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Tracey stood before her mirror, rubbed her hair dry, and moisturized her body. Then, she ringed for the robot to bring in some food. She was going to need a lot of energy for today's encounter. She couldn't do that with an empty stomach.

A call came through her device. She read the name on her LP device, a holographic image appearing inside the mirror, the screen that had come with the innovation. She swiped a hand on the mirror, as she observed her reflection. The call connected.

“Hey, this is sector 11, CYB6. We're calling to let you know that your session starts in fifty.”

“I know, thanks,” she said, swiping the thing to the left to end the call.

Like they have to remind me when I'm supposed to do my job.

She hissed.

Tracey needed no reminder. This was her life, her passion.  Nothing would make her late, not when she had a fast car parked with a double turbocharger. She'd race there if she had to. She liked it this way. She loved it when they made her realize how important she was to the network, to the world.

She was irreplaceable. No one could do the things she did. They'd try and fail. Woefully. Maybe they'd find a way to resurrect her when she died.

Who would want to miss having the package that she was? Tracey Star Junior. The biggest thing to happen to Hollywood 3 and the world.

Forty minutes later, she was on the road. As she zoomed past the building traffic in her tinted Ranger over classic S edition, she danced to Annabelle’s Too Hot to Handle. 

She was greeted at the gate by all and sundry, all of them smiling as she walked past them, her heels clicking the soft macadam, her ass swaying in her miniskirt to the beat coming from her latest TrackB9 headset, worth more money than most people would afford in a year.

When she got into the VR room, there was a sigh of relief from James Mahanoy.

“I was worried, sick. It's barely ten minutes before the session starts.”

“Relax. I'm always on time. I wouldn't want to keep my millions of fans waiting.”

“Alright. Let’s get you strapped in.”

She undressed, exposing everything to the member of the crew, which included James. She wasn't shy. James had seen her do this like a million times. He was like another lady to her. Kathryn rubbed the e-lotion on her as James plugged the mechanized tendrils all over her body; ears, eyes, boobs, and all.

Immediately it connected, Tracey was logged into the network. The people flashed through her eyes at such speed that her mind could barely count. She didn't bother.   This was how it was.

Except that it wasn’t.

The machine announced. “One Million mark.”

“Seven million mark”

“Ten million mark.”

James called in from the controls. “Oh, my god. We are exceeding limits. The machine cannot hold. It will break at anything greater than twenty.”

“Eighteen million.”

“Twenty-six million mark.”

Suddenly, the tunnel shook where Tracey was, James saw the smoke rise from the chamber.

James and the crew members screamed. “Emergency!”
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Kurt clicked the mouse, zooming in on the image. Tracey's body in full display came up. This girl was perfection defined. All her curves and molds wonderfully formed, not one bit extra, not the least bit small. It was just perfect. And she was his.

He leaned back in his chair and shut his eyes as he recalled scenes from last night. It had been pure fire. He was proud of the work he could do. Three rounds of sex and he could have gone for more. Tracey wouldn't even consider dumping him.

What’s with the thought of a dump, anyway?

She had said she loved him. She had meant it. He could see it in her eyes, those dreamy eyes with which she entangled the world.

His life had looked to be spiraling out of control. It was now on foot once again because of her. She was the fan that kept his fire alive. And he'd forever be with her, make her feel special, more than all the pleasures the VR world gave to her. 

The VR world.

These days, it felt like he was competing against them. Although Tracey wouldn’t admit it, there was always a glow whenever she finished with one of the goddamn sessions, the way she smiled, staring at the wall, lost in thoughts.

He'd heard her make those noises once while she slept, the same one she produced when she was at the height of a session. It had only meant she had dreams about it. And she'd wake up looking radiant. And she was satisfied.

Or maybe he just imagined things.

The phone rang. The screen display on the wall indicated it was James Mahanoy. He clicked the button to accept the call. It was on the loudspeaker.

“Sir, we have an emergency.”

Kurt sat up. “What is it?”

“It’s Tracey. She’s locked into the system and refusing a retrieval.”

“Tracey?”

“Yes, sir. It’s bad. Really bad.”

Kurt tried to rack his brain. He hadn’t remembered that she had a session today. Why hadn’t she said something?

Damn!

He was breathing faster now. He could barely think straight. “I'll be there in a few minutes,” he said, disconnecting the call.

He got up from his chair and looked out towards the window. Everything seemed calm and peaceful there. The world was unaware of the precarious situation.

He turned around. The office looked like it was going to implode on him. How had a regular VR session deteriorated into this?

“Oh, my Tracey, my sweet Tracey.”

He picked up the receiver. Then drop it again. He had to get there. He had to stop whatever was going on.

When he had left her house that morning, there had been the slightest tinge of impending danger. Call it an omen, or intuition, and he just knew that something was going to happen. His life had been going too well of late. And that wasn't normal, and no one should have complete bliss. No one goes through life without momentary struggles and troubles.

But why, Tracey?

He would have preferred it happen to another person, would have preferred an attack on himself, his job. Not Tracey. Not with all the plans he had for her for their future.

The devil and all his cohorts in this network were out against him. He was sure of that. He had listened to his plans and had swung immediately to action to ensure that they didn't manifest.

“God, please save her,” he said as he retrieved his jacket from the standing hanger. It nearly punctured in the middle due to his reckless pulling. 

Calm down, Kurt. You are the boss here. You can get this under control, his mind spoke to him.

Yet, he didn't believe it. He didn't think it would get better if he didn't step up and do something crazy.

A call came through again. It was from James, the lead technician.

Kurt hesitated. He didn't want to hear bad news if they had one. Nothing would happen to his Tracey. Nothing could happen to her.

He decided to pick it at last.

“Sir, it's getting pretty bad. Her body's vibrating, and there's very little we can do from the outside.”

“Are you nuts? Get her off that thing this very minute. Do you want her to die in there?”

“Sir, there's nothing we can do—”

He ended the call. He couldn't stand there arguing with that technician, passing instructions from this side when his angel was in a dicey situation, He needed to be there, to control things, to ensure that everyone did what was expected of them. Gosh! If anything happened to Tracey, someone would pay. He would slice all their head and feed them to dogs or vultures or anything. God, his angel, couldn't die.

Kurt ignored the elevator, as it'd be too slow for his descent, and took the stairs. Three at a time, he went down until he was on the fourth floor. The VR room was on the third floor. Another round of stairs and he'd be there any minute.

But damn, he was too slow.

Those few days he'd forgotten to do his exercises was making him slow, sloppy, too slow to be there for his girl.

He was a disappointment. He should be there for her when she needed him the most — not being as slow as a goddamn snail.

Freaking hells!

When he finally arrived at the third floor, Kurt took to his heels. He ran like his life depended on it like he'd lose his life if he didn't get there on time, like the love of his life would get better with his presence.

Maybe she would. Like in all those movies, she'd hear his voice and be fine immediately. He was almost in tears when he reached the VR room. He stopped in front of the door to wipe his eyes. He couldn't allow these men, subjects, to see that he was connected to her this way. They'd capitalize on it.

When he opened the door with his unique access card, a cloud of smoke greeted him. The whole place was covered in white clouds of the smoke, and the air smelled of burning wires and fuses

“Jeez,” he screamed.

“Where is she?” asked, taking hold of James. “Where's Tracey star?”

“We couldn't get her out, sir. She has refused our interference.”

Kurt punched the Gorilla 5.0 glass that shielded the VR room from the outside. “What do you mean she has refused? Does she control eh machine or you do?”

“Sir, you know how this thing works. An emergency evacuation would do her more harm than good. She could ... die.”

Kurt 's eyes dilated. “Don’t say that again. Don't fucking say that again!”

“Alright, sir. I won’t say it ... but she needs help.”

Kurt tried hard to control his flaring emotions. “What sort of help?”

James scratched the top of his head. “I don’t know, boss. I can’t say.”

“Isn’t there something we can do?” Kurt asked, going nearer to the machine.

James hurried to parry him off. “You can’t be too close, sir.”

“Don’t fucking tell me what to do. If you want to do something, save her. Don’t tell me what to do.”

He went close to the machine, put his hands on the nano-induced material, even though he knew what danger it posed. His baby was in there, and that was the only thing that mattered.

She lay there; the machines plugged to her. Her body vibrated to the touch of a million users, oblivious of what was going on with her.

“Please, come to me, Tracey. Don't allow them to take you away from me.”

She didn’t respond.

“Fifty-five million users,” the machine announced.

“Bloody shit!” Kurt exclaimed, his hands on his head. Then, he turned to James. “We've got to get her out of there. I don't care how you do it, but if she stays there one more minute, I'm going to do something very crazy.”

Kurt saw the reaction of the other crew members, people who held him in high esteem. Yet, he didn’t care. Not at the moment. Only Tracey mattered. He’d run crazy if she died in there.

“Embryonic fuel is down. I repeat. Embryonic fuel is down.”

The shell where Tracey lay was called the embryo. So, it meant something worse than the machine failing could happen at any moment.

“Get her out of there now. I don’t care how you do it. Melt the damn thing if you have to,” Kurt screams at the top of his voice.

Everyone works in a scramble. They begin pushing buttons, panic moving their fingers. Kurt sat on the table directly opposite the machine, watching every twisting and twitching of her body. He wished he could just get inside and whisk her off from the machine.

Why was she rejecting a retrieval?

Was she even aware of what was going on with her?

The ASIST was pretty much messed up. If only she knew what danger she was in, Tracey wouldn't stay there any longer, not if she could help it.

James returned but stood afar off. “Sir, we tried all we knew to do. It just doesn’t match what we have been trained for.”

Kurt knew the end had come. If James, a cowboy, versed with the knowledge of all sorts of machines, could not see a way out of this one, then it was pretty bad.

A hissing sound escaped the embryo.

“The system has crashed, sir.”

“With her inside? How is that possible?”

“I don't know...there's been some sort of bonding between her and the machine that I cannot explain. She had to like it, that's why she isn't coming out. With the way it stands, only she can save herself.”

Kurt could barely believe what was happening. His Tracey, the one he'd held close to his body this morning, was almost lost to the stupid network. The network didn't care, a system more about making money than anything else.

God!

If she came back, if he got a second chance, he wouldn’t wait. He would take her away the very next day, or hour. They’d fly first class to a destination far away.

He turned back towards the technicians. Kurt looked from left to right. Everyone was punching keys and turning knobs, flicking controls, yet, nothing was happening.

Then, he heard her cough.

Kurt turned around. She was finally going to come through. But then, she didn’t. Instead, she began to thrash, and whitish foam poured from her mouth.

“What’s that?”

James shook. “I don’t know, boss.”

Kurt grabbed him by the collar. “Don’t stand there and tell me you don’t know. I need her out of there now.”

“We’ll have to perform an emergency evacuation.”

“What?”

“Yes, boss.”

Kurt dragged him towards the wall and pinned him there. “So you mean there was something like that, and you didn't do it since?"

He let go of the man’s shirt.

Kurt turned around to look at the technicians. There were seven of them. “If anything happens to her, every one of you will pay. I swear it!”

They began the process to perform the emergency evacuation. The chamber would have to be ripped open. However, they didn’t have the time to make it faster. With every second they wasted, Tracey had less chance to make it out alive.

Finally, they were able to get her out, but she was in pretty bad shape. Luckily, there an oxygen mask that they fixed to her nose.

“We’ll have to call in an ambulance,” Kathryn said.

“Are you mad? You haven’t called one yet?” Kurt yelled at her.

Kathryn fidgeted, running to get the phone.

Kurt knelt beside her bed. “Please, don't go, Tracey. I need you.”

She didn’t respond, didn’t even move a finger.

This was bad. Terribly bad.
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Life seemed to have frozen for Kurt. He held his head in his hands and could neither sob nor cry. 

This is how things could go down so fast, he thought. 

He'd believed in love for once, and now it had been taken away from him.

As he knelt on the floor, beside Tracey's unconscious form, he wished he had done something different. He wished he could rewind the hands of time.

“Sir, you don’t have to beat yourself over this. It’s not your fault. Nobody knew stuff like this could have happened,” James said. 

Kurt didn’t respond. 

“When she came in, I suspected something could be wrong. Tracey had never been late like she was today. I suspected something was wrong from the moment she walked in. However, I couldn’t have acted on mere suspicion.”

Kurt’s life had blown into shreds, just like that.

If only he had known.

Any slight advance knowledge of this and he would have acted before it became full-blown.

But Tracey hadn’t shown any sign of it. She’d looked normal to him.

No. If she had refused to come out of the network, it was something that had happened in there. Maybe GlobalNet had experienced a glitch that the team hadn't seen.

Incompetent bastards! He would make them pay later. 

For now, he had to focus on Tracey, on making sure she was safe. 

But hells, she didn’t look like she could make it out of there.

On her face, there was no reflection of trouble. For all he knew, she could be taking a nap with an oxygen mask over her face. 

She still looked as beautiful and as radiant as when he first met her.

It had been raining that day. She’d been young and amazingly beautiful. She’d come to buy some drugs at the Pharmacy run by the corporation. 

He'd helped her as she came out from the cab without an umbrella. He'd helped her, right from the street into the Pharmacy, and had stayed all through her shopping until she finished. Then, he'd gotten her number, and from there, things had picked up.

It turned out she was in the city looking to hit the big screen. Kurt had been the perfect person for her. 

And he still was. 

But, as he looked at her face, still and spotless, he wondered where it had gone wrong. 

Now, there was little hope from her salvation. 

Don’t talk like that, Kurt, he thought. 

The technicians were working on bringing down the fire that had started when the network crashed. It would do him no harm to carry her off to somewhere he could get her to safety. 

But how would he get her out? There would be people who would not allow him to leave with her body.

That was a dilemma now.

Moreover, it was a given that by the time Tracey was well, there wouldn't be a way to get her out. She would be, more or less, the company's property, and his dream of going away would die unachieved. And he couldn’t allow that happen.

He could try at least. 

Slowly, he got up when the technicians weren’t looking, picked her from the table where she lay, careful to ensure that the oxygen tank didn’t detach from the mask. And moved towards the door. 

She was light in his arms, and Kurt wondered if that was one reason this was happening. Had she been watching her weight to the point that it affected her performance?

Yes. Maybe it was because of the sex they had yesterday. Maybe it impacted her in some way too.

All of these factors could have a bearing on her condition. 

God, what had he done to the one he loved? He wouldn't forgive himself if anything happened to her. For now, he needed to get her somewhere safe, somewhere he'd be safe to carry her away after treatment. 

“Sir, where are you taking her to?” James’ voice called from inside. He hadn't realized the man would get up so quickly. He'd intended to put a reasonable distance and anyone in that room so he could make a run for it if that would be necessary

“It’s none of your business. Please, go to back inside and think of fixing the damages that you and your incompetent technicians caused.”

James stood there, hands akimbo, refusing to move, and not saying anything.

“You know I'm still your supervisor. Right? I can give you a command, and you have to carry out.”

“What are you driving at, sir?” 

“I want you to go back there now and not disrupt me in any way.”

“But sir, we just called the ambulance, and they should be on their way already. Why not wait until they come.”

“And what if I don’t want to wait?” 

“It’s not advisable, sir.”

“Oh, so you now know what’s good and what’s not. You want to advise me now, right?” 

“I can’t let you leave with her, sir.”

Kurt bit his lip. He was right to be intercepting his movement. James might be a foolish technician, but he was not stupid. He knew that his job would be in danger, anyways. He was in more danger allowing Kurt to leave than he was disobeying his order.

Kurt took another approach. "Please, you have to let me leave. I need to take her where I know she will be safe."

James arched an eyebrow. “And you think the one’s coming won’t be able to do that? Kurt, this is CYB6. We work with the very best. If there’s any other hospital better, we would know and quickly change allegiance.”

Kurt was silent. He couldn’t come up with any other excuse. He accepted that he’d been defeated here. He had been working on a slim chance, a thread line, where chances of going out would be small, so small he wouldn’t even reach the gate even if he’d evaded James. This was CYB6, after all.

He slowly dropped her down. James rushed to take her away from him. He didn’t look back until he’d safely returned her body to the table where she’d remain until the ambulance arrived. Then, he came back to meet Kurt. 

He sat down beside him. 

“It’s so bad, boss.”

“Yeah,” Kurt affirmed, after seconds of silence. 

This man was trying to pry. Any information he let escape could be used against him. He understood the way the system worked, understood that the cleaner would work with anyone who knew Kurt, would try so much to get information that would assist them in performing the kill. His death loomed. He could feel it. Especially now that something had happened with the network. His ass would be on the line.
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