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PRAISE FOR ARIEL S. WINTER AND BARREN COVE


“A meticulously imagined story that reads like The Wasp Factory soldered into Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? The pages really skittered by. Genuinely literary science fiction.”

—Natasha Pulley, author of the internationally bestselling The Watchmaker of Filigree Street

“Providing further evidence of the futility of genre labels, Barren Cove is a thoughtful and affecting family drama that just happens to be about robots. Winter’s vision of a machine-ruled dystopia is a quiet country manor where a few mechanical people search for meaning in the mysteries of their programming. An unsettling portrait of humanity as seen through the eyes of its creations.”

—Isaac Marion, New York Times bestselling author of Warm Bodies and The Burning World

“Barren Cove is a touching and funny and skillfully written novel, and an original take on science fiction. I’m not a great fan of this genre, but I can see, with this one book, how Mr. Winter could make me one. The writing is clean and highly readable; the characters are believable, despite being robots; the dialog is ear-perfect, and the plot never sags or lets up for a minute. I had a great time reading it.”

—Stephen Dixon, National Book Award–nominated author of Frog and Interstate

“Weaves a uniquely dreamy spell, and a lingering one. Lyrical, unexpected, and curiously affecting… [A] story that lodges uneasily in the heart and mind.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A quietly brilliant look at what it means to be human. This deserves to be a classic.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“From the first line to the last, I loved every page, my brain lighting up in strange and wonderful ways.”

—The Literate Quilter

“Ariel S. Winter has created a masterful work in Barren Cove. His writing style flows beautifully and ensnared me before I quite comprehended where he was taking me.”

—Popcorn Reads

“Winter’s plot-line is drenched in risk, but he’s able to pull it off via layered characters who speak in universal tones about the world which we share.”

—Electric Review



PRAISE FOR ARIEL S. WINTER’S THE TWENTY-YEAR DEATH


“Bold, innovative and thrilling.”

—Stephen King, New York Times bestselling author

“Extraordinary… seductive, even a little sinister… like some glittering spider web that catches the eye of an admiring fly.”

—Marilyn Stasio, The New York Times

“An absolute astonishment.”

—Peter Straub, New York Times bestselling author of A Dark Matter

“Wildly, audaciously original.”

—James Frey, New York Times bestselling author of A Million Little Pieces

“[A] delight.”

—Alice Sebold, New York Times bestselling author of The Lovely Bones

“A testament to style… [a] triumph.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Marvelous.”

—The Washington Post

“Tight, compact, and riveting.”

—City Paper (Baltimore)

“Winter carries his tri-fold tale off with consummate skill.… [A] groundbreaking crime epic.”

—SeattlePI.com

“Sometimes a first novel appears that is so bold, so innovative, so brilliant that you just have to tip your hat and say ‘Bravo.’… [It’s] as if Winter decided to show up at Yankee Stadium determined to hit with Babe Ruth’s bat and belted a home run first time at the plate.… Transcendent.”

—Bookreporter

“Audacious and astonishingly executed… immersive, exhilarating, and revelatory.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“A hell of a lot of fun.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Brilliant.”

—Library Journal (starred review)
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Sitting down, chief of police Jesse Laughton put his palms on his desk to steady himself, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. He was exhausted. His headache, coupled with the chronic pain in his face, made it hard to focus. Life would be easier if I was dead, he thought, then opened his eyes and looked at the clock on the wall without turning his head. The thin red hand made its stuttering march through the numbers into the late afternoon. Only forty-three minutes left in his shift.

Then the phone on his desk buzzed, the vibration sliding it across the out-of-date calendar-blotter. He had it set on Do Not Disturb, and lying facedown. He knew that having his phone in Do Not Disturb mode during his shift was not only against the police department’s bylaws, but as chief was irresponsible. But this late in the day, he just didn’t care. Now it was ringing anyway, which meant that somebody needed to get through badly enough to call him more than once in two minutes. Still, he watched it buzz for another few seconds before working up the strength to turn it over to see who was calling. It was Mathews. That was bad.

He answered. “Chief Laughton.”

“Well, we won the lottery,” Mathews said without a hello.

Laughton felt his stomach drop, followed by a wave of nausea. He waited for it.

“Dead body,” Mathews said. “Taser to the neck.”

Laughton closed his eyes again. “Homicide.”

“Looks like it. First one on the preserve.”

Shit. Nine months since they opened the SoCar Preserve, and the first body has to show up in Liberty. Really, it’s amazing it took this long. The drop in violent crime since the preserve opened was something both the robot and preserve governments were touting as proof that the preserve had been a success that far exceeded expectations. Well, the honeymoon was over.

“It’s Carl Smythe. Body was behind Kramer’s Market, between the dumpster and the loading dock. I thought you’d want to come look.”

Chief Laughton could feel his left lower eyelid fluttering. The whole left side of his face began to tingle.

“Chief?”

“Anything I can’t get from the pictures?” he said.

“It’s just when they start asking questions,” Mathews said, “they’re going to be asking you.”

Why did it have to be in Liberty?

“Okay,” Laughton said. “I’ll be right over.”

“We’ll be waiting.”

Chief Laughton hung up, and held the phone a moment in a daze. He looked at the clock again. It promised thirty-seven minutes left in his shift, but that didn’t mean anything now. If only his head didn’t hurt. He opened his desk drawer and took out a bottle of Advil. Each pill cost a fortune these days, but if there was ever a time to use them, this was it, even if he knew they probably wouldn’t help. He swallowed four, dry, dropped the bottle back in the desk drawer, and looked at his gun sitting in the drawer as well. The way his face felt, he couldn’t shoot straight if he had to. There was no reason to make the first murder in preserve history also the first day he carried a gun since coming to Liberty. He slammed the drawer shut, stood, and strode out of the room.



Liberty was the smallest of the three towns on the preserve outside of Charleston. The town had started out with a larger than normal human population because of two separate Southern Baptist churches that had attracted strong congregations. That gave it a reputation of being orgo-friendly, and the churches had advertised that all were welcome. Now that Liberty was overflowing with preservationists, the churches’ importance had waned. The town instead sported more bars than any other kind of establishment, and they were all lax with whom they served and how much.

Chief Laughton pulled his truck up to where Mathews’s cruiser was parked. The blacktop was cracked, green shoots growing where they could. A chunk of concrete sat beside the supermarket’s loading dock, a rusty bit of rebar at the edge of the platform showing where it had been. There were two dumpsters, both overflowing, and garbage bags neatly lined up on the ground all around them. A refrigerated box truck, its compressor huddled on top, was backed up against the loading bay with a crude painting of a cornucopia emblazoned on the side. The word “Sisters” was written in fancy script above the cornucopia, and stenciled block letters below it read “SoCar Preserve.”

Mathews and his partner, Dunrich, were talking to Larry Richman, the store’s manager, and some skinny, white kid, looked maybe fifteen. The kid had his arms folded high on his chest, hands in his armpits, like he was cold despite the early spring weather. A young black man sucking a vape leaned against the delivery truck. Richman kept peeking over his shoulder at the body slumped against the building. Jesus, Laughton thought. He put the truck in reverse, and pulled it back so that it blocked the view of the body for anyone who happened to be going by. They didn’t need an audience.

The chief willed his mind to focus, pushing the pain in his face and his head down as best he could to get through the job that needed to be done. He got out of his truck, and Mathews turned to meet his boss.

“The kid found him when he came out to receive the delivery,” Mathews said without bothering with a greeting.

Carl Smythe’s body was propped up in the corner formed by the loading dock and the back of the building. He was wearing cargo shorts and a three-quarter-sleeve baseball shirt for some team called the Cougars. His head was tilted back, his eyes closed. “You close the eyes?” Laughton said.

Mathews shook his head. “They were like that.”

Laughton nodded. The eyes hardly mattered. The real showstopper was Smythe’s left arm and leg. They’d both been cut open, jagged tears consistent with a dull blade. But instead of a bloody mass of flesh, the wounds revealed metal bones encased in simul-skin. “So he was a robot,” Laughton said. “Shit.”

“Cyborg,” Mathews said.

“You knew?”

“Nah. We did a scan when we saw the bones. Rest of him’s one hundred percent orgo.”

“Hate crime?”

Mathews shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t see it. Records search said Smythe was into sims.”

Laughton pulled out his phone and took a picture of the corpse.

“We got it on the 3-D,” Mathews said.

“A picture comes in handy,” Laughton said, checking it. “Black guy the deliveryman?”

“Yeah.” Mathews looked at his phone. “Barry Slattery. He doesn’t have a record.”

Laughton examined the area around the body, but there was nothing to find. It wasn’t like there would be footprints in the asphalt. “You said it was a Taser?”

“I didn’t want to move him, but you can just see it, back of the neck.”

Laughton stepped closer to the body. He saw the discoloration Mathews was talking about. “Give me gloves.”

Mathews pulled a pair of black latex gloves from his pocket and handed them to the chief.

After putting them on, Laughton tilted the head forward with great care, as though he didn’t want to wake the man, and there, in the center of the back of the neck, were twin puncture wounds, swollen like bee stings, reminiscent of vampire bites from old horror movies. “Good spot, Officer.”

“Could be a robot,” Mathews said.

“Or it could just be a Taser.”

“Weird choice of murder weapon.”

“Unless Smythe wasn’t supposed to die.”

Laughton ran his hands down to the pockets. “Phone?”

Mathews shook his head. “Couldn’t find it.”

“Boss?” Dunrich called.

Laughton and Mathews turned.

“You want to talk to these guys?”

“Did he really just do that?” Laughton said to Mathews. He shook his head and rolled his eyes, and headed for the witnesses.

Larry Richman was in his familiar suit, the jacket over a black T-shirt with no tie. Laughton wondered if Bob Kramer required the outfit of his manager, or if Larry wore it out of pride. He had been the sole supplier of food to the human population back when Liberty was still named after some extinct Native American tribe, before its new residents rechristened it as an outgrowth of the upwelling optimism many felt at the creation of the preserve. The demotion from owner to manager had to sting, even if it had been Larry’s decision to sell his store to Kramer. It always struck Laughton as a bit ridiculous to see Larry restocking shelves or carrying boxes all dressed up.

“Hey, Larry,” Laughton said.

“Jesse,” Larry said.

The boy wore a Kramer’s collared T-shirt and black pants. His name tag read “Ryan.” In Baltimore, Chief Laughton had been the only human in major crimes, famous for reading lies on people’s faces that robotic facial recognition software could never match, but on the preserve, there hadn’t been much cause to call on his nearly fifteen years of experience. That’d been the point of the job, after all. It was supposed to be stress-free, or at least stress-lite, given the smaller population, but as he began talking to the boy, he immediately started to evaluate the muscle movement in the boy’s face, reading his macro-expressions while looking for any micro-expressions that might flitter by.

“Ryan,” Laughton said, turning to the boy, “you already tell the officers what you saw?”

“We’ve got it recorded, boss,” Dunrich said.

Laughton didn’t even bother to turn to give his officer the evil eye for interrupting. He could count on Mathews to reprimand his partner later. “Tell me,” Laughton said.

“There’s not much to tell, really. I came out of the back”—he nodded, indicating which door with his chin—“Barry was opening the back of the truck, and I looked over and just…”

nose wrinkle, cheeks raised, eyebrows down—disgust

“I saw the body.”

“And?”

“I told Mr. Richman,” Ryan said.

face neutral

“I thought I was going to throw up.”

Laughton felt that way too, but it had nothing to do with the crime scene. Trying to ignore his headache was getting harder. “Did you know who it was?”

The boy shook his head.

nose wrinkle softened, cheeks relax—relief

“Never seen him.”

“See any strangers around? Unfamiliar cars?”

The boy shook his head again. Consistent expression.

Laughton looked at Larry. Eyelids raised, rest of face passive—worry. Laughton couldn’t say whether it was for the victim, who was beyond help, or for how the event would affect his business. “Larry?”

“I’ve seen him around,” the manager said.

lower eyelids tensing—fear

“Came in maybe once a week or so, maybe. I didn’t know his name.”

“What about Barry?” Laughton said, lowering his voice. “How well you know him?”

lower eyelids relaxed—fear passed as he realized he wouldn’t be asked anything he didn’t know

“He’s been making the produce delivery for a while, before the preserve, maybe two years? I don’t know.”

“You ever seen him talking to the victim?”

frown, grooves flanking the lips, narrowed lower eyelids—answer in the negative

“Nah,” Larry said. “Barry doesn’t come in past the storeroom. He drops the stuff and pulls out.”

Laughton looked over at the deliveryman. His right leg was jiggling with nerves as he took another drag from his vape.

“Cameras back here?”

“No. No reason to waste the electricity.”

“What about inside? Or in the front?”

Larry shook his head. “Theft hasn’t been a problem. Mr. Kramer figures anyone stealing probably needs it anyway.”

“Haven’t I seen those tinted domes in the ceiling?”

“Just for show.” Even the worry was gone now, and no micro-expressions to counter anything the manager had said. Neither of them was lying, which wasn’t really a surprise.

Laughton looked at the body again. Why’d it have to be in his jurisdiction? Gangs had sprung up in the city. Couldn’t they shoot each other? “We’ll have to ask the other employees if they noticed anyone.”

“Of course,” Larry said.

The chief knew he should have other questions, but he couldn’t think straight, the tension in his face making everything fuzzy. “Okay,” Laughton said, feeling unsettled. “Let me know if you think of anything or see anything.”

“What about the body?” Larry said.

“We’ll have it out of here soon.”

That seemed to satisfy the store manager. What else was he going to do?

“Listen,” Laughton said. “Don’t tell anybody about this, and if you told anyone already, tell them not to tell anyone. I want to keep this close as long as we can.” Laughton looked everyone in the eye, and they all nodded. “All right,” he said. He held out his hand. “Thanks, Larry.”

They shook. Then Richman led the stock boy to the rusted, handleless back door, took a ring of keys from his pocket, sorted through them, and opened the door.

Laughton turned his attention to the deliveryman. He was still bouncing his leg.

“What do we do with the body?” Mathews said.

In Baltimore, they would have a forensics team in to record the crime scene in hyper-definition, but they didn’t have those kinds of resources in Liberty. They also didn’t have a place to store a corpse. He guessed he’d have to at least loop in the coroner—if there even was a coroner—which meant they wouldn’t be able to keep this to themselves for long. “Call for the ambulance,” he said. “It’s not like we have any fancy CSI we can do here, and the city can’t get anyone out here in something like a reasonable time. I’m going to talk to the deliveryman.”

“Dunrich,” Mathews called. The younger officer was squatting near the body, examining who knows what. “Radio for the ambulance.”

Dunrich put his hands on his thighs and pushed himself up. He tore his eyes away with reluctance, going over to the cruiser and reaching in for the radio.

As Laughton approached the deliveryman, the young man’s shoulders went up, and he turned just a few degrees, a defensive pose.

“Evening,” Laughton said. “Barry?”

The young man sucked on his vape and nodded.

“You want to tell me what happened?”

Despite the body language, the man’s face was relatively neutral. “Not much to tell, boss. I didn’t see the guy until the kid said, ‘Shit. Oh my god.’ ”

flash of nose wrinkle, slight upper lip raise—disgust at the memory

“How didn’t you see the guy before then? Body’s pretty obvious.”

Barry shook his head. “Look, I got out of the cab and walked around the front of the truck, so the truck was blocking my view. I wasn’t looking all around or anything.”

“What about in the side mirror when you were backing up the truck.”

“Man, then I’m looking at the edge of the truck and the loading dock. I’m not taking in the whole scene.”

People can often miss things that are right in front of them. Their minds are somewhere else, and they’re moving without even seeing their surroundings. You could walk right past your brother in a crowd and never even see him. Still, Laughton didn’t love it. The body was pretty obvious.

“Do you know the guy?” Laughton said. “Look familiar?”

micro-expression—sadness—lying?

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so, or you know?”

“No,” Barry said, shaking his head. “I don’t know him.”

Laughton waited a beat, giving Barry a chance to add something, to change his answer. But instead, the deliveryman covered his expression by taking another drag of his vape.

“Where do you live?” Laughton said.

“Charleston.”

“And you deliver anywhere else?”

“The whole preserve. Beaufort, Georgetown. This is my last stop.”

“Can I see inside the truck?”

Barry nodded. “Sure.” He led Laughton around the front of the truck, up the stairs to the loading dock, and pulled the back of the truck open. It was empty, and cold from the refrigeration unit. Laughton’s footsteps echoed as he walked in. There were a few leaves of lettuce crushed into the floor of the truck. A hand truck was bungeed to the wood slats along the inside left wall. Laughton stepped back onto the loading dock, and he noticed that the body wasn’t visible from there. Barry wouldn’t have seen it while unloading the truck.

“You’re heading back to Charleston now?”

Barry nodded. “Yeah.”

That micro-expression bothered the chief. People generally didn’t show sadness over the death of a stranger, but it could have just as easily been sadness that he couldn’t help. But if he had been involved in the murder, Laughton would have expected fear or anger. “All right,” Laughton said. “We might need to contact you again. Can we get your info?”

Barry took his phone out of his back pocket, and Laughton tapped his phone against it. There was the confirming buzz of receipt. Then Barry grabbed the canvas strap hanging from the truck’s back door and pulled the door shut with a clang.

Laughton hopped down from the loading dock, joining Mathews as Barry locked up the back of the truck.

“Carl was living over in Crofton,” Mathews said. “Whole town to himself, except Sam something-or-other. I think they were living together.”

“Shit,” Laughton said. He closed his eyes and sighed. “We better go talk to him in case he decides it’s time for a road trip.” He opened his eyes and tried to calculate if he needed to let his counterparts in the other inhabited towns of the preserve know the situation. There was nothing the chiefs of police in Beaufort and Georgetown could do. Chris Ontero, the police commissioner in Charleston, was technically not his superior, but as the head of the police in the preserve’s one large city, the commissioner was the face of preserve law enforcement. He would have to talk to the press when this went wide.

“You sure you’re okay, Chief?”

“No,” Laughton said. “Just give me a moment.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and called the Charleston Police Department. As it rang he said to Mathews, “Come on. You’ve got driver’s seat.” He headed for his truck while Mathews told his partner to wait for the ambulance. The delivery truck pulled away from the building, Barry leaning back in his seat in the cab.

The CPD system shuffled the chief around until he got a voice mail recording. He didn’t want to leave the news on the phone—he didn’t know if a secretary answered the commissioner’s voice mail—so he just left a message asking the commissioner to call him. He stepped up into the passenger seat, texting his wife with one hand, the auto-suggest anticipating each word, allowing him to just tap: “I’ll be home late.” Either it was something he texted often enough for the phone’s memory to fill in the blanks or it was such a common thing to say—thousands of people always late, always apologizing—that it was in the phone’s programming. He dropped his phone in the cup holder, and let his head fall back on the headrest and closed his eyes. If only the pain would stop.

Mathews jumped into the driver’s seat, pushing the power button before he’d even gotten the door closed. “Battery’s a little low, boss.”

“It’ll be fine,” Laughton said without opening his eyes. His phone buzzed twice. It was probably his wife responding to his text. He didn’t bother to get the phone out to check.

Then something in his head clicked on. Timing, he thought. He put down the window, and called, “Dunrich.”

Dunrich looked up from his phone, and then jogged over to the truck. “Boss?” he said.

“Find out how often they take the garbage out,” the chief said. “Give us some idea of how long the body might have been sitting here.”

“Okay.”

“And ask the other employees about strangers.”

“Right.”

Laughton raised the window. He should have thought of the timing question when he was interviewing Larry and Ryan. This didn’t bode well, if his mind was this fuzzy. What else had he forgotten to ask?

“Ready?” Mathews said.

The chief nodded.

Mathews punched “Crofton” into the GPS, and the truck managed a U-turn, the whole cab bouncing as they went through a pothole. The junior officer, mercifully, didn’t say anything.





It was just falling dusk as they made their way through Crofton. The front lawns of all the houses had gone to hay, about knee-high, and there wasn’t a single electric light on anywhere. Even the streetlights were dark. The robots must have figured, Why waste the bulbs?, and took them with them. Otherwise, it was hard to know the town was deserted. The houses had been inhabited recently enough that they’d yet to show signs of ruin. A United States flag hung from a flagpole in front of one home. Solar panels remained on many roofs, harder to take away than lightbulbs. Porch furniture waited loyally for sitters that would never come. Laughton could never decide if the robots had afforded humans so much land to humor the pro-orgos, who thought consolidating humans would encourage a population boom that’d require space to grow into, or if the machines just wanted a wide cushion zone.

The two policemen didn’t know where Smythe had been living, so they meandered up and down the backstreets, Mathews driving manually. He turned on the headlights, then about twenty minutes later, the brights. The lights turned the hay a yellow white, and the black shadows of the houses rising from the wild lawns made Laughton think of old pictures he’d seen of elephants on the savannah, although he didn’t know how big elephants had really been and couldn’t imagine an animal that large.

The chief’s headache had receded just enough to be nagging instead of debilitating. He kept rubbing his face to stay awake. When he saw the glow of artificial lights one street over, he exhaled in relief. “There,” he said.

Mathews looked, and then gunned the engine, pulling around the corner on screeching tires.

“Jesus, Mathews,” Laughton said.

“Sorry.”

The house was a plain, bloated, two-story box, probably a hundred years old, from a time when size was more important than style. The light escaping from the open windows showed rows of solar panels covering the front lawn and the lawns of both neighbors. Thick wires hung from the roof where there must have been another array. The solar panels explained how Smythe and Sam could afford the extravagant show of light, but that many solar panels weren’t just being used for nighttime illumination. Something was happening in the house.

“Looks like Sam hasn’t gone anywhere,” Mathews said.

“Looks it.”

“How do you want to do this?”

The chief opened his door. “We’re just going to have a conversation,” he said, stepping down from the truck. Mathews got out on the other side, and they slammed the doors. No need to worry about alerting the man. They were about to knock.

As the men made their way down the narrow path, a backlit silhouette appeared in one of the front windows, peering out to see who had arrived. It moved quickly away from the window at the sight of them. They opened the storm door, and Laughton banged on the front door with the side of his closed fist. Mathews turned on his body camera. The chief still liked to take notes with a stylus and oversize phone. “Look,” Mathews said, a smile in his voice. Laughton looked and saw the calm, slow pulses of fireflies hovering among the solar panels.

The door swung open. The chief squinted against the sudden brightness, which stabbed him in the right eye. A rail-thin man in his early thirties stood looking at them. He wore glasses with no bottom rims, and had his hair in a ponytail, stray wisps floating around his head. A tattoo graced the inside of his forearm, something in fancy calligraphy that the chief couldn’t read.

“Yes?” the man said, his tone an attempt at being calm but ruined by a note of defensiveness.

Mathews was in uniform. Laughton took his badge folder from his rear pocket, and flipped it open for the man to see. “This is Officer Mathews. I’m Chief Laughton. May we come in?”

The man hesitated, seeming on the verge of asking a question, but then stepped back and said, “Sure, okay.”

The policemen stepped by him into a small but cavernous entryway, the ceiling extending up to the second story. A carpeted room to the left was filled with industrial metal shelving laden with row after row of chunky, gamer-level computer towers, each with a small green LED eye assuring it was on. It was hot inside, despite the open windows. The combined noise of the computers’ cooling fans sounded like rushing water.

“That’s a lot of hardware,” Mathews said, turning his body so the camera was sure to pick it up.

“Yeah,” the man said with a nervous, embarrassed laugh.

“What’s your name, sir?” Chief Laughton said, getting out his phone and opening a new note.

“Sam McCardy,” he said. “Samuel.”

“And you live here with Carl Smythe.”

“We’re business partners.”

“What’s your business?” Mathews said.

McCardy looked like he could punch himself. “Computers,” he said.

Mathews snuffed in amusement.

“When was the last time you saw Mr. Smythe?” Laughton asked.

“I don’t know,” McCardy said. “Lunchtime? Right before lunch.”

“What time was that?”

The man’s brow screwed up in serious contemplation. He shook his head. “Eleven.” He shrugged. “I really don’t know. Did something happen with Carl?”

“As a matter of fact,” Laughton said, “he’s dead.”

McCardy went white, his whole body slumping, his breathing grew shallow, and his mouth screwed up, the look of a man who was refusing to allow himself to cry. He tested out his voice, and it came out cracked. “How?” Just the one word.

screwed-up lips, lower eyelids narrowed—grief

“Mr. McCardy. Could we come in, maybe sit down?” Chief Laughton said. The grief seemed genuine, but there was a flash of fear in the brow. Not uncommon given the situation, but suppressed faster than Laughton would have expected.

“Yeah,” McCardy said, nodding, looking at the ground, looking at nothing. “Sure. Yeah.” He stepped back, and then turned, leading them through a small passage into a combined kitchen–living room space. Here there was more industrial shelving surrounding two large folding tables in the center of the room, each with three flat-panel monitors, multiple VR headsets, keyboards, enormous speakers on stands, and what looked like large soundboards with rows of tiny dials. The shelving was not given over entirely to computers, though. There was a retro-gaming rig with some antique consoles going back to the twentieth century. Chief Laughton recognized a few consoles from his father’s collection with a pang of nostalgia. Confusingly, there were two racks stuffed with books—real, antique, paper books—more than Laughton had ever seen outside of a museum. More than he’d ever seen inside a museum.

But of course, the thing that drew his eye was bins filled with different-colored memory sticks, the kind that was used for sims. Each bin was marked with masking tape on which code names were written: Dikdik, Mollies, Starburst, The Bat. Chief Laughton still did not understand why sims remained a physical medium. The programming—human or robot—the manufacture of memory sticks, the distribution, the porting, the whole physical supply chain necessary for human drugs seemed like a reckless danger for something that could be handled in code remotely. He understood that sims were written in such a way that they deleted both from the memory stick and from the robot’s short-term memory as the program ran so that no copy of the program was retained, making it onetime use. That, of course, was necessary if it was going to be a salable commodity, but also, it seemed, was preferable to robots, because it meant that the experience could not be repeated, especially since a well-written sim filled in elements taken from the external environment and the robot’s memory, making each experience of the sim unique. But none of those things seemed to make physical memory sticks essential, based on his human understanding of the experience.

Sometimes Laughton wondered if the whole illegal-sims operation took the shape it did to purposely ape historical human drug trafficking, if the construct of the illegal behaviors around the act of sims use was an intrinsic part of a robot’s enjoyment of the experience.

They all looked at the setup for a moment in silence, as though even McCardy needed to take it in.

Laughton stepped into the room, and Mathews said to McCardy, “You want to sit down?”

McCardy nodded, and in a daze went to one of the desk chairs in the center of the room. “What the hell happened?” he said.

“We’re trying to figure that out,” Mathews said.

“I mean, what the hell happened?” McCardy said again.

“What do you mean?” Mathews said.

Chief Laughton watched McCardy’s face, and said, “He was murdered.”

eyes closed, lips tightened—pain

“No,” McCardy said, shaking his head. “No, no, no, no.”

“Is there someone who would have wanted to hurt him?” Mathews said.

“No. Wait. Of course. Look at this shit.” He looked back and forth at the policemen. “It’s all legal,” he hurried to say, not fooling anyone, “of course, all legal. But you know. Sims…”

Laughton walked over to the rack of books and pulled one off the shelf at random. Blended Worlds. He pulled a few more out. The Hidden Triangle. The Twenty-Year Death. He’d never heard of any of them. The things seemed one step away from dust.

“Did you know that Mr. Smythe was a cyborg?” Mathews said.

“Yeah. Of course. What does that matter? You think it was because he was a cyborg?”

“It’s possible. Are you a cyborg?”

McCardy jerked back like he’d tasted something unexpectedly bad. “What? No. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. They’re humans first. They have the same rights to be on the preserve, and everything.”

“No one’s saying anything against cyborgs,” Chief Laughton said, putting the books back on the shelf. “Where’d you get all of these books?”

“What does it fucking matter?” The shock over his friend’s death had turned to anger, eyebrows lowered, pulled together.

“I’ve just never seen so many books. Why do you have them?”

“Metals like human-written sims because of the messed-up shit we can think up that they can’t. Old books give us a lot of stuff to use. Those are all crap books that no one thought were worth digitizing, so metals have never seen them.”

“Who’s your distributor?” Mathews said.

McCardy turned back to the officer, caught off balance between the two men. He hesitated.

“Look, we don’t care about your sims,” Laughton said. “We’re not here to bust anyone on sims. That’s a metals problem, not a preserve problem as far as I’m concerned. But we need to find who killed your friend. And we need the names of anyone who might be able to help.”

McCardy’s shoulders slumped. “Something Jones. Carl handled all of that, and he just always said Jones. Crap, what am I going to do now?”

Laughton met Mathews’s eyes. The officer gave a slight shake of the head; he didn’t know the name Jones either.

“Was he in town to meet Jones?”

“No, he’d just gone for groceries.”

“And you stayed here?”

“Yes.”

“You were here all day? Didn’t go to town too?”

“I haven’t left the house.” He said it matter-of-factly, without the insistence of someone trying to establish an alibi. He didn’t even seem to consider that was what was being asked.

“Did Carl have family?” Laughton said.

“Just a sister. His dad died when he was little. His mom was killed in a car crash. That’s how he lost his arm and leg. He isn’t some modder,” he said, defending his friend. “He actually needs those prosthetics.”

“Does his sister live on the preserve?”

McCardy shook his head. “Oakland. She was paralyzed in the crash. She’s more machine than orgo. Says she’s happier out there.”

If she’d been paralyzed, there was no way she could blend. Despite McCardy’s egalitarianism, a cyborg that couldn’t blend wouldn’t be particularly popular on the preserve.

“Friends? Anyone else we should talk to?”

“I don’t know,” McCardy said. “Some robots, before we moved to the preserve. He did all of the runs into town. Maybe he knew some people there.”

“Yeah. Okay,” Laughton said. “What’s his sister’s name?”

“Cindy.”

“Do you have her contact info? We couldn’t find Smythe’s phone.”

McCardy fumbled for the phone on his desk, swiped through, and then looking up at the chief, extended his phone.

Laughton caught Mathews’s eye and gave a slight nod. The junior officer took his own phone and tapped it to McCardy’s.

“I’m giving you my info too,” Mathews said, “if you think of anything else once we leave…”

McCardy nodded.

“He didn’t leave his phone here, by any chance, did he?”

McCardy frowned, and shook his head. “No.”

“We’ll need to go through Mr. Smythe’s computer,” Chief Laughton said.

“I don’t know the password.”

“We’ll get experts out here tomorrow to go through it all.”

“Tomorrow,” McCardy repeated, not a question, just a sound.

“You sure there’s no way you could get in, maybe help us out.”

“Carl perfected the burner, a program that literally sets a computer on fire. If he didn’t want anyone on his machine, there’s no way on.”

“Our man will give it a try,” Laughton said, but he didn’t have much faith that it would yield anything. If the hard drive didn’t get burned out, these guys were too cagey to leave a trail of any kind. “And what was Jones’s first name again?” the chief said, circling back on the question in the hopes of shaking loose an answer.

“I don’t know,” McCardy said with the first twinge of annoyance.

“I find that a little hard to believe,” the chief said.

“Why? I didn’t deal with him. Carl never said.”

“You’re a sims hacker, but you have no idea how your product is sold, where the money comes from? Come on, Sam. You know that sounds ridiculous.”

“I’m a hacker. That’s all I know. Look around. I don’t even leave the house. And the one person I do see, you’re telling me is dead.” His face crumpled, and tears slid down each cheek, but he managed to avoid a full breakdown.

“We just want to find the person that killed your partner,” the chief said. “Given the business you’re in, it seems most likely to be related. Any names you could give us…”

McCardy opened his mouth, but closed it again, pressing his lips together in order to avoid losing control of his feelings. When the danger of crying had passed, he opened his mouth again, but the first words came out as a choke, and he had to swallow and repeat himself. “I really have nothing to do with the business side. Carl does all of that. This guy Jones moves it to a larger distributor who gets it off the preserve, I don’t know who. And then, I guess, I don’t know, metals?”

He really didn’t know. There were plenty of husbands who didn’t know what bills got paid because their wives took care of them. It must have been like that. “Okay,” Laughton said. There were only so many times the man could swallow his tears. If they pushed him too far, he’d be reluctant to come to them with more information later. “If you hear from Jones, though,” Laughton said, “let us know.”

McCardy had receded into his shell again. “Yeah. Of course.”

“I’m sorry about your friend,” Mathews said.

McCardy looked up at him. “Okay.”

Laughton passed by McCardy. “Let’s go,” he said, continuing out of the room. His junior officer followed behind, and they let themselves out the front door. It was so dark beyond the house’s aura, it was like they were on an island in space, disengaged from the rest of the world.

“A sister on the other side of the country and one name?” Mathews said, shutting off his body camera. “Half a name, really.”

The pain in Laughton’s face had returned, making it hard to see. “We’re done for the night,” he said, rubbing his head with both hands as he went to the truck. If only he could squeeze the pain away, out, gone. It made thinking impossible.

“Should I—?” Mathews started, as they got into the truck.

“I’m done,” Laughton snapped, collapsing into the passenger seat. He closed his eyes before Mathews even hit the power button, and focused on his breathing, trying to breathe away the pain, just breathe. He was asleep before they’d left town.
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