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The Kincaids





Their latest client was painfully old-fashioned, the sort who wanted to stare you down while making demands. It was a degree of familiarity that rattled Ryn’s nerves behind the cool facade. 

“I don’t normally meet clients in coffee shops,” Ryn said, helping themself to a scone. Beneath the table, they pressed a hand against their bouncing knee. It was a high-end place that was a bit steep for Ryn’s tastes, but they made excellent green tea.

“You’ll have to forgive me,” Mrs. Kincaid said. She was a middle-aged woman and appeared twenty years younger than her fifty-five years would imply—thanks to modern medicine and vast wealth. “I never cared for stuffy old offices.”

The corner of Ryn’s mouth twitched. They hadn’t had a physical office for years; everything was digital now. “I think I would’ve preferred that to airing out your dirty laundry.” Their eyes cut towards the nearby booth, occupied by a couple (his and hers, going by the indicators above their heads) enjoying their coffee and muffins in stark silence. Ryn liked to think they were corresponding via Telepathy, the modern take on telephones.

Body language seemed to imply otherwise. The man’s eyes were focused on his extended palm, darting from side to side as if scanning the morning paper. And the woman smiled absentmindedly to herself, fingers twitching in midair. Both doing their own thing, not quite parallel play, but better than being apart.

Across from them, Mrs. Kincaid merely shrugged. She who carried no pronoun markers, quirky nickname, or embarrassing status update. “I suppose that is an option, but I also wanted to avoid certain implications by inviting you into my home.”

“I understand, Mrs. Kincaid, but—”

“Oh, please. Call me Floyd. No need to be so formal.”

“Floyd it is.” They rubbed the back of their shaved head, close to the nape of their neck. Just below it rested the Implant. Vleck model. Not the first of its kind, but superior to older models. “I forwarded the documents to your email, but brought the hard copies, as requested.”

Floyd leaned forward, eying the thick folder Ryn retrieved from their briefcase. “Included in the files are a series of videos, all of which you can view at your leisure,” they said, handing her the folder. They weren’t in the habit of making hard copies; it was an awful waste of resources. But Floyd was a special case, a dinosaur in the era of high tech. “These are in order, from mildly to increasingly infuriating.”

She handled the folder as though it were C4, slowly turning it around in her fingers before unsheathing the mountain of evidence.

“Has he ever expressed a desire to upgrade?”

“No, not to me he hasn’t. He knows how I feel about all that nonsense. But to adapt it for the sake of…” She drew in a shaky breath. “I know I look calm and composed on the outside, but I assure you I am positively fuming right now.” It probably had something to do with the photos she was flipping through.

They started off unremarkable; just pictures of her husband coming to and from work or loitering in seemingly mundane places. But it only picked up from there.

“He gave me a fair bit of trouble, as you can see from the many time frames and positioning.” Floyd wanted concrete proof, and she got it.

Robert Kincaid moved like a man who knew he was being tailed. They spent that first week learning his patterns. Who he spent his time with outside of work, his actual schedule and not the loose timeline he gave his wife, and his favorite haunts.

It wasn’t until the second week that they realized he’d given them the slip on numerous occasions.

“I had my suspicions already, but I didn’t think he’d be so bold as to bring her here.” She slapped down a picture of Robert and a pretty young woman with thick blonde curls. “He used to bring me to this same cafe when he first began courting me. This was our spot.” She cleared her throat and lowered her voice before it could climb any higher. “It’s been our morning ritual for years, but we gradually stopped coming so often. Sundays are—were our special days together, now that the boys are out of the house.”

Ryn nodded along, adapting a sympathetic expression while they silently checked their email and notes. This was a big deal for Floyd, confirmation of a dying long-term relationship. But it was only business for them, and they hadn’t even gotten to the juiciest part yet. “I really am sorry things turned out this way, but now you know.”

“It’s never been a matter of knowing,” she said with a sigh. “It’s catching him in a lie.” She turned the photos over in her hands and laid them down with disgust. The topmost one was where things started to get serious.

“Do you need a break?”

“I don’t want to be alone right now, but I’d appreciate a change in topic,” she said, brushing an imaginary strand of hair from her forehead. “You asked if he was interested in upgrading. Why is that?”

They gestured at the discarded photo. “There’s more to the Implant than private calls and email,” they said. “Virtual reality is its main selling point.” He’d also scoped out clinics, a small list Ryn included as a courtesy.

Originally promoted as a second world, one where all means of life could take place (primarily work and education), it also sported a thriving gaming community. The open world MMORPG was something Ryn occasionally dabbled in to kill some time and energy, but they mostly stuck to the HUB.

“I don’t think he’d go that far. Not at our age.”

Ryn smiled back at her. “I hear it takes less out of you when you’re a child. Acclimation is practically seamless, at that age.” It had been almost fifteen years since Ryn elected to test out the Implant, back when it was still in the experimental stage and competing with body hackers. While the alternatives were fun and came in many flavors, they didn’t like leaving their faith in hobbyists. Looking back now, too many abandoned their projects to move on to new things or work on official hardware, leaving old clients in limbo.

“Oh, you young children...these are some rather good shots, I must say.” Floyd set another picture on the table and tapped at a corner. “How did you manage to get a shot of him like this...oh, excuse me. The balcony scene. It looks like it was taken a mere few inches away, but I know that building.”

“It’s one of the apartment buildings adjacent to his sister’s, yes.” The mistress lived somewhere on the 28th floor, way out of a normal person’s vantage point.

“You can even see the city skyline from this angle. Is that an upgrade provided, or do you have some sort of super camera?” Her tone and expression were endearing at least, but Ryn was not susceptible to flattery.

“A magician never reveals their tricks,” they said with a wink. “But I believe my work warrants the pay rate.”

Floyd’s smile faltered, but only slightly. “Oh, I’m not doubting you. I’m just curious about the procedure, is all. I want to know if anyone could do your job.”

“They’re more than welcome to try, but armchair detectives aren’t cut out for this gig.” It was dangerous, for one, and not just in regards to their life. One had to consider the legal ramifications for their behavior, such as trespassing or overly candid shots. “It’s best to leave it in the hands of professionals.”

“I suppose I can’t fault you for being cautious,” she said with a soft sigh. “But I’ll be able to sort the rest out in court.” She pressed a finger against her temple. “I believe the completion fee came up to five thousand, for a total of ten thousand dollars, correct?”

The job itself was tedious, but the money was more than worth it. Ten grand wouldn’t get them very far in the long run, but it was more than enough for a flight to and an extended stay in Berlin. “That is correct. You can send it the same way as last.”

“Yes, I still have your information saved.” She may be behind on the times, but at least Floyd wasn’t handing out paper checks.

A soft ping! went off in Ryn’s left ear, followed by an alert of the deposit. They blinked, and it disappeared. No muss, no fuss. “It was nice doing business with you, Mrs. Kincaid.”

“Oh, I suppose it’ll just be Ms. from now on. He took my name when we married, but he’ll shed it soon enough.”

“As it should be,” they said, and rose to their feet. Their job was done here; it was up to Floyd to figure out the rest.

“Oh, Mx. Casler?” Steely blue eyes looked them up and down, lingering at their bare fingers.

Ryn mentally exhaled. “Ms. Kincaid?”

“I don’t suppose you’re married, are you?”

Their skin prickled at the question, but they maintained a neutral expression. “You’d be correct. You’d also be correct in thinking I can’t understand where you’re coming from.”

Floyd visibly relaxed. “No, I can’t imagine you are. Not in this line of work.”

“I’m more than capable of separating my work from my personal life, Ms. Kincaid.”

They could’ve laughed. Wanted to. They had no interest in relationships, even before seeing the bitter remnants of their clients’. But they kept that cool expression, feigning something close to sympathy for Floyd’s sake.

“Well, be careful about who you choose to let in.” Mournful eyes swept the cafe one last time. “It’ll save you a great deal of heartbreak in the future.”
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All Cops Are Blurs





Ryn’s office was on a quiet side street near a few virtual cafes. The food and drinks served there were more for show, but it gave workers an illusion of normality as they filtered to and from their respective jobs. Ryn personally considered it virtual clutter; if they wanted a bagel and a coffee, they could always unplug and go out. 

But sometimes it was nice to walk down the narrow streets and admire the wild cast of characters seated around small tables, some typing away at tablets or chatting over steaming mugs.

And, depending on where you went, some of the avatars were less than human. Not how Ryn wanted to go out, but it made people watching interesting.

They paused near a gaudy virtual billboard. Not even VR was safe from advertisements, but this one was especially egregious. Partly because it was sponsored by self-proclaimed tech wizard and “bad boy” Ricky Gillespie, celebrated genius of the era, part-time mumble rapper, and proud father to a dozen kids who quietly disowned him over the years.

His signature phrase, “Would You Like To Live Forever?” stood out on the billboard in neon hues, and beneath it, was the image of an elderly person behind an old timey computer screen. On the screen was a hint of their younger self, and the promise to supersede age and a dying planet.

Ryn was used to seeing it online, but it spilled into offline spaces with similar aggressiveness. The reception was mixed, with people like Floyd Kincaid being staunchly against loading their consciousness into a computer. The younger folk took to it well, however.

Despite their tendency to adopt technology before their peers, Ryn was still on the fence.  

The building they worked out of was short and red bricked, with a simple plaque on the door that read Casler & Piers. Were it not for the Implant and VR, they’d still be sharing a towering, gray building with hundreds of other private investigators and small businesses.

But it was getting harder and harder to keep up if you didn’t have the latest tech and resources.

It was a very standard, almost drab office inside, an open concept that could easily turn into separate offices with the wave of a finger. A few potted plants lined the large window by their colleague’s empty desk, a fish tank with a school of clownfish and sea anemone by Ryn’s.

There was an odd creature at Ryn’s desk. It had the body of a man, but a series of green tentacles extended from its torso to the floor, and a CRT TV perched on its shoulders. It rested its “head” against a long, thick tentacle, and the screen clicked on and displayed the grinning face of a chimpanzee. With his feet kicked up on their desk, it was hard to take him seriously. 

Ryn pointed at the man-thing, then to the ground. “Piers, please.” They would not give him the satisfaction of uttering the ridiculous sentence rattling around in their head.

“Oh, you’re no fun,” the TV man grumbled, but obliged, shambling off with the use of his grotesque tentacles, short legs dangling in the air.

The sight made them snort, as close to a laugh as he could hope for. “Why can’t you pick something more presentable?”

“Why should I,” he said, plopping down on his own desk. The TV and tentacles disappeared, leaving only the comically long, pink tie as his defining aesthetic, second only to the pompadour he now fussed over. 

“Potential clients? Unlike you, I want to be taken seriously.”

“And you think I don’t?” He grimaced at the sudden pitch in his tone, and adjusted accordingly. “I think you need to lighten up, Cas. Do you even go outside the HUB?”

“Sure. When I’m not working.” That was debatable, actually; jealous spouses were more than happy to have their partners tracked in VR. Those assignments were Ryn’s least favorite, as there were too many variables to consider. The HUB alone gave them too much trouble.

“Psshaw!” He stretched out, chin rested in hand. “So, how’d it go?”

“I also don’t like to talk about my clients. You know this.” They didn’t care for gossip unless they were paying for it.

“You can at least tell me how much you pulled from the job.”

“Ten grand,” they said. “I wanted to ask for more, but I didn’t want to get too greedy.”

“That bad, huh?”

“More like annoying.” Figuring out how the soon-to-be former Mr. Kincaid eluded them was the hard part, but he wasn’t slick; the solution was as simple as following the breadcrumbs and realizing that the apartment building shared a basement with two others. From there, they were able to follow his path via infrared and deduced where he spent those missing hours.

“So, this Kincaid fella…”

“He’s straight,” they said, scanning their messages. “As in he only likes women.”

“And he’s probably going broke soon,” he sighed.

Despite his lackadaisical nature, Piers was very good at his job. Fraud, such as insurance and identity, was his specialty. The two occasionally worked together on a case if it involved catfishing or surveillance, and Ryn often handled background checks for him, if they had nothing better to do.

But they were best suited for fieldwork, where they could put their special set of skills to the test.

“Please develop better taste in men.” Their eyes froze on a missing person’s case, one they’d politely refused not once, but twice. 

The first time, it was sent directly to them by a potential client. The second, by another PI running interference for said client. But Ryn didn’t deal with the missing. They were a decent tracker, yes, but believed that some things were best left alone, and not everyone who went missing did so inadvertently. And cases like those were rarely straightforward; they couldn’t be solved in a week or two, like their usual turnaround. 

But this client was stubborn and offered to raise the pay with each contact. Ryn massaged their temple. The money was good, but... 

“Complains about too much work, piles up on work,” Piers said, leaning on his desk. “You should go on vacation, maybe meet a nice gal and let loose for a while.”

“I plan on retiring early. That’s my vacation.” And if they needed money, a part-time job as a photographer would do. Weddings, birthdays… There was always something.

“I just don’t want you to get burnt out, kid.”

“Don’t worry about me,” they said, and summoned their personal assistant, Burroughs.

In the virtual world, the AI had some semblance of a body, a shady figure with a blue outline. But it had no discernible gender, and Ryn saw no need to burden it with one.

Out of the corner of their eye, Piers grimaced at the stock image. His own assistant was a bear of a man, with arms and legs thick as tree trunks, a prominent belly, and thick gray hair.

“How may I assist?” Burroughs spoke in a dulcet tone, the shadow of a smile forming.

“Clear out my inbox, Redirect tab. Cross reference with my contacts and forward these requests to the hungry and willing.”

A tablet appeared in its hands and its head leaned forward, invisible eyes scanning the surface. “And what of the unsorted request?”

“I’ll accept it, if only to hear them out.”

“And what else do you have planned for the day?”

Ryn shrugged. “Take a nap and run a background check.”
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It took them all of twenty minutes to realize the name they were given was an alias. And a pun, at that. Paige Turner. They audibly groaned upon realization, and had to endure five minutes of Piers gasping and wheezing for air. That, coupled with the fact that they were borderline sleep deprived, led to Ryn logging out for the day and seeking a cure.

Playing around in VR was fun; you could be anything or anyone, but you needed to head to meatspace if you wanted the good sleep. The hard sleep.

Ryn wasn’t in a picky mood today, and didn’t look beyond the details presented on the woman’s profile. A consistent five star rating and overwhelmingly positive reviews were all they cared about at the moment.

And she, a tawny brown woman in her early thirties, delivered. What stood about her the most, and what granted her an air of mystery and prestige, were the delicate set of deer antlers protruding from her scalp. She had the markings of a white-tail deer running down her back to complete the aesthetic, a downright work of art if you thought about it. The antlers by far made things interesting, and she made an offhand joke about tennis balls when asked if she had any regrets.

So they were in fairly high spirits when they left the red-light district, but seeing the idling police officer, identified by their electric blue vest, gave them pause. Sex work was decriminalized in some states, or legal and heavily regulated in others (nowhere Ryn wanted to be found, in other words), but some clients got handsy and needed to be dealt with accordingly.

They gave the officer a curt nod; just seeing the vest gave them a temporary case of prosopagnosia. Something about people in uniforms and the lack of an identity, especially from those of authoritative standing.

But status aside, they were actually kind of cute—you just had to look beyond the vest.
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