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​Part I: Pieces
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Bar

Jon swung down from the cab of his long-nose rig, Wendy painted in looping script on the driver’s door. He was built like the truck itself — solid, squared shoulders and forearms roped with muscle from years on the road. His bald scalp gleamed faintly under the lot lights, setting off a close-cropped reddish beard that framed an easy, work-worn face. Boots hit the gravel with a heavy thud. He shoved the door until it latched, fished a stick of gum from his pocket, tore it open with his teeth, and started chewing.

He took in the parking lot — rows of dusty pickups, a few eighteen-wheelers idling by the fuel island — then headed for the roadhouse, stride loose but deliberate.

Inside, a bar at full hum wrapped around him: clinking glasses, karaoke drawl, the smell of fried catfish and beer. From the doorway he spotted a tall, hairless man in a snug white tee, muscles like braided rope beneath cotton. At his side sat a woman with long, glossy curls and skin the shade of warm almonds; laughter lit her face as she waved him over.

Jon lifted a hand in reply and angled across the room. As he moved, a bulk of men cut through the crowd — Jacoby leading, bruised face and that crooked smile. His right shoulder hit Jon hard, a blunt shove that rattled his ribs. Jon’s jaw worked around the gum, his eyes steady with a measured stare at the smaller man. 

“Relax, Jon,” Jacoby said, voice smooth as syrup. “It’s all good, huh?”

Not a word issued from Jon’s curled lips. He only watched, steady and flat. The tension hung for a beat before Jacoby gave a little shrug, turned, and led his boys toward the exit.

“Watch yourself, Jon,” said Jacoby, that odd, oily grin in place, meaning everything and nothing.

The last of the bulk out of the door, Jon rolled his shoulders and crossed the room. The bald trucker pushed a cold bottle his way as he dropped onto the bench.

“You oughta ignore ’em,” the curly-haired woman said, grin easy. “They’re halfway there already.”

“Wouldn’t hurt to nudge ’em the rest,” the other man muttered, lifting his beer.

Jon snorted, a half-smile tugging at his beard. “Jesus, you ought to be sectioned.”

Laughter rose, easy and familiar. They talked of freight runs and bad weigh stations, ordered another round, let the night stretch.

****
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TWO HOURS LATER, THE door swung open again. A woman stepped inside — black jacket, jeans, a faint gleam of numbers inked on her wrist: VI-II-IV. Her eyes swept the room until they settled on Jon’s table. She smiled, weaving her way through the crowd.

“Hey,” she said as she approached. Jon’s gaze lingered, softening.

“You look,” he said with a smile, words a touch slow from the beer, “like a hundred million bucks.”

His friends made teasing noises. She rolled her eyes, laughing. “Alright, cowboy. Let’s go.”

She pulled him up. He rose, steadying himself with an arm around her shoulders.

“Night, Wendy,” the curly-haired woman called.

“Take care, brother,” added the bald trucker.

Near the door, Jon tugged her back just enough to pull her into a crooked two-step. His boots slipped, but she caught his arm before he tipped and the two of them swayed in a small, off-balance circle. Her laugh warmed the space, and he held her a moment longer.

“Alright,” she murmured, easing him toward the exit. “Come on.”

Outside, the cold night bit at their faces. Their breath rose in thin plumes as she guided him to a pickup waiting under a streetlamp. She reached for the passenger door, ready to help him up, but he caught her fingers lightly and stilled her hand. His eyes were glassy, but his touch was steady.

He walked around the truck instead, opened the driver’s door, and held it open with a small, almost formal nod.

“Lady first.”

She slid in, watching him through the window as he closed the door gingerly, making sure it latched softly. He rounded the hood, opened his side, climbed in, and buckled himself with exaggerated concentration, jaw working as he tightened the strap.

He caught his breath, looked at her, and his eyes softened.

As she turned the key and the engine cranked awake, he hummed the start of Lady under his breath, the tune wavering but earnest. She shot him a sideways glance, half teasing, half touched.

By the chorus, she was singing with him—low, steady, filling in the notes he missed. The pickup rolled forward, snow whispering beneath the tires, their two voices drifting in and out of each other in the warm cab while the dark highway opened in front of them.

Samwel

Morning spilled over the city, gilding the strange geometry of S3A Cybernetics. From the street it looked half cathedral, half starship; sunlight crawled along the chrome ribs while its stone buttresses drank the shadows. At the very top the name burned in white: S3A.

Inside, footsteps struck the marble like a drumline — white-and-black sneakers, sweatpants slicing through reflections on the floor. The runner cut between reception desks, past a startled guard, and shouldered into an elevator. Stainless doors sealed him inside, muffling the lobby hum. The numbers on the panel blinked higher, higher.

With a soft chime, the doors parted onto the executive level. The runner shot down a corridor lined with smoked glass and framed patents, then burst into a vast corner office.

Near the window, a man in a tailored black suit was pacing a trench into the carpet. Broad-shouldered, nearly fifty, hair thick and dark but damp with sweat. He stopped mid-stride when the younger man entered.

Samwel — mid-thirties, trim beard, nervous sweat darkening the collar of his T-shirt — tried to steady his breath.

“That fucking ape!” the man in the suit roared, slamming a palm onto the desk. “I told you Jacoby would be a problem!”

Samwel’s gaze flicked from the polished floor to the broken skyline beyond the glass.

“If this leaks...” The older man’s eyes darted to the doorway. “Shut that damn door!”

Samwel swung it shut, the latch echoing. He edged forward, still catching his breath.

“Well?” the suit snapped.

“Police?” Samwel ventured, voice careful.

A stare like ice materialized. “Yeah, sure — and let’s invite the press while we’re at it.” Sarcasm dripped off every word. He snatched a sculpted cube from the desk — an expensive trinket — and hurled it at the glass wall. It clattered, bounced, and shattered into glittering shards.

He raked a hand through his damp hair. “Actually.... Call the media. Hint at a big announcement.”

“Yes, sir.” Samwel bobbed a quick nod and turned toward the door.

“Wait!” The man spun back, pacing again, agitation rising like static. “Fuck, that fucking monkey!”

Samwel lingered. “Sir, I... I know someone,” he said slowly. “He can find her.”

Brows shot up. “Who?”

“Jon.”

The suit blinked. “Jon? Drunk bum, Jon Weller?” Contempt coloured the name.

“He’s... if you want this done fast, no leaks — he’s the guy. Sober, he’s the best at what...”

A curt gesture cut him off. The executive stared at the skyline for a long beat, weighing options. At last he shook his head. “Get me Fin.”

Samwel hesitated, hand still on the knob. “Sir, with respect — I think that’s a mistake. Pay Jon right, he’ll get it done. Fin’s not built for this.”

Silence stretched. Then the older man exhaled, shoulders lowering a fraction. “You’d better be right, Samwel. If this blows back, it’s your ass.”

“I understand.”

“Whatever he needs,” the man added, voice calmer now.

Samwel nodded once, firm, and opened the door.

“And Samwel,” the boss said, stooping to collect the fragments of the shattered cube, “get me that media list. Also, tell the bimbo to cancel my tennis. This is gonna be a fucking...” and he went on indistinctly. 

“Yes, sir.” Samwel slipped into the hall, leaving the office heavy with tension and the glint of broken glass.

Jon’s

Bare feet pattered across a patterned purple carpet, the rhythm light and quick — a child’s sprint across the living room of a modest two-bedroom apartment. They rounded a corner, paused while a bedroom door cracked open, then darted inside.

With a delighted shout, the boy leapt onto the bed, phone clutched in one hand. He landed square on a sleeping Jon, clamping Jon’s nose shut with his free hand. Jon groaned awake, caught the boy’s wrist and pulled him closer, pretending to bite. The boy squealed, wriggling to escape as Jon made ridiculous chomping noises. At last the boy tore free, laughing, and bolted from the room.

Jon chuckled, reached for the phone and brought it to his ear.

“Sid!? What’s up?”

A faint voice crackled on the other end. “Jon, good to talk?”

Before Jon could answer, a little girl padded in, nibbling a chunk of bread. She held it with two hands, crumbs sprinkling down her shirt.

“Honey,” Jon said, still holding the phone, “will you bring me some bread?”

The girl didn’t reply, just looked at him with solemn curiosity.

“Please?” Jon added, grinning. “I’m hungry.”

She stretched out her hand. “You can have mine.”

Jon took a small bite, careful not to take it all. “Thanks, Bee. Get me two more, yeah? Please?”

“Okay, Daddy.” She dashed for the door.

“And put some peanut butter, okay?” he called after her.

“Okay!” she shouted, vanishing down the hall.

Jon turned his attention back to the call, shifting on the mattress to scan the tiny hallway.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Samwel,” Sid replied.

Jon’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Alright.”

Samwel’s voice came on the line.

“Talk,” Jon said, casual but alert.

“Twenty-five large,” Samwel said. “Need you to find someone.”

“Who?” Jon asked.

“You in?”

“Who,” Jon repeated.

“A droid,” Samwel answered.

“One-fifty,” Jon said flatly.

“Jon!” Samwel’s protest came sharp.

Jon ended the call with a tap and tossed the phone to the end of the bed.

It rang again a few seconds later. Jon let it buzz before picking up.

“They can do seventy-five,” Samwel said.

“One seventy-five,” Jon replied.

“Come on—” Samwel started, but Jon clicked the call off again. This time he switched the phone completely off, set it aside, and picked up the half-eaten bread.

“Bee!” he called.

“Coming!” the little girl answered from the kitchen. A moment later she appeared, carefully balancing three slices of bread in one hand and a small container of peanut butter in the other. She grinned as she presented them. Jon smiled back, ruffling her hair.

“You know what?” he said. “How about we go get something at the diner instead?”

Bee’s face lit up. She set the bread and peanut butter on the bed and dashed off. “I’ll get my shoes!”

Jon stuffed a slice of bread in his mouth, grabbed a pair of jeans from a simple wooden closet, and pulled on a grey T-shirt. He scooped up the other pieces of bread and peanut butter and headed to the living room, dropping them on the coffee table before sinking onto the couch.

“Let’s go out,” he said to Wendy as she entered from the kitchen in a magenta sweater and colourful pajama trousers.

“Mmh-mh,” she answered, shaking her head with a faint smile.

Jon reached out, caught her hand, and gently tugged her onto the couch. “We already voted,” he teased.

The kids tumbled in from their room, jackets zipped, Bee hopping on one foot as she tugged on her other boot. “Ready!” she shouted, bouncing with excitement.

Jon turned to Wendy, eyebrows raised. “Well?”

Wendy adjusted the boy’s maroon beanie, eyes softening as she looked at all three of them. “Alright, alright,” she said, retreating to the bedroom. Moments later she returned in black jeans, the same sweater, and a red beanie pulled low.

Outside, faint snow dusted the cold morning as they piled into an older Forester and drove ten minutes to a small diner near a gas station at a junction. Inside, warmth and chatter greeted them. They slid into a booth, ordering pies, coffee, milkshakes, bacon, Alfredo — comfort for everyone. The kids soon spotted friends and, with permission, carried their plates to a nearby table.

“Samwel called,” Jon mentioned, eyes lingering on Wendy’s hazel gaze.

“You tell him to get fucked?” she said, unruffled.

Jon smiled. “Something like that.”

“Good,” Wendy replied, sipping her coffee.

“Something about a droid,” Jon added. She met his look but said nothing.

They lingered over their food, chatting with familiar faces for a time and half a time. Satisfied, they grabbed a few odds and ends from the diner’s shop, and stepped into the light snow, brushing flakes from their coats. Jon unlocked the car, Bee and her brother scrambled inside, and Wendy slid in beside them. Jon shut the door on the cold and started the engine.

****
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PARKED A FEW YARDS from Jon’s house, Sid sat behind the wheel of a Honda CR-V, engine off, frost collecting on the edges of the windshield. She unscrewed the lid of a dented thermos and poured coffee into a travel mug; only enough remained to fill it halfway. She took a slow sip, another, then glanced down the street just as the Forester came into view, snowflakes speckling its hood. She took another sip, tipped the rest of the coffee back into the thermos, tightened the lid, and set it aside before gathering her curly hair, pulling on a cuffed beanie, and wrapping her scarf snug. Then she unlocked the door and stepped out into the crisp air to wait.

The Forester pulled into the drive. Two doors flew open and the children tumbled out, boots crunching on light snow.

“Been waiting for you!” Sid crouched, arms open. They barreled into her, squealing.

“Where’ve you been?” she asked, laughing.

“To get some breakfast!” the boy announced.

“At the diner,” Bee added, eyes bright.

“Did you bring some with you?” Sid teased.

“A little,” they chimed together. “It’s in the car.”

“I’ve got something for you too.” Sid ducked back into the CR-V and emerged with a neatly tied box.

“What is it?” the boy asked, bouncing.

“It’s a surprise,” she said, handing it over. “Go on, open it inside.”

The children thanked her and, helping each other, carried the box up the walk.
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