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      Cami Gretton dumped the sliver Testa cube outside of Akron, just before the whole grid collapsed and left everyone exposed to quantum decryption.

      “Usual kind of a Tuesday,” Metta said, from her possie in behind Cami’s right ear.

      “Usual.”

      Cami had a rental Audi from Hertz in a rundown strip mall in Kingsbury, a nowhere town outside of Philly that prided itself on its twice-yearly harvest festival. Big actual painted billboards with pumpkins the size of an elephant and faded streamers tied to every lamp. Kind of place her mom would love to pieces.

      The Audi was a low-slung yellow thing with a top that folded away to nothing and an AI that wouldn’t shut up. If she’d been in Newark or JFK, she would have had a better choice, but Hertz, Kingsbury only had two vehicles that hadn’t been booked. A chatty Audi or an eleven-seater people mover. Only time she was ever getting in one of those was never.

      “Nice diner up ahead,” the Audi said. “This is a place called ‘Auntie May’s’, and they do Kranskies, pigs in a blanket, something called pocket pizza which if you ask me doesn’t sound too great. Anchovies? Really.”

      “I could hack it,” Metta said into Cami’s ear, meaning the Audi. Metta’s manipulation skills had been improving.

      The genetically ripped trees along the freeway were in full bloom now, with bright orange carbon-sucking flowers layered with crimson leaves above, and dozens of crimped insect hives below the boles. Around the Audi, pod trucks swept along, the sides declaring their commercial allegiances–Buttery Farms, Crimp Raisin Protein, NAPA Auto Printing.

      The sky was a rich blue, with pearlescent clouds holding to the north. Canada was pumping a whole lot of sublimed recondensed ice into the border as part of the whole Michigan replenishment process, as mandated by the World Court as restitution after the Bay of Mislen incident. Some of the jet stream and coastal ocean currents were decades away from anything like normal. Still, Michigan, and here were the clouds way out over Ohio

      Cami kept the air on and the top up. The tires made a satisfying hum along the tarmac. She slept a while, woke with the Audi urgently telling her that there was a service fault coming through from head office and asking if she minded running through a black spot for some miles.

      Cami was wearing Fitzal Blues, the smart one piece, ankles to neck to wrists. Near-black exterior with systematic medical delivery built in. Mostly on account of the triplescat virus The Scarp had infected her with three or four jobs back. Managed, not cured.

      At least the Fitzal went with her Docs, which were tall half calf-length genuines from London. Soles that were like walking on air.

      “Black spot?” Cami said.

      “No communication.” The Audi sounded formal now, giving information instead of just random blather.

      “Silence suits me fine.”

      “Are you saying I talk too much?” Right on back to almost petulant.

      “Exactly what I’m saying.”

      “I’m hurt. I thought we were getting along just fine.”

      “I could hack her,” Metta said. “Shut off every part of her except vehicle management.”

      A warm tingle grew behind Cami’s ear, a sure sign that Metta was ramping up her systems. She was all of three millimeters across and a tenth of a millimeter thick but she could still get riled.

      “Don’t,” Cami said. “We want to get our deposit back.”

      “Should have gotten the people mover.”

      “Get us some data on the black spot. What’s up?”

      “Looks like a grid collapse. I can relay through to the car’s display.”

      Cami’s mom would have hated the Audi’s interior. Cami could hear her saying things like ‘How’re you s’posed to steer without a wheel? How do you stop a thing that’s got no brake pedal?’ Her mom had been so proud of being able to drive ‘stick’ even though cars nowadays didn’t even have gearboxes.

      The entire dash was a rolled down display–some people liked to extend them up over the windshield and watch throovies or news or play Metal Epic Char for the duration.

      The Audi was making some odd narration about the wildlife restoration projects in the area involving deep level DNA extraction and hyper parallel tanklife or something. Cami managed to tune most of it out.

      Right now the display showed a text news feed, with options for narration and video, a small map, a scroll of weather everywhere from St Louis to Kansas City–her eventual route–and a bunch of order now! ads for Dunkin’ Donuts, Carl’s Jr and Scarberries. The car’s telemetry showed the speed as 98 MPH and the charge at 83 percent. Service due in four thousand miles.

      A bunch of the news lines were highlighted in red.

      “Throw those high level ones wide, please, Metta,” Cami said.

      The lines spread out, bringing up full articles, arrayed in columns.

      Black out in NYC. Black out in Pittsburgh. Atlantic City. Baltimore. Hartford. Parts of Boston.

      “Black outs,” Cami said. “Shouldn’t happen.”

      Something bad was going down.

      “Can’t happen,” Metta said. “Distributed generation systems. Localized plants. Not like anywhere is dependent on a single power station. The contiguous is not set up like other places. New Zealand, Bangladesh, Morocco. Those places you could hold the government to ransom.”

      “So what, then? Related to the black spot?”

      “This is Ansontown, Ohio,” the Audi said. “Established in 1846, though there is dispute over that. Population eleven hundred sixty two. Main industry is reprocessing mill waste into plastic nurdles for shipping to Ottawa.”

      Metta had cooled, but was warming again.

      “Black spot?” Cami said.

      “Those details,” the Audi said, “are from general DBs, but there is no current data from the town. Off connection.”

      “Bad,” Metta said. “I’m losing signal too. Having to pull stuff off of the balloons and you know how glitchy that can be.”

      “Let’s keep on the road,” Cami said. “I agree to the black spot passage.”

      It was unusual, but not unheard of.

      “Copy that,” the Audi said.

      Ansontown looked like every other little place from the freeway. Overpass, but there were now mimic signs on the windshield. Usually you got a bunch for Shell and Texaco and Taco Bell, plus a whole lot for local businesses. Looking like those old style ones made of actual metal and plastic and lit up as if they were trying to signal aircraft.

      But here, nothing. No menus or discount coupons showing up on the dash display.

      “People dead?” Cami said.

      There were trees hiding most of the town. A few three story buildings showing through, radio antennas, a red church steeple with a blinking cross on top.

      “No one’s dead,” Metta said. “That kind of stuff shows up on broad frequency, so I’d pick it. I mean, in the sense of no one’s dead because of the black spot. Plenty dead in the cemetery, couple in funeral home.”

      “Is that humor?” the Audi said. “I must say I don’t care for that kind of bleak stuff.”

      “Bet you like slapstick, right. Funny because some bozo gets hit around the head?”

      “That’s funny stuff!”

      “Data please,” Cami said. “Rather than squabbling.”

      They were leaving Ansontown behind. Around them fields of young corn were growing fast with giraffe-sized robot attendants striding along the rows.

      “Coming out of the black spot,” the Audi said. “It more than signal loss.”

      “Right,” Metta said. “It’s actually jamming stuff.”

      “I hope that thing you crushed back there didn’t put us in an awkward position. Hertz will have words to say if one of their vehicles was used as part of a criminal activity.”

      The dash flashed up the rental agreement, highlighting some exclusions to do with legal activities.

      “Blah, blah,” Metta said, picking up imagery out of Cami’s optic nerve. “We’re not criminals.”

      “Said every single criminal ever.”

      “Can’t argue with that, ‘cepting how it’s true.”

      “You’re not officials, that’s for sure.”

      “Deep cover,” Metta said.

      “Which you wouldn’t tell me if you really were! Sheesh, the two of you are like amateurs out of preschool. If you had half a clue about anything you were doing here, you would have...”

      An aircraft crossed low ahead, triple blade hovering thing, navigation lights strobing.

      “Would have what?” Metta said.

      “I think she’s realized,” Cami said, “that the car was about to suggest that if we knew what we were doing we would have gone ahead and hacked her. If we were crooks, of course.”

      “Of course,” Metta said.

      The aircraft slipped away over the fields, specking into the distance.

      “We have company,” the Audi said. “Not like a party or anything, but the vehicle behind is under manual control and is following us.”

      “How would you know?” Metta said.

      “I’m not an idiot.”

      “No?” Metta paused a perfect beat. “Still waters run deep. You heard that expression.”

      “Listen, lady, you’re, what, a sliver in her head? You’ve got maybe third, fourth tier systems. I’m a whole car, did you not notice? Fully distributed. We could wreck and I would still be a hundred percent functional.”

      “Well, your mouth would, if not, you know, your wheels. Which, when you think about it, is your prime reason for being.”

      “At least I have a reason for being.”

      “Children!” Cami said. “Bicker on your own time, for the love of everything. Data on this other vehicle, please.”

      She looked through the rear window, which was mercifully wide enough for a good view. The seat adjusted both angle and recline to adapt to her new position. The nearest car was maybe a quarter mile back. Red. There were a couple of pod trucks in other lanes.

      “It is a Ford,” the Audi said. “Late model Mustang. I had some friends who were Fords. Nice enough, if somewhat provincial in their attitudes.”

      “What makes you think it is following us?”

      “I got a tracking ping from it.”

      “I can confirm that,” Metta said. “We have been painted.”

      “Aww, that’s sweet,” the Audi said.

      “Huh?”

      “You said ‘we’. Even though we argued, I think you and I could become close.”

      “Dreaming.”

      “Car’s origin?” Cami said.

      “Out of Cleveland. But it’s got Maine plates.”

      “Can you get me a visual of the occupants?”

      “I could try. I mean, I’m equipped with standard collision avoidance and evidential camera systems, but nothing that’s designed for surveillance.”

      “Give me access,” Metta said.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Moot anyway,” Cami said. “I think it’s getting closer.”

      “Just give me the plate number then,” Metta said. “We’re out of the black spot. I can run it.”

      “Sounds illegal.” But the Audi read off the number.

      “Give me a minute,” Metta said.

      “I don’t think we have a minute,” Cami said. “Car. Get us onto the next ramp. Let’s find you a charging station.”

      “Next ramp is Willoughby. Three and a half miles.”

      They’d gone past a green sign a few miles back. Mileages to Willoughby, Cincinnati and Louisville.

      The Mustang was closing. A hundred yards back now. Nearby, one of the pod trucks crackled. Changing batteries.

      “If I might say,” the Audi said, “maybe stopping isn’t such a great idea. I do have quite a turn of speed. Fast as that vehicle is, I doubt it could keep up. Especially since it’s under manual control.”

      “No, but thank you. I want to stop and talk with these bozos.”

      She didn’t get the chance, though. The Mustang put on its own turn of speed and sideswiped the Audi.

      They became momentarily airborne, leaving the shoulder.

      The Audi’s reactions were fast. When they hit the ground, she kept them from flipping. Still, with the speed, they were spinning. Slid on down the embankment, grass seed heads scattering, scythed away.

      The Audi whipped onto the frontage road. They barely missed a clapped-out Dodge pickup before coming to rest in a ditch.
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      The dark room stank of machine oil. More than a room. It was hangar-sized. Some cracks in the old corrugated asbestos siding, letting through wan light that made beams through pollen and dust.

      They’d put Cami onto a seat. Some old dining chair, hard backed and with what felt like cracked vinyl over horse hair. Splinters ready to jab her.

      Guys from the Mustang. Four of them, two bigger, steroid Joes, and two smaller, presumably since they could fit into the car’s back seat.

      They’d slapped cuffs on her, cloth bag over her head. Driven her forty miles, the Mustang’s loud exhaust system rumbling below her through the trunk’s floor.

      Some kind of jamming signal too. Metta couldn’t get any connections

      “Faraday cage equivalent,” Metta whispered. “It’s a mod.”

      “Part of the black spot thing?”

      “Probably.”

      Same inside the building.

      They’d taken away the cloth bag, but left the cuffs on her. Cami stayed on the chair. The four guys had gone, but there was someone else in the space. Waiting. Silent.

      “Abandoned warehouse,” she said. “Bit of a cliché, no?”

      The other person didn’t speak. From outside came the vague sound of birdsong. Could be in a forest. They still had those in Ohio, thanks to the Canadians.

      Metta stayed quiet. No need for her to do anything unless there was information to convey. Lack of connection limited her abilities.

      “You hungry there?” a voice called, the words oddly echoing around the space. Female, maybe mid-thirties, local.

      Flashlight beam shone, wavering across the stone floor. A small bot scuttled away from the light, wheels whistling quietly.

      “Cami Gretton,” the woman said. The flashlight beam wandered more as she walked over. “You hungry?”

      Cami didn’t reply. She looked around, avoiding looking into the beam. There was enough light bouncing around to vaguely make out the walls, supported by rusting I-beams. Some windows painted black.

      The other person, sitting about ten feet back, on her eight. A man, on a similar chair to her own, but aluminum. Shaved head, buff, leather apron and boots. No other clothing evident. Guy had no nose, just two holes in the middle of his face.

      “See,” the woman said, still walking over. “Figure it like this. You got paid by Exeter to lift the Testa and bring it to them. Special drop in Akron. Am I on the right track?”

      Cami stayed silent. Metta whispered, “Exeter had not even attempted to make the pickup before I got caged. I think I see where this is going.”

      Cami gave a little shake of her head. No. Metta was a primarily an audio interface–almost like a friend–but if there were displays handy, she could interface with them. No displays around now.

      “But right about then,” the woman said, oblivious to the little interaction, “things start falling apart. Again.”

      “Things don’t stay together long these days.”

      “Ah, she does speak. Hear that, Gordon? Things don’t stay together long.”

      The bald guy laughed, kind of. A deep, rattling chortle that, in other circumstances, she might have taken for a death rattle.

      “You’re right, you know,” the woman said. “Things sure do fall apart with startling regularity, don’t you think?”

      Cami didn’t reply.

      “Trouble is, something like your Testa cube becomes a distraction in all of that right?”

      “I make deliveries.”

      “I’ve seen your history, yes. Like that phrase, ‘don’t blame the messenger’? No responsibility on your part.”

      “My insurance is going to be a dog after this. You wrecked the Audi.”

      “I suppose we did. I guess that makes it tough for someone in your position. Deliveries.”

      “Do you have question to ask me? You kidnapped me, wrecked my car, now you’ve got me tied up, talking at me dumb. Meanwhile, someone’s probably burned down my condo, or looted all my stuff.”

      “Things aren’t so bad over Reno way,” the woman said. “Mostly this is east coast.”

      They knew where she lived. Probably to be expected. They’d found the Audi after all.

      “She’s right,” Metta whispered. “West of the Rockies is pretty calm. At least was.”

      “Grid meltdown?” Cami said.

      “Concerted attack,” the woman said. “Many pronged. Has to be.”

      “You?”

      “Me! Heavens no. I’m the one working to deliver us from this mess. Figure out a way to make it long term. Make things more resilient.”

      “Hence the kidnapping and so on.”

      The woman sighed.

      “See,” Cami said. “If you were legit, you would have used your flashers and pulled me over. Arrested me, even, taken me to an interview room in a police house. This–” Cami looked around the space “–this is not that. You’re as off grid as anyone.”

      The woman came closer. She set the flashlight down and it morphed into a volume light, showing the space, and the woman. She smiled.

      She was older than Cami had expected. Late forties, probably. Slim, but with a little bit of belly under her white Forster shirt. The fabric rippled in the no-breeze. Expensive.

      The woman held out a Pepper’s Bar, one of the almond protein ones that claimed to have blood-cleansing nano properties. Cami was skeptical.

      “Hungry?” the woman said.

      “Yes. I could go for one of those big breakfasts they do at Auntie May’s. With a Kransky. Drop me up there and I’ll eat. Come on back here after.”

      The woman pocketed the bar.

      “What you don’t understand,” she said, “is that we don’t care about the situation right now. We’re thinking very long term.”

      “I can’t help you. I made the drop. I was going home. Didn’t expect things to start falling apart. Didn’t expect this.”

      “You’re missing everything here. We do want the Testa cube. And you’re the only one who can get it.”

      “Can’t help you.” Really couldn’t the Testa cube was dust by now.

      “I wasn’t finished. See, we figure that you need some motivation.”

      Cami said nothing. Money was a good motivator, but there wasn’t enough money around to have her renege on her agreement with Exeter. Staying alive was a good motivator, but if they killed her, she wasn’t getting any cube from anywhere. Even if it still existed.

      A scrape on the floor. The aluminum chair moving back as Gordon stood.

      “You’re not easy to figure out,” the woman said. “It took some pulling aside to work through your blinds behind blinds.”

      “Kind of work I do, being anonymous helps.”

      “Not easy these days.”

      “Never was.”

      “Especially with an implant companion.”

      A chill ran through Cami, as if she’d dipped her hand in invisible ice water.

      “They have my measure,” Metta whispered.

      “It’s a nice unit,” the woman said. “According to Gordon. Personality AI, Sony circuitry over some Zeiss silicon which is reading your optic, Alphabet infra-lateral processor which looks to be customized all up the wazoo. ‘Wazoo’ being Gordon’s word, rather than mine.”

      Gordon, standing just behind Cami now, gave the death-rattle chortle again.

      “Should I say something?” Metta whispered.

      Cami shook her head, near imperceptible.

      Gordon put his hand on her neck.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Cami said.

      Gordon grunted.

      “This is your motivation,” the woman said. “Bring us the Testa, all is forgiven.”

      Something cold on Cami’s ear now.

      “Uh-oh,” Metta said.

      Cami moved then. Jerked forward. Kicked over the lamp. Charged the woman.

      Who sidestepped.

      Gordon somehow kept his hand on Cami’s neck. His boots clumped on the floor.

      Cami turned into him. Kicked out. Drove her heel into his gut.

      All the while he kept his hand on her neck.

      “Just hit her,” the woman said.

      “Not hitting her,” Gordon said. His voice was thick and gravely, could have sung in one of those tribute metal bands. ‘cept for the nose.

      Cami kicked him again.

      This time he withdrew his hand with a terrible tearing sound.

      A stinging intense pain wrapped around the side of her face, as if he’d torn off her ear. Cami staggered.

      Gordon held up his hand, shone another light on it. There, dangling from a glob of some kind of shredding adhesive, was Metta.

      “Go do the job,” the woman said. “Gordon will stick this back in you and we’re all friends again.”
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