemind nonsense, so he’d let her take the lead.

She took a deep breath and went for it. “Because you know things. Things you couldn’t know, not unless you’re working for Hanlon. Remember the explosion in the gallery? You warned Pat it was about to happen.”

“Oh,” Hope said. Then, as light dawned across her conversational colors, a longer, “Ooooh, yeah, I can see how that’d be...confusing.”

“How do you explain it, then?” Santino asked, detective mode activated.

“I’m psychic.”

Santino’s colors dropped down to nothing as he flipped off the hazard lights and waited for an opportunity to merge back into traffic. 

“No, really.” Hope tried her phone again.

“We’re shielded,” Rachel reminded her. “Are you serious? You think you’re psychic?”

The weird woman nodded even as she unlocked her phone for the third time, sighed, and tossed it on the seat beside her.

Rachel studied Hope’s colors, and then told her partner: “She doesn’t think she’s lying.

“I’m not,” Hope snapped, a little petulantly. 

“What number am I thinking of?” Santino asked.

“One of them.”

Rachel glanced at Santino, who shrugged and said, “Technically correct.”

“I’m a crappy psychic, okay?” Hope sounded defensive. “All I’ve got is a spider sense for danger.”

Rachel saw the dimpling in her colors appear at that second part. “That’s not all you’ve got.”

“You believe her?” Santino asked quietly.

“She believes herself. And if she’s just hyper-observant, how’s that any different from what I do? That gallery fire? I knew the ceiling was wrong even before the action started, but I didn’t act on—Hope for God’s sake the shield is still up!”

Hope threw her phone into Rachel’s lap and flopped theatrically against the side of the car, arms crossed. “Did you tell him about Ron yet?”

“No,” Rachel replied, at the same time Santino asked, “Who’s Ron?”

“He’s the dude we’re driving eight hundred miles south to see,” Rachel told him. “Except, like Pat said back at my house, we’re headed to New Orleans to make sure Hope...uh...”

“Isn’t given a formal escort outside the city limits,” Hope said with a sniff.

“Again.” Rachel tapped the console’s satellite display with a fingernail, feeding it enough data so it could load its map. “But we’re going to stop a few hours outside of the city and stretch our legs, fill up the tank, get a bite to eat.”

“And what else will we be doing at this pit stop?”

“Checking in on Ron.”

“Who is one of the Missing Fifty.”

“Yup.”

“And he requires the personal intervention of Pat’s wife and a member of OACET’s administrative leadership because...” The car was slowing down again, so Rachel waited, and held up a finger when Hope started to lose patience. It didn’t take too long before Santino asked, “What did Ron do before he was recruited to OACET?”

Rachel grinned at him.

“Oh, Jesus,” Santino said quietly, as he flipped on his turn signal and pulled over so he could have a very minor freakout in relative safety. The three of them stayed silent until her partner managed to get his breathing under control, and then he pulled out into traffic.

“Are we still shielded?” he asked, as he tucked his car behind an elderly couple in a beat-up sedan.

“Yeah, but let me strengthen it.” She tightened the weaves on the bubble. Once the world fell back into blurry grays, she said, “We’re clear.”

“You people have lost your fucking minds!” he nearly shouted, his eyes wide and panicked. “You let an assassin leave the collective?!”

“Excuse me! He’s not an assassin.” Hope scoffed.

Santino looked at Rachel.

She clarified: “He’s a highly trained combat operative.”

“Whose specialty is...?”

“Killing people.”

“Rachel!”

“Look,” she said. “I knew Ron from before we joined up. He was in the Army, same time as me. We were in Afghanistan at the same station before he got tapped for Special Forces. He’s a decent guy.”

“Who kills people!”

“You helped me kill a man just last week so don’t be so prissy about it!”

It came out sharper than she had planned, and Santino pulled away from her, as if reeling from a solid slap. Apparently he hadn’t yet fully internalized that, yes, she had made him an accessory to murder. They drove onward, no one talking, until Hope asked for her phone back and Rachel took down the shield. After that, it was more silence until Hope called for a bathroom break. They were close enough to the Tennessee border to wait, and then they piled out in the parking lot of one of the halfway decent gas-n-gulps on I-81.

“Ugh. Why didn’t we fly?” Hope said, stretching her lower back until it cracked.

Both Santino and Rachel looked at her.

“Oh, yeah. Right,” she said, and grabbed the keys from Santino. “I’ll drive the next leg. Let you get some rest.” 

“Thanks,” he replied wearily.

Hope shot into the building, Rachel and Santino walking after her at a more sedentary pace. “Are we about to die?” he asked her.

“Nah.” Rachel shook her head. “Hypervigilance kicks on when life and limb are on the line. The Duchess of ADHD is one of the safest drivers I know.” 

He paused, said, “Rachel...” and then shook his head. “Never mind. I need to think.”

“I’ll turn off emotions when we start driving again,” she assured him. “Give you some privacy.”

“Oh, right! They went through our stuff!” He shoved his hands into his pockets and followed Hope inside.

The gas station was quiet, with several dozen weary people pushing through the mental fogs which had followed them out of their cars. Rachel treated herself to her road trip scratch ticket—her dad claimed that gambling addiction ran in his side of the family so she played it safe and only bought them when she was spending a full day in the car—which paid out fifteen dollars, so she obligated herself to the “another day at the job” ritual with the clerk and then spent her meager winnings on a batch of junk food. When she went outside, Hope and Santino were gassing up the car, talking quietly. She gave them space by returning into the store to buy more drinks.

Back on the road. Another twenty miles rolled by with idle small talk, and then Santino finally allowed the nap to claim him.

“He’s asleep?” Hope asked quietly.

“Don’t know. I’m not running emotions.”

“Ah.” She took a moment to pass a pickup truck with a stack of mattresses balanced over the cargo hold, and then said, “You realize this is a performance review, right?”

“What?”

“Pat’s worried about you, but you know him, the worry doesn’t stop with just you.”

Rachel groaned and rubbed her eyes. Patrick Mulcahy, the guilt-ridden Cyborg King, convinced he was personally responsible for the continued survival of four hundred people. If he thought she was starting to lose it? Yeah, he’d go through her office, look for any slipups, and stick somebody on surveillance duty if he found them. “Why are you telling me?”

“’cuz sometimes he’s a giant fucking idiot, and you managed to get one over on him. So, of course that means he’s losing it and has to make sure that you, by proxy, are not.” She saw Rachel’s expression. “Yes, I told him it didn’t make sense. He was so mad you played him” Hope added with a snort. “Good job on that! I could not stop laughing.”

“What happened to the corpse?”

Hope sobered. “You know I can’t tell you—”

“No, you don’t have to tell me how you did it. Just tell me where it ended up.”

“You had a good plan, so he stuck with it.” Hope grinned like a drunken skull. “Hanlon’s office.”

“Perfect.” Rachel felt herself relax a little, the way that happens when the weight of a tiny bit of ever-present stress breaks off and floats away. 
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