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	Chapter 1

	 

	The Westside Health Clinic was the first place Joel Lodowick had ever worked with an honest-to-god bionic. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to the thing. Even if it wasn’t operable, a dead robot was still a robot. There was something almost tragic about its appearance in the windowless storage room—its closed eyes, its eerily human features, its pale gold metal torso and metallic arms and legs. It was a hint of the life they’d been promised as kids. The money. The technology. The ease.

	But it was also a reminder of good things gone bad.

	Maybe that was why the shut-down bionic was getting to Joel today more than it usually did. Good things gone bad. Ugly words. Words he didn’t like applying to himself. Just get to the end of today, he thought. Then you’ll never have to think about it again. His cheek twitched, and he wrenched his eyes away from the dead bionic and back to the pink pills he was sliding across the pill tray and into the curved chute on the side. To his right, he heard a thump as another chart fell through the slot across the room, then the unmistakable cascade of paper as it tipped and spilled onto the floor.

	“Dammit, Lodowick, keep your eye on that stack, will ya? What have I told you about lettin’ ‘em pile up like that?”

	Joel glanced over his shoulder. Dr. Grotzheimer—or Grotz, as Joel privately referred to him—was leaning against the counter with a newspaper open, glaring over the top of it. The charts piled in the tray beneath the slot were close enough to his left hand that he could have nudged them aside without moving, if he’d had a mind to. Joel abandoned the pills he was counting to circle around Grotz and grab the stack of medical charts. He walked back to his workspace and dumped them next to the smashed-in computer screen in the wall, then bent to grab the one that had spilled onto the floor.

	Grotz flipped another page of the newspaper. “More about this Nyctalope singer and her show this weekend,” he grunted. “Can you believe that? Some outsider pop star comes through and the whole city loses its damn mind.”

	He pronounced it Nick-talope. Joel almost laughed, but hid it by standing and tossing the chart onto the pile. “Nyctalope,” he said, stressing the long I sound in the first syllable, “hasn’t toured New Mexico since her first album came out. That’s why she’s getting so much coverage. Or didn’t you read that?”

	“What, you’re a fan?”

	Joel turned back to the pills. He closed the plastic cover over the tray chute and dumped the unused pills back in the bigger container. The ones in the chute he poured into an unlabeled amber container, then snapped a cap on.

	“Not really my style,” he said. “Most of her older music is just uncreative lyrics, uninspired melodies, same stuff everyone else is doing.”

	“Oh, and I can hear it in your voice now,” said Grotz. “You think you can do better. ‘Cause you’re an artist, ain’t you, Lodowick?” When Joel didn’t answer, he hmphed, turning back to the paper. “So, is this the singer’s real name? Nyctalope?”

	Joel pulled over a sheet of labels and penned on the patient’s name in black caps. “No. Nyctalope was a superhero, early nineteen hundreds. Some say the first cyborg ever written. So, it’s a…you know. A commentary. On the state of our world now.”

	“Oh, really? And what’s the comment then? To bring the bionics back?”

	“Maybe on how impossible it was in the first place,” Joel said. “Owning technology that wouldn’t eventually be corrupted by viruses, and become too dangerous to use. That kind of thing.”

	“So, I suppose something like the Cyberblood virus was seen as inevitable to your generation, huh?” said Grotz. Almost unconsciously, he ran a hand over the scar on his right wrist, where his radio frequency ID had been removed. Or maybe it was a reminder that tech had been part of his life for fifty-something years, as opposed to the mere thirteen years Joel had before the Cyberblood virus shut everything down.

	Joel peeled the label from the sheet and rolled it onto the bottle, then snuck a glance at the clock. Five ‘til five. “To my generation?” he answered. “Not necessarily. But to someone like my five-year-old daughter, who hasn’t ever used a screen and maybe never will, the Cyberblood virus will be the narrowly avoided warning of technology gone wrong. And I think that’s Nyctalope’s message. A reminder of a close call. A cautionary tale of…of good things gone bad.”

	Grotz looked up from the paper, annoyance flashing across his face. Clearly, Joel had hit a nerve. “What do you mean, ‘maybe never will’? They will turn tech back on someday.”

	“After nine years?” Joel snorted. “Don’t count on it. Just a couple weeks ago, they caught some guy in Virginia with a rigged virtual reality getup that fried his optical nerves beyond repair. They haven’t gotten this virus under control yet, not by a long shot.” He couldn’t help glancing at the old pharmacy bionic again, which may or may not have been infected with that virus before it was shut down.

	When he looked back, Grotz was looking at the bionic, too. After a second, the pharmacist’s gaze flicked to Joel, then to the pile of charts at his elbow. “That’s your whole generation’s excuse, isn’t it?” he said. “‘Tech is never coming back, so it’ll be done when it’s done.’ Kids today have no appreciation of what a good work ethic looked like.”

	Joel bit back a scathing retort. There was no winning this argument; he should know. Grotz had worked with robots as pharmacy techs for twenty years. No matter how good Joel was at his job, he would never be as good as a robot, and Grotz resented him for it. God, how miserable did someone have to be to go through life blaming everyone else because robots didn’t do literally everything for them anymore?

	“I guess that’s why this Nyctalope is so popular among your generation,” Grotz continued. “She plays right into this belief that we’re better off without tech. But how would you know, huh? You’re probably too young to even remember screens.”

	“I’m twenty-two,” Joel bit out, “not ten. Here. Your prescription’s ready.”

	Grotz set the newspaper aside and took it from Joel. “Go grab the patient, then tell the rest of ‘em to come back in the morning. We’re closin’ up.”

	Joel walked through the consultation room and down the hallway, irritated at getting pulled into Grotz’s bullshit yet again. He had bigger things to worry about tonight.

	The temperature dropped as a gust of unseasonably cool wind blew in from the front. Barely hitting five o’clock, and it was getting dark. The outdoor concert over the weekend would be downright frigid with the winds coming off the mountain. But the concert tickets he was getting after work weren’t for him. They were for a guy named Brandon Wright, who owned a daycare a few blocks away. Joel desperately needed to get his daughter in; it was the only place even remotely affordable. But the daycare had been full. After twenty minutes of pleading with Brandon, Joel had finally left, but Brandon had caught up with him in the parking lot and said, “You didn’t hear it from me, but if I were to get my hands on a pair of tickets for Nyctalope’s sold-out show, I’m pretty sure I could find your daughter a spot here. Maybe even at a discount.”

	It wasn’t the sort of thing Joel would normally have considered. But he’d asked around and found a way. Now he just needed this day to end so he could put it behind him.

	A recording drifted down the hall, carried on the tinny notes of a record player. “And that flower, it grows higher, with every single day. Growing, stretching, like a weed, beneath a sky of gray.”

	Joel rounded the corner to the waiting room. A baby’s voice rose in a wail, drowning out Nyctalope’s newest song. A young couple across the room looked up wearily. A hacking cough from an older man by the wall caused the father nearby to huddle his child closer.

	Joel cleared his throat. “Alicia Nieto-Padilla. Dr. Grotzheimer is ready for you.”

	The woman with the baby stood up from her chair next to the torn-apart kiosk where a self-serving prescription reader had once stood. Joel led her to the consultation area, then walked back to the waiting room. Every face in the room swung in his direction. Five patients left. All the doctors who worked at the clinic had already left for the day, dropping their patients’ charts and prescriptions in the pharmacy slot on their way out. Even the receptionist was gone.

	“Growing from the dirt of a beating human heart, bursting apart from below. And that heart is my life and my world and my fears. It’s the only living thing I’ve known.”

	Joel swallowed, then crossed the room and tossed back the plastic cover of the record player. He pulled the needle from the groove and Nyctalope’s song cut off, leaving only the whirring of the turning disc. He hated sending these patients home without their prescriptions. It had been happening more and more; Joel just couldn’t keep up with the workload on his own. But Grotz refused to hire a second tech.

	He straightened his tie and turned around, squaring his shoulders. “Dr. Grotzheimer says to come back in the morning,” he said. “We open at nine.”

	“What the hell!” the woman broke in. “I’ll be at work then!”

	“This is complete bullshit, you know that?” another said, standing angrily and slinging a bag onto his shoulder.

	“Yes. I do,” Joel said. “I’m sorry.”

	The patients passed him as they headed out the door, the last one bumping his shoulder hard on the way, as if it were all Joel’s fault. Joel’s mouth twisted as he watched them go. But it was the figure smoking outside on the clinic’s front steps that caught his eye. Long thin braids cascaded from beneath a beanie and hung down the back of her shirt.

	Lee. Already waiting for him. He had to get out of here.

	He turned and headed back to the pharmacy, waiting in the hallway until the woman with the baby came out, then led her to the back entrance of the clinic and locked up behind her. One last check in the waiting room showed it cleared out. Lee was stubbing her cigarette on the step outside in the lengthening shadows. Joel locked the front door, then hurried through the pharmacy and into the back storage room to grab his stuff. As usual, his jacket was draped over the shoulders of the dead bionic. He felt the pocket of the jacket, reassuring himself the small bottle of Flyithol pills was still there.

	Dr. Grotzheimer’s voice drifted in from the main room. “Hey, get through this stack of charts before you leave for the night.”

	Joel paused in the act of pulling his jacket off the bionic. “I can’t,” he said. “Elena—the friend watching my kid—she has to head to work in an hour.”

	“An hour’s more than enough time to finish up,” said Grotz.

	Joel’s mouth almost fell open. He abandoned his jacket and came to the threshold, staring first at the stack of charts next to the counting tray, then at the ones piled under the slot since he’d emptied it. Did Grotz really believe that? An hour?

	He probably did. His old bionic would’ve had no trouble, after all.

	“Sir,” he managed, “It’s too much. I can finish them first thing tomorrow.”

	“Not an option,” said Grotz. “We have inventory in the morning. I want the prescriptions accounted for.”

	Joel’s mouth went dry. Inventory. That meant that single bottle of Flyithols he was planning to trade to Lee would show up missing in the morning. And if he’d stayed late the night before… Oh hell.

	Grotz was glaring now. “Lodowick, am I right in assuming you need this job?”

	“You know I do, sir.”

	“Then I would suggest you stop arguing and get it done.” The pharmacist turned and left without waiting for a response.

	Joel closed his eyes, feeling dizzy. Not with anger at what had happened, but at how close he’d come to losing the job that kept food on the table. No. Worse. He could have gone to jail. He could have left Clementine parentless.

	But what were his options? Elena was moving to day shifts starting Monday; she wouldn’t be able to watch Clementine anymore after this week. And since Clementine had just barely turned five, she’d missed the deadline for kindergarten, leaving Joel in need of childcare for almost another year yet.

	He reached into his jacket and pulled out the bottle of Flyithols—fly-bys, as they were called on the street. He had to return it to the controlled substances cabinet tonight. No question there. But the concert wasn’t for three more days. Maybe Lee could come back. Surely, she’d understand.

	He locked up the Flyithols again, then headed out to the hallway. He unlocked the front door and opened it a crack. The smell of cigarette smoke hit his nose. Lee was propped against the railing, hands in the pockets of her jeans. She wore ripped-up pants and a loose T-shirt sporting a picture of a robot with gashed-out eyes. Beneath the image was scrawled, “MICROBLOG THIS.” She appeared to be in her early twenties, like Joel, but the dark infinity symbol visible just beneath the skin of her left cheek suggested differently: that was disabled tech from a cyberluminescent tattoo, which meant she’d probably been at least sixteen when tech was shut down.

	She pulled one hand partially from her pocket, a pair of tickets between two fingers. “You got the stuff?”

	Joel took a deep breath. “I can’t tonight. We’re inventorying tomorrow.”

	Her eyes narrowed beneath her beanie. “So? Just fudge the numbers.”

	“I can’t risk it,” said Joel. “Can you come back tomorrow?”

	“Tomorrow?” A spark of anger flared in her dark eyes. “Are you shitting me? I’m sitting on a pair of VIP tickets here! This deal don’t come around every night, man.”

	“Come back tomorrow night,” Joel said, “and I’ll make it two bottles.”

	“No, bitch, I want it tonight—”

	“I’m sorry,” Joel said. “That’s the best I can do. Same time tomorrow.” He pulled the door shut and locked it over her curses, then headed back down the hall, shoving reddish-gold hair from his eyes.

	He washed and dried his hands in the pharmacy’s tiny sink, then swept the phone from its cradle and tapped in a number before pulling the curled cord back toward the stack of charts. He’d opened the first one and was scanning the list of prescriptions by the time someone on the other end picked up.

	“Don’t tell me you’re still at work,” Elena said.

	“Grotz is making me stay late.”

	“That pendejo!” she swore. “I can’t keep doing this, Joel.”

	“I know,” said Joel. “Maybe you can swing Clementine by the pharmacy on your way out.”

	“So, you’ll be distracted by her while you finish up?” Elena said. “In that part of town? I don’t think so.”

	You mean the part of town where people sell drugs? Joel thought bitterly. As his best friend, Elena knew he skirted the law from time to time, but she’d kill him if she knew what he’d been planning tonight. Which is why he’d just wanted to get it done, then pretend it had never happened. Elena’s refusal to bring his five-year-old to the shitty neighborhood he worked in cut a little too close to home right now.

	He pulled a bottle of pills from the shelf next to him and shook a handful into the counting tray. For several moments, the sound of the pill spatula scraping the tray was the only sound in the room.

	“Call your parents,” said Elena.

	Joel drew his breath in through his nose, terse and irritated.

	Elena sighed. “You’re still avoiding them,” she said. “Aren’t you?”

	Joel closed his eyes for a moment, wondering if he really wanted to get into this right now. “You make it sound like such a simple thing,” he finally said. “But…just try seeing it my way. Imagine after years of suffering in silence, you finally work up the nerve to come out as transgender. Imagine them staring like they don’t understand. You try to give them time. You correct them when they misgender you. Over and over again. For months. But nothing changes. Then imagine you finally move out, and things get better because you don’t have to think about it anymore, and you can live without the constant reminders every day. But the second you go back again…they force it in your face. They call you by your old name. They call you ‘she.’ And you correct them, yeah, but you know in their minds, you’re still their ‘little girl,’ and then it’s in your mind, whether you like it or not. And that sticks with you for days afterward, trying to convince you there’s no point in any of it if nothing ever changes. So yeah. I avoid them. For my own sanity. I have to.”

	“I’d hoped it had gotten better,” Elena said after a moment.

	“Yeah, it…it hasn’t.”

	“I’m so sorry,” she said. “But, Joel, it’s better than trying to watch Clem while you’re working, especially if you’re there all alone. I don’t feel good about that. So please. Just call them.”

	Joel’s grip tightened on the phone, until the plastic of the receiver creaked under the pressure. “Okay. You’re right. I’m sorry.”

	“Thank you. And I promise, we’ll talk about it later, okay? We’ll figure this out.”

	“Yeah,” he said. “Talk to you soon.” He dumped the pills into a bottle and jotted out a label before heading back to the phone cradle and disconnecting. He let his breath out slowly, steeling himself, then picked up the phone again.

	The dial tone sounded for only a second, then cut out. Frowning, Joel hung up, then picked up again. Dead silence. This made no sense. He’d just—

	The sound of shattering glass hit his ears. Joel’s head shot up and the phone tumbled from his hand. Laughter and yells drifted down the hall and through the open pharmacy door.

	Someone had broken in.

	Joel cursed. The clinic had been hit by looters before, but his usual strategy of locking down the pharmacy and calling the cops wasn’t possible if they’d done something to the phone line. He spun, his eyes flicking over the pharmacy. If he ran now, he should be able to get out the clinic’s back door before they reached the pharmacy…but hell, he already knew what Grotz would say if he left the pharmacy defenseless. He’d say looters were cowards. That they usually ran the second they realized someone was still inside. It would somehow all become Joel’s fault that he hadn’t stayed and scared them off. So, Joel gritted his teeth and threw the locks on the doors of both the outer consultation room and the inner pharmacy, then hurried toward a cabinet in the back corner.

	Luckily, Grotz had a reliable way of scaring criminals off. Joel opened the cabinet, then reached up to a hidden shelf at the top. He found Dr. Grotzheimer’s pistol easily enough, but a quick check in the magazine revealed it was empty. For a second, Joel just stared. He wasn’t expecting actual bullets, but Grotz always kept it loaded with blanks. Why the hell hadn’t Grotz reloaded it?

	He got on his knees and felt around on the shelf, but came up empty. A banging started up on the outer consultation door, followed by laughter. A gunshot sounded as someone blew out the lock. Joel started at the sound, the first touch of uneasiness feathering across his spine. Usually, punks looking for a quick fix weren’t armed.

	The inner pharmacy door shuddered behind him. Joel raised his voice. “I’ve got a gun!”

	“Like hell you do! Open this goddamn door now or we’ll do it for you.”

	Joel recognized Lee’s voice. She must have gone and gotten someone with muscle after he’d denied her the fly-bys. More than one someone; he picked out at least three voices, and possibly more. Too many.

	He slid the gun back and stood, turning to face the door. “Fine,” he said. “You want to ransack the place and make it look like a break-in? I get that. Let me get the drugs for you and I’ll get out of your way.”

	Lee laughed harshly. “Doesn’t work like that, asshole. I’m taking the whole pharmacy, and I’m gonna leave your dead body in it when we go. Think of it as a message to anyone who thinks I do layaway.”

	An icicle of fear stabbed into Joel’s heart, paralyzing him in place for a second. Breath coming short, he looked over the pharmacy. His gaze fell on the locked drawer beneath the busted computer. He yanked out his pharmacy keys.

	“Shoot it, Bo,” said Lee.

	Another gunshot rang out, then another. Joel got the key into the lock, then wrenched the drawer open. Wrapped syringes were piled within. He grabbed one and ripped it out of the paper casing, then twisted the cap off to expose the long injection needle. He was back at the pharmacy door by the time it swung open. When the shooter appeared in an oversized hoodie, he jammed the needle into the side of his neck.

	Blood spurted. The shooter yelled, swinging his gun in Joel’s direction. Joel kicked with all his strength, and the shooter was just distracted enough to fumble his grip. The gun went spinning. Joel abandoned his needle in the attacker’s neck and dove for the weapon, which had landed near the open doorway of the storage room. Someone slammed into him halfway there, and they crashed to the floor. Joel landed painfully on his stomach. He twisted and drove his elbow into his assaulter’s stomach, throwing them off, then turned and scrambled for the gun.

	Before he could grab it, though, a boot pressed down on his wrist, pinning it to the floor. Pain shot halfway up his forearm. Joel screamed.

	“Where are the fly-bys?” said Lee.

	Joel turned his head. Lee’s long blond braids hung around her face as she stared down at him, her mouth in a thin line.

	“I…I need a key to get them,” he managed. “Get off my hand.” He prayed neither she nor her accomplices glanced to the side and noticed his keyring hanging from the open drawer with the syringes.

	“Which pocket?” said Lee.

	“My front shirt pocket. You know, the one that’s pressed to the floor. So get off!”

	Lee jerked her head to the side and lifted her foot. Someone grabbed the back of Joel’s shirt and hauled him up. Before he’d even regained his feet, Joel grasped the front of his button-down with his good hand and yanked as hard as he could, breaking the buttons off to scramble free of the shirt and leave it in his captor’s hands. He knew he’d never make it across the room, so he bolted for the storage closet and slammed the door shut, catching only a brief glimpse of a big, hooded figure grabbing for him. There was a lock, thank god, which he threw, but they’d already proved that wouldn’t hold long.

	“The keys are right there,” Lee snapped on the other side of the door. “Bastard tricked us. Grab them and clear this place out.”

	Someone jiggled the knob of the storage closet as Joel flipped on the light. His hands were shaking, and his left wrist pulsed with pain. He was wearing only a white sleeveless undershirt and a chest binder now, in addition to his trousers and tie. There were no windows in the storage room, no doors besides this one. Just shelves full of drugs, an old, nanofabricated refrigerator in the back with IV antibiotics, and the dead bionic.

	“That drawer, that shelf, and that one there,” Lee said. “The rest of the drugs are probably in that room our friend’s hiding in. We’ll hit it next.”

	Unfortunately, she was right. Most of the medicines were kept in the cool dark room in the back, including the controlled substances cabinet with her coveted fly-bys. Joel grabbed the metal shelf next to him with his right hand, lifted it off the tracks at the back, and pulled it free. Bottles of pills cascaded over the floor in a deafening rattle. He shoved one end of the shelf beneath the doorknob and wedged the other on the floor against one of the vertical shelf dividers. What else? There were more needles in the fridge as a last-ditch defense. He opened the refrigerator door, shivering in the sudden waft of cold. Insulin? Maybe. But against a gun?

	Another shiver wracked him. Should he just try to plead for his life? Please! I have a kid! His mind rebelled at the thought of divulging that information. Someone like Lee would probably hunt down that kid for fun after killing him.

	He closed the fridge again, scanning his surroundings. Yeah, drugs were a hell of a weapon, but they also took time. Time he didn’t have. That left…

	His eyes landed on the bionic in the corner. God, what a stupid thought. The thing had been dead for almost ten years. And even if it worked, it could be infected with the Cyberblood virus. Joel’s family hadn’t been rich enough to afford a bionic—few people were—but he’d heard all the stories about infected tech. It could malfunction in a hundred different ways, from going ballistic to flat-out exploding.

	But…but what if that malfunction could actually be used against Lee and her gang? Wasn’t anything better than just waiting to die?

	He pulled his jacket off the bionic and tossed it aside. Then he ran his right hand over it, looking for a power switch. There were patches on its back with slightly different shades of gray, and he noticed almost immediately that those did compress, like buttons. But none of them did a thing. He checked the torso’s ribbed surface next, feeling nothing but a hard rubbery plastic. He circled it, pressing at the closed eyes, the pert gold nose, the lips, the ears. No hair. The top of the head was as smooth as the chest. All the “control” components—if that’s what those shaded areas were—were on its back. He skirted around again, running a hand up shoulder blades with the barest hint of definition.

	No door jiggling or pounding preceded the gunshot this time. It just went off, explosively loud, sending a jolt through Joel that he felt down to his toes. The door beside the knob splintered. The brass knob shifted, but remained intact enough to hold the metal shelf secure, jamming the door before it had opened a half-inch. The man cursed, and the anger in his voice was enough to send chills through Joel’s spine.

	His fingers caught on a seam on the back of the bionic’s neck. Joel yanked on it with his fingernails, and it came open—a compartment. He found himself staring at a tangle of wires. He ground his teeth together, but forced himself to study them. He thought he could make out an empty slot in the bionic’s neck, just behind the wires.

	“What are you waiting for?” Lee said. “Shoot it again!”

	“Bullets are out,” the man grunted. “God, my neck hurts.” He hammered at the door, making it shudder in its frame. The metal shelf held, but Joel could see the strain of it bending in the middle. He grabbed a handful of wires, looking for a break, something to reconnect, anything…

	He felt something hard within the soft mass—something flat with corners and edges. He worked it free as the banging continued, and finally pulled out a plastic and metal rectangle about the size of a penny. He knew immediately what it was, though his memory of its name failed him. A drive? A chit? It was the part that held information. And it should fit…

	He wriggled it behind the wires and positioned it, metal end forward, at the opening of the slot in the back of the neck. It slid in, even giving a satisfying click as it hit the back. He thought he heard a whir from somewhere within the bionic, but the noise of Lee’s strongman trying to get in drowned out almost everything else.

	The bionic didn’t move. Joel walked to its front side again, hoping to see its fingers twitching or its eyes opening, but it remained as still as it always had.

	Something splintered, and the doorknob holding the metal shelf in place finally tumbled off, hitting the floor with a clang. The door shoved open farther, and the shelf, in some last valiant effort, slid up to the hole the doorknob had left and snagged by a corner. The opening was just wide enough for the man to put his head and chest through. His hood was off, his bald head gleaming in the bright light of the storage room. Blood streamed down his neck and his face was alight with fury.

	Joel pressed himself to the wall by the bionic, heart pounding as he held his hand out in placation. “I’ll get the drugs for you,” he said. “No need to come in.”

	“After what you did, punk? I’m gonna smash your face in!”

	“Look, hand me my keys and I’ll open the narcotics cabinet and shove it all out there. And then you don’t have to kill yourself getting your hands on some lowly pharmacy tech.”

	The man got his left arm through and shoved at the metal shelf. Joel heard that whirring again, then a voice spoke at his elbow.

	“Ready to assist.”

	The voice was neutral, devoid of inflection or emotion. Both Joel and the man froze. Joel turned his head to see the bionic’s eyes open. The silver irises within were locked on his. Joel’s lips parted in surprise. ‘Pharmacy tech,’ he thought. The last thing I said was ‘pharmacy tech’…

	“You have a working robot back here?” the man said incredulously.

	Joel’s gaze darted back to him. There was no sign of a virus affecting the bionic yet, not that he could tell, which didn’t necessarily help him. Not unless he could get the thing to actually fight for him. Was that possible? It had worked in a pharmacy; maybe it had been designed to protect the drugs from looters, with built-in weapons or something. Who knew?

	He struggled to form a comprehensive thought. “Um. Pharmacy Tech. Can you…incapacitate someone?”

	“There are many ways to incapacitate a person,” the bionic said. “Would you like only current medication results, or all medication results?”

	“No!” said Joel. “Someone’s trying to kill me. Can you do something about it?”

	The bionic blinked. “Killing is a crime. Contacting authorities.”

	Joel’s breath caught. Was it that easy? The man at the door looked skittish, his gaze going from the bionic to Joel and back again.

	“Bo, what’s going on?” said Lee’s voice. “We don’t have all night!”

	“The pharmy has a bionic in here!” Bo shot back. “Says it’s callin’ the cops.”

	“A bionic? Shit, are you kidding me? And it’s calling the fucking cops?”

	“Yeah. Maybe we should get out of here, Lee…”

	In the split second of silence between Bo’s statement and Lee’s answer, the bionic spoke again. “Connection failed.”

	Joel almost choked. A nasty smile spread across Bo’s face, and he grabbed the metal shelf with his left hand and tore it free from the door. He shoved his way in. He held a huge sawback blade in his right hand.

	Joel grabbed the bionic’s arm. “He will destroy you, Pharmacy Tech, along with me!” he said. “Don’t you have some sort of self-preservation mode?”

	“I will not hurt humans,” said the bionic.

	“Even if that human will steal the drugs in here and use them to hurt other humans?” pressed Joel.

	The bionic blinked. “Stealing is a crime. Contacting authorities.”

	“No. No, no! Cancel that!” Joel did his best to keep the bionic’s body between himself and Bo, but that door behind the other man was the only way out. Bo came closer, knife brandished in his fist. He was close enough that Joel could smell the iron of the blood on his neck, as well as the pungent reek of cigarette smoke.

	“Pharmacy Tech,” Joel said, his breath coming short. “If you can’t hurt him, can you get us the hell out of here? That door is the only way, so can you…I don’t know…bash a hole in the wall behind us?”

	It blinked. “Property damage is a crime—”

	“So is letting someone die when you could have saved them,” Joel broke in roughly. “It’s no worse than murder.”

	The bionic stared at him, going unnaturally still. Joel felt like screaming in frustration. Maybe he was going about this the wrong way.

	“Pharmacy Tech!” he said through his teeth. “Get me out of here. Now!”

	The bionic bent and grabbed him around the waist. Before Joel registered what was happening, he was tossed over the bionic’s shoulder. He gasped as his breath was cut short. He caught a glimpse of Bo, swinging his knife, but the bionic’s arm intercepted with a sharp clang, and the blade deflected in the nick of time. And then the bionic marched right through the open door and pharmacy, then left through the consultation room. Joel saw Lee and another wiry skinhead pressed against the pharmacy counter, gaping after them.

	The bionic left out the back door, which hung open over a pool of broken glass from Lee’s entry. Cold air hit Joel’s bare arms. He struggled to get down, but the bionic held him in an unbreakable grip. Its gait was jerky, but steady, with an audible whir in every step.

	He heard a shout and looked up in time to see Bo dash into the parking lot, teeth bared in anger and knife clenched in his fist. “You’re a dead man!” he snarled.

	“My car!” Joel said urgently. “The dark blue Hemisphere, back of the lot. Get us there! Fast!”

	The bionic upped its pace, carrying Joel over the lot at a dizzying speed. By the time it lowered him to the ground by his sedan, Bo was sprinting toward them, over halfway across the gravel lot and closing fast. Joel pulled his car keys out of his pocket and unlocked the door, then yanked it open.

	“Get in!” he said. “Other side.”

	The bionic obeyed. Joel slid into the driver’s seat and fired up the engine. Before he could shut the door, though, a hand grabbed the side of the doorjamb. The parking lot light glinted off a metal blade. Joel threw his left arm up, barely getting it between Bo’s knife and his own face in time. The blade sliced the back of his forearm, sending a hot rush of blood down his arm. The pain hit half a second later, almost blinding him.

	Joel’s breath came in short, panicked gasps as he threw the car in reverse and floored it. Bo, knife already drawn back for another slash, tried to scramble away, but the open door clipped his shoulder and sent him spinning across the gravel. Joel paused just long enough to throw the car into drive, then peeled out of the parking lot. The door slammed shut as he hit the street.

	Joel struggled to see the road through a haze of fear and pain and deep-seated dread. The robbery. The wound. And…oh god, the bionic.

	He turned his head, expecting to see the robot staring straight ahead. But he caught its eyes on him, shadowed in the yellow pool of light from an old streetlamp. His stomach clenched. A bionic. Sitting in his car. There were a million things wrong with this, from the fact that it was stolen property to the stories about people being arrested for illegally keeping bionics to the very real possibility that it might dangerously malfunction at any moment. But what choice had there been? His heart was still pounding from how fast everything had happened.

	He tore his eyes from the bionic and pressed the pedal down farther, suddenly desperate to see his daughter again.

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	“Maddy!” Clementine yelled, streaking across the living room.

	Joel knelt to absorb her small but forceful weight against his chest. He wrapped his right arm around her and held her against his hammering heart. The relief of seeing her again—of being alive to see her—outweighed everything else. He couldn’t hold her long, though, because the sweatshirt he’d grabbed from his back seat and wrapped around his left forearm was already slipping free, so he released her and pressed it tight to the bleeding wound again.

	He stood, stepping farther inside. “Pharmacy Tech,” he said. “Come in and close the door.”

	The bionic came in behind him, gears whirring. They’d used a back entrance to avoid seeing anyone, but it was still only five-forty in the evening, so that could change any second.

	“Joel? I thought you—”

	Elena’s words ended abruptly as she appeared in the kitchen doorway and saw the bionic. It closed the door, then turned to face front again. Its head didn’t move, but its eyes scanned first the threadbare couch and desk against the left wall, then the short hallway at the back, then the small cathode ray TV at the right wall, and finally the kitchen doorway, where Elena stood with one hand over her mouth, staring in horror.

	Clementine turned toward the bionic, her mouth falling open. After a second, she ran over to it and grabbed its hand.

	“Why is your skin gold?” she said.

	The bionic looked down at her. “Because it is infused with a blend of twenty-one percent zinc and seventy-nine percent copper,” it said in its monotonous voice.

	“Is that from the sun?”

	“No, it is not caused by the sun.”

	“I think it’s pretty,” she said. “I’m Clemattine. I’m five. What’s your name?”

	“I am from the Cancer series 2nd generation, model name Acubens and serial designation 65848,” answered the bionic. “My current occupational assignment is Pharmacy Tech tier 1.”

	Her brow furrowed. “You have cancer?”

	“Do you answer to Acubens, too?” Joel asked the bionic.

	“I respond to Pharmacy Tech, Acubens, or 65848,” it said.

	“Joel?” said Elena in a high-pitched voice.

	Joel sighed. “Yeah. Um…Clementine, could you go find a toy to show Acubens while I talk with Miss Elena?”

	“Can I get my blocks?” she said excitedly.

	“Yes. Please do.”

	She bolted off, red hair flying. Joel turned back to the door and locked both locks, then engaged the chain. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, his injuries were hurting even worse, if that was possible. He pressed the sweatshirt tighter to the knife wound as he turned back to his best friend.

	“Right after I hung up with you,” he said quietly, “the pharmacy was robbed.”

	Elena’s eyes widened. “Are you okay?”

	“Not really. One of them cut me with a knife.”

	“Ay Dios mío,” Elena whispered. Her dark eyes tracked to Acubens. The bionic stared back, motionless. Joel supposed it just wasn’t engaged at the moment, but those intense silver eyes were undoubtedly taking in information. Anything they said could be taken to the cops if it got away from him. Gets away from me? What am I thinking? That I’m gonna hold it prisoner?

	“Was that…thing…in the pharmacy?” Elena said.

	“Yes. I turned it on in hopes of it saving me. And, as you can see, it worked.”

	“But then you brought it home?”

	“What was I supposed to do, Elena? Toss it on the curb on my way back?”

	“Why was it even still in the pharmacy?”

	“Grotz told me it was sent to the clinic to help with patient overflow after the Populi shuttle exploded over New Mexico ten years ago. With over six thousand injuries, every hospital and clinic in the state was full. Afterward, the bionic was left behind. He said they reported it after tech was shut down, but there was no follow-up, so it got shoved aside.”

	“As I recall, the Populi shuttle failed because of the Cyberblood virus. What if this thing’s infected with it?”

	“If it was high risk for that, the government would have picked it up after it was reported. And if it was gonna explode, it would’ve happened by now, huh?”

	Elena looked at it again, then back at him, quickly. “But no one’s turned it on in all that time, so who knows?” she said under her breath. “How did you turn it on, anyway? I thought all these things were controlled by the grid. They shouldn’t even be operational anymore!”

	“I had to go into the back of its neck and past some wires. There was a piece that had fallen out, so I put it back in. It must be some sort of…backup system or something. I really don’t know. I’d never looked before.”

	“I still think it should be impossible with the grid shut down.”

	“Me, too,” Joel admitted. “Me, too.”

	Elena threw her long black braid over her shoulder with an angry flip of her wrist. “You’re gonna call the cops and turn it in, right? And report the robbery?”

	“I haven’t decided yet.” Joel walked around Acubens and across the small apartment to the restroom.

	“What did you say?” Elena called after him, a dangerous edge to her voice.

	Joel opened the mirror that had once doubled as an interactive screen, rummaging within until he found some thick gauze pads and medical bandages. He carried them back to the kitchen and set them by the sink.

	“For all anyone knows,” he said, “that robbery happened after I left for the day. They trashed the place, so there’s no evidence to say otherwise. Unless they go to the cops and tell them about Acubens—which they won’t, ‘cause then they’d have to admit they were robbing it—then that leaves no fingers pointing back at me. I mean, if Grotz finds out I was actually there and let the place get robbed, he’d fire me for sure.”

	“Let the place get robbed?” Elena repeated incredulously.

	“He thinks the place is defensible. He’s an asshole.”

	Elena crossed her arms over her chest. “Or he might think you robbed it, Joel.”

	Joel hesitated a beat too long.

	Elena’s eyes narrowed. “Which you didn’t. Right?”

	“No!” said Joel. “I mean…I was gonna sell one bottle of Flyithol pills. Just one. In exchange for a pair of concert tickets. The guy at this daycare I’m looking at for Clementine offered to cut me a deal, so…”

	Elena whispered something under her breath, pinching the bridge of her nose. “And you tried to back out of selling it at the last minute? Or what?”

	“Something like that,” said Joel.

	When she looked up again, her face was a mixture of anger and disappointment. “How did you even find a buyer?” she said. “Tyler’s connections?”

	Joel nodded. “None of them recognized me anymore, but yeah.”

	“Tyler is dead now because of those people,” Elena said. “Because of Tyler’s overdose, Clementine is growing up without a second parent. And I’m glad. I’m glad he’s not in your life anymore. Or hers. I know you are, too. But to contact Tyler’s dealers is to get dangerously close to that world again.”

	“I know,” said Joel. “And I don’t want anything to do with that world. It was just gonna be a one-time thing. I swear it.”

	“You’ve always been a little too comfortable with skirting the law, in my opinion,” Elena muttered.

	She wasn’t wrong. About any of it. His long-dead ex—Clementine’s other parent—had been bad news from the day they’d met, but Joel had been caught in a downward spiral that wouldn’t ultimately end until he came out as trans, a full two years after Tyler’s death. Clementine had been the only good thing to come out of that awful relationship.

	Joel turned away from the look on Elena’s face and bent over the sink. Bracing himself, he removed the sweatshirt he’d wrapped around his arm. The material stuck to the wound, and Joel hissed through his teeth as he pulled it off. Fresh blood ran down his arm and into the stainless steel of the sink.

	He bent his elbow to see the wound, patting the blood away as gingerly as possible. Two or three inches long, with ragged gaping edges. Dark red blood instantly filled it again, making it impossible to tell how deep it was.

	“God, Joel,” Elena whispered. “That needs stitches.”

	Joel turned the faucet on, then slid his arm into the cold water. He breathed through the pain, eyes watering, as he gingerly cleaned it with antibacterial dish soap. The blood-tinged water ran over his left wrist, which had its own dark bruises from where Lee had crushed it beneath her boot.

	A thump came from the hallway as Clementine dragged her bucket of blocks into the living room. Joel glanced over his shoulder to see her beaming at the patiently waiting Acubens.

	“Look!” she said. “I got these when I turned five.” She halted in the middle of the floor, removed the lid, and upended the entire bucket with a deafening clatter.

	Elena turned back to Joel, her face pained. “Joel…”

	“You don’t show up at the emergency room with something like this without police getting involved,” Joel broke in. “I’ll be okay. It’ll leave a nasty scar, but it’ll heal.”

	Elena dug her teeth into her lip. She looked at Acubens, then back to Joel. “I don’t have time to argue with you. But if it’s not looking better by tomorrow—”

	“Then I’ll go to the doctor,” said Joel. “I promise.” He turned off the water and grabbed a clean dishtowel from a nearby cabinet. It was still bleeding, but Joel did his best to pat it dry before packing it with gauze pads. Elena stepped forward to help him wrap ace bandages around it.

	“Was any of this blood at the crime scene?” she said under her breath.

	“No,” said Joel. “Just my car.”

	“I don’t approve of this. But if you’re serious about avoiding the cops, then you need to get rid of that—that thing—as soon as you can. You hear me? Throw it in your trunk and go drop it down some deep arroyo on the mesa, before you’re either caught with it or it malfunctions and hurts you. As soon as possible, Joel. Like, tonight.”

	Joel nodded. “I know.”

	“I’ll call you as soon as I can.” She grabbed her purse from the desk, kissed Clementine on the top of the head, and left.

	Joel followed her to the door and locked it behind her, then glanced at Acubens. Its eyes had stayed on him the whole time. It was eerie. Shouldn’t it be staring off into blank space as it awaited instructions?

	“Acubens,” he said, “you can play blocks with Clementine. If you want.”

	The bionic blinked. Slowly, it transferred its gaze to his daughter, who was stacking blocks on the coffee table in front of the couch.

	“You said there was no evidence indicating you were present for the robbery,” it said.

	Joel froze. It wasn’t that he was surprised Acubens had been listening—because of course it had—but it was the fact that it was broaching the topic on its own, without being prompted.

	“Yeah?” he said.

	“The button-down shirt on the floor was yours,” said Acubens, “as was the discarded coat. It was obvious from both the size and from your own state of attire when we left.”

	“Oh my god,” Joel whispered. Acubens was right. Nobody would believe he hadn’t been there if they found his clothes on the pharmacy floor. “Then there’s no way around it,” he said. “I’m gonna have to report it, before they show up and arrest me. And yeah, they may believe I didn’t rob it, but the fact that I activated you? Brought you home? I’ll be lucky if I don’t end up in jail.”

	“Jail?” said Clementine, looking up.

	Joel closed his eyes for a second. “It’s gonna be okay, Clemmy. Just…just show Acubens your blocks. I’ve got a couple phone calls to make.”

	He swung by his bedroom first and changed into a pair of sweats and an old Pixellated People T-shirt from the 2087 Lights Out tour. Then he popped into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet again, hoping for some painkillers, but only found the medicine he’d given Clementine for the flu last year. He took a slug of it, choking on the sweet bubblegum flavor. As he was putting it back in the cabinet, a squeal of laughter came from the living room. Joel cradled his throbbing arm to his midsection and headed out.

	He stopped in his tracks.

	An elaborate structure had been built with Clementine’s blocks on the coffee table. It wasn’t wide—the base was less than a foot square—but in a delicately spiraling design, the colored wooden blocks swept up in staircases and windows to a height well over Joel’s head. Acubens stood between the couch and the coffee table, its arm extended straight up to place another piece at the pinnacle, where all the triangles had been arranged to create a crenellated rooftop. Joel stepped forward, staring in awe.

	“How did you do it?” said Clementine, jumping up and down.

	“By starting with a seven-by-five-inch partitioned rectangle, using a growth factor of one point six one eight for every quarter turn, and assuming a slope factor of one,” said Acubens.

	Joel’s mouth fell open. “All that from working at the pharmacy?”

	Acubens turned its head to look at him. “The pharmaceutical update came after the basic programming.”

	“And this is part of the basic?”

	“Mathematics are integral to a working interface, yes.”

	It was at that moment that Acubens’ presence fully sank in. Acubens was a computer. It could very well be one of the only working computers in the entire country right now. And it was standing here in Joel’s crappy apartment playing blocks with his kid.

	Slowly, Joel walked past them and dropped onto the far end of the couch, next to the end table with his corded phone. He reached across his body and grabbed the receiver with his good hand. But he didn’t pull it from the cradle yet. Instead, he watched Clementine, who was holding the last block and bouncing eagerly up and down on her toes.

	“I want to put on the last block, Acubens, pleeease? Can you hold me up?”

	Acubens looked at Joel. “Do you permit this, Joel?”

	The robot’s use of his first name gave Joel a jolt. Not that it would have been hard to pick up during his and Elena’s conversation, but it was still a jarring reminder that these things were always watching, always learning. What would happen to it, once he reported it? The government had dismantled the bionics, shut them down and never brought them back. Acubens could end up as scrap metal, for all he knew. But that brain! That knowledge! Acubens didn’t seem to be infected with this Cyberblood virus, as far as he could tell…so why throw it away? It struck him as crazy.

	“Yeah,” he finally said to Acubens. “But be careful with her.”

	Acubens lifted up Clementine effortlessly and held her over its head. Clementine leaned forward, clumsy in her five-year-old body, and predictably fudged the placement of the last block. The structure tipped, then cascaded onto the wooden table in a cacophony more ear-shattering than the initial dump. Clementine looked down in horror, then her face crumpled.

	“Clemmy!” said Joel. “It’s okay! Acubens can build it again.”

	She darted a look at him from Acubens’ arms, her lower lip trembling. Joel let go of the phone and held his hands out, and she wriggled free of Acubens and ran over to him. She curled on the couch in the crook of his arm, thumb in her mouth. Joel looked down at her for a second, then back at the phone. I can’t be arrested, he thought numbly. I just can’t.

	Although he hadn’t asked Acubens, the bionic had already started rebuilding the tower. It placed blocks confidently, without even making sure one balanced before moving on to the next.

	“Maddy, can I turn on TV?” said Clementine.

	“Yeah, go ahead,” Joel said, reluctantly releasing her.

	She jumped off the couch and ran over to the cathode ray on the short TV stand. The guy at the used electronics store had assured Joel of its numerous features once computers were turned back on, like a touchscreen and apps and holo hookups, but to Joel, it had always just been an old CRT display with a screen that flashed every so often from a loose wire. The screen came to life. Joel told her to keep the volume low, then turned back to the phone.

	“The word ‘Maddy’ doesn’t appear in my databases,” said Acubens.

	Joel looked up, startled.

	“Is this a new term?” Acubens said, pausing to look back at Joel.

	“Um. Not exactly. It’s one I decided to use for Clementine when she was a baby. I hadn’t come out to my parents yet as transgender, but wanted something more gender-neutral than ‘Mom’ for Clem to call me, so I picked that. It’s what she’s called me ever since.” He hesitated. “You’re familiar with those terms. Right?”

	“Yes,” said Acubens. It blinked. “Processed and updated.”

	“Thanks,” said Joel uncertainly.

	He took a deep breath and picked up the phone. He put it to his ear, half-hoping there’d be no dial tone, just like at the pharmacy. But it was there, taking away his last excuse. He let his breath out slowly and wedged it between his shoulder and ear, then started to dial in the number for the local police station, which was posted above the phone’s number pad.

	In the silence between the sixth and seventh beep of the keypad, a voice broke through from the television. “…fire has now spread to the nearby bistro, despite efforts to contain it. Firefighters have ordered the evacuation of houses across 19th Street, and continue to work on getting the blaze under control. Authorities have yet to determine the cause of the fire, which started at the—”

	“Westside Health Clinic,” Joel whispered, saying the words along with the newscaster. He lowered the phone receiver, staring openmouthed at the fuzzy image of his own clinic awash in flames. “I don’t believe it. They torched the place!”

	 

	* * *

	 

	The rest of the evening passed in a blur. Joel’s thoughts were in fragments, barely connected to one another. He fried eggs and put bread in the toaster. At least no one will find that shirt now. He stared at his dinner as commercials played in the background. Were Lee and Bo afraid of Acubens? Is that why they did it? He poured a glass of milk for Clementine. Or did they do it to get back at me? He scrubbed dishes one-handed, and told Clementine repeatedly to leave Acubens alone and get ready for bed. There’s no way the cops could know about Acubens now. The only witnesses committed arson, and they won’t be going anywhere near the cops. He tucked Clementine in and read a book to her, eyes skimming words he barely saw. What am I gonna do for work now? What the fuck am I gonna do?

	It didn’t help to realize his knife wound had bled through the bandages at some point. Joel peeled them off, then cleaned and redressed the wound. Without Elena’s help, the wrappings came out sloppy and loose, but he did the best he could one-handed. Despite his assurances to Elena, he knew it couldn’t be a good sign: the continuous bleeding, the bad throbbing in his arm, and a lightheadedness starting to creep in at the edges of his vision. He steadied himself against the sink, glancing toward the living room and taking in the soiled bandages, the blood-stained clothes, the drops of blood on the floor…

	His gaze fell on Acubens, standing motionless by the couch. The robot cocked its head inquisitively. “Would you like me to look at your injury, Joel?”

	Joel hesitated. He’d forgotten Acubens was a medical bionic, even if it was only trained as a pharmacy tech. But what could it do, really? Probably just diagnose it as something that needed to be treated in an emergency room. And that was something Joel didn’t want to know yet.

	“No, it’s fine,” he said. “But maybe you could...clean up my apartment? The stuff with blood, in particular? I mean, if you don’t mind.”

	“Yes. I can do that,” said Acubens.

	“Thank you.” Joel’s gaze caught on the broken slats of the window shade, and he had a sudden image of a nosy neighbor watching all of this. He swallowed. “And afterward, stay out of sight,” he added. “Until I need you again.”

	“Understood, Joel,” said Acubens.

	Joel sighed in relief. He pulled on an old hoodie and zipped it up, then collapsed into the worn armchair by the couch. Out of habit, he pulled his old bass guitar onto his lap, before he remembered he couldn’t possibly play with his arm so messed up. Despite everything, the realization was a blow; playing his bass every evening was his only time to himself, and losing weeks or months to an injury like this could damage his abilities, big time.

	Maybe he should consider a doctor. But after the fire, would he even still have insurance? The pharmacy might only pay two weeks before cutting his funds. It might not even do that much. He slid the bass onto the couch and leaned back in the armchair, squeezing his eyes shut.

	He’d have to look for a new job. Immediately. He’d be stuck with whatever crappy place would take him on such short notice, and he still wouldn’t be able to afford a babysitter. If only he’d gotten those concert tickets after all. He could have at least gotten Clementine into daycare…or hell, maybe at this point, he’d just have sold them the night of the concert, for as much as possible. The irony was almost unbearable. If he hadn’t tried to get those tickets, he wouldn’t be injured and jobless, with a stolen bionic in his…

	His eyes drifted open. His gaze landed on Acubens, currently putting blood-stained laundry in the washing machine.

	No one knew Acubens was here. No one missed it. It was smart. It didn’t expect pay. It obeyed his orders. It was even good with Clementine. Could Acubens stay home and…?

	He sucked his breath in, dismissing the thought with a sharp shake of his head. No. Acubens didn’t seem to be infected with the Cyberblood virus, but that could change at any moment. There was no way he could leave it alone with his daughter. But that didn’t mean it was useless. Maybe it could teach him enough to get a better job, one that would pay enough for a babysitter. Or…

	Or I could sell it. Something like Acubens, on the black market, would make far far more than a pair of scalped concert tickets.

	But how would he find a buyer? He didn’t dare contact Lee again. And with Elena busy in her new position, he’d have to either leave Clementine with his parents or bring her with him into the seedier parts of the city. Maybe he could make phone calls first, but he’d have to be careful. How much easier had things been when they could use computers for this type of thing? I have a computer now. Holy shit, I have a computer…

	He was still turning the implications over in his mind when his eyelids finally fell, too heavy and overwhelmed from the day’s trauma to fight it a second longer.

	 

	
 

	 

	Chapter 3

	 

	A pounding at the door jerked Joel awake. He startled violently, his heart racing. A light was still on beside the TV stand, but the blinds at the back window showed pitch black through the broken slats. The underside of his left forearm burned with a fierce pain he’d never fully escaped from, even while sleeping. He rubbed his other hand over eyes heavy with fatigue and glanced at the clock over the couch. It was one forty-five in the morning.

	The knock at the door sounded again, followed by, “Joel Lodowick! It’s Yvette Stephens with the Rio Rancho Police. Please open the door.”

	Joel stiffened. Police? His gaze darted around the small living room. The structure Acubens had built still stood, but the bionic itself was nowhere to be seen.

	He shoved himself up. A crippling head rush hit him, and the world went black for several seconds. He steadied himself until the room came back into focus. Beneath the left sleeve of his hoodie, the unmistakable pulse of fresh blood crept down his forearm.

	The wrappings. They must have bled through again. Shit.

	Another knock at the door. “Mr. Lodowick?”

	“I’m coming!” he managed. “I just woke up!”

	He tried to shake away the lingering lightheadedness, hurrying first to the kitchen, then into his own bedroom. He flipped on the light and checked inside the closet, then behind the mattress on the floor. No Acubens. He stopped by Clementine’s room next. His daughter was sleeping soundly in her bed, clutching a small penguin and sucking her thumb. Acubens…no. Not that he could see. Where was it?

	He couldn’t delay any longer. He closed Clementine’s door and started toward the front, but paused when he saw Acubens’ perfectly-built block tower on the coffee table. Suspicious as hell. So, he bumped the table on his way, sending the blocks down in a torrent. He yelled a curse word for the police’s benefit. He waited only a heartbeat longer to make sure Clementine didn’t come out crying—thank god she slept like the dead—then unlocked the front door and pulled it open.

	Three people stood in the dimly lit interior hallway. The police officer was in front, dark skin and hair under a brimmed cap, black uniform, and badge in hand. “We’re here because of what happened at the Westside Health Clinic last night,” she said. “Have you heard about the fire yet?”

	“I have,” Joel said.

	“Well, Dr. Grotzheimer claims you were the last one at the clinic last night, so we’d like to ask you some questions.”

	She gestured to her left, and Joel noticed that Dr. Grotz was one of the people behind her. He was wearing the same clothes Joel had last seen him in—trousers, button-down, and tie—but they were rumpled, and the thinning hair on his scalp was unkempt. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he stared at Joel through narrowed eyes.

	The third person was a man in his twenties with a brimmed cap, black clothes, and a tactical vest with a logo of a green leaf on the left breast. Despite the gun at his hip, his hands were in his pockets, and he looked at ease, his shirt cuffs unbuttoned and rolled up his forearms. A good sign, Joel supposed, but the fact that some dude in a tac vest was even here was alarming.

	“Can we come in?” said Officer Stephens.

	Joel dipped his head in a nod and stepped back, pulling his sleeve down to cover the huge bruise on his wrist from Lee’s boot. “Sorry about the mess,” he said. “I tripped on one of my daughter’s blocks coming out.”

	“It’s quite all right, Mr. Lodowick,” said Officer Stephens. “I have kids myself.”

	Joel’s heartbeat slowed down a tad. All signs pointed to him not being a suspect here. If his story about everything happening after he’d left the pharmacy held water, then there was no reason not to stick to it. Especially with Dr. Grotzheimer right here. Any admission to being present during the robbery would lead to the fact that he had come close to illegally selling drugs, and was consequently responsible for the fire. And that didn’t even include taking Acubens, which would almost assuredly lead to an arrest on the spot. If only he knew where Acubens was.

	Stephens put her badge away as she came in. Grotz followed, and the man in the vest came last. Stephens leaned against the wall by the TV and pulled a small notepad from her belt, which she flipped open to a new page.

	“What time did you leave last night?” she said.

	“About twenty ‘til six,” said Joel.

	“Did anything out of the ordinary happen after Dr. Grotzheimer left?”

	“No. I called my babysitter and told her I was gonna be late. Then I just got it all done as fast as possible and came home. I saw the news about the fire a little after six.”

	“Were there any suspicious characters around the clinic at the time you left?”

	Lee had been on the clinic steps before they’d even closed. He couldn’t assume Grotz hadn’t caught a glimpse of her. “There was a woman at the front door hanging around for a while. But she was gone by the time I left.”

	“What did she look like?”

	“A tight hat. Short sleeves. Long hair, I think. I didn’t see her up close.”

	Stephens jotted something down. “We think the fire originated in the pharmacy. Most of it was unrecognizable. But it looks like the locks may have been blown out with a firearm.”

	Joel gave a slight shrug. “They always hit the pharmacy first.”

	“So, this has happened before?”

	“Looters? Yeah. I’ve had to chase them away before. They’ve never gone this far, though.”

	“You had a bionic in the back room,” said Stephens.

	Joel’s mouth went dry. “Yeah. Why?”

	“Even as burned as everything was, we have reason to believe it’s gone. We’re investigating what may have happened to it.” She nodded to her left, toward the man in the tactical vest. “This is Mr. Otsuka from the Sapling Corporation. Have you heard of them?”

	Joel’s heart almost stopped. “The Sapling?”

	“Yes, the ones in charge of technology and bionic control. They know where all the bionics in the country are, and if one is moved, they track it down.”

	What? Joel’s good hand tightened over his arm. He knew the basics of what they did, but hadn’t heard these alarming details. “So, they can find bionics that go missing? Like, track their signal or something? Like with computers?”

	“Yes, Mr. Lodowick, that’s exactly right.”

	“But it’s been there for nine years!” Joel said. “If they knew it was there this whole time, why didn’t they ever come for it?”

	“I think you vastly underestimate how many we deal with on a daily basis,” said Mr. Otsuka with a slight smile. “We still have tens of thousands to track down. The priority falls to ones that disappear or otherwise jump the queue. Ones in storage get pushed further down the line.”

	Joel looked back to Stephens. “So…this tracking signal…”

	“According to the Sapling Corporation, the signal went dead before the bionic ever left the clinic,” said Stephens. “Most likely, the bionic was taken by the arsonists. Either they shut the tracking beacon off right away, or something in the transmitter was damaged in the fire.”

	Except…neither of those things was true. What Officer Stephens was saying was that there was no reason he shouldn’t have led this Sapling Corporation straight to his own apartment. Which, to be fair, he kind of had. But why would Acubens’ tracker not be working?

	“However,” Stephens continued, “given the pressing circumstances of the threat to public safety, Mr. Otsuka is operating under Chapter 1, Title 48, Subchapter F, which allows the government to partner with private contractors for search and seizure rights. Under this statute, Mr. Otsuka is authorized to search your property as a precautionary measure without a warrant as part of our investigation. Are there any objections or information you’d like to share before he proceeds?”
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