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  Prologue


Zeke gasped for breath as he clutched at his bleeding stomach. Filthy asphalt scraped at his cheek and tore at his clothes as he writhed in agony and pressed against his wounds, trying to stop the flow of blood onto the pavement. His guts burned like they were on fire. The faint smell of gun smoke still hung in the air, and raucous laughter faded in the distance. 
Several of his friends had been shot in years past, and they had told him what it felt like. Stories didn’t carry the weight of reality, though. The force of the impact, the immediate sting that quickly grew into searing pain, like a red-hot poker had been jammed into his stomach. Mere words just couldn’t describe something like this.
With a shaky hand, Zeke retrieved a small autosyringe from his pocket. His father, Kedric, had given him this a few years ago and told him to save it for an emergency. It’s far too easy to run yourself to death when you use this shit, he had said. And you won’t even feel it.
Zeke jammed the autosyringe into the side of his thigh, feeling the needle pierce his skin. It pumped chemicals into him, a mixture of pain receptor blockers and a chemical cocktail that helped with blood clotting and the formation of granulation tissue. A mild stimulant also helped to keep the mind sharp. It was a hell of a thing, and damn expensive, but worth every penny.
Almost immediately, a startling numbness spread through his body. He could no longer feel the scrapes on his knees and hands, and after a few seconds, even the searing pain in his stomach faded to little more than a dull ache.
Zeke pushed himself to his feet and drew the knife from his boot. He cut two strips of cloth from his shirt, wadded them up, then stuffed them directly into his gunshot wounds. It wasn’t perfect or even remotely sanitary, but it would slow the bleeding. Besides, that autosyringe full of QuickHeal would take care of any possible infections. After sheathing his knife and drawing his pistol, he set off down the alley in the direction the men had departed.
Amelie, his fixer, had entrusted Zeke with this last-minute job and emphasized in no uncertain terms just how important it was. While Zeke didn’t know what was in the duffel bag, the fact that he had picked it up from the harbor and was delivering it to Hideki Sato, the top dealer in the neighborhood, spoke volumes. 
When Zeke came to the end of the alley, he searched the side street in both directions, looking for the group of men. To his right, a handful of people walked down the sidewalk, heading who knew where. To his left, he saw a group of four men. One of them shouted something at a passing woman, and she turned and ran in the opposite direction.
A drop of rain landed on Zeke’s head, slicking his black hair to his pale skin. 
“Just what I needed,” he grumbled. The sky deciding to piss on him was a perfect addition to this night.
Zeke’s face twisted into a scowl as he started off towards the men, following them from across the street, away from the unevenly spaced streetlights the men were walking past.  Zeke glanced down at his stomach. The bleeding had slowed, but he knew he didn’t have much time left. 
“Man, that guy hit the ground so fucking quick when you shot him!” one of the men said with a coarse laugh as he reached for the duffel bag. “Gimme the bag. I’m gonna get so fucking high.”
“Hands off, asshole. We’ll take this inside and divide it up.” The man holding the bag held it to the side, away from his companion.
For two blocks, Zeke followed them, listening to their raucous laughter and shitty jokes while the occasional drop of rain soaked his hair. He was tempted to just shoot them right there, but he didn’t want to draw too much attention. New Belcott was lawless at times, but the locals generally didn’t care for people being shot in the street. Overall, it just wasn’t worth the risk.
Finally, the men stopped in front of a large brick building. After one of them fumbled through his pockets, he produced the keys and opened the front door. They all followed him inside the building.
Zeke ran across the street to the building, his hand pressed to his stomach, knowing that each movement would increase the bleeding regardless of whatever chemicals he had in his veins. The brick building stood two stories tall and was slightly run down, similar to the rest of the street. 
As he walked up the front steps, he noted four mailboxes next to the front door. These junkies were clearly renting out one of the rooms, although he had no way of determining which one from here. He held his pistol ready as he pushed at the front door. It didn’t budge.
“Nothing’s ever easy, is it?” Zeke muttered as he took a step back. He took a deep breath and slammed the sole of his boot into the door as hard as he could, uncaring if anyone heard. With a spray of wooden splinters, the door burst open. Zeke stepped inside in time to hear two of the men speak.
“Hey, what the fuck was that?”
“I dunno. Probably just someone slamming their door.”
“Go check it out.”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m going.”
From the entrance of the building, a wide hallway extended ahead of Zeke. On the right side of the hallway stood a rickety wooden staircase. As the sound of footsteps on floorboards came nearer, Zeke moved to the left side of the stairs so that he was hidden from view.
“Go check the noise, Clark. Go take out the trash, Clark. Get the door, Clark. Why am I always the fucking errand boy?” Clark muttered as he began descending the stairs. “Hey, what the….” His words trailed off as he hurried down the last half of the stairs.
Zeke moved in the shadows towards Clark, as silent as the darkness surrounding him. Clark grabbed onto the door and picked at the splintered wood where the latch had torn free from the frame. He never noticed Zeke approaching him from behind.
“Ah, shit,” Clark said, shaking his head. “Hey, Chr—”
Zeke struck Clark in the mouth with his pistol, hard. Clark clutched at his face and Zeke immediately kicked him in the inside of his knee, bending it sideways.
Clark fell forwards with a yelp, and drew in a ragged breath to scream. Zeke slammed his boot heel down on the back of the man’s neck. Clark let out a gurgling whimper as his head twitched a few times, then went still.
When survival was at stake, there was no such thing as a fair fight. There was only the winner and the dead guy.
Zeke left the body there and went back to the stairs. He holstered his pistol in the small of his back and drew the knife from the top of his boot, then began ascending the wooden staircase. Climbing the stairs was surprisingly difficult; blood loss made him weaker by the minute. He looked down and saw blood had soaked both his shirt and his pants. At least the garments were both dark in color, so the blood wasn’t overly obvious.
“Hey Clark, what the hell was all that racket?”
Zeke recognized the voice; it belonged to the man that had shot him. Zeke’s eyebrows drew down as he crept up the stairs and drew his arm back. The man called out again, sounding like he was getting impatient. Suddenly, he appeared at the top of the stairs.
Zeke’s arm snapped forwards, hurling the knife through the air. It flew true and struck the man in the chest, sinking hilt-deep into his heart. It was a lucky shot; Zeke’s aim was good, but not that good. The gun fell from the man’s hand and he toppled forwards, headfirst down the stairs. Zeke stepped aside as he tumbled down, then calmly descended the stairs himself.
Zeke rolled him over with his boot. The dying man stared wide-eyed and gasped while clutching at the knife in his chest, although he was too weak to pull it out. Zeke knelt next to him.
“W-wait,” he whispered.
“Not so cocky now, are you?” Zeke asked. Blood poured from the man’s chest as Zeke pulled the knife out. He gasped, but Zeke rammed the knife into the man’s temple, killing him instantly. Zeke took no pleasure in killing these people; it was just part of the job. Two down, two to go. 
He yanked the knife from the man’s head and wiped the blade clean on the man’s shirt, then turned back to the stairs.
Maybe the rest of the men would be unarmed, Zeke hoped. There were two apartments on this floor and nothing to indicate which one he sought. He placed his ear to the first door he came to. At the second door, jackpot. 
Two voices came through the door.
“Lower your temp a few degrees. We’re fine.”
“I don’t want no cops coming after us, man!”
“Pigs don’t come to this neighborhood, man. Besides, no one is going to shed a tear for some delivery boy shot in an alley. Now come on, let’s go through that bag and see what we scored.”
“Go get Chris first. If we open this without him, he’ll throw a fit and say we shorted him.”
“Yeah, you’re right. Hold on a sec.”
Footsteps came towards the door and Zeke took a step back. He stood ready and kept his eyes on the doorknob.
The doorknob turned, and Zeke kicked it as hard as he could. The door slammed into the man behind it, sending him to the floor with a shout.
Rushing forwards, Zeke kicked the gun from the man’s hand right as he started to lift it.
Zeke raised his arm and brought the knife down hard, driving the blade to the hilt in the man’s forehead. He had to place his boot on the man’s face just to pull the knife out. Blood slopped onto the floor and began to pool.
Fatigue pulled at Zeke’s limbs, making everything difficult. Blood soaked his shirt and pants. He didn’t have much time left. Zeke bent down and wiped his blade on the dead man’s shirt, then sheathed it in his boot.
“Fuck, man, we’re just trying to get high! Chill the fuck out!” the final man shouted. His eyes were wide with fear and he clutched the bag to his chest as if it could protect him.
“Give me the bag,” Zeke said. He was surprised at how calm his voice was. Maybe it was the blood loss.
“Take it,” the man said as he threw the bag. His eyes widened as he saw Zeke draw his pistol. “Please, man, just go! I gave you the shit, just leave!”
Zeke took a step towards him, still holding his gun down by his side. He gave him a hard, green-eyed stare. “What’s your name?”
“M-Michael,” he stammered, clearly terrified. He stepped back until his back hit the wall, then slid down and sat on the floor, shielding his body with his arms. “Don’t kill me, man. All I wanted to do was have a little fun and get high.”
“Just a little fun, eh, Michael?” Zeke lifted his shirt, showing the two bullet wounds. They leaked blood around his hasty bandages.
“Yeah, man, that was all. We was just being stupid, you know? I’m really sorry, man!” Snot leaked from his nose as he cried into his hands.
Zeke clutched the duffel bag and closed his eyes as the room spun. His time was running out; he needed to deliver this to Hideki before he died from blood loss. He turned on unsteady legs and walked away.
“Thank you, man. Hey, thank you!” Michael sounded grateful to be alive. 
As Michael pushed himself to his feet, Zeke turned and raised his pistol. Michael fell screaming to the floor, covering his head with his hands.
“Please, man, please! I didn’t do nothing! It was Chris that shot you!” He whimpered and squeezed his eyes shut, terrified of his impending death.
“You fucked with the wrong person,” Zeke said coldly. His finger shook as he began squeezing the trigger.
Zeke abruptly released his finger and let his arm fall. Michael was still huddled on the ground, weeping openly. Zeke couldn’t bring himself to kill the pathetic man. Besides, he had more important things to worry about than revenge. He had already killed the man that shot him.
“Be glad I didn’t just put a bullet in your head,” Zeke said.
Zeke turned and hurried out of the apartment, stepping over the body on his way. Weakness washed over him, and he almost fell down the stairs as he ran. He needed a doctor, and soon.
On the first floor, a door opened and a middle-aged man stepped out, his face a mixture of anger and concern. When he noticed the blood soaking Zeke’s clothing, he took a cautious step back. He watched Zeke, clearly concerned that he might catch a bullet next.
“Look, sir, just take it eas—”
Without slowing, Zeke pointed his pistol at the man. 
“Go back into your apartment and forget you ever saw me,” he said. Some people would eliminate the witness, but that wasn’t Zeke’s style; killing innocent people sickened him. 
The man swallowed heavily and nodded, then slammed his door shut.
Zeke pulled the front door open and hurried outside. He tried again to apply pressure to his wounds but that didn’t seem to help much; he was moving too much for them to clot, even with the QuickHeal. Rain immediately slicked his hair to his head.
He told himself over and over that he was going to be okay as he hurried down the sidewalk. As soon as he delivered the package, he would call Masaru and everything would be fine. Masaru was the finest doctor in the underground; he would stitch him up.
Blood dripped onto the wet pavement as Zeke stumbled down the dark street. The only silver lining in this dark cloud was that Hideki’s place was nearby. Zeke only had to last a few more minutes and everything would be okay.
Zeke gritted his teeth and focused on putting one foot in front of the other, ignoring everything else. The pain blockers were wearing off, as was his adrenaline. By the time he was halfway there, he was in agony. With every step, tendrils of searing pain crept into his mind and tore at his very sanity. He ignored it and walked faster
The few people he passed on the street gasped and asked if he needed help. He ignored them and walked faster. As if to add insult to injury, the rain started coming down more heavily. Zeke hoped the drugs were well wrapped inside the duffel bag.
Five minutes later, Zeke pounded his fist against a nondescript door on a side street. He pulled out his pistol and hammered the butt of the grip against the door loudly. 
Stars swam in his vision, and he had to grip the door frame to keep from falling. He holstered his pistol, not wanting Hideki to see it and mistake him for a hitman.
The door opened and a middle-aged Japanese man appeared. While Hideki was certainly expecting Zeke, he was clearly annoyed at all the racket. His dark eyes widened when he saw Zeke bleeding his life away.
“Got something for you,” Zeke said, handing him the duffel bag. His words came out slurred. “Sorry I took so long. I ran into a small…hiccup.”
Hideki accepted the bag and immediately pulled out his holophone. “Dial Masaru,” he said, still watching Zeke with concern. “Masaru, it’s Hideki. I need you here ASAP. Yeah, gunshot wound to the stomach. Okay, thanks,”
Zeke suddenly felt an impact, as if something had slammed into him. Why was Hideki above him? Rain fell softly onto Zeke’s face.
“I have a couple of pistols to sell to you as well. Almost forgot,” Zeke said with a weak chuckle. The whole situation seemed funny to him suddenly. He was dying, all because he tried to protect his reputation for being on time. He shuddered with laughter until everything faded to black.

***


Beep. Beep. Beep.
Zeke slowly opened his eyes a millimeter at a time. Waking seemed to take forever, and the first slivers of light that touched his eyes seemed to pierce directly into his brain. He struggled to raise his hand to block the light, but he couldn’t lift it. Something was beeping, and it was driving him nuts, like scratching at a partially healed wound.
“Hey, you’re awake. Just take it easy. You’ve been through a lot.”
Once Zeke fully opened his eyes, he looked around. The room was spinning—he was clearly on some powerful drugs—but he was able to make out that he was lying on a hospital bed. A glance around the room confirmed that he wasn’t in a hospital, though. It looked more like a basement, covered in tile and outfitted with the latest high-tech medical equipment. Four cybernetic arms hung from a rack on a far wall, ready for installation. Two of them had exposed metal on the knuckles.
Two more hospital beds, empty at the moment, were next to his. Zeke couldn’t help the smile that began to spread across his face. He knew exactly where he was, although this was his first time here.
A short man stood next to his bed, checking Zeke’s vital signs. Masaru’s lined face was filled with concern and compassion, but after a moment Zeke realized that was how the man looked at everything. He was dressed more like a mechanic than a doctor, although at least he was clean. His hair was short and gray, and his eyes brown and heavy lidded.
“Welcome back to reality,” Masaru said, his Japanese accent still heavy, even after two decades of living in America.
“Thanks,” Zeke said weakly. “Can you raise me up a bit? I don’t think my stomach would appreciate me trying to sit up at the moment.”
“Yes, of course,’ Masaru mumbled as he stepped on a control, raising the back of Zeke’s bed.
Zeke closed his eyes and took a deep breath to try to stop the room from spinning. It didn’t work very well.
“The dizziness will fade soon,” Masaru said. “You were pretty torn up inside. I grafted some new tissue into your liver and your abdominal wall, so you’ll be sore for a while. In a month or two, you should be back to normal.”
“A month?” Zeke couldn’t afford to take a month off. He had too much to do. A month out of work would throw a serious wrench into the spokes of his plans.
“Yes, a month. And I’m keeping you here for a few more days so you don’t tear yourself open. I know how you runners can be: too concerned with money to let your body rest.” Masaru fixed him with a firm gaze, a look that seemed slightly at odds with the small, kind man. “Let your mind rest as well, Ezekiel. It’s okay to take a few days off.”
Zeke let his head fall back onto the bed with a groan. Masaru was right. He would get nowhere if he went back to work and died of internal bleeding a day later.
“Also, you are a popular man, Ezekiel. Some people are here to see you,” Masaru said, stepping aside.
Zeke blinked a few times in an attempt to clear his vision. Another man walked up next to Masaru and bowed to him with a word of thanks.
“Hideki?” Zeke wasn’t certain if seeing the dealer here was a good thing or not. Hideki Sato didn’t have a reputation for being particularly kind. Not even remotely.
“How are you feeling, Zeke?” Hideki asked as he stepped closer. There was an unexpected softness in his voice.
“Like I got shot in the stomach,” Zeke replied. “Can I help you with something? Was your delivery messed up? If those guys took any of it, I’ll head over there and find it. I just need some time to heal, and I can make things right.” The last thing he needed was a bad job harming his reputation. A runner’s reputation was all he had, sometimes.
Hideki chuckled. “So now, I begin to hear the story. Nothing is wrong, Zeke. You can relax. I came here to thank you. Would you mind telling me exactly what happened?”
“Well,” Zeke began. “Amelie sent me to pick up a package for you. When I brought it to your neighborhood to deliver it, some junkies found me in a back alley and shot me. It was like they could smell the drugs in there and wanted them all. I hunted them down and got it back for you.”
“Why would you risk your life to deliver this package to me?” Hideki asked as he studied Zeke’s face.
“I have a reputation to uphold,” Zeke said with a chuckle, then immediately winced at the pain in his gut. Laughing without pain would take some time. “I couldn’t let a bunch of idiots hyped up on rocket ruin that reputation.”
“You truly didn’t know what you were delivering, did you?” Hideki asked with a frown. “It’s good that you know how to mind your business. I think most people would have opened the bag and snooped around.”
“What do you mean?” Zeke asked. Talking was clearing his head, but Hideki wasn’t making sense.
It was then that Zeke saw Hideki had a small bag slung across his shoulders. He removed it and set it on Zeke’s bed, right next to him. 
Zeke placed his hand on the bag and felt something large and heavy inside. Hideki grabbed a nearby stool and pulled it close, then sat. He addressed Zeke in a serious voice.
“My daughter is very sick, Zeke. Cancer. The cost of the medication has gotten so bad that only the wealthiest can afford it, but I managed to find a source overseas, in Korea. It was cheaper to have it smuggled across an ocean than it was to get a prescription.” He brushed his hand across his eyes. “Ah, this country is going to shit, Zeke. A man can’t even take care of his daughter unless he’s filthy rich. But, you risked your life to bring my daughter her medication. I cannot thank you enough for that, but I hope this comes close.” He touched the bag on Zeke’s bed.
Zeke reached down and fumbled with the zipper on the bag, taking several tries to finally yank it open. He reached inside and felt his fingers close around the grip of a large pistol. With an eyebrow raised at Hideki, Zeke pulled out the gun.
“What the fuck is this thing?” Zeke muttered. The pistol was much larger than the one he usually carried. In fact, it was probably larger than any pistol he had ever carried. The hole in the barrel looked large enough to stick his thumb into. It was as if someone had taken a semiautomatic pistol and placed it beneath a magnifying glass.
“What’s this for, shooting through buildings? Hunting tanks?” Zeke turned the weapon over in his hands, examining every angle of it. The quality of its construction was unparalleled; it was absolutely flawless in every aspect. Below the grip, on the butt plate of the magazine, the letters “CG” were stamped.
Hideki smiled as Zeke finally realized what he was holding.
“Wait a minute, Hideki. Is this what I think it is?”
“I’ve had it for a while, but never used it,” Hideki said. “I considered selling it, but I think a lot of people are afraid of attracting the wrong kind of attention, so they might not buy it. Plus, I’m not really strong enough to handle the recoil.”
Zeke hefted the gun and looked down the sights as he aimed at the wall.
CG stood for Carmenta Group, which was one of the largest corporations on the planet. They specialized in medical technologies, especially anti-aging ones, and had pioneered countless innovations. Thanks to Carmenta Group, growing old was mostly a thing of the past—at least, if you were rich. 
Xander Kinnear, Carmenta Group’s CEO, was said to have half of Congress in his pocket, which helped him have laws passed in his favor. Carmenta Group was legally allowed to act as their own law enforcement on their property and could use lethal force whenever they deemed necessary. And they answered only to themselves.
After those laws were passed, Carmenta hired—some say kidnapped—engineers from weapons companies around the globe and developed the legendary .60 SKM, a pistol without equal. It was only used by specific members of Carmenta Group’s security: their hit squads. That Hideki had been able to get his hands on one showed that either someone killed a member of a corp hit squad, or was an exceptionally good thief.
“Ammunition is very difficult to find for this,” Hideki explained. “In the bag are a few dozen custom-made rounds I commissioned. There’s also a holster for it in there.”
Zeke placed the pistol back in the bag and leaned his head back. “Thanks, Hide. This means a lot to me.” The pistol was probably worth as much as his car. “I guess one look at the business end of this thing will have most people shitting themselves.”
Hideki nodded. “Especially if they realize what it is.” He stood up and pushed the stool back near the wall. “I’ll tell Switch about this,” he said as he turned to leave. “Don’t be surprised if you get a phone call in the near future.”
Zeke grinned. Getting an opportunity to work for a fixer like Switch would be a hell of a change. That man had his fingers in everything; everything that made money, at least. Zeke would retire by the age of thirty if he kept this up.
“All I have to do is avoid getting shot again,” he muttered to himself with a chuckle. He winced in pain, immediately regretting the laugh.
“What was that?” Masaru asked as he stepped closer to Zeke’s bed.
“Nothing, nothing,” Zeke said. “Just hoping I don’t wind up being a repeat customer of yours.”
“That would be unfortunate for you,” Masaru replied. “Are you ready for your second visitor?”
“Wow, I guess I am popular today. Sure.”
A tall, slender woman approached his bed. She had the athletic frame of a dancer, with a face that looked like it came from a dream. Her hair was shoulder-length and a shade of blue so dark it seemed black until the light caught it. Her eyes were blue as well, but bright and emotive. She stepped up next to his hospital bed and laid a hand on his shoulder in a surprisingly tender manner.
“Hey, Amelie,” Zeke said, blinking away his blurred vision. “You look great, as always.”
“Thanks, Zeke,” she replied. “I wish I could say the same about you.”
“Yeah, I guess this isn’t my best look,” Zeke said, plucking at the sheet pulled up to his chest.
“I’ve always enjoyed having you work for me, Zeke,” Amelie explained. “But you went above and beyond, this time. Hideki told me that he’s giving Switch a call about you, which means I’ll probably be losing you as one of my runners.”
“Yeah, sounds like I’m moving up in the world,” Zeke quipped. “All it took was a couple bullets. Maybe if I take another bullet I can ask for a raise.” He meant the words as a joke, but Amelie didn’t laugh. “Eh, sorry.”
Amelie moved her hand up to Zeke’s face and she brushed a stray hair back from his forehead. Their relationship had always been a professional one, so the action surprised Zeke. He had never seen this tender side of her before.
“I’m just glad you’re okay,” Amelie said with a smile. “Poor thing. You’re probably still drugged up and can barely think.”
Zeke’s mind had actually cleared a good bit, but he was curious where this was going so he decided to play the part. “Yeah, thinking is kinda difficult at the moment. Hey, have I ever told you how pretty you are?”
Amelie smiled again, almost laughing. She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead. “I just wanted to tell you that I’m sorry you got hurt working for me. I talked with Masaru and Hideki and I split your bill.”
“Such pretty eyes,” Zeke said.
Amelie’s hand lingered on his shoulder for a moment. “I guess I’ll be seeing you at Nadir, Zeke.” She turned and walked slowly away.
Zeke’s eyes immediately fell to her firm backside, perfectly visible in the black tights she wore.
Amelie looked at him over her shoulder and caught Zeke staring at her. She smiled. “Maybe now that you’re not my employee, we can be friends, or….” She trailed off, letting Zeke’s brain finish the sentence. With another one of her rare smiles, she left.
“Wow,” Zeke said aloud. 
Masaru shuffled up to the side of his bed again and began checking his blood pressure. “That lady is very pretty,” he said. “And she likes you.”
“Yeah, that was my boss up until just now,” Zeke replied.
“I am going to give you something that will help you sleep,” Masaru said as he hung a small bag next to the saline behind Zeke. “It will be a deep, healing sleep, and you will wake up quite hungry.”
“Hit me, doc,” Zeke said, settling against his pillow.
His career had just gotten a big boost, and his old fixer was interested in him.
“Count back from ten,” Masaru said.”
“I guess getting shot wasn’t so bad after all,” Zeke said, and fell asleep before he could laugh.







  
  Chapter 1


Delila hurried up the concrete stairs in the old building, excitement and curiosity speeding her ascent. Her hand slid along the thick brass handrail, which had been burnished to a dull glow from years of hands. Nicole, her roommate for the past decade and one of her best friends, ran up the stairs behind her. 
“Do you know what it is?” Nicole asked, panting as she kept pace with Delila.
After reaching the fifth floor, Delila paused to catch her breath. She tossed her dark wavy hair over one shoulder. 
“I’ve heard a few things, but it’s all mixed,” she said between breaths. She had caught glimpses of the ships a few times in the past, but had never seen one directly. Just flashes of bright metal, the body of a ship descending towards the orphanage on a cushion of fire and exhaust current. “They don’t seem to come very often. Once a year, maybe twice. Shayna overheard one of the house mothers explaining to a new kid a while ago back at the orphanage when he saw one. She said the children that are selected to go to a place where their lives are amazing, with no hunger or sadness, blah, blah, blah. It’s like some kind of lottery system, only they won’t tell anyone about it.”
It sounded like little more than a fairy tale, like those ridiculous stories where some princess is rescued by a handsome prince and they live happily ever after. In real life, the princess would probably be an addict and the handsome prince abusive.
She motioned for Nicole to follow, and they walked down the hallway towards the small library.
“That sounds amazing,” said Nicole. “A lot better than this fucking place.” She barked a sudden laugh. “It also sounds like absolute bullshit,” she said, mirroring Delila’s thoughts. “Never thought I’d spend my college years trying to catch a glimpse of a flying cargo ship.”
“I agree. Let’s hurry up though, I don’t want to miss it.” Delila urged her on and their shoes slapped on the worn tiles as they hurried down the hallway.
These ships were rare and the house mothers always seemed to ensure everyone was too busy to watch them. In fact, no one was ever told anything about them—except for the children that were selected to go, of course, and no one ever saw them again.
Every visit was a mystery to the rest of the orphans; something never seen and never spoken of beyond a handful of rumors that were quickly stamped out. Something about the whole situation seemed more than just a bit off to Delila.
After passing through the heavy stone arch at the end of the hallway, they found themselves in a room with shelves lining the walls, each holding an odd assortment of donated and dusty literary units. While Delila loved coming here to read, today she ignored the multitude of books and devices and went straight to the great bay window at the front of the room with Nicole in tow. The two women kneeled on the padded bench beneath the window with their elbows resting on the sill and looked on curiously.
From their vantage point, they saw a huge cargo ship that had just landed on large hydraulic feet off to the side of the college, in an area usually populated by maintenance vehicles. Its giant aluminum body glinted in the sunlight. Its four engines, one at each corner of the vehicle, were still winding down as four men in doctor-like white coats exited the vehicle from a side door. On the side of the ship were large letters that spelled out ORIGIN.
“What do you think ‘origin’ refers to?” she asked.
“I don’t know, Del,” Nicole replied. “Maybe the name of their company? Seems like it would be, written on the side like that.”
“Three cheers for Captain Obvious,” Delila said with a chuckle.
“Oh, fuck yourself,” Nicole replied.
“I wonder what they think they’re the origin of. What is so important that comes from them?” Delila watched as a gray-haired man wearing a dark suit came from the orphanage and approached the vehicle, steering clear of the still-cooling engines. She had seen him a few times before; Mr. Patterson was the guy in charge of the entire facility; orphanage, schools, and the tiny excuse for a college all in one compound. He shook hands with the four men in white coats as they approached, and they stood talking and gesturing.
The door at the rear of the ship lowered until, with a loud bang, the end of it rested on the pavement, forming a ramp into the cargo bay. From the height of the window, Delila couldn’t see into the ship; the angle was too steep. Now, she knew to go to the second floor next time, so she could get a better view. Or better yet, the first floor, although that one was usually too crowded with house mothers to get away with something like this.
“Look, there they go!” Nicole said as she pointed.
The men in white coats moved behind the vehicle as a line of children began approaching them. They all looked much younger than Delila’s twenty years—they were probably only seven or eight years old, and some looked even younger than that. 
She recognized one of them, Alice Whitford. Alice was an annoying little shit that picked on other children her age. The men smiled as they briefly looked over the children and, after apparently deeming them acceptable by whatever metric they were using, gestured for them to climb into the back of the cargo vehicle. Twice, Delila saw a man shake his head and point back to the orphanage after examining a child. In both cases, the child screamed and cried in protest as one of the house mothers dragged them back into the orphanage.
“Off to live a better life,” Delila whispered as she watched. She could only imagine the life they would be living when they got to their destination. An island somewhere with palm trees and blue skies, or somewhere in the mountains with white snow covering everything. They would be somewhere clean, and safe, somewhere with love and delicious food. They wouldn’t spend the rest of their youth in a concrete prison, living with the rest of the unwanted, the thrown-away. 
Of course, this was assuming the rumors about it were even half-true, which they probably weren’t. Even still, just being able to live in a city that wasn’t full of pollution and garbage would be a dream come true. Even being located on the outskirts of Luckhaven as they were, the sky over Open Hearts Orphanage was often gray with smog.
“What do you two ladies think you’re doing?”
The sound of Ms. Castillon’s voice snapped Delila back to reality. Nicole yelped and sprinted away, leaving Delila by herself at the window. Instead of running after her friend, she slid off the bench and stood with her hands folded in front of her, calmly facing the older woman. No sense in making herself look like a fool. Besides, Delila had some questions to ask.
Ms. Castillon had worked as a house mother for more than thirty years and had a reputation for being kind, unlike many of her colleagues. She was a broad woman, handsome rather than pretty, with her steel-gray hair pulled into a tight bun. She wore the traditional dress of a house mother: dark gray and plain, like some ancient relic from a previous age. Her face was barely lined despite her age, and her dark eyes and thin lips were stern at the moment.
“You’re supposed to be downstairs in the cafeteria, child, not staring dreamily out the window.” Her voice was strong and her tone was that of a woman accustomed to being obeyed.
“Nicole and I were watching the children leave, Ms. Castillon,” Delila explained. “And please, I’m twenty. I’m not a child.” She managed to keep the annoyance from her voice, but only just.
The older woman’s voice briefly tightened. “You know those children are no business of yours. That’s orphanage business, and none of yours. You’ll put it out of your mind this instant. Now come, let’s go downstairs.”
“Yes, Ms. Castillon,” Delila said. 
The two walked slowly down the hallway towards the stairs.
“Did I detect a bit of sadness in your voice, Delila?”
Delila sighed. “It’s just….” She wasn’t sure where to start. “I know you and the other house mothers do your best here, but I can’t help but wish I had something better in life. I wish I had a family, and a home. Seeing those children leaving for a better opportunity while the rest of us sit in here is frustrating, that’s all.”
Ms. Castillon tsked several times. “Delila, we’ve talked about this. You can’t help it that your parents were taken from this world when you were so young. They were patriots, you know. Heroes, even. They gave their lives for this country.
“We work hard here to give you a good upbringing, and you’ve been very fortunate. You were among the tiny percentage accepted into the new college, so you get to stay here and further your education while the other girls have to face the world out there, alone.”
She stopped and placed a hand on Delila’s shoulder. “We all have different hardships to overcome. Sometimes surviving all those things makes you into a stronger person. You’re at the top of your class in every subject, don’t forget that. I think you have a bright future ahead of you as long as you don’t let these distractions derail you.”
“I just wish I could catch a break some time. I’ve been at the top of my class since kindergarten. Am I doing something wrong?” Delila hated the whiny tone she was using, but she couldn’t help it. The entire thing seemed incredibly unfair.
Ms. Castillon’s gaze grew distant. “Those children will never know pain or suffering again. They will experience lives of…peace and service to the community.” She blinked several times, snapping out of her reverie. Her eyes focused and she gripped Delila’s shoulders tightly. “Listen to me, child. Things are not always what they seem on the surface. You have your health, and you are a beautiful, intelligent young woman. I will be eternally grateful that you are here with us, and not with them.”
She pulled Delila into a hug, squeezing her tightly against her bosom with a warmth rarely experienced in the orphanage. 
“Focus on yourself and on things you have control over. I want you to put those children out of your mind immediately and never think on them again. Do you understand me?” Her tone left no room for argument.
Delila nodded, pulling away. At Ms. Castillon’s raised eyebrow, she replied, “Yes, Ms. Castillon.”
“Good.” The house mother pulled a small console from her belt pouch and gestured above it, navigating through menus and commands with the flick of her fingers. “I’m telling your English professor to give you some extra homework tomorrow. Perhaps writing about how you feel will help you deal with these emotions better than just letting them build up like this. Don’t frown, child. It’s very unbecoming of you and causes wrinkles. This is something that will help, not hurt. Now, off to the cafeteria with you. It’s lunch time. You can’t afford to skip meals daydreaming about something you don’t understand.”
Delila trudged back down the stairs, grateful to be away from Ms. Castillon. She hated being talked down to and being referred to as “child” all the time. She had a feeling the house mothers would call her that even if she were thirty years old.
She made her best effort to peek through every window she could as she descended down the empty staircase, trying to see the ship from different vantage points. Through those quick glances, she could see children still being examined by the men in white coats. 
She could still feel Ms. Castillon’s eyes on her back, so she tried to hurry. When she got to the first floor, she went to the first place with a window that wasn’t full of teachers or house mothers or administrators: the restroom. The glass in the windows was frosted, so she unlatched it and pushed, forcing the old window to squeak open several inches. 
Through the small opening, she saw directly into the back of the cargo ship. Inside, the children were seated in rows of six that ran lengthwise in the cargo bay. Regardless of what Ms. Castillon had told her, envy stabbed Delila in the stomach like a knife.
One of the men in white coats addressed the children as he slowly ascended the ramp and entered the cargo bay. Delila strained to hear him but managed to make out a few words. He was saying something about “help keep you calm,” and “put you to sleep during your journey.”
He continued talking from within the cargo bay, but she couldn’t make out his words. As the ramp began to slowly rise, she caught one final glimpse of him as he paced the cargo bay. He had donned a mask, which didn’t make sense until Delila saw faint clouds of gas spraying from the ceiling of the cargo hold. A few of the children cried out in fear, but most of them looked up expectantly. Before the cargo door finished closing, some of the children had fallen asleep.
“Why are they gassing children for a flight?” she whispered to herself.
It made no sense. There was no need to put them to sleep; most would be so struck by the novelty of being on such a flight that they wouldn’t think to cause any trouble, especially the boys.
She saw the letters C and G in bold below the Origin logo and set her mind on that. She wagered that was a reference to the corporation that owned this. The four engines on the ship began humming as they slowly started up, the blades within rotating faster and faster. Delila pulled the bathroom window closed, wincing at the tortured sounds the old metal made.
A toilet flushed, and she quickly moved over to the sink and began washing her hands. One of the house mothers emerged from a stall and looked around as she smoothed her dress, then fixed her beady eyes on Delila.
“What was that screech I just heard?”
Delila looked around the room briefly, as if to make sure the house mother was speaking to her. 
“I’m not sure, ma’am,” she said, turning off the faucet and shaking water from her hands. “Someone ran out right as I walked in here to wash my hands.”
The old woman continued eyeing her for a moment. “You look old. Too old for the orphanage.”
“I’m one of the students that was selected for the new college program,” Delila explained. “We get an extra two years here after high school, then we leave.”
The house mother harrumphed, then looked to the door. “What did she look like? The girl that ran out.”
Delila grabbed a paper towel and began drying her hands. “Um, blonde hair, light-colored eyes, about this tall,” she held her hand just below her own height. “A bit on the fat side.” She was actually just describing the old house mother right back to her.
The house mother turned and hurried from the bathroom with a determined stride, not even bothering to wash her hands. Delila scrunched her nose at the woman’s back.
Delila laughed and tossed the wadded-up paper towel into the trash can, then set her thoughts back on the strange cargo ship.
What corporation would be taking orphans on an annual basis, and why? She also found herself wondering if they did the same with other orphanages as well. Those men in white coats looked like doctors, or at least dressed like them. Was it a medical company, or were they simply doctors employed by someone else?
She was going to figure out who was involved in this. The explanation of these children going to some paradise reeked of bullshit to her. Something felt wrong about the whole situation, and she had a feeling it was much worse than she could imagine.






  
  Chapter 2


The night air was hot in New Belcott, and the smog and humidity added to the mugginess that made Jake Ratcliffe’s palms sweaty. It certainly wasn’t stress that did that; he made it a point to never get stressed about anything. Life was too short for bullshit; if something was out of his control, then he refused to let it bother him. Rat tried to live his life as carefree as a leaf floating down a stream. Wherever life took him, he wouldn’t complain—as long as his stream continued to be made of money. 
He leaned against the black bricks that made up the front of Nadir and took another drag from his cigarette. Nadir was famous in the underground. Anyone and everyone that had ties to the black market came to this nightclub at some point in time, usually to talk biz. 
Rat liked standing in front of this club. He liked the air of mystery and exclusivity it granted it him. Even before he had ever stepped foot inside, he used to lean against the wall here and watch the people coming and going. 
With all the criminal activity that originated here, sometimes Rat was surprised no one had tried to shut it down. In reality, of course, that would never happen as the only people in the city that had the power to shut this place down were practically owned by the underground.
Rat’s hair was short and the color of beach sand and his eyes were dark and piercing. Stubble covered his jaw, as it had been a few days since he last bothered shaving. He wore his usual attire tonight: leather boots, dark jeans, and a long black jacket despite the heat.
“Hey Rat, how’s your night going?” That was Alexa, who was new in this crowd. She leaned a shoulder against the wall next to Rat and smiled up at him. Her hair was blue, her eyes were green, and her lips were red, as if pixels had been the inspiration for her color palette. She was short and slender, with a figure quite pleasing to the eye. Rat found himself wondering how she looked beneath that black skirt she was wearing. It was past time he tried his moves on her.
He smiled at her, ground his cigarette butt out beneath his boot, and slipped a stick of gum in his mouth. No sense having shit breath when talking to a beauty like her. He had to make sure he checked all the boxes and played his game right. 
“Hey, Alex.” Wait, she hated being called that. “Alexa, sorry. Biz is steady, so life is good. Got a big run coming up, and I’m pretty excited for that. How ‘bout you?” Of course, he didn’t have any jobs set up at all, but she didn’t need to know the truth. 
“Oh, can you tell me about the job?” Any talk of biz really got her going. She was trying to wriggle her way into being a runner; almost every night she was here, trying to convince fixers to hire her or let her tag along on a job. Rat knew none of them would, though. Why would anyone let some unknown softie potentially fuck up a job?
Alexa was just a rich girl trying to dabble her fingers in the black market for a thrill. She hadn’t grown up on the streets like most runners. She didn’t know how to handle herself with a gun or knife, or how to hide from the cops. 
People like her showed up every once in a while, hoping to get a taste of the runner life and live wildly for a night. Rat didn’t mind; it was usually pretty easy to con them out of some money and send them packing. Maybe get his cock wet first, if he was lucky.
After another glance at Alexa’s figure, he definitely wanted to be lucky.
“A, you know I can’t talk details, love. You gotta be in the game to know these things. Maybe one day soon I’ll be able to convince a low-level fixer to let you tag along on a simple job. Get your foot in the door.”
“Oh, will you?” she breathed, excitement in her voice. 
Rat decided he might even keep his word, but he’d fuck her first. He put an arm around her shoulder and led her back into Nadir. She smelled even more delicious than she looked.
“How about I tell you about my last big run over a drink or two?” He was tempted to reach down and smack her on the ass, but he decided to behave. For now, at least.
He woke up a few hours later in her bed, half-covered with a sweat-soaked sheet. Rat had made up some story about smuggling stolen microprocessors that involved a shootout with the police, and fifteen minutes later she was practically begging him to fuck her.
All these rich idiots were the same; they hear a story involving danger and they spread their legs.
Rat wasn’t used to sleeping at night though, so after pulling on his clothes, he quietly left her house and went back to his car.
He saw that he had three missed calls from Switch. Fuck. Switch was fairly easygoing, but he expected his runners to answer their phones and be ready at the drop of a hat. 
Alexa didn’t live anywhere near New Belcott, either. Rat quickly punched in Switch’s number and it was connected after one ring. Switch’s face hovered above Rat’s holophone, anger and impatience clear in his expression.
“Rat, stop thinking with your dick and get your ass here now. I’ve got a big job for your team. I know this is short notice, but it’s important. Real important.”
“Right, boss. I’m on my way right now.”
“Come to Nadir. The rest of your team will be here, too.”
Nadir? That was odd. Switch usually only used Nadir to talk to his contacts and get the latest news on the scene. He preferred to meet with his runners elsewhere, away from the rumor mill. “Right, boss. Be there in twenty.” Probably closer to thirty.
Rat ended the call and pulled his car out of Alexa’s driveway. 
“Take me to Nadir,” he told his car as he released the steering wheel, and it sped away down the winding road while he leaned back and relaxed. 
The glow of the city hid most of the stars, but the night was nearly free of smog. Rat rolled his window down and breathed in the cool air coming off the ocean. He wasn’t used to clean air. It was incredible. Another reason to see Alexa again. 
She lived in Bernardino Hills, a coastal neighborhood with mansions set on each side of its perfectly paved roads. The view from the windows in her house, of waves crashing against the giant boulders that formed the west coast, had been simply breathtaking to watch while he had her bent over.
There probably wasn’t any crime out here either. Rat grabbed his holophone and sent her a message before he forgot, a cheap line about how much he had enjoyed his time with her and how he couldn’t wait to see her again. Best to keep that option open.
The scenery changed drastically as he drove deep into the heart of Luckhaven. As he got closer to the city, the calm cleanliness of Bernardino Hills was replaced with multilane freeways and towering apartment complexes stretching seventy stories and more into the sky. 
Heat and smog filled the air; Rat crinkled his nose and rolled his window back up.
The heart of Luckhaven still amazed Rat, with its forest of skyscrapers reaching into the clouds. Some of the roads became multilevel, and others passed beneath gargantuan megabuildings that looked the size of small mountains. Beneath them, the only sky that was visible was one of concrete, inset with lights like artificial stars to illuminate the ground beneath. Half of New Belcott was located beneath downtown.
Concrete columns as thick as a house studded the ground here, supporting the wealthy elite and their skyscrapers above.
Luckhaven. Named after the survivors of an earthquake—the earthquake—that ripped the west coast clear off the country decades ago.
There were entire regions in the city that never saw sunlight down here. Nadir was on the edge of New Belcott, so it was occasionally blessed with tiny streams of sunlight through vents and utility shafts during the middle of the day. At least, that’s what Rat had heard; he hadn’t been awake midday in years.
His car finally entered the parking garage above Nadir and wound through four floors before finding a free space. Rat hopped out of his car and stretched, smelling himself in the process. Hopefully his preferred cologne of tequila and sex wasn’t strong enough to bother his coworkers. 
He almost lit a cigarette but decided against it. Switch was waiting, after all. Unwrapping a piece of gum, Rat hopped in an elevator that would take him down to the back of Nadir.
Throbbing basslines filled his ears as the elevator arrived at the back entrance of Nadir. The doors parted and he stepped out into the flat black room, stopping in front of one of the bouncers, a hulking brute with a perpetual frown. Rat lifted his arms and waited patiently while the large man’s eye briefly flickered red, scanning him for firearms. It was a bit of a pain in the ass, not allowing any guns in Nadir, but it helped keep things peaceful. Runners and fixers were generally level-headed people, but there had been situations years ago that prompted the ban. 
That was generally how life worked: one or two assholes ruining the fun for everyone else.
After being waved on by the bouncer, Rat continued across the nightclub, greeting several people he recognized on the way. That new guy with the piercing green eyes he had met two months ago, Zeke or something, was chatting up Geneva at the bar.
Switch sat in a booth, flanked as always by his two bodyguards. Jade and Lan, Rat’s partners, were there as well, talking quietly with Switch.
Rat sat down on the bench next to Lan and slapped a rhythm on the table. Jade sat across from him. 
Lan was a tall man, taller than Rat, with broad shoulders and sharp blue eyes. His bulky form was made even larger by the bulletproof vest he often wore, and contrasted sharply with Jade’s litheness. The three of them had worked together as a team for nearly two years now. It was a good partnership, with each of their strengths balancing out the others’ weaknesses.
“Nice of you to show up,” Switch said, his tone thick with sarcasm and impatience.
“Fuck, man,” Lan laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “You smell like you started your night off with a bang.”
“That’s actually a great way of describing it,” Rat said with a grin. He smiled at Jade, who rolled her eyes.
“Glad you got your womanizing in, Rat, because now we’ve got some work to do.” Jade could be prickly at times, but Rat had never met anyone better with a pistol than her. Her aim was legendary. She was a real looker, too, with her slender face and almond-shaped eyes framed by her dark green hair. Rat had suggested once that she dye her hair an actual shade of jade green to match her name. That had earned him an elbow to the solar plexus. He kept his mouth shut about her appearance after that.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Switch said loudly, cutting off all chatter. “Let’s get down to business.” From his pocket he pulled a small anti-static bag containing a red chip drive and held it so everyone could see it.
“This is a data run, and it’s no different than the other ones you’ve done in the past with the exception of the data itself. We have some sensitive data here that we’re selling for a mountain of cash. Location is the abandoned concrete plant over in Harbor West. As for the suits that are buying it, they claim to be Chinese businessmen, but we checked them out and they’re government players.”
Rat whistled between his teeth. “Never sold anything to a foreign government before.”
“Don’t forget that you’re not supposed to know they’re government agents,” Switch warned. “It shows the nature of this job. Be very careful with this,” Switch said, looking each one of them in the eye in turn. “There is a lot of money on this run. As much as you can make in a year. This is likely the biggest deal of your entire careers.”
Rat whistled again. “Sounds like we’re retiring after tonight, boys.”
“Calm down before you shoot off in your pants.” Switch was in no mood for jokes tonight. “Once this is done, I’ll have all three of you stay in a safe house for two weeks, just as an extra measure of safety.”
Switch pressed a finger behind his ear. “Rat, you’re the team lead, so I’m sending you the meetup location now, as well as the target’s phone number and the details we agreed upon. You’ll also be holding the goods.” He passed the drive across the table to Rat.
“Roger that, boss. Any special instructions?”
Switch fixed him with a hard look. “Yeah. Don’t fuck this up.”
“You expecting any trouble, Switch?” Jade asked, a touch of concern in her voice.
Rat looked down at the small chip drive. He had dealt with trouble plenty of times in the past. The thought of trouble didn’t bother him, but he liked to be prepared. Of course, having Jade and Lan with him meant he was ready for nearly anything.
Switch shook his head. “Not with how quickly this came up, no. I received the drive only this afternoon and was able to find a buyer within an hour.” 
Switch always knew where to find the best buyers for stolen data. It was the reason he was so successful as a fixer. It was also why he always traveled with two bodyguards and changed his identity on an annual basis. “Switch” was just an alias, of course. He continued.
“New travels fast in the underground, especially when you don’t want it to, but no one else knows about this. Besides,” he added with a grin, “you’re my best team.”
“Goddamn right,” responded Rat.
“I want you to understand one thing, though,” Switch said, the smile gone from his face. “You are to protect this data with your lives. If the wrong people get their hands on this, it could start a war. I mean that literally. Watch your backs out there.”
Rat avoided asking him if the buyers were the right or wrong people. To be fair, he didn’t really care as long as their money was green.






  
  Chapter 3


“There’s no time to go home and strap up, but I’ve got plenty of guns in my car so we can prepare on the way,” Rat said as they rode the elevator to the parking levels above.  
Jade looked at him skeptically. 
“Don’t worry, Jade. You’ll like them,” he said, glancing at her. 
She was very picky about her guns and loathed using anyone else’s. Rat only used the best, so he didn’t expect any complaints. He always carried a small arsenal in his car. Staying prepared was important; this run had to be quick, and they didn’t have time to each run home for weapons.
“Alright, my friends, feast your eyes on this smorgasbord of pure awesomeness,” Rat said as he opened the trunk of his car. He pushed two hidden buttons and a shelf folded down from the underside of his trunk lid, revealing five pistols, all chambered for the same caliber round.
Jade immediately grabbed the one with the longest barrel. She examined the pistol and nodded approvingly before shoving it in a holster at her hip. “That’s the one thing I like about you, Rat. You always come prepared.”
“Oh, is that what you like about me?” Rat asked with a wink. He took a step back at the sharp look she gave him.
“Shame you don’t have anything bigger,” Lan grumbled as he selected a pistol. He was typically fond of giant hand cannons.
“Too big and the recoil becomes a hassle,” Rat replied. “You can put more rounds downrange with these and more accurately. Plus, with all of us using the same round, we can share ammo if it comes to that.” He grabbed the remaining three pistols and holstered them about his person.
“Three?” Lan asked.
Rat shrugged. “Hey, nothing exceeds like excess.”
“You wouldn’t need so many if you just used a larger caliber,” Lan said with a grin.
Rat rolled his eyes. “Oh, get in the car, will you?” He opened the door for Jade with a grin, ignoring the look she gave him. She was full of those looks tonight. He’d wear her down, one day. Lan sat behind the driver’s seat.
“You smell like a cheap whorehouse, Rat,” Jade said, frowning. “Next time at least have the decency to shower before stuffing us in a car with you.
“Sorry, babe. Next time I’ll try to smell more like an upscale whorehouse.” Rat laughed when Jade huffed and rolled down her window. “Easy, easy. Switch told me to hurry, and you know how I am. Business always comes first. Take me to the concrete plant in Harbor West on Industrial Drive,” he told his car as it backed out of the parking space.
“I don’t think I’ve seen you drive this thing in at least a year,” Jade said as they slowly descended the ramps in the parking lot.
Rat put his hands behind his head and stretched out as much as he could. “Why would I? This way, I get to relax everywhere I go. It’s like my own personal chauffeur. Isn’t that right, car?” The car didn’t respond, of course. One day he’d have to have some responses programmed.
“It allows us to plan for this data sale, too,” Lan said from the back seat. “Switch was really serious about this chip drive.”
Rat dug in his pocket and pulled out the anti-static bag containing the drive. 
“What do you think is on there?” Lan asked.
“Could be anything,” Rat replied. “Some CEO’s mistress making hidden movies, national security stuff, politicians making crooked deals…. Your guess is as good as mine.”
Rat pulled the small chip out of the anti-static bag. It was tiny, the width of his thumb and only a few millimeters thick, like a stick of gum. It could start a war, according to Switch. Plenty of things could start a war in the wrong hands, though. 
Rat pushed the chip drive into the slot at the base of his skull to keep it safe. A menu appeared in his vision, asking if he wanted to view the files. He pushed it down.
“Careful there, Rat,” Jade warned, seeing him slot the drive.
“Don’t worry,” Rat replied, holding both hands up. “It’s just for safekeeping. Even I’m not dumb enough to access data like this.”
Jade laughed. “Not quite dumb enough, eh?”
The car slowed as they pulled up in front of the old concrete plant and crept through the parking lot. Large silos flanked the huge, dilapidated building, and mounds of gravel and other materials filled the otherwise empty yard. A single flickering street light illuminated the parking lot where they stopped.
“See anything, Jade?” Rat’s eyes couldn’t pick anything out in the darkness.
She took her time scanning before answering, her eyes briefly glowing green as her night vision engaged. 
“Two cars parked along the side in the mud. Large black sedans. Footprints going from the cars to the building. I don’t see any signs of movement.”
“Well,” Rat said. “In that case, let’s get to work.”
Rat kept his eyes sharp as they crossed the parking lot. He didn’t expect to get jumped out here, but it always paid to be safe. Lan and Jade kept scanning the area as they approached the front door.
The inside of the factory was mostly one enormous room, with the roof supported by crumbling pillars of concrete and rebar. Graffiti tags covered the walls, and there was a thick layer of dust on the floor. Large windows set on every wall filtered light from the full moon and nearby streetlamps through broken panes, gently illuminating the interior of the building.
“Alright, turn on your brains and check your weapons,” Rat said as he scanned the room. He reached back and removed the chip drive from the base of his skull. From behind him, he heard Jade rack the slide of her pistol, chambering a round. Her black bodysuit made her one with the shadows of the room.
“Cocked and locked,” she said.
Rat turned and glanced at Lan, who pulled out his pistol and held it low by his side. Good. His team was ready. He passed the chip drive off to Lan, who quickly pocketed it. They would probably be expecting Rat to have the drive. A bit of misdirection always helped in any situation.
“Up ahead,” Jade whispered.
Rat squinted in the dimly lit room and saw shapes emerge from the darkness. Six shapes, he thought; he made a mental note to really look into getting a night vision upgrade. Enough with the squinting. He signaled for his team to stop and spread out, while he took a few steps forwards. Both Jade and Lan fanned off to the sides, so that they were partially concealed by concrete pillars and ancient pieces of machinery.
The six shapes ahead came closer and slowly began men, three of whom were wearing neatly tailored suits. The rest were in black tactical clothing with rifles held at low ready.
“Check the spray, Rat,” Jade said softly behind him.
Rat looked closely at the guns the Chinese men held and frowned. That could spell trouble. As the men came closer, Rat smiled broadly and spread his hands in a welcoming gesture.
“How are you doing tonight, Gentlemen? Name’s Rat. You ready to do some biz?”
One of the suits, a middle-aged man wearing wire-framed glasses, took a step forwards and bowed slightly. “You may call me Mr. Hong. I am—”
“Mr. Hong,” Rat interjected. “I must express my deep concern for a man that thinks it’s wise to conduct business with automatic plasma rifles.” He turned to each side, indicating Jade and Lan. “For the record, none of us are carrying automatic weapons. Would you mind?”
Mr. Hong turned and said a few quick words in Mandarin to his comrades, and they lowered their rifles to their sides. “Is that better, Mr. Rat?” he asked with a hint of irritation in his voice.
“Much.” Rat held his hands up. “Please, though. You can ease up on the honorifics. Just ‘Rat’ is fine.”
“So, how would you like to proceed? Um, Rat,” Mr. Hong added, clearly uncomfortable with the nickname.
“Well, what we generally do in these situations is one guy brings the goods and another guy pays for them. I’m assuming you brought the cash?”
Hong turned and spoke a few quick words to the men in suits, who each stepped forwards and lifted briefcases in both hands. Hong unlatched the lids and opened them, revealing thick stacks of cash inside each one.
Rat whistled loudly and rubbed his hands together. “Now, that’s what I like to see.” When Switch had said this run was worth as much as an entire year’s work, he hadn’t exaggerated.
Rat gestured towards Lan, who slowly came forwards holding up the chip drive in one hand and the pistol held low by his side in the other. 
Rat turned back to the buyers. “Lock those cases up and slide them over here. We’ll hand you the drive, and we can all be on our way.”
He couldn’t stop the smile that spread across his face as they came to the end of the business deal. His mind was already devising ways to spend his cut of the pay.
The men holding the briefcases snapped them shut and set them on the ground. They spoke a few quiet words to Mr. Hong, who said something equally quiet in reply.
From their body language, it seemed that Mr. Hong was taking orders from one of the men holding a briefcase. He was short with a portly build and thinning gray hair, and had a look of softness; the kind of man that had never gotten his hands dirty before. Probably the government-type Switch had mentioned.
“Our buyer would like to offer his thanks and appreciation—”
The sound of gunshots echoed through the room as bullets punched holes in the men that had been holding the briefcases. Their blood sprayed across Mr. Hong’s face before he reacted to what had happened. The room erupted into chaos.
Rat immediately sprinted for the nearest concrete pillar and hid behind it alongside Lan. He peeked around the edge to see what was happening.
The Chinese men raised their plasma rifles and fired in multiple directions, all of them wrong. Muzzles flashed from multiple areas around the room, and the Chinese men fell to the ground as bullets tore through their bodies.
“What the fuck is happening?” Lan asked. He peered around the edge and jerked his head back as a bullet struck the pillar, narrowly missing his head. He wiped a spot of blood away from his eyebrow where a piece of concrete had laid open a small gash.
“Looks like someone got word of this, and they’re trying to snatch our goods. I’ll bet my left nut this is some corpo shit.” Rat switched the vision in his right eye over to thermal and risked a quick glance around the pillar. The heat of the night made it nearly impossible to see the heat signatures of the human bodies. “Damnit!” He switched back to standard vision and looked over at Jade.
Jade was kneeling behind a large machine that had been abandoned decades ago. Only the barrel of her gun and her left eye were exposed in her position. Calmly she waited, unmoving. Several gunshots rang out from across the room, and Jade’s pistol responded with a single shot. 
Loud cursing echoed from the opposite side of the building. Looks like these fucks were going to learn the hard way how lethal Jade was.
“Why would you do this? Why would you cross us?” Mr. Hong shouted. 
“We didn’t do this!” Rat yelled in reply. He risked another quick glance. Mr. Hong had not fled at all, but instead knelt out in the open with his hands raised over his head. 
“Please!” Hong shouted into the shadows. “Just take the money and leave me alone!”
Rat scanned the room. It was too dark to see where any of the gunshots were coming from. The only thing that gave away their assailants’ position was the occasional muzzle blasts.
“Lan, get that shit back to Switch!” Rat growled over his shoulder
“Fuck that,” Lan fired back. “I ain’t leaving you two.” He leaned around the edge of the pillar and fired off two rounds.
“Go!” Rat shouted over the gunfire. “Take my car. We’ve got this. You heard Switch; this shit is important. Get that drive back to him while we handle these clowns.”
Lan glared at him and shook his head, clearly not happy with Rat’s decision, but he obeyed. 
Rat counted to three and began firing around the pillar as Lan sprinted away towards the entrance. More gunshots rang out, but Rat’s suppressive fire helped Lan escape unharmed.
Hong cried out loudly, still kneeling in the middle of the floor, wailing for everyone to stop.
Jade waited until their attackers started shooting and then fired a single round of her own again. Several bullets struck the machinery she was behind, and she didn’t even flinch. That woman had ice in her veins. For perhaps the thousandth time, Rat was glad to have her on his team.
“Where are they at, Jade? Can you see ‘em?”
“Just follow my barrel,” she answered without moving.
Rat looked to the dark corner across the building where she was aiming. He still couldn’t see them in the shadows, but he knew the general area where they were, and that was good enough.
“Alright, it’s boom time,” he said to no one in particular. Reaching into his jacket pocket, he fetched a grenade and pulled the pin with his thumb.
Rat liked to think of these as a signature weapon of his, if there was such a thing. Regular military-grade grenades just weren’t destructive enough for him, so he had these custom made to produce twice the blast and shrapnel. They would tear through nearly anything within a five-meter radius. 
Of course, that had the side effect of making them heavier and a bit harder to throw, but sometimes a man had to make compromises in order to get the best.
Rat stood, still with his back against the concrete pillar.
“Five second fuse,” he said to himself as he released the striker lever.
“One, two—” He quickly turned and threw it in the direction the men had fired from. 
As soon as it struck the ground it exploded, a sound that was loud even with Rat’s hands pressed against his ears. Rat silently thanked the man that made the grenades for him as the sound of men screaming reached his ears. He hoped it was all of them, those fucks.
“See anything?” he asked Jade. Hong was lying on the floor now, wailing in terror.
“Not yet,” she said, peeking her head out slightly to get a better view. A bullet tore through her eye and the side of her head, spraying bone fragments and brain matter across the floor.
“Fuck!” Rat shouted. Without Jade, he was going to have a hard time getting out of this. 
He reached back into his jacket pocket and dug around. One grenade left. He couldn’t afford to waste it. His fingers squeezed the grip of his pistol. He was going to have to do this the hard way.
He stuck his hand around the pillar and fired a few rounds, just to let them know he was still in the game. If he could get to Jade’s body, he would have twice the ammo. He was going to need all he could get his hands on.
“Come on out, Rat,” a man’s voice called from the darkness, calm and professional. 
Not many people remained that calm when bullets started flying, which gave Rat some ideas as to who he was dealing with. These corpo fuckwads always had their nasty little fingers in everyone’s business. Honestly, it didn’t surprise him.
“Nope, don’t think I will,” Rat replied as he fired off three more shots behind him. It was time to use his wits. To survive nearly a decade as a runner, one had to be sharp. 
He reached in his pocket for a cigarette and pulled out an empty pack.
“Fuck!”
That was the last thing he needed. He grabbed a stick of gum instead. After peeling off the foil wrapper, he stared at the red stick of gum for a moment, and a thought blossomed in his head. He was suddenly grateful for the dim lighting in this building.
“Okay, I’m coming out! Don’t shoot me, okay, guys? I’ll say please if you want.” 
Rat tossed his pistol onto the floor, out of his reach. He had two more and twice as many knives hidden on his body, so the loss didn’t bother him. 
He stepped out with his hands over his head and the stick of gum in his fingers. Two men stepped into the open, each with a gun aimed at Rat’s face. One of them had deep lacerations to his face and arms. 
A third man walked up to Hong and lowered his massive pistol at the cowering businessman. He pumped three rounds into Hong, ending his crying, then took a step back to join his comrades.
“Only three of you? Huh. I figured there would be more.” Rat loved irritating these corpo dickwads; being annoying was one of his favorite pastimes, and he was proud of his ability to get under people’s skin.
“Yeah, I’m down two men thanks to your bitch over there, and another one thanks to your fucking grenade. Give us the chip drive, Rat.” The man in the center addressed Rat calmly and gestured with his pistol. He was a middle-aged man with scars on his tanned face and a demeanor that suggested this wasn’t anything personal, but just another day at work for him.
“Oh, this?” Rat flipped the stick of gum through his fingers. “Have you tried asking nicely? It’s such a small drive, you know. It would be a shame if I were to accidentally snap it in half.” He pinched the gum as if he were getting ready to break it.
“Let me waste this fucker, Tobias,” growled the man with the shrapnel wounds. His anger was getting the best of him, making him the perfect target for Rat’s taunting.
“Easy, Bruce. Let’s get this data first,” replied the man in the middle. That must have been Tobias.
“Oh, that had to hurt,” Rat said to Bruce in mock sympathy. “If it makes you feel any better, you were already ugly, Brucey boy.”
“Shut your hole, Rat,” Tobias said. “Where did your little buddy run off to a few minutes ago?”
“Off to fuck Bruce’s mother,” Rat replied with a shrug. “Where else? I was hoping to do the same thing until you guys help me up. I even called dibs on her anus. You guys are a bunch of cock-blocking assholes, you know that?”
Tobias raised his pistol and aimed it at Rat’s head. “You’ve got some fucking mouth on you, you know that?”
“Hey, hey hey! Easy there with the hand cannon! Just relax, and I’ll talk. Let me grab my holophone and I can get you guys all the info you need, okay? Just don’t shoot me!” Rat pleaded, making his voice whiny. “See? I’m moving nice and slowly.” He reached into the pocket of his jacket. When he withdrew his hand, he was holding his last grenade with his thumb through the safety ring.
“Whoops, that’s not a holophone,” he said as he flicked his thumb, sending the safety pin flying. “Now we’ve got ourselves in a situation, boys. As much as I imagine you’d all like to shoot me, the moment I die, this thing will blow you all to shit. It’ll destroy the chip drive as well.” He flexed his hand several times on the striker lever, making the metal squeak.
Tobias aimed his pistol directly at Rat’s hand. It was a monster of a handgun; more like a piece of field artillery, to be honest. Lan would have loved it. “If you’re dead set on being a pain in the ass, there are ways to deal with that.”
A single bullet struck the grenade in Rat’s hand, sending it flying across the room along with several fingers. 
Rat roared in pain and dropped to the ground, covering his head with his hands. The grenade exploded, but it was far enough away that only a few bits of shrapnel struck him and they were absorbed by his jacket.
Things were definitely not going his way.
“Stand up and give us the chip drive, Rat,” Tobias said impatiently as the three men assembled together.
“You fucking corpo pricks,” Rat muttered under his breath. He jammed his ruined hand in his armpit to slow the bleeding and clambered to his feet. “You want the data?” He took the stick of gum and shoved it in his mouth, then chewed slowly. “Go find it somewhere else, you sons of whores.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Bruce asked. “Gum?” The third man began laughing in spite of the situation.
“So, do you have the chip drive or not?” Tobias asked. His face remained calm, but irritation began cracking the mask. Good.
“Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe go fuck yourself.” Rat blew a bubble and popped it loudly. “This is some damn good gum, though. You want a piece? I have one left.” He reached into his pocket, and three guns aimed straight at his head.
“Hands out of your fucking pockets!” Tobias shouted.
“Hey, hey. Calm down! I’m just getting a piece of fucking gum. Can’t a man die with some flavor?” Rat slowly pulled another stick of gum from his pocket, fumbling with the wrapper. “Sorry, it would be easier to unwrap this if someone hadn’t BLOWN MY FUCKING FINGERS OFF!”
Finally victorious against the wrapper, he slipped the gum into his mouth with a sigh. It really was his favorite flavor. 
Rat slowly raised his hands and placed them behind his head. With the fingers of his left hand, he gently pulled at the throwing dagger he kept just below his collar. It would be a tough throw, left-handed. Good thing he practiced this sort of thing.
Tobias looked at Bruce and the third man. “His partner that ran away likely has the data. We’ll have to hunt him down. Bruce, kill this sack of shit.”
“With pleasure,” Bruce said, a smile forming on his face.
Rat snatched the knife from his collar and threw it in one smooth motion. Blood blossomed from Bruce’s throat as Rat’s knife sank to the hilt. Bruce fell, spraying bullets in the air.
Rat immediately dropped and rolled to one side while pulling another pistol from his jacket. A gunshot rang out and Rat felt intense pain and an impact like being hit by a bus.
Wisps of smoke rose from the tip of Tobias’s barrel as he turned to the third man. “Let this be a lesson to you. Don’t let people talk so much. See if Bruce is still alive.”
It was no wonder Rat’s side hurt so badly. That cannon in Tobias’s hand had blown a hole in Rat’s side large enough to drive a car through. At the rate he was bleeding, he only had a few minutes left. 
Rat spat out a mouthful of blood onto the concrete floor, along with the gum. The blood had ruined the flavor. Bastard.
“Don’t you get tired of this?” Tobias asked as he approached Rat. His pistol was aimed right at Rat’s head this time.
Rat sucked in breath through clenched teeth. He had always envisioned his death as something more…legendary. Guns, explosions, maybe a building destroyed. 
Instead, his side hurt like hell and he was spilling the remainder of his life in a puddle while some prick kept flapping his jaw about data. 
“I’m only tired from fucking your mother,” Rat managed to say before spitting out another mouthful of blood.
Tobias rolled his eyes. “Come on, Rat. You already used that line.”
He pulled the trigger, sending a round through Rat’s head.






  
  Chapter 4


The dying evening sun filtered through towering skyscrapers and multilayer roads, and only a few tendrils reached the cracked sidewalks on the edge of New Belcott. The darkness beneath the megabuildings overhead was broken by hundreds of small lights, but they failed to break the gloom. People crowded the sidewalks here, some heading somewhere and some, in so many ways, heading nowhere. 
One particular beam of sunlight managed to penetrate the maze of buildings and shine directly into Zeke’s eyes as he strode along the busy sidewalk. He pulled a hand from the pocket of his thin jacket and shielded his eyes, blinking at the sudden brightness. 
It had been months since he had seen the sun. Temperatures skyrocketed during the day, heating up the concrete jungle that was the city of Luckhaven until the place practically boiled. Nighttime brought a welcomed break from the heat, although the smog was a bit worse.
Half of the people populating the sidewalk with Zeke wore filtration masks. Wearing one was probably a good idea, Zeke thought as he took another drag from his cigarette. He would hate to breathe in something that would harm his lungs.
“Hey, watch it, asshole!” a tall man said after shouldering into Zeke. Zeke turned and met his eyes with a hard gaze that promised violence. The man deflated under Zeke’s stare and hurried away, suddenly not so eager to fight.
Luckhaven was a city of many layers, all of them rotten and corrupt. At the top were the suits, the aristocracy, those that made all the decisions and looked down from their skyscrapers and saw worker ants instead of people. Their money greased palms at every level of society and pulled strings that made politicians dance to their tunes.
Somewhere far below that were millions of families, hardworking average Joes trying to make an honest buck so they could send their kids to a decent school and drink too much on the weekends.
At the bottom were the typical big-city degens: the addicts, the homeless, the street trash. 
Woven intricately through all of that was the criminal underground, a black market larger than some entire cities’ economies. Anything could be bought or sold in Luckhaven—stolen data, illegal weapons, drugs, human organs, you name it. Organs were especially valuable, although Zeke hadn’t worked his way into that biz yet.
With such a thriving market for illegal goods, it became necessary for people to smuggle and deliver those things, risking life, limb, and imprisonment while doing so. For the past decade or so, Zeke had been doing exactly that; running anything and everything he could. He had established his role as the middleman in the black market through countless nights of hard work. It wasn’t a safe job by any means, but in the past year he had earned more cash than all of his previous years combined. Things were looking up.
Zeke stopped in front of Nadir. This was a place for connections, both high and low, but only if you knew the right people. He bypassed the line of hopeful entrants and went straight to the front door.
“Hey, Jack,” Zeke said to the doorman. 
Jack’s left eye glowed red as he scanned Zeke up and down, the same way he checked everyone that came in.
“No guns, don’t worry,” Zeke said.
“Please come in, and enjoy your evening, Ezekiel,” Jack said as he pushed open the door with a steel-knuckled hand. His ever-present professionalism was a breath of fresh air in the urban jungle of New Belcott.
Pounding kick drums and buzzsaw guitars spilled from the speakers in the club, quiet enough that one didn’t have to shout to be heard but loud enough to make eavesdropping nearly impossible. Zeke couldn’t help but smile as he approached the bar. The music was always fantastic here. 
Being in Nadir reminded him of how far he’d come in life. A year ago, he wouldn’t even have been allowed in here.
He leaned an elbow on the bar and waved at Amelie, sitting at the other end. She saw the way he looked at her and gave him a warm smile. Very warm. With a jerk of her head, she motioned for him to come over.
Zeke got up and approached his old fixer, then took the stool next to her.
“Hey, Amelie. How are things?”
That warm smile stayed on her face. “Things are good, Zeke. You healing okay?”
“Yeah, Masaru knows his stuff.” Zeke patted his stomach to show it didn’t hurt. “As good as new, or at least slightly used with no warranty, and maybe a faulty transmission.”
She laughed at his joke. This was a side of her Zeke hadn’t seen before, and he liked it. He had only seen the business side of her in the years they had worked together; she was a hard woman but a fair boss.
Of course, there was no longer a boundary of professionalism between the two of them now that Zeke worked for Switch. Things were very different, now.
The shirt she wore was black and low cut, exposing a fair amount of what Zeke judged to be incredibly nice breasts. She toyed with her midnight blue hair and smiled at him. Amelie was the kind of woman a man dreamed about. He decided to take a chance with her.
“Hey, Amelie,” he started.
“Yes, Zeke?”
“Now that you’re not my boss, I feel like it’s okay for me to tell you that I think you’re great. I’ve always enjoyed our interactions. I like your hair, too.”
“Are you trying to hit on me, Zeke?” She raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow at him.
“Yeah. Is it working?”
She gave him a look of mock sympathy. “Well, you suck with words, so there’s that. It was the thought behind it that mattered, though.”
Zeke winced. “Okay, fair enough. I’ll try again. You wanna grab a bite to eat sometime and talk about something other than biz?”
She smiled again. Zeke had never seen her smile this much. She was so beautiful when she was happy. Well, she was beautiful when she was angry as well, but he preferred her this way.
“I think that sounds like a great idea.” She looked past Zeke’s shoulder and her smile faded into her traditional business expression; hard eyes and a no-nonsense demeanor. “My new guys are here. Talk to you soon.” With that, she leaned forwards and kissed him. It was a quick kiss, just a gentle peck on the lips, but it set Zeke’s heart to racing.
“I’ll call you soon,” he said, watching her walk away. The way her toned ass moved in those tight pants was mesmerizing.
Behind him, Geneva whistled. Zeke turned and saw her staring at Amelie as well. He shared a grin with her and they both watched the fixer for a moment. Amelie turned at the sound of the whistle and saw them looking and responded with a wink.
“You’re getting lucky, Zeke,” Geneva said without hesitation.
“Man, I hope so. Amelie’s a hell of a woman, and I—”
“Zeke, if there’s one thing I know, it’s women,” Geneva said flatly. “And that woman over there wants you.”
Zeke couldn’t help but grin. “Well, that’s a great way to start the evening.”
“Gotta agree with you,” Geneva said with a laugh. She brushed her hair out of her face—it was short and green, this week—and leaned her elbows on the bar.
“So, what can I get you? Other than maybe a cold shower so you can focus.”
Zeke laughed. “I’m feeling good today, Geneva. Gimme a bourbon on the rocks. Beltaire, Red Label.”
She let out a prolonged whistle as she grabbed the bottle from behind her. Always one for show, she spun the bottle across the back of her hand before pouring a measured dose of bourbon into a glass filled with ice. Zeke thanked her and slid some cash across the bar.
Settling on the barstool, Zeke scanned the room. Though the music played loudly, no one danced here. People packed into booths, often with their heads together as they talked.
Near the rear entrance was another bouncer, nearly the size of Jack out front. Zeke was still relatively new to Nadir, but he recognized a few faces. Pascal and Seiwa sat together at a corner table, like the king and queen of the underworld keeping a close eye on their subjects. They were at the top of the hierarchy here; what they said passed for law in the underground. People sometimes passed by their table, paying their respects, which usually meant a cut of their profits.
Other booths around the nightclub were filled with mid- and low-level fixers, like Amelie. She had her head together with two men, probably setting up deliveries of rocket or other drugs, which was common at that level. She had specialized in drug smuggling for years, but often spoke of bigger plans for the future.
A short man with a square-cut beard walked in with his own hired muscle following close behind. His clothing was in subdued tones of dark gray and black, and the expression on his face was grim and serious. He went by the name Switch, and he was a mid-level fixer. Zeke silently thanked Hideki for whatever whispers he put in Switch’s ear. Zeke caught his eye and nodded to him, but Switch gave no reply and kept walking.
Zeke turned back to the bar and sipped on his bourbon, enjoying the smooth flavors that burned their way across his taste buds. Occasionally he looked over his shoulder at Switch’s table, but he knew better than to stare. Nadir was a good place to mind one’s own business.
“Hey, Geneva, let me get another one of these.” Zeke swallowed the last of his bourbon and slid his glass across the bar to her. “That Red Label is really something. How have things been with you lately?”
She ran a hand through her green hair and brushed it out of her face. “I should have known better than to give myself bangs,” she muttered. “Things are fine, Zeke, just fine. I got that new apartment I was telling you about last week.”
“Oh yeah? The one on the fortieth floor?”
She nodded. “My balcony faces west, so the views are incredible. Sunsets, every evening. Of course, I’m usually working, so I miss most of them, but Julie loves it.”
“That’s great, Geneva. I’m real happy for you.”
“Thanks,” she said with a smile.
“Anything big happen lately that I might have missed?”
She pursed her lips in thought for a moment and twisted the bottle in her hand. “Yeah. All over the news they’re talking about some Chinese officials that were killed in a shootout last night. It’s got people antsy. And then there are people talking about a supply of cyberware that Otto found. Military surplus stuff, real premium gear. Other than that, not a ton.” 
She poured his drink into a fresh glass and slid it to him.
“Some fixers were talking about a runner that had been asking the wrong kinds of questions. He probably won’t be getting any more jobs.” In here, the wrong kinds of questions were any that involved someone else’s biz, or anything about sources. “Pretty standard week, all in all. You?”
Zeke took his glass and swirled it around gently. “Early meeting with Switch tonight.” He chuckled. “Well, early for me anyways. Feels like the first time I’ve seen the sun in ages.”
“I heard about that. Congratulations, Zeke. You’re moving up in the world.”
He couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, I am. No more running cases of rocket for street dealers. Time to make a name for myself.” He raised his glass. “To me.”
Geneva laughed. “Heads up, Zeke.”
Zeke turned as one of Switch’s goons approached.
The man was swollen with muscle like the rest of the bodyguards, although he wasn’t as comically large as others. His stainless steel teeth reflected in the neon lights as he invited Zeke to Switch’s table. One punch at that man’s jaw would guarantee a broken hand.
“Evening, Switch,” Zeke said as he sat down at the booth across from the fixer. He lounged back on the seat, sipping his bourbon and getting comfortable.
Switch regarded him the way a man looked at a tool. He was known for that. He finally nodded. 
“I’ve got work for you, Zeke.” Straight to the main course with this guy, no appetizer needed. 
Zeke found his direct manner refreshing. There was no bullshit, no games. Just work, and where there was work, there was money.
Zeke set his glass down and leaned his elbows on the table. “That’s what I like to hear. What’s the job?”
He was excited to work his first job for Switch, a real fixer. Not that Amelie wasn’t, but there was a big difference between smuggling stolen data across international borders or stealing cybernetic limbs from a military facility and delivering smack to a dealer in an alley.
Switch hesitated before answering. “You’re new, but you came highly recommended by Amelie. I’m going to take a chance on you based on how you handled that delivery to Hideki.” He paused again. “Three of my runners were selling some highly sensitive data last night and got hit hard. I believe a corp sent a hit squad after them.”
“Is that related to what’s been on the news?” Zeke asked, remembering what Geneva had said.
Switch nodded. “It is. Some high-ranking Chinese officials were killed in the shootout, so things are tense. Rat and Jade are also dead. I suspect Lan is as well. All I’ve heard from him was one quick message that he was trying to make his way back to me, but was being followed.”
Zeke grabbed his glass and took another sip. Hell of a way to start the evening. Switch continued.
“Lan’s a resourceful guy, so I’m hoping he made it out somehow and I’ll see him again. In the end, though, he knew the deal.” Switch leaned forwards on his elbows, locking eyes with Zeke. “I need that data back. It’s worth a lot of money.”
Zeke took a deep breath to slow his rising heart rate. He knew the deal as well: all runners were expendable, and danger was a regular part of the job. A run-in with the police, or death, was always waiting around the corner.
Every runner knew and accepted the risks. Those risks were why they made so much money. 
Dealing with a hit squad was not what he expected for his first job with Switch. It sounded like a guaranteed way to find himself in the ground, like Rat and Jade. More importantly, though….
“Why would a corp send a hit squad after some runners?” Zeke asked. “Don’t they usually just throw money at the problem or have their lawyers handle it? Was someone inside leaking information?” 
Runners tended to not ask questions beyond the delivery location and how much they were being paid, but someone about this smelled off. He very pointedly avoided asking which corporation was involved and if the information belonged to them, although the circumstances screamed that they did.
“I’ll take care of that. I just need you to get me the data, and anything that could link me to these killings. Like Rat’s holophone.” Switch smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “I was told you have an able mind. That’s exactly what I need right now: someone with a sharp mind that knows where to point their gun and where not to stick their nose. You healing okay?”
“Yeah. Got some new tissue grafted in, and I’m good as new. That Masaru is a miracle worker.” Masaru could fix anything.
Switch nodded and set a finger behind his ear. “I’m sending you the coordinates to where they were attacked, and to each of their apartments. Also, Lan’s contact information, although he hasn’t responded all day. I need that data,” Switch emphasized sternly.
“I’ll get right on it,” Zeke said, downing the last of his bourbon.
“Zeke.”
“Yes?”
“This is not going to be an easy job. You risk getting involved in some serious shit here. This data, though, it’s that valuable. Once you get it, make sure you don’t start reading it and snooping around, or they’ll come after you as well. Of course, if you run into the people that killed my runners, I certainly won’t complain if you shoot them all.”
Zeke slowly twisted his glass on the table. “I guess I should thank you for the pep talk.”
Switch didn’t laugh.
“I’m on it, Switch. Don’t worry, I’m more careful than Rat,” Zeke said, aiming for reassurance.
Rat had a reputation of being a skilled runner, but also a bit…loose, at times. Jade, on the other hand, was more of an assassin. She was legendary with a pistol. If she had been killed as well, that meant Zeke was up against some heavy hitters. If he were smart, he would refuse the job and leave Nadir, but refusing a job was a guaranteed way out of the industry.
Zeke slid out of the booth with a nod to the graying fixer. He waved goodbye to Geneva as he left the club. The bourbon was warming his blood and relaxing his fears. It was time to get to work.
Although the sun had set while he had been inside the club, everything looked the same: concrete sky, illuminated by neon lights and bright storefronts. The nighttime was his home. 
He pulled out his holophone and checked the addresses Switch had given him. The site where the shootout had occurred was the closest, so he decided to head there first. 
After jogging up four flights of steps—and breathing more heavily than he would have liked—he went to his car in the parking garage. He pulled the door open and slid onto the synthleather seat, then backed out of the parking spot. As soon as he got onto the street, he slammed his foot onto the accelerator and sped down the road toward Harbor West, the manufacturing district of Luckhaven.
He arrived quickly. A few run-down apartment buildings dotted the area, but most were empty; the pollution and noise made it a tough place to live at any price. Only the most desperate lived around here. A sea of factories was across the road, doing everything from refining raw materials to producing holoscreens and cheap furniture. Hardly anyone was on the sidewalks here.
Zeke parked in front of the plant at the address he had been given and stepped out of his car. The entire area smelled faintly of dust, burned plastic, and other chemicals, and the smoggy haze in the air was thick and foul. He lit a cigarette and took a drag. Combined with the air here, it tasted like shit.
When Zeke saw that the police had strung yellow caution tape across the entrance, he knew this was indeed the right place. He flicked his half-smoked cigarette across the parking lot and made his way to the entrance, pushing down and stepping over the caution tape.
The inside of the plant was huge, with massive pillars supporting the high roof and several abandoned mixers littering the dust-covered floor. Looking down, he saw fresh footprints in the dust. Zeke had no skill at tracking, but it looked like at least a dozen people in total. He figured at least a handful were from the cops.
Continuing on, he found a shrapnel-embedded crater blasted into the floor. The dust had been blasted clean from this area. Looks like one of Rat’s beloved grenades doing its work. The man liked to brag about those things to anyone that would listen. 
Ten meters beyond that, behind a huge, rusted-out mixer, a large bloodstain colored the concrete floor. Nothing about it told Zeke who it had been.
Farther ahead he saw another bloodstain, bigger than the first, although upon closer examination he realized it was three that had melded into one. Corpses didn’t bleed much, so the size of the stain told him someone had suffered before their ticker finally stopped. 
A thick concrete pillar was nearby, with enough scuffs behind it to suggest someone had hidden behind it. If Zeke were in a shootout, he would have used that pillar as cover so he assumed someone else had done the same. 
Several bullet casings littered the area, so Zeke knelt down to check them. The first one was 9mm, a common round for most runners as it was cheap, reliable, and effective. The next one he picked up was the same, as was the third. He picked up one more and his breath caught.
“Jackpot,” Zeke whispered. 
This bullet casing was notably larger than the others. On the back was small script: .60 SKM. The Carmenta Group .60 caliber, a high-powered and extremely rare pistol round.
Carmenta Group was the only company that made these rounds and the pistols that chambered them, and only select employees got them; they weren’t for sale anywhere. It was a cartridge and handgun combination that Zeke was intimately familiar with; he had one sitting on his desk back at his condo.
Just then, it dawned on Zeke that he should have grabbed his pistol before coming here. If Carmenta Group was bold enough to show up and execute people like this, they surely wouldn’t hesitate to treat Zeke the same way for snooping around.
Zeke stood up and looked around. Another blood patch stained the concrete in front of him, and more beyond that. A slaughter had occurred here. 
He turned and hurried back to his car. He knew a man that might be able to offer some advice. Gears in his head turned, faster with every step. He turned his car on and hurried away from the area.
Zeke passed through the bright, flashing lights and excitement of downtown and continued towards the flickering signs and filth of New Belcott. That slum was like a magnet, always drawing him back in. Not that he minded; other parts of Luckhaven were too…clean for him most days. 
Lan lived only a few buildings away from Zeke, so he decided that would be the next place he investigated. He pulled into a parking garage and made his way up several floors before finally finding an open spot. Parking was always problematic in a city like Luckhaven; he had heard stories about how bad the parking and traffic had been in Los Angeles, the city from which Luckhaven had grown after L.A. had been destroyed by an earthquake.
Investigating the deaths of runners at the hands of a corp hit squad was too dangerous a task for an unarmed man, so he hurried towards his condo. He planned on living a long time, so he was going to play this one safe; he had been injured enough in life to know that he should always be packing heat. 
Rounding a corner, Zeke pushed his way through the throng of people and zipped his thin jacket up halfway. The night was warm, but there were pickpockets aplenty here. Once he—
Muffled gunshots rang out from the building next to him, and his hand instinctively went in his jacket to his empty holster. Others on the sidewalk screamed and fled at the sound, but Zeke crouched against the building front, scanning the windows above him for signs of movement.
The building was four stories of brick and in a state of disrepair. People still lived there, but a few of the windows had been boarded up. It wouldn’t be long before some investor bought the place, slapped a cheap coat of paint on it, then relisted it at twice the price.
The last thing Zeke wanted was to get involved in a shootout. They happened from time to time in New Belcott—angry junkies, street gangs like Horangi to the south. He backed up, keeping his eyes on the windows.
Two voices shouted, and three more gunshots rang out. A man’s body suddenly crashed through one of the windows of the third floor, sending shards of broken glass raining down as his body sped towards the sidewalk. He struck the concrete face first with a resounding thud, blood making a halo around his ruined head.
The few people that had been curious enough to remain now screamed and fled, eager to be far away from this scene. 
Zeke looked up to the window and saw a man looking down at him. His face was tanned, with scars on each side. He locked eyes with Zeke for a moment, giving him a cold, hard stare. As quickly as he had appeared, he was gone.
Zeke approached the body, intending to check for vital signs. Three large holes in his back guaranteed he was dead. Not many guns would make a hole that size. He flipped the body over and pulled the man’s jacket open, noting that he had been wearing a thin bulletproof vest that certainly hadn’t done its job. That, or he had been shot with something seriously high-powered.
Zeke rooted around in the man’s pockets, looking for his wallet. Inside he found some cash, which he quickly pocketed. The world had run on digital currencies for many years. Cash meant this guy was somehow involved in the black market, buying or selling something in the underbelly of the city.
After searching some more pockets, Zeke pulled out a red chip drive, which he also quickly grabbed for himself. Information could be highly valuable as well.
“Let’s see who you are,” Zeke muttered as he pulled out the man’s wallet. His ID card was flimsy and made from a sort of paper that would disintegrate if pressed between two sweaty palms. It was a good way to hide your identity if you suddenly found yourself in a situation where you needed to be anonymous.
“Looks like today was not your day, Lan Whitecaster.” Lan. He knew that name.
Zeke pulled out his phone and dialed emergency services. They were slow to answer, as usual. Probably more budget cuts.
“I need an ambulance on 106th Street.” He looked for an address, but there were no numbers on the front of the building. “Across the street from Calypso’s Noodle House. Some guy fell out of a window.” After being shot. “No need to rush. He’s dead. No, I didn’t see anyone else.” Except for that one guy in the window that probably did it. 
Zeke hung up and hurried down the street, putting some distance between the murder victim and himself.
It came to him as he reached the entrance to his building. Lan Whitecaster. 
Lan’s a resourceful guy, so I’m hoping he made it out somehow and I’ll see him again.
That was Switch’s third runner. The chip drive in Zeke’s pocket suddenly felt like it weighed a hundred kilograms.






  
  Chapter 5


Delila crept through the hallways on the first floor of the orphanage, her socks silent on the tile floors. This level was mostly administrative offices, recreation rooms, and similar places; the orphans all lived on the upper floors, separated by their ages.  
She wasn’t supposed to be walking around down here, so she had a believable story ready to go just in case she ran into one of the house mothers. 
I couldn’t sleep, so I decided to go for a short walk to tire myself out, she would say. It was believable enough; sometimes girls did exactly that, although usually they were much younger than Delila. The old crones would probably believe her.
The janitors at Open Hearts Orphanage generally did their work at night. Several months ago, a friend of Delila’s that made extra money at night outside the orphanage had laughed as she told Delila about a janitor snoring in the bathroom while she was sneaking out. Must be a great job, she had said. I’d love to get paid for sleeping while others did all the work.
She wasn’t sure which of the janitors it had been, so Delila had crept through the halls every night this week, hoping to find the same lazy bastard.
She held onto the corner of a stark white wall and looked around, peering in both directions. A smile grew on her face as she finally saw exactly what she was looking for: a janitorial cart parked outside the men’s restroom. She quickly approached it and looked around, gently moving the cleaning supplies out of the way until she saw a security badge stuffed into a small tray on the rear of the cart.
“Bingo,” Delila whispered as she grabbed the badge. Moving silently, she went to the bathroom door and carefully pushed it open a few centimeters. She could just make out the sounds of faint snoring coming from inside. Jackpot.
She closed the door as quietly as she had opened it and took a deep, relaxing breath. 
The administrative offices were just ahead. In there, she hoped to find some clues as to what was going on with this “Origin” mystery. She waved the badge in front of the lock, and after two green lights flashed, she pushed the door open and went in.
She entered a waiting room of sorts, with awful green walls and outdated patterned carpet. A secretary’s desk was in the center, its surface cluttered with stacks of papers. The back and side walls of the room were lined with doors that led to different administrators’ offices. 
Delila scanned the doors until she found Yvonne Brown, the Head of Admissions. With a smile, she used the janitor’s badge to unlock the door and entered.
Delila’s heart sank when she saw that everything was in perfect order in this office. Two paintings were on the back wall, each precisely flanking a small window. Perfectly centered on the window sill was a small potted plant. A desk, sleek and modern, was centered in the room, and everything on top of it was perfectly aligned. Even the chair was pushed in beneath the exact center of the desk.
Delila rolled her eyes, knowing this office was probably a waste of her time. Even still, she went behind the desk and checked the computer. It was locked, just as she expected. Yvonne certainly wasn’t the kind of woman to leave her password written down somewhere, but Delila looked regardless. She opened every unlocked drawer but found nothing. After carefully ensuring that everything was in its place, she went back to the central room.
Delila scanned the names on the doors again, grinning when she noticed the one she wanted was right next to her. Rudy Patterson, Director. If she wanted to get information, this was where she needed to look. She grabbed the door handle, intending to wave the janitor’s security badge in front of it, and was surprised when the door opened. It hadn’t been closed all the way.
She waved the badge in front of the door lock anyways and was met with two blinking red lights. Lucky break.
Mr. Patterson’s office was everything Delila had hoped for. Screens were set in the walls, displaying a calendar full of appointments, statistics about the orphanage, and similar information about both the adjacent school and college.
A large window on the back wall offered a view of the orphanage grounds. His desk was an oversized wooden relic, covered in stacks of papers, chip drives, and coffee stains. 
Delila figured a man as busy as Mr. Patterson would be likely to forget things quite often and would therefore leave himself reminders.
Delila went to his desk and immediately began searching for anything that could help her break into his computer. She looked beneath stacks of papers, felt beneath the desk, and even looked beneath the chair. 
After several unproductive minutes, her eyes went back to one of the screens on the wall, the one displaying Mr. Patterson’s calendar.
She approached his calendar, paying special attention to the detailed notes entered on each day. She swiped her hand to the right, scrolling back several weeks. When had she seen that cargo ship? Delila was certain it had been on a Thursday.
With another swipe of her hand, that day’s notes stared right back at her. 11AM, ship out units for Project Origin.
“So, children are units now, I guess,” she whispered to herself. She touched the screen, expanding that day’s notes in hopes that there would be more detailed information within, but there was nothing. Only a bit dismayed, she went back to his desk and immediately smiled.
When Delila had touched the screen displaying his calendar, it had woken his computer up and unlocked it. 
She pulled his chair back and sat in it, staring at the multitude of information projected above his desk. Where to begin?
First, she tried digging through files. There was so much information in front of her that it felt like trying to drink from a waterfall, but after a few minutes she found something that looked like a directory.
“I wonder what they do when the kids are gone?” Delila muttered. Several gestures in front of the screen opened new directories, and she tried searching them. She thought back to the day she had seen all those children boarding the cargo ship and tried to remember individual faces as she scrolled through a database of people in the orphanage. After sorting alphabetically, she continued scrolling, frowning. All of the names blended together. At any given time, Open Hearts orphanage could house five hundred to a thousand children.
Alice Whitford. That was the name of the little shit she had seen boarding the cargo ship. 
Delila hurriedly scrolled down to the end of the list, but didn’t see Alice’s name in there. She searched again, but found nothing. Chewing her lip, she backed out of the database and looked for a different one. Perhaps there was a list of former orphans? She ran a detailed search, but once again came up with nothing.
It was as if Alice had never existed.
On a whim, she searched for her own name: Delila Wescott. There was a small asterisk next to her name, so she tapped it. Scrolling through her record, she saw plenty of things she expected: behavioral profiles, grades from kindergarten all the way to college, and which room she stayed in. At the bottom there was a small note:
Rebellious tendencies. Observe closely and consider possible termination.
Why would they make a note like that? She exited her record and found her friend Nicole, who had been with her that day. Nicole’s record had the same note attached to the bottom.
Delila’s mouth suddenly went dry. They had been keeping an eye on her since that day. Was she in danger because of what she had seen? And what, exactly, had she seen?
She closed out of the database and dug through Mr. Patterson’s computer until she found his email. Surely there would be something in there that would clue her in. It was full of countless employee performance reviews, orphan disciplinary reports, scheduled meetings, and other drudgery. She went back to the date when she had seen the cargo ship taking the children away and her eyes went wide as she read an email:
Mr. Patterson,
I would like to offer my thanks for your gracious donation of one hundred units for Project Origin, and for your continued support. As usual, your organization should receive payment in the agreed upon amount by the end of the day.
It was signed “Davis.” Delila didn’t know if that was a first name or a surname. Not that it mattered.
She sat back in the heavy chair, trying to take all of this in and process it. The orphanage where she had grown up was selling children to Project Origin. She wondered how many employees knew about this.
Biting her lower lip, she continued scrolling through emails, certain there was more to be found.
Two months before that, she found another email, this time from a man named Tobias. She opened up the chain and her breath caught when she read it. Mr. Patterson had initially contacted Tobias on account of a house mother, Ruth Bancroft, who had recently quit—or been fired; it wasn’t entirely clear.
Delila remembered Ms. Bancroft. The woman had been an insufferable nag. 
In this correspondence, Mr. Patterson expressed doubt that she could be trusted to maintain secrecy. A day later, Tobias had replied, informing him that she had been “taken care of.” Delila shivered, realizing grimly what they were referring to. 
She quickly closed the email, then closed all the other programs she had opened. She suddenly felt very frightened. After ensuring everything was exactly as she had found it, she hurried from the Director’s office.
Initially she thought to leave the door partially closed, as she had found it, but didn’t want Mr. Patterson to realize he had left his office in a vulnerable state. She pulled it shut until she heard the lock click, then hurried from the room.
Delila carefully made her way back down the hall, to where she had found the janitor’s cart. A wet cough echoed down the hall, followed by a harsh throat clearing. She tightened her lips, grossed out by the sound of his phlegm. After rounding a corner, she saw him.
The janitor was an old man with wisps of white hair covering his head and a short beard that matched. His coveralls strained around his midsection as he bent over his cart, searching. He was clearly looking for the security badge.
Suddenly noticing Delila walking towards him, he called out. 
“Hey, what are you doing here?” he asked in a gravelly voice as he eyed her suspiciously.
“I just couldn’t sleep,” Delila explained as she approached him, badge in hand.
He looked her up and down as she came closer, eyes glinting hungrily at her breasts. Instead of handing him the badge, she tossed it on his cart and quickly turned away, eager to get away from the old creep.
“I found that down the hallway. I’m pretty sure it’s yours,” she said as she walked away. He grunted in reply, and Delila could practically feel his eyes on her. She felt a sudden desire to bathe.
As she hurried up her stairs towards her room, her thoughts churned with the things she had discovered tonight. Her orphanage was selling children—units—to whatever the fuck Project Origin was, then deleting any evidence they ever existed. 
Not only that, but it looked like they had on at least one occasion killed a former employee because they didn’t trust she could stay quiet. 
To top it all off, they were watching both her and Nicole in case they needed to be “terminated.” Delila couldn’t ignore the sudden urge to escape from this concrete prison she had grown up in, and to find out what was going on.






  
  Chapter 6


Zeke fidgeted with the holophone in his pocket as he walked down a long hallway in the back of the Harbor West Division police station. He could think of few places that made him more uncomfortable than a police station. Cops strode past him, sometimes giving him a suspicious glance, sometimes completely ignoring him as they pushed handcuffed people before them.  
Zeke wondered how many of the handcuffed individuals were innocent and had only found themselves arrested because a cop was having a bad day. Or, for that matter, how many people the pigs had simply shot instead of bringing here. 
That was one of the largest risks of being a runner; since officers were legally able to find people guilty and pass their sentence on the spot, there was always a chance of receiving the death penalty mere seconds after being caught.
Civilians usually weren’t allowed to wander these halls, but a phone call from Switch and some cash changing hands and suddenly Zeke was a mourning relative coming to retrieve the possessions of his recently murdered cousin. 
The officer at the front desk had taken his bribe of cash so quickly and casually that Zeke could tell bribes were a regular thing here. She hadn’t even tried to scan him, which had been a relief.
Zeke stepped up to the counter outside the evidence room and waited while a heavy-set woman busied herself with typing at the console on her desk. Her dark hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and she wore thin-rimmed glasses on her stern face. 
After a moment, she glanced up, the look on her face making it clear that she had better things to do than deal with him.
“Can I help you?” Her words were professional, but her tone was as flat as her expression.
After taking a glance at her nametag, Zeke gave her his best smile and responded.
“Hello, Officer Hewett. I need to see the personal belongings of my cousin, Jake Ratcliffe, who sadly was killed yesterday afternoon.” 
Earlier, he had explained to Switch that he would need access to Rat’s possessions, and Switch had assured him that he knew someone that could make it happen.
Officer Hewett’s mouth tightened. Zeke pulled some cash out of his pocket and went to slide it across the counter but stopped at a gesture from her. She typed on her console for a few seconds, then nodded.
“Had to turn the cameras off,” she explained, adjusting her glasses. She took the stack of bills from Zeke, counted them, then folded them in half and slipped them in her pocket. “Our system is outdated and unstable, so it crashes sometimes.”
Perfect.
That an officer readily accepted cash, the currency of the black market, was telling. That multiple officers in the same police station did was even more so. The only good cop was a crooked cop. 
She sucked at a tooth for a moment and stared at him levelly. “Wait here.
Zeke waited as patiently as he could, fidgeting as he looked both ways down the hallway. He was near the back of the station, which fortunately was mostly empty this early in the morning. A shuffling noise brought him back to the window.
“Here,” Officer Hewett said as she slid a small box through the opening at the bottom of the window. “Switch called me earlier and told me you would be coming for this. You’ve got about three minutes before the cameras go back online, so make it quick.
Zeke snatched up Rat’s holophone, which was lying right on top of a small pile of belongings. He plugged his crypto breaker into the bottom of the phone and waited. What was probably less than a minute felt like an agonizing eternity as the small box broke the phone’s encryption. 
Three green lights flashed, and Zeke finally had access. Officer Hewett continued to watch him with her flat expression while tapping her wrist, reminding him of how little time he had.
Scrolling through Rat’s most recent messages, Zeke sorted through all the nude photos and profanity and tried to find something of substance. Other than a message from Switch, he found nothing. He quickly stuffed the phone into the pocket of his jacket, as Switch had asked him to be sure to get it out of the hands of the police.
Officer Hewett raised a bushy eyebrow at him. Zeke pulled more cash out of his pocket and slid it to her. She nodded as she took the money along with the evidence box.
“I shouldn’t even be here this late,” she muttered under her breath. “Crime is so bad lately that we’re open all day and night now. This used to be just a daytime job for me.” She looked back up at Zeke. “You got lucky.”
“Thanks for your help,” Zeke said with a wink. “Can I call you sometime? Your number still 911?” He made a point of looking into the top of her shirt and nodding approvingly, all the while thinking how he’d rather suck vomit through a straw than touch her. She completely ignored his faux flirtation.
“You tell Switch he owes me,” she replied as she waddled to the back of the room and placed the evidence box on a long metal shelf next to similar boxes. When she came back to her desk, she hit Zeke with a glare. “You tell him I’m tired of this shit. He needs to pay me more, you hear? I could lose my job or get arrested for doing this.” 
She squeezed herself into her chair and typed for a moment before addressing him again in a more professional tone. “I’m sorry, sir, but that is evidence in an ongoing murder investigation. You’ll have to wait for the investigation to be completed before submitting a written request for access to any of those items.”
She gave Zeke another flat look and jerked her eyes towards the exit. Zeke grinned at her and hurried away, chuckling to himself.
“Time to leave the pig pen,” he said under his breath as he strode down the hallway, his boots loud on the stark white tile floor.
Both the number of officers and the suspicious stares increased as he exited the hallway and came back to the lobby of the building.
One of the officers grabbed Zeke’s arm right before he made it to the door.
He was a stereotypical cop in the worst of ways. Angry blue eyes regarded Zeke from beneath thick blonde eyebrows that matched his buzz-cut hair. His mouth seemed permanently twisted into a frown, and his demeanor suggested that he thought of himself as one of the good guys while everyone else was guilty. A cheap beer scent, the type that came from drinking too much on a nightly basis, emanated from his sweaty form. He even had a stupid little mustache. 
“Can I help you, sir?” he asked, his overly loud voice a forceful attempt at projecting strength and confidence. “I noticed you coming from that door over there. Do you need my assistance?”
Shit. Zeke needed to leave, and now. This was not the palace where he wanted people looking at him too closely. He looked back at the officer, still clutching his arm. Another cop turned, looking at both of them with an eyebrow raised.
“Nah, I’m good,” Zeke said, wiping an invisible tear from his cheek and avoiding eye contact with the cop. “I was just asking about my cousin, who was murdered the other day. It’s been hard on the whole family.” He looked down at the officer's hand, still latched around Zeke’s arm.
“Let me scan you so I can retrieve your records and see how I can help. I’d be happy to offer my assistance.” His left eye glowed red and Zeke immediately looked away, wiping more invisible tears from his eyes.
“No, really, I’m fine. I just want to mourn my cousin’s death in peace,” Zeke said, hopefully in a convincingly upset tone. 
If that cop managed to scan Zeke’s retinas, he would see that Zeke was nowhere in the national identification database and immediately slap a set of handcuffs on him, if not worse. Being anonymous was a crime here.
“Please,” he said, gently pulling his arm away from the cop’s hand. The officer frowned but released his grip. Zeke thanked him for his service to society and hurried towards the front door, keeping his head down.
When he exited the building, he released a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding. The streets were sparsely populated this early in the morning, and Zeke managed to become one with the crowd. He kept his head down and his hands stuffed in his pockets as he strode away from the building, trying to put as much distance between him and that place as possible. He didn’t relax until he had walked nearly a kilometer away, close to where he had parked.
“Fuck!” he shouted, drawing odd looks and several glares from people walking by. “Not you, don’t worry,” he said to an old woman hurrying away, complaining under her breath about how rude people were these days.
Zeke needed to get his head on straight and stop being so reckless. What the hell was he doing, walking through a police station like that? That could have been the end of him right there. Getting to the bottom of what was going on without attracting the attention of Carmenta Group was going to take his full concentration. 
As he continued down the sidewalk, he made a mental note to at least ask Switch for a bonus for retrieving Rat’s phone.
Zeke sat in his car for a few minutes and rubbed his eyes as he thought about the next step. The bits and pieces of knowledge he had gained in the past few hours weren’t enough to truly understand what was going on, but they were enough to suck him into this mystery. 
Running his fingers through his hair, he grumbled about the whole situation and swiped his finger across the dash, turning his car on.
Traffic made the drive home a bothersome chore, and the heat created by the sea of pavement known as Luckhaven made him sing the praises of whomever had invented air conditioning.
Traffic truly was the worst part of city life. Not the crime, the noise, the smog, the litter, or the urban decay. All of those things Zeke could deal with, but the traffic truly grated on his nerves. Especially when it was bad at two in the morning. 
When he finally pulled into the parking garage attached to his building, he felt a strong need for a cold beer. He wasn’t much of a drinker, but it sounded like the perfect thing right now. Just a beer and his couch.
“Any spare change?” a man with a tanned face asked as Zeke walked by him. He was wrapped in a filthy blanket and held his hand out. After coughing wetly, he raised his hand again. Zeke could just make out a long scar down each side of the man’s face. Poor bastard probably had a shit life.
“Yeah, sure. Here you go,” Zeke said, slipping a few bucks into the man’s hand. 
He was surprised to see a beggar here, especially this early. The security guards at this building generally kept this place locked down and free of such people. Even still, it was only a few bucks. Zeke wouldn’t even notice it, and it was enough to buy this guy a hot meal somewhere, at least somewhere that took cash.
“Thank you, sir. Oh, God bless you, sir.” The man bowed his head and tucked the money into his pocket.
Zeke laughed. “If God had blessed me, I’d have a different career.” He thought he heard the man say something else, but ignored it and hurried towards the elevator.
When Zeke finally opened the door to his condo, he felt as if a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He tossed his jacket on the back of his couch and slipped his holster from his shoulders, setting it on the desk along with his pistol. 
Temptation to grab that beer he wanted tickled at the back of his mind, but his desire to figure out what was going on turned out to be stronger.
Sitting down at his desk, he tried to organize his things a bit. First things first: he needed to check Rat’s holophone again now that he had more time and privacy.
Zeke pulled out the holophone and checked the most recent calls. Nothing. He checked the most recent messages. Nothing of note, just what he expected from Rat: messages from several women, most containing nude images.
He never understood how a scoundrel like Rat always seemed to have people practically lining up to fuck him.
There was one message from Switch, containing an address and a phone number. Zeke recognized the meetup location and assumed it was the buyer, who was now dead.
With a sigh, Zeke leaned back in his chair. He had hoped this would have proven more fruitful. This phone linked Rat to Switch though, so at least he got it out of the police station. That had to count for something.
Zeke fished the small chip drive from his pocket and stared at it for a moment. He was certain this was the data Switch had sent him to fetch. Zeke couldn’t help but wonder what kind of data was worth killing over. Deaths in this biz weren’t entirely uncommon, but what was worth a massacre? 
There weren’t many players willing to take on the Chinese government, so which one was it and for what reason? How much, Zeke had to wonder, did he really want to be a part of this? The questions burned in his mind and refused to vacate his thoughts.
One of the most important rules for being a successful runner was to not ask questions about things that weren’t your business. None of the data on this chip should matter to any runner; he should only care about his fee for selling it, delivering it, or smuggling it. Or, in some cases, stealing it.
Runners were valued for their neutrality and their willingness to run a variety of things, from data to human organs, without asking questions. The thriving black market practically depended on it.
However, one of Zeke’s guiding principles came from a story an old friend had told him. In this story, a runner had delivered some data to a known dangerous target who had viewed the message and immediately shot the runner. Turned out that the message was an assassination order on the runner. Hell of a way to end a career. Of course, it was also risky to gain a reputation for looking into the affairs and data of your fixer.  He decided that safely viewing the data he delivered was the safest bet; his inner paranoia demanded. He just had to be smart and not get caught.
Besides, it’s not like he was the only one doing this.
Zeke pulled out a small computer and set it on his desk. It wasn’t connected to any networks and the drives were wiped every time he used it—perfect for viewing potentially dangerous data.
He powered on the computer and slid the chip drive in the side. Tens of thousands of files were on the drive, far too many to scan through. Zeke decided to just make a copy of the drive for now, and in doing so noticed that one file name was decipherable. It was named “Project Origin.”
The computer needed a few minutes to copy all the data on the drive. For now, he at least had a name to ponder: Project Origin. Zeke’s mouth tightened and he leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms over his head. 
Having only gotten the slightest taste of what was going on, Zeke’s curiosity was still running strong. Call it insurance, call it peace of mind, but if he was going to hand over information that had already resulted in the deaths of three skilled runners, he wanted to know what he was getting into. 
He pulled out his holophone and called up a man he knew he could always trust. Kedric had been a runner as long as Zeke had been alive, so the man had a wealth of knowledge and experience to pull from. Plus, he had saved Zeke’s life as a child and practically raised him as his own, teaching Zeke everything he would need to later become a runner himself. Kedric was the closest thing Zeke had to family, and he thought of the man as his father.
As usual, he answered after two rings. A hologram of a dark-skinned man with a shaved head hovered above Zeke’s phone. 
“Zeke! How are you doing, my boy?”
“Good, and you?”
“Oh, not so bad. Life could certainly be worse. I heard you moved up in the world recently.”
Zeke chuckled. “Yeah, a bit. Started working for Switch, so definitely an improvement in terms of income. We’ll see how the job itself pans out, though. Things are…different at this level.”
Kedric was silent for a moment and cleared his throat before speaking. “Be careful, Zeke. Switch is involved in some deep shit. Some real deep shit. He’s burned a few people in the past, too, and he won’t hesitate to burn you to save his own skin. He’ll keep you safe as long as you make him money, but watch your back around him.”
“Funny you bring up deep shit,” Zeke said. “I had a question. Have you ever heard of anything called ‘Project Origin’?” Zeke avoided mentioning that it was connected to Carmenta Group, or his current job.
“Hmm, can’t say that I have. It doesn’t ring any bells, at least. I know a guy that deals with this sort of thing. He can probably help you out, though he’s not the cheapest.”
“What sort of thing?”
“Knowledge. That’s his gig, his shtick. If you need information, this guy seems to know something about everyone and everything. Kind of a weird fellow, though. Trustworthy, but weird.”
“That sounds like just what I need. What’s his name?”
“No idea,” Kedric said, and barked a laugh. “I don’t think anyone knows, to be honest.”
“Can you send me his number, then?”
“No, but I can give him your number, and he’ll get in touch with you later. As you can imagine, he doesn’t give his contact information out. I don’t even have his number—I have a process I go through in order to let him know I need his help, then he calls me shortly after. You’ll probably hear from him tomorrow.”
“Thanks, Kedric. You’ve always been a good one.”
“If that’s true, I’d hate to see one of the bad ones!”
“Well, you raised one!” They both got a good laugh out of that. “Alright, pops. I’ll talk to you soon.”
“Bye.”
Zeke hung up and leaned back in his chair. He kicked his feet up on his desk, balancing one boot on the toe of the other.
An information broker would be a nice turn of events. Hopefully, finding out what was going on would put his mind at ease.
Zeke leaned forwards and pressed the button on the underside of his desk that opened a hidden panel set into the wall. He set his copy of the chip drive in there, for safekeeping. That would work, for now.
Zeke hopped to his feet and went to his fridge. He grabbed a beer, twisted the top off, then took a long pull from the bottle. Later, he would know enough to put his mind at ease, and then he would deliver this data to Switch along with information on exactly who had killed Switch’s runners. Switch hadn’t asked for the additional information, but as this was Zeke’s first job for the fixer, he wanted to impress him.
High risk meant high payouts, and this job definitely had both. Zeke sat down on his sofa, running his hand mindlessly over the hand-carved wooden accents on the armrest. It was nice to be able to afford certain luxuries. He tried to imagine just how much money he would make from this job and a smile spread across his face. 






  
  Chapter 7


Xander Kinnear stood at a window with his hands clasped behind his back, enjoying the view above the smog from his office on the ninety-second floor. While not as high as the penthouse he lived in, it was still high enough to offer a pleasant feeling of disconnect with the rest of the world. 
Looking down, he watched people milling about on the crowded sidewalks like ants crawling on dirt. They lived in an entirely different world down there. Their lives were so simple, so pointless. Nothing they did really mattered, and one day they would all be forgotten along with everything they had ever accomplished.
He adjusted his tie, ensuring it was perfectly centered in his collar. The action was an unconscious habit, stemming from his near obsession with his appearance. Appearances were important; that was a lesson he had been taught decades ago by his father, the founder of Carmenta Group. 
His hand-tailored suit fit him perfectly, emphasizing his height and broad shoulders, suggesting power and wealth. Immaculately styled blonde hair and manicured nails completed the look. He turned and faced the other men in the room, whose appearances told a completely different story.
They were both tall—as tall as Xander and more—but there the similarities ended. Xander had paid for surgeries to graft extra muscle tissue onto the two men; no amount of exercise or drugs could make a human body nearly that large or strong.
Their clothes were utilitarian, including heavy boots and cargo pants. Jackets might protect them better in their line of work, but they opted for vests instead, so they could show off their thick arms. 
Perhaps most telling was their hair. Whereas Cordell was more subdued, with his short hair and beard dyed a shade of dark red, Flynn styled his in a mohawk the color of nuclear waste. The light that reflected from Flynn’s metal hand only added to the effect.
Just as Xander’s fine clothes were representative of his position as CEO, the choices these two men had made reflected that they used their fists as often as their heads. 
Some jobs required brute strength, though, and Xander always knew where to use the right tools. Sometimes the right tool was a sledgehammer. 
“Thank you for joining me today, gentlemen,” Xander said, as if they actually had a choice. He gestured for them to sit in chairs arranged in front of his desk. Of course, the only reason he suggested they sit was so he could watch them awkwardly squirm and try to fit themselves into the chairs. “You know why you are here, correct?”
Cordell nodded. “Yes sir. Asset retrieval.”
“Exactly. Tobias failed to retrieve our stolen data from his target, but he did see a man going through the target’s pockets after he died. Tobias later followed that man and it turns out he’s a runner as well. His name is Ezekiel Aurora, but he goes by simply ‘Zeke.’ You are to go to his condo, retrieve the chip drive, and bring him to me. Alive. Any questions?”
Both men shook their heads. Flynn, trying and failing to cross one leg over the other, raised his hand like a child in school.
“You want us to rough him up, boss?” Flynn was always eager for violence. Flynn was definitely a hammer; everything looked like a nail to him. 
Xander planned on making an example of this runner, but that had to wait until after he questioned the man. “Only a little. I need him to be able to answer questions when you bring him here.” 
Flynn’s face was a mask of disappointment. “James will send his address to the both of you.” Xander looked down at his watch, an antique from the twentieth century. “I expect you to have him here by tomorrow at the latest.” They both nodded, dogs eager to serve their master. “You may leave, now.”
Xander turned back to his window as the two men left. He disliked using such crude tools, but sometimes a fist needed to be thrown or a trigger pulled, and few were better than Cordell at that. In the ten years he had served Xander, Cordell had been an exemplary employee and had helped with everything from data recovery—always a problem with the money-hungry filth running the black market—to intimidation, and sometimes outright murder.
Flynn was a bit of a loose cannon, but he had the potential to be equally skilled once Cordell reined him in and trained him further.
Xander pulled out his holophone and dialed a number. The face that appeared was framed with thinning gray hair and lined with age, but the man’s dark eyes were sharp as nails. His thin lips seemed to be permanently twisted into a frown. The frown deepened when he saw Xander.
“Mr. Kinnear. To what do I owe the pleasure?” His tone made it clear that he didn’t consider the conversation to be a pleasure.
“Good afternoon, Senator Belmont. I wanted to check on the progress of my…request.”
The senator’s mouth worked silently for a moment before answering. “We have it earmarked in an infrastructure funding bill. We have been met with resistance from senators in other parties, however. Not because of Project Origin, but because they’re bastards that plain refuse to work together. Gathering enough votes to pass this bill won’t be easy. It’s going to take more time.”
“How many more votes do we need to pass the bill?”
Senator Belmont counted silently. “Five. We’re set to vote on it in three weeks. I’m surprised we’ve been able to get this many to agree to vote for it so far, considering what you’re trying to do.”
Xander pursed his lips in thought. “If you are not persuasive enough, then it appears I need to visit more of your colleagues and convince them that it would be in their best interest to support this bill. I’ll have Tobias and Cordell pay some people visits. They can be…persuasive.”
Senator Belmont’s frown deepened the lines on his face. “You would spend a long time in prison if you ever got caught, Xander. Maybe even the death penalty for this.”
Xander’s laugh reverberated through his office. “And who would arrest me? I own the police, just like I own you. Carmenta’s shareholders are some of the most powerful and influential people in the country. Do you really think they would risk their investments?” 
The senator had no answer for that.
“Max, there isn’t a person in this country that could put me behind bars. Not even the president himself. Don’t forget who the largest contributor to his campaign was. And to yours.” Xander’s tone hardened. “Now get back to gathering support for this bill. Every dollar I spend on it will come out of the shares you’ll be given once it passes.”
The senator began to reply, but Xander ended the call. He didn’t need to debate with the moron; he needed him to get the goddamn bill passed. With this bill, Project Origin would expand beyond Luckhaven and the state of California and gain federal backing.
There was just the small matter of this chip drive with potentially damaging information. The employee that had initially leaked the information had been disposed of, and the runners that tried to sell it as well. Had the sale been successful, it would have been a disaster. 
Unfortunately, Xander hadn’t been able to learn the identity of the fixer that had set up the job, or he would have been killed as well. 
His men would have this Ezekiel Aurora in front of him soon, and the situation would be firmly back in his control, where it belonged.
Xander went back to the window and clasped his hands behind his back as he watched the worker ants scurrying around on the sidewalk far below.






  
  Chapter 8


“All I’m saying is I don’t like it when they call us ‘Asset Recovery,’ since half the time we don’t even recover anything. We just fucking beat people.”  
Flynn rolled down the window in the truck and spat. That was a nasty habit of his, though at least he didn’t spit on the rubber floormat again. Cordell had nearly broken Flynn’s arm the first time he saw the bastard do that. The man just had no manners at all, it seemed. 
“I understand,” Cordell explained. “However, we do fetch things for the boss pretty often when you think about it. Besides, it’s nice having a title. Makes me feel more…professional. Like I’m doing something respectable with my life, instead of just throwing my fists around. A title like that is something my ma can be proud of.”
Of course, his ma had been dead for ten years and had disowned him before that, but his point still held.
Cordell slammed his hand onto the horn and held it there as a car crept out of a parking spot along the curb. “These fucking people, I swear.” He pulled the truck into the spot; it took several tries due to the size of the vehicle. A chorus of car horns blared from behind, but he ignored them. They would just have to wait.
“Come on, Flynn. Time to work.” Cordell turned off the truck and checked himself. Gun, knife, holophone, keys, sack, and rope. All good to go.
He swung the door open and a car screeched to a halt to avoid colliding with it. The man honked and shouted curses at him, but Cordell just ignored the idiot. He had more important things to deal with today than small men with big mouths.
“Hey, asshole! I’m talking to you!” yelled the man as he pulled his car up next to Cordell, nearly hitting him in the process. “You gonna learn how to fucking park, or do I have to—”
Cordell calmly pulled out his pistol and struck the passenger side window of the man’s car, shattering it. He pointed his gun at the man, who screamed like a child and sped away. 
That’s how most people were; they’d talk a big game until they found themselves on the receiving end of a real threat.
“Remember, we ain’t killing this guy,” Cordell said to Flynn. “We’re just bringing him to the boss for some questioning.” 
Flynn had good potential as an enforcer, but he also had a tendency to take things a bit far at times. Cordell had to rein the big man in and keep him focused; to mold him into a proper employee. There was a time to kill and there was a time to merely hurt, and it was important to learn that distinction.
Granted, in their line of work, that distinction often became a bit…fuzzy.
They pushed through the front doors of the towering apartment building, ignoring the stares they got as they swaggered in. Most people weren’t used to seeing men as large as Cordell and Flynn, with grafted muscle bulging from every limb, and Flynn’s steel hand glinting in the lights added further menace to their appearance. Cordell suddenly jerked his head towards a woman that was staring at him and laughed out loud as she let out a sound like a stepped-on dog and ran away.
They squeezed into the elevator with a few other people who fidgeted and looked away uncomfortably. Cordell pushed the button for the twentieth floor and leaned against the back wall. Flynn tapped his steel knuckles against the side of the elevator, causing one elderly man to twitch each time.
Cordell chuckled; the fear they created always put him in good spirits. Even the incredible slowness of the elevator wasn’t enough to dampen his mood as he watched. Tap. Twitch. Tap. Twitch.
“Remember, no killing today,” Cordell said again as they exited the elevator and stepped into the hallways. “We’re just going to rough him up a bit, get the data, and bring him in so the boss can talk to him.”
“Yeah, yeah, I heard you,” Flynn said, clearly annoyed at being held back. He hadn’t killed anyone since having his hand installed, and Cordell could tell the big man was itching to try it out.
Made sense; it had been more than two months since Cordell had killed anyone either, and he also had an itch that needed to be scratched. There were few things that could compare to the feeling of taking a life. Once a man has done that, it was hard to stop.
Cordell stopped next to a door and leaned against the wall with Flynn across from him. Flynn went to knock on the door, but Cordell halted him.
“Let’s wait a minute. See if we can surprise him on his way out. Tobias sent me a message saying he’s still home.”
Flynn nodded, annoyance clear in the set of his jaw.
Cordell picked up a short length of rope and a black cloth sack, held them in his hands, and leaned back, waiting.






  
  Chapter 9


Zeke leaned his elbows on the railing of his balcony and enjoyed the last few minutes of the sunset. This was the second evening in a row he had woken before the sun went down. He had to make sure it didn’t become a habit. He could still feel the tension in his stomach that had woken him early. Something about this job just wouldn’t let him relax.  
From up here on the twentieth floor, the city didn’t look much different. It was steel and concrete, brick and stone, glass and plastic, but between the towering buildings that surrounded his, a tiny sliver of orange sky was visible, and that was enough. He loved the view.
The end of his cigarette burned orange, glowing like the fading sunset, as he took another drag. Damn things made it hard to breathe sometimes, especially with all the smog.
Coughing into his arm, he thought back to when he was twelve and lived on the streets. That was when he had picked up smoking. Smoking, fighting, drinking, stealing, and just about every other bad habit one could think of.
He frowned at the cigarette in his hand. It truly was a nasty addiction, and he suddenly didn’t want to deal with it any longer. He flicked the butt and watched it fall nearly a hundred meters to the sidewalk below, where it landed among the throng of people. 
A large truck was struggling to park along the curb, and several cars around it blared their horns in frustration. This city seemed full of truly horrible drivers. 
Zeke turned and went back to his condo, sliding the glass door shut behind him and glancing at the hidden compartment holding his copy of the chip drive. He still hadn’t looked at the files on it. The night that he made that copy he had gotten very comfortable with his beer and his couch and hadn’t felt like straining his eyes looking at files.
A screen on his wall displayed an aging newscaster, his face worn and lined from delivering depressing news for so many years. He currently delivered in a monotonous voice a story about the global heatwave that had killed tens of thousands of people over the past few days. The Amazon Savannah had been hit especially hard, leaving the place a graveyard.
Zeke remembered reading something about great forests that used to grow down in Brazil, but they had all been cut down long before he was born.
His holophone beeped, so he pulled it out and answered it. Where a man’s face should have hovered above Zeke’s phone, only a pale, featureless mockery appeared, like that of a mannequin.
“Zeke?”
“Yeah, that’s me. Who’s this?” Where the man’s number should have been displayed on Zeke’s phone, there was only a blank space.
“Our mutual friend Kedric gave me your number. He said you were in need of some information.”
“Yeah, I am. He said you deal in that sort of thing. Have you—”
“First, I want to point out that this conversation must be kept entirely between you and me. That much should be obvious, but I want to emphasize it. Are you alone right now?”
“Yeah, in my condo.”
“Good.” The man paused for a moment, and Zeke heard the chattering of a keyboard in the background. “The connection appears to be clean. We should be safe to continue. I’d recommend being brief, though.”
“Okay. Well, have you—”
“Before you ask your question, I must ask you how much this information is worth to you?”
Zeke grunted and typed in an amount on his holophone. After several seconds, it beeped at him, confirming the transaction. “Is that enough?”
“That is sufficient. Now, what is your question?”
Zeke had a feeling this man would charge by the word, so he decided to focus on what was most important. “Have you heard of Project Origin?”
The other man was silent for so long that Zeke checked his holophone, ensuring the call hadn’t dropped. When the man finally replied, his voice sounded unsteady.
“Leave this alone, Zeke. You do not want to get involved.”
Anger tinged Zeke’s voice. “I thought you dealt in information. That’s what I just fucking paid you for, right?”
Zeke’s holophone beeped, indicating that his money had been returned.
“Zeke, here’s something I’ll tell you for free: stay away from this. Stay as far away as you can.” With that, the man abruptly ended the call.
“Damnit!” Zeke said.
After that, silence was the only sound in his condo. Zeke ran a hand through his hair, suddenly wondering if he had chosen a bad time to quit smoking. 
Stuffing his phone back into his pocket, he went to his bathroom and splashed some water onto his face. Calm. He had to stay calm. This cesspool he was swimming in was getting deeper by the minute, and the only way he would keep from drowning was to keep his calm.
His reflection in the bathroom mirror caught his attention. Hard green eyes stared back at him from a slender, flushed face. Whether the color was from the heat outside or the phone call, he didn’t know.
Zeke splashed some more water on his face and ran his fingers through his short black hair several times, making it stand up. Maybe he’d get lucky tonight. That would certainly take his mind off of this Project Origin biz. He thought of calling Amelie but decided against it for now; he had to focus on the matter at hand. He’d take her on a date as soon as this was done.
Sliding a hand beneath his desk, his finger found the tiny button and he pushed it. A small panel in his wall recessed with a hum and slid to the side, revealing a compartment set in the wall. Within that compartment was his most prized possession: his pistol. Automatically, he reached for it and had to stop himself. No guns were allowed in Nadir, at least not without strict permission from Pascal or Seiwa. Even the switchblade he often kept in his pocket was frowned upon there.
He had heard a story once about a runner who had approached Pascal and Seiwa armed without their permission. It had been an honest mistake, but rules were rules. The guy spent a month in the hospital recovering.
Next to his pistol was the small red chip drive, and his copy of said drive. Zeke was surprised his hand didn’t shake as he lifted it from the nook and stuffed it in his pocket. Switch would be glad to have it back, and Zeke would be glad to have it out of his possession, although he was glad to have a copy. Having a backup never hurt.
He pushed the button on the underside of his desk again and the panel retracted back into the wall, perfectly hidden.
He wished he had been able to learn more about the people that had killed Switch’s team other than who their employer was, but the fixer would have to be happy with learning that Carmenta Group was behind it. Who knew, maybe he was already aware.
He pulled out his holophone and sent Switch a quick message.
Be there soon. Got what you asked for.
It was still warm outside, but he grabbed a light jacket anyways. It was a habit of his, as he usually needed it to conceal his holstered pistol beneath his left arm. The added style didn’t hurt, either.
Zeke grabbed a pack of smokes and went to put them in his jacket pocket, then stopped short. They went into the trash can instead. He was done with those for good. He grabbed the door handle and twisted.
The door slammed open, striking Zeke in the face and knocking him to the ground. Two huge men sauntered in.
“Hello there, Mr. Aurora,” said the first man, who was so thick with grafted muscle he had to turn sideways slightly just to fit through the doorway. “You have something that belongs to our employer. Flynn and I are here to pick it up and take you to see our boss.”
The second man, Flynn, was equally large but had a cruel twist to his mouth and a metal hand. He ducked so his nuclear green mohawk didn’t scrape the lintel.
Zeke pushed himself backwards, scrambling away from the two men as he spat blood onto the floor. These bastards had been waiting for him, and he was unarmed. He had to think fast.
He leaped to his feet and sprinted to his kitchen, where he yanked a large knife from a knife block. Zeke turned, ready to throw the knife, but Flynn was already there.
“Who the fuck are you assholes?” Zeke demanded, lashing and lunging with the large knife. Flynn juked and dodged, surprisingly agile for such a huge man, and the look on his face suggested he was merely toying with Zeke.
“You know who we are, Ezekiel, and why we’re here.” That was the man standing in the doorway, who looked completely at ease as he slowly unwound a length of rope in his hands.
Zeke aimed for the vitals—face, neck and crotch—but Flynn’s metal hand was always there, turning away each attack. The man was incredibly fast and moved like a cobra.
Zeke lunged, aiming for Flynn’s throat, but the giant man caught the knife in his metal grip and twisted it out of Zeke’s hand.
“You’re a nasty one, aren’t you?” Flynn said as he slammed his flesh fist into Zeke’s stomach, doubling him over and knocking the breath out of him. It felt like being hit by a car. “Going for my throat, eh? I ought to rip your cock off and force you to eat it.” 
Zeke’s head slammed sideways against a cabinet as Flynn punched him again. His head rang like a bell and his vision blurred, but he managed to grab the closest thing and throw it. The small frying pan bounced off of Flynn’s chest with no effect other than making the brute laugh.
“Easy, Flynn. Boss don’t want him dead,” the other man said.
Flynn held Zeke’s kitchen knife high overhead, ready to stab downwards. A sour look crossed his face as he lowered the knife. “I hear you, Cordell. I hear you. I’m just going to break a few things, in that case.”
Flynn tossed the knife across the kitchen and it landed noisily in the sink, clattering against a few dishes stacked inside. “Come here, you little shit.” He reached down and grabbed Zeke’s collar with his steel grip and hefted him into the air.
Zeke’s head still rang after striking the cabinet, but he struggled and fought against Flynn’s vice-like grip. He brought his knee up, intending to strike the man in the crotch, but instead found himself flying through the air.
Zeke crashed into the back of his couch and fell to the floor in a heap. Everything hurt, and the world spun like a top. He thought he was going to vomit.
Clambering to his feet, Zeke raised his fists and spat another mouthful of blood onto the floor. He knew he was no match for these two giants, but he wasn’t going down without taking one of them with him. It was time to get dirty.
His head felt fuzzy and he couldn’t think straight, which was a bad sign. Probably a concussion.  He had to focus; one hit from Flynn’s metal fist and he would be finished.
“Why are you making this so hard on yourself?” Cordell asked. He leaned against the wall and crossed his thick arms. “Just hand over the chip drive and come with us. You don’t want to make Flynn mad.”
Flynn was slowly approaching with a grin on his scarred, ugly face.
Zeke ignored Cordell and focused on Flynn, who seemed completely relaxed as he slowly approached. Flynn was quick, but Zeke had a feeling the huge man relied on his speed and strength more than actual technique. 
Zeke had been raised by the streets, so if there was one thing he knew how to do, it was fight. If he could just land a few punches, he wagered Flynn would get angry and sloppy. Then, Zeke would go in for the kill.
Lunging forwards, Zeke feinted with his right arm, then surprised Flynn with two quick jabs to the mouth. A split second later, Zeke ducked beneath a steel fist that would have decapitated him. Zeke countered with an uppercut straight to Flynn’s nose, breaking it.
“You fuck—” Zeke jabbed Flynn in the mouth again as the big man shouted curses. Talking during a fight was usually a stupid idea.
“Come on, Flynn. You gonna let him do that to you?” Cordell still leaned against the wall as if nothing concerned him. He seemed amused by the fight and not at all worried for the wellbeing of his partner.
Flynn lunged towards Zeke with his arms out in an attempt to grapple him. Zeke ducked beneath Flynn’s massive arms and rained blows right in his lower ribs. Any man would feel it there. Flynn quickly turned, his face contorted with rage, right as Zeke’s foot connected with the side of the big man’s knee. There was a horrible crunch as Flynn’s leg folded sideways and the big man topped with a scream. Zeke’s boot slammed down on Flynn’s temple before stomping on the big man’s throat.
“Hey!”
Zeke turned just in time to see Cordell crash into him and everything went black.






  
  Chapter 10


Pain permeated every aspect of Zeke’s consciousness, every inch of his physical being. He heard muffled voices and struggled to open his eyes, but only one complied; the other was swollen shut. Not that it mattered with the cloth sack covering his head. 
He tried to speak but all that emerged from his swollen mouth was a grunt. He felt around with his tongue. Two of his front teeth were gone, and his lips were split and swollen. From the horrible pain and difficulty breathing, he could tell his nose was broken, and most likely a cheekbone as well. His entire body ached and throbbed.
“Good. It sounds like he’s finally waking up,” said a voice in front of Zeke. “Let’s get him ready to talk, shall we?”
A set of hands grabbed Zeke roughly and pulled him up to his knees. The sudden movement sent sharp pains lancing through his side. He silently added a broken rib to his list of injuries.
The sack was pulled from his head and something shoved beneath his nose. A harsh, acrid scent attacked his nose, akin to being slapped in the face, and it brought Zeke fully awake in an instant. He breathed deeply and struggled not to cough.
With some effort, he was able to pry his eyes open. He knelt in a large, carpeted room with a high ceiling and a window for the far wall. In front of that was a massive wooden desk, the kind that looked more than a hundred years old and likely weighed as many kilograms. A tall man in a finely tailored suit stood between Zeke and the desk with his hands clasped behind his back, although Zeke’s vision was too blurred to make out the man’s features other than the lightness of his hair.
Zeke wavered and would have fallen to the side, but a strong hand grabbed the back of his neck and kept him upright, albeit with more force than necessary. Zeke swallowed some blood and carefully worked his mouth for a few seconds.
“Thanks,” he slurred.
The hand on his neck tightened and the person behind him grunted in a begrudging reply.
The suited man stepped towards Zeke and leaned forwards, examining his broken face.
“Is any part of his face not broken? I guess I should thank you for not killing him,” the man said in a flat tone.
The person holding Zeke shuffled a bit. “He killed Flynn, boss,” came the gruff reply. That would be Cordell, then. He was clearly the reason Zeke was in so much pain at the moment. A bit of retribution for Zeke having killed his partner. Zeke probably should have expected as much.
“Yes, truly a sad matter,” the suited man said in a tone that held zero empathy. He leaned down further, putting himself face-to-face with Zeke. “Do you know who I am?” he asked.
“I dunno,” Zeke managed to say. Talking hurt like a son of a bitch, but he wanted to show them that he wasn’t going to be intimidated. Even if they killed him, the likelihood of which was becoming more and more realistic every minute, they would never break him. “Some suit that jerks off to the thought of homeless people starving to death?” It was the best he could come up with on the spot, and horribly slurred.
Something crashed into the side of his head, sending him sprawling face-down on the carpet. The skin of his cheek burned and stung from the impact. He twisted his head and looked back to see Cordell flexing his massive hand before he reached down and picked Zeke back up.
The suit made no sign that Zeke’s words had bothered him; he didn’t seem like the kind of person that cared about other people’s opinions. “I am Xander Kinnear, CEO of Carmenta Group.” Xander met Zeke’s gaze, watching his reaction as the words sank in.
Shit. Carmenta Group getting involved was exactly what Zeke had been so afraid of. That fear had been small and tightly contained, but ever-present since he found the bullet casings. And now he was talking with Xander himself, one of the most ruthless men in the business.
Xander was one of those businessmen that had so much money it was hard to fathom, and he had been that way since long before Zeke was born. Everyone was on his payroll, including local police chiefs, the mayor of Luckhaven, and probably half of congress. Some said the president, as well.
Xander Kinnear had so much money and power that morality no longer was even a remote concern; what good was right and wrong when no one could punish him for his wrongs?
“No more jokes? Smart man.” Xander paced slowly in front of Zeke. “You took something of mine, Ezekiel. Something very important.”
“Yeah, and you’ve already killed a lot of people to get it back,” Zeke replied.
“Of course I have,” Xander said, raising a hand to forestall Cordell from swinging again. “You don’t get to where I am in life without breaking a few eggs, and if those eggs are people then so be it. Having those people killed was the right thing to do, and if I could do it again, I wouldn’t hesitate even a heartbeat. You see,” he said, facing Zeke again,” you don’t understand what power is, Ezekiel. Real power.”
He stared at Zeke for a moment, almost as if he expected a reply, but continued with a look of disdain.
“You and your kind run around with your guns, selling and stealing what you can, avoiding the police, and thinking you’re hot shit. I could have Cordell here throw you from this window with a note in your pocket where I openly admit to ordering your death, and nothing would happen to me.
“I have personally selected the last five mayors of Luckhaven and the last two governors of California. What, you think your vote actually counts?” He scoffed at the foolishness of the idea. “I have a little program on the outskirts of Luckhaven that I’ve been working tirelessly on for years. Decades. Right now, I have things in motion that will expand this project and make me a national player, and one of the most powerful men in the world. I’m already the wealthiest though, and many say money is power.” He shrugged. “Cordell, the drive?”
Cordell released his hold on Zeke and stepped forwards, fumbling the chip drive from his vest pocket. He placed it in the hand of Xander, who smiled coldly.
“Did you check this drive, Ezekiel? Did you try to open any of the files on here?”
Zeke shook his head, painful as it was. “Of course not. I know better than that. Last thing a runner wants to do is stick his nose somewhere it doesn’t belong.” He realized the hypocrisy of his statement but stuck with it. They didn’t need to know he had made a copy of the drive. Perhaps if he lived through this, he could use it to exact a bit of revenge.
“Well, you have clearly failed at that, because you seem to be dead set on shoving yourself balls-deep in my fucking business!” Xander’s face briefly flushed with anger before he took a deep breath and calmed himself. “You’re not a stupid man, are you, Ezekiel?”
“Well,” Zeke said. “My mother always said I was smart.” From behind him he heard a chuckle slip out of Cordell. “You see? This guy gets it.”
Xander gave Cordell a flat look and Zeke once again felt the big man’s fist slam into the side of his head. 
Zeke remained on the floor, breath whistling through his broken nose, and spat a mouthful of blood onto the pristine white carpet. The look on Xander’s face at seeing his carpet ruined was almost worth the pain.
“You guys gotta stop with all the head shots if you want me to keep talking. Makes it hard to think.” Zeke took a few deep breaths and tried to blink away his blurring vision.
Xander kneeled down next to Zeke and addressed him quietly. “So, what would possess a smart man like you to stick his nose into my business knowing that I killed quite a few people for meddling in my affairs?” He looked up to Cordell and nodded.
Cordell reached down and clamped a hand around Zeke’s right wrist like a vice. He quickly bent Zeke’s pinky finger back, dislocating it.
“Fuck!” Zeke shouted as he tried to pull away from the huge man. “What the fuck is wrong with you psychos?” He tried kicking at Cordell, but the huge man just stepped on Zeke’s ankle, pinning him in place. Zeke’s heart pounded as he struggled against his captor.
Xander continued in a calm tone. “I guess there’s no use asking you why you decided to make my business yours, as I know you won’t give me an answer. I could probably torture the information out of you if I really wanted to, but I just don’t have the time. Fortunately, Cordell does.”
He nodded again and Cordell bent back another finger, bring more shouts of pain from Zeke.
Xander pulled a small knife from the pocket of his suit jacket. “You know, I was initially planning on just killing you and washing my hands of this whole ordeal. Killing you would certainly be the quickest way to eliminate you as a problem.” He stuck the knife into Zeke’s thigh, the blade penetrating only a centimeter or so.
“Ah!” Zeke squirmed and struggled, although breaking out of Cordell’s grasp was impossible. Cordell’s grip was otherworldly strong, and his hands seemed to be made of iron rather than flesh.
“Sometimes it’s better to make an example of someone,” Xander said as he pushed his knife into the side of Zeke’s calf. Again, just a shallow stab, but it burned like fire. He followed that with a few pokes in Zeke’s stomach, his chest, then his shoulder. “I’m going to leave you alive, although you’ll be such a broken shell of a man that you won’t be able to do much besides piss yourself.” 
He nodded to Cordell, who dislocated another one of Zeke’s fingers.
“The next time someone looks at you, they’ll see what I do to people that try to interfere with my plans.” Xander studied him for a moment, then nodded to himself as if satisfied.
Zeke yelled from the pain as Xander stuck his small knife in again and again. They were just shallow wounds, but they covered his body and seemed to keep coming. Finally, Xander stood, apparently tiring of torture, and addressed Cordell. Zeke couldn’t seem to stop shaking.
“Break a few more things. Cripple his arm, perhaps, then leave him in an alley where someone will find him.” He went to turn away and stopped. “Oh, have Earl use that new neurotoxin he wanted to test. Just don’t kill him. Have some fun, you know?”
Zeke looked on in horror as Cordell kept his grip on Zeke’s wrist and moved his free hand to the back of Zeke’s elbow. Cordell smiled as he pushed, bending Zeke’s elbow the wrong way to the sound of ripping tendons and cartilage.
“Oh yeah,” Cordell said over Zeke’s screams. “I’m going to have lots of fun.”






  
  Chapter 11


Darkness. Pure, pitch-black darkness. 
Zeke slowly woke and struggled to stay conscious. 
Rotting trash was all he could smell. The scent was everywhere around him and completely inescapable. Something weighed down on his chest, and a putrid fluid slowly dripped into his mouth, causing him to cough and vomit on himself. The pain from vomiting left him gasping and grunting like a wild animal, and it took several minutes for him to calm his heart rate and still himself. 
What was left of his right arm still felt like it was on fire; below the elbow it was completely numb. It hung limply along his side, like a piece of meat cuddling him. The rest of his body wasn’t in much better shape. His side twitched, then a muscle in his back cramped. He convulsed involuntarily in response, losing minutes to the sudden pain. Then, just when he thought the pain was lessening, he felt a twitch through his leg, tugging it upward as if electrified. 
He continued to twitch and convulse every few seconds, each twitch coming on him like a hiccup or a sneeze. He felt completely out of control and disconnected from his body, and terror slowly took over him.
Taking hold of himself, he gulped air, and tried to open his eyes. One of them opened. Light from a nearby street lamp seared his retina and pierced his brain and Zeke immediately closed his eye again, shuddering with pain. After a few seconds, he slowly opened the eye again. He could see, although everything was a blur.
It was nighttime, and he looked to be in an alley lying atop several torn bags of garbage. One was on top of him, leaking pungent fluids on his face and into his mouth. His left arm seemed to work, so he used it to push the bag of trash off of him. After a careful test movement, he confirmed that his legs worked and weren’t broken, although his right ankle screamed with every twitch and jerk that ran through his body. 
With his left hand, Zeke grabbed at whatever he could and tried to pull himself free while pushing simultaneously with his left leg. After a few excruciating moments, he managed to slide off of the trash, which resulted in him tumbling onto the filthy pavement of the alley. 
He lay there, his face in a puddle of grime, gasping and convulsing from the pain that wracked his body, nearly sobbing. At least the trash had been soft. 
Zeke’s neck clicked several times as he managed to lift his head enough to see, and smell, his right arm, or what was left of it.
His hand was gone; all that was visible instead was slivers of wet bone sticking out of what looked like a chunk of meat. Raw, red flesh was all that remained of the rest of his arm; Cordell had peeled the skin off slowly, delighting in Zeke’s screams the whole time. Near the top of the arm the entire thing was charred black, which explained the horrible smell as well as why he hadn’t bled out. He also glimpsed the tiny entry site of the neurotoxin that was now twinging his neck muscles and forcing his face down into the gritty pavement. 
Zeke closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, or at least as deep as his broken rib would allow. With his left hand, he fumbled in his pocket and managed to grab his holophone. 
“Call Masaru,” he managed to say, and after the fourth try his phone finally understood him. Seconds later, a man’s face appeared above the holophone, although Zeke couldn’t see anything but a blur.
“Mr. Aurora, are you there?” Masaru said in his heavy accent. “Hello? Do you need something?”
“Help,” Zeke managed to say. “Come get me. In an alley.” His mouth didn’t work right. Probably a broken jaw.
“Can you send me the location?”
Zeke felt around with his thumb and pushed a button. “Yeah. Sending you the coords now. Don’t have much time, I think. Not sure. I don’t wear a watch.” He coughed with weak laughter. It was a bad attempt at a joke anyways.






  
  Chapter 12


Delila opened the door on the side of the orphanage and walked through with a long line of other girls and young women behind her. She smiled at a house mother who was passing in the opposite direction, beaming at everyone. Some of the girls right behind Delila were gossiping loudly, but she ignored it and moved down the long hallways with her thumbs hitched in the shoulder straps of her backpack. 
School was out for the day, for the lower grades as well as for the college, so a crowd of girls and young women made the short trek from the schools to the orphanage next door. The hallway was packed, and nearly everyone was heading in the same direction with the exception of one poor girl that was struggling to go against the crowd. It reminded Delila of a fish trying to swim upstream.
While Delila had always been praised for her grades in school, as well as in college, she had found her concentration slipping over the past month. No matter what the subject was, her mind kept drifting to that night she had discovered that her orphanage was selling children, and that she was on their watch list. It had eaten at her every waking moment. She was determined to figure out what was going on, but first she had to leave.
She had spent nearly every night searching the ‘net for any information on a company or organization called Project Origin, but so far had found nothing useful. One link mentioned several far-fetched conspiracy theories such as aliens and cannibalism, but those were clearly written by a nutjob. However, she had found one brief mention of Carmenta Group, which would explain the “CG” she had seen on that Origin vehicle weeks ago.
Carmenta Group was a company most people were familiar with. They had revolutionized medical technology time and time again over the past five decades with all their breakthroughs in anti-aging and life extension techniques. Growing old and decrepit had become a thing of the past—for people with enough money, at least
If a person came down with liver or lung cancer, they could simply have the afflicted organs replaced with fresh new ones. Heart attack? A new heart would fix that. 
They had even managed how to figure out full-body skin grafts as a solution to aging, wrinkled skin.
Carmenta Group had the technologies and drugs to make all of this happen, and to make the healing process quick, nearly painless, and almost entirely scar-free.
Delila rounded a corner and ran her hand along the brass guardrail as she ascended the stairs with the crowd. She wanted to climb more quickly, but there were simply too many people in front of her.
“Hey, Delila?”
Delila turned, slightly started, and saw her friend Judy walking next to her.
Judy was another young woman in the new college program, and one of Delila’s oldest friends. She was twenty, like Delila, and short, with a plump body and a button nose.
“I’m sorry, Judy. What’d you say?”
“I asked if you were coming over tonight. We missed you last week.”
Many of the college students had a habit of meeting up on Friday nights and spending time together, comparing notes and gossip while helping each other speed through their homework assignments. It had been a tradition for several years now.
Delila’s wavy brown hair swung side to side as she shook her head. “No, I can’t. I’m sorry. I just…have too much on my mind right now.” Truth be told, she wasn’t sure how to answer. Her mind was somewhere else completely.
“Are you okay? You’ve been acting weird lately.” Judy looked genuinely concerned.
“Yeah, I’m fine. I just need to rest a bit. I’ll be there next week,” Delila lied, hoping Judy would stop asking her questions. She had no intention of being there next week.
“Okay, I’ll see you then?” Judy reached out and squeezed Delila’s arm, and Delila smiled back.
Delila began pushing her way more forcefully up the stairs so she wouldn’t have to talk any further. She didn’t feel like talking to anyone right now; she just wanted to get to her room and shut the door.
Like iron filings to a magnet, her mind went back to what she had learned about Carmenta Group, or, more specifically, their CEO Xander Kinnear. 
While he was more than eighty years old, he looked only thirty thanks to the technologies and procedures his company had created.
Being the wealthiest man in the world, there was an ocean of news articles about him to swim through. Most focused on his wealth and how he built Carmenta Group over the years, or were typical celebrity gossip trash. But after digging a bit, she had uncovered a darker side. 
Accusations of extortion, intellectual property theft, and even murder were commonplace, although nothing ever stuck. Any time charges were brought against him or Carmenta Group, witnesses had a habit of either disappearing or suddenly changing their stories and refusing to testify.
On top of that, several laws had been passed over the years that directly benefited Carmenta Group, which gave weight to all the claims that Xander had a number of politicians on his payroll. He was known for being a large campaign donor as well, which further supported those rumors.
After years of Carmenta buying out its competitors, the Federal Trade Commission had sought to enforce several antitrust laws, until all the involved lawyers died within a week of each other from suspiciously timed natural causes. The case was dropped after that.
Delila finally arrived at her room on the fourth floor and pushed the door open, thankful to be free from the throng of bodies in the hallway. Nicole, her roommate, was absent as usual.
Nicole didn’t spend much time in their room; she was a social butterfly that preferred to be around as many people as possible at all times. Delila was often with her, but not today. She had more important things in mind.
For a while now, she had entertained thoughts of leaving. But after learning she was being watched, she felt more urgently that she needed to escape.
Staying here would likely lead to no future, like most of the orphans in this city. Half of the girls weren’t even in the Federal Identification Database, as the staff at the orphanage were just too busy taking care of other things to worry about that. No one really tried to enforce the requirement, so many girls just slipped through the cracks.
She knew a few places where she could probably get some work, and she had looked around online and found some women’s shelters where she could sleep until she had saved up enough money to get a small place of her own. This pilot program with the new college was a big help; not only did she get the benefit of additional education, but she had been able to stay here an additional two years. By age twenty, most orphans had already found themselves living on the streets. 
With a bit of luck, she was hoping to somehow discover more about what was going on with Project Origin and why they were buying children, then sell the information to some news outlets. She was certain that whatever they were doing, it was highly illegal and deserved to be exposed. It wasn’t the best plan, but it was better than nothing. Plus, the money would be nice.
After emptying her backpack on her bed, Delila began grabbing clothes from her small dresser. Those went into her backpack along with her toothbrush and other toiletries. She wasn’t entirely sure what she would need, so she just tried to focus on the basics. Hard to go wrong, that way.
She reached beneath her mattress and pulled out a thin stack of cash, folded it, and slipped it into her back pocket. Paper money wasn’t hard to find in the orphanage, and she would need it when she left, especially considering she wasn’t in the ID database. She had a physical ID card, but anyone scanning her retinas would find nothing.
Most girls had a few bills of the illegal money hidden somewhere that they had acquired to satisfy some inner rebellious need. Delila had simply convinced as many girls as possible to give up their cash, and when necessary had exchanged digital currency for it. 
Digital currency—or real money, as some would call it—wasn’t that hard to get in the orphanage either. She was routinely paid for answers to tests and had built up a decent amount over the years. She felt confident that she would be fine as long as she was careful with her money.
She took a moment to check her reflection in the mirror. At the moment she wore the same uniform all the girls did—khaki pants and a buttoned white shirt. That along with her backpack made it painfully obvious she was a student, albeit one in college. Her first purchase would have to be some clothes. Even just a shirt or two.
Her dark, wavy hair was pulled back into a ponytail to keep it out of her face. Lately, hours spent scouring the net about Carmenta Group instead of sleeping had given her faint dark circles beneath her green eyes. She would have to get some sleep, so she didn’t look so haggard. 
After one last glance at the room she had lived in for more than a decade, she opened her door and left.
She pushed against the crowd of girls still filling the hallway, struggling to make her way down the crowded stairs. Now she knew how that other girl had felt in the hallway earlier.
It seemed to take hours, but after several minutes she finally found herself passing through the front doors of the orphanage. She tried not to look suspicious as she walked past the cracked fountain that had stood dry in front of the orphanage for as long as she had lived there.
“And where are you headed, dear?” one of the house mothers said as she approached Delila. She was an old woman with her white hair cut unfashionably short. Her beady eyes peered suspiciously and her lips were pursed in a sour frown.
“I just wanted to run to the corner store and grab some snacks for our study group tonight,” Delila said, hoping the old crone would buy her story, although she cared less with every step she took.
“And you feel it’s necessary to take all your books there with you?” asked the old woman as she transferred her frown to Delila’s backpack.
“I haven’t been to my room yet to drop things off. I wanted to hurry there before it got crowded with other girls buying stuff.”
The house mother’s eyes went to Delila’s chest, and Delila silently cursed herself for undoing a few buttons due to the heat.
“You’re not going to see any boys, are you? We’ve had ten pregnancies this year already, and I won’t deal with any more of them!”
Delila took a step back as the old woman reached for her. It dawned on her that there was no need to explain herself to these old crows anymore, much less be polite.
“Get the fuck away from me!” Delila shouted.
The old woman’s face went from wide-eyed shock to red-faced anger by the time Delila had finished shouting. She reached out for Delila again. “You get back here right this instant, you little bitch!”
Delila picked up her pace and jogged away from the orphanage, not even bothering to take a final look back as she left.






  
  Chapter 13


Zeke woke with a shout and found himself tangled in sweat-soaked sheets. He lay there for a moment, breathing deeply and letting his heart slow down as he tried to clear his mind.  
A cramping sensation filled his hand, and he realized he was gripping his bedsheet as hard as possible. With another deep breath, he forced himself to relax. His hand twitched several times afterwards. His entire body ached.
Nightmares again. They had filled every moment of sleep since he had come home from Masaru’s clinic a bit over a week ago. Again and again he relived being tortured and beaten. He saw Cordell’s twisted smile as his massive fist slammed repeatedly into Zeke’s face. He felt the knife go into his arm, sawing through tendons like poorly butchered meat and rendering it useless. He heard Cordell’s laugh as he peeled the skin from Zeke’s arm. He felt them throw his body in an alley, closer to death than life. Sometimes he still felt he could taste the trash leaking into his mouth from the bag that had been placed on top of him. Just the memory of it made him want to vomit.
He swung his legs over the side of his bed and rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. He had only been asleep a few hours, but he was fully awake now. There was no going back to sleep after that nightmare.
He stood and grabbed a bottle of pills next to his bed and popped two in his mouth, swallowing them dry.
Zeke had been injected with something that had wreaked havoc on his central nervous system. A neurotoxin, Masaru had called it, and probably sourced from the Chinese military. It had turned Zeke into a twitching mess, completely unable to function, but these pills counteracted it. Another few days and he’d be back to normal, according to Masaru.
Zeke made his way to the balcony, where he leaned his elbows awkwardly against the railing. His new arm was still taking some getting used to.
Synthskin covered his right arm with the exception of the polished metal knuckles that caught the sunlight and glinted. Other than the knuckles, his entire arm looked perfectly normal. Masaru had done a fantastic job, really. Russian military surplus, he had called it, and worth every dollar. Granted, it had wiped out most of the money Zeke had saved over the past several years. These things weren’t cheap.
He lowered his hand and gently tapped his knuckles against the steel railing, hearing the ting as they struck. It was a design meant for combat, which was the reason for the thick titanium plates on his knuckles and the lack of synthskin there.
It functioned just like a flesh arm in most ways. His grip was a lot stronger now, of course, and he could probably punch through a brick wall. It was even the same color as the rest of the skin, and easily changeable in case he ever decided to get a tan. 
Sensations were different, though. He didn’t feel pain in this arm, but he could tell if something was touching it or hurting it. He knew there was pain there, it just didn’t hurt. It was an odd sensation, indeed.
Suddenly irritated, he punched the steel guardrail, denting the polished metal. The impact didn’t bother his new arm, but his shoulder suddenly ached. Masaru said it would take some time for his body to strengthen enough to properly support the arm.
His mood soured, Zeke turned and went back inside his condo, seeking something to take his mind off of what had happened to him. Some news might be good. 
Dwelling on the past was something he had to learn to avoid. He had been in a medically induced coma for nearly a month, according to Masaru, so that all the healing drugs he had been pumped full of could work their magic. A lot could happen in that much time. 
He switched on the screen set into his wall and flipped through some news channels. Congress had finally passed a massive infrastructure funding bill, although, unsurprisingly, it was wrought with controversy. Meat 2.0 stocks were soaring as the product continued to increase in popularity. Several restaurants on the east coast were now starting to offer it, too. Zeke wished he had bought a handful of shares when it first came out.
Heat waves were still the norm, and record high temperatures were being set almost daily. Another war was breaking out in the Middle East. W shortages were causing thousands of deaths per day in eastern Africa. Gun violence was up in Luckhaven.
Looks like nothing had changed, really. He turned the screen off and went to his bathroom.
After splashing some cold water on his face, he hesitantly looked at himself in the mirror. He still expected to see his face swollen and bruised, his nose flattened to one side, and an eye ruined from being pierced by a broken orbital bone. 
Instead, his face looked perfectly normal. A few faint scars along his jaw hadn’t fully healed yet, but they would fade with time. All those drugs Masaru had used truly worked wonders. Made him hungry as hell, though. Shame he couldn’t have done the same thing to all the scars on Zeke’s body, but cost became a limiting factor at that point. Maybe one day he’d take care of it. For now, he’d just wear a shirt.
His right eye looked a little dull but was otherwise indistinguishable from his left. With a bit of focus, he was able to zoom in just like a camera lens with his new eye. He had quickly learned to close his left eye when doing that; otherwise it was very disorienting.
He needed a break from all this constant thinking on what had happened. Something to clear his mind. Food would probably help, and he knew a good noodle joint downtown that had dinner specials on Wednesdays. He pulled a t-shirt on and his light jacket over that. Standard attire.
Beneath the jacket went his pistol, stuffed into a holster under his arm. He grabbed his holophone, noting all the missed calls and messages over the past few weeks. One tugged at him.
It was from Amelie, and the message was as simple as could be. She just hoped it was okay, and ended the message with a heart.
A good woman would go a long way towards making him feel better. Hell, two or three women might be better, considering the shape he was in. While physical intimacy was the last thing on Zeke’s mind, he reminded himself that he couldn’t pass up an opportunity with a woman like Amelie. She was one in a million, if not a billion.
He dialed her number, and she answered a few rings later.
“Zeke? What happened? I’ve been worried sick about you, and there have been some rumors—Well, you’re on the phone now, so those rumors were clearly false.”
“Hey, Amelie. It’s good to hear your voice,” Zeke said, and meant it.
“I hope you have a lot more to say than that,” she said, her voice filled with emotion.
“Yeah, I do. But not over the phone. You still up for that date? I’d like to see you soon.”
“Of course I am, Zeke. When can you pick me up?”
Zeke thought for a moment. He wanted some time by himself before he went after Amelie—some time to find his center, get his head on straight.
“I’ll pick you up tomorrow night for a late dinner. Or, you know, breakfast for people like us.”
They shared a laugh, and the hologram of Amelie smiled. 
“That sounds great, Zeke. I can’t wait.”
“Alright, beautiful. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
With that, he ended the call and stuffed the phone in his pocket.
As he reached for the door handle, his hand stopped and hovered over it for a moment, twitching. Zeke doubted he would ever again be able to open that damn door without it bringing back some kind of bad memory. With a sigh, he grabbed the door handle and pulled it open.
A few people walked down the hallway, but there were no hired goons waiting for him. Zeke shook his head and came to his senses. Everything was fine, no one was after him, and even if they were he had a pistol large enough to make them think twice.
He knew this would take a long time to recover from, but he refused to let it consume him. This was the first time he’d left his condo since Masaru had brought him home a week ago, and the last time he would let those memories control his emotions.
He took the elevator down to the parking garage, fidgeting with the holster beneath his jacket. One of these days he was going to have to find a smaller gun or a better way to hide it. The damn thing was uncomfortable. It was like carrying a brick beneath his arm all the time.
As it was late in the afternoon, the roads were crowded with people on their commute home. Zeke found himself sitting in his car for nearly an hour just to drive the few miles necessary.
He could have taken the subway instead, but he disliked being stuffed into those trains so closely to countless strangers. Zeke briefly considered calling Switch but decided against it for the moment. All he wanted right now was some peace and quiet. And a bowl of ramen.
Unfortunately, Himari Ramen was located right down the street from Carmenta Group’s corporate headquarters. Zeke could have parked somewhere else so he didn’t have to pass by the skyscraper, but he refused to let his fears control him. 
Head held high, he strode down the busy sidewalk in front of the giant building. A sinking feeling formed in his gut as memories of his torture tried to consume his thoughts, but he pushed them down and focused on other things to keep his mind busy.
The Carmenta Group building towered above him and many other structures in downtown Luckhaven. A gray concrete monolith, it stood like a monument to power and corruption as it cast deep shadows on the crowd below. Somewhere up there was the wealthiest man in the world. The man that had ordered Zeke’s torture. Zeke suddenly craved a cigarette. He shook the thoughts from his head and continued down the sidewalk.
To his left, a woman that looked in her early twenties stood near the curb with her arms crossed, facing the entrance of the building. She was, in a word, beautiful. Dark, wavy hair framed a delicately featured face with bright green eyes. Her crossed arms drew attention to her breasts, large for a woman so slender.
Her face was at once tired and determined, yet Zeke detected fear and uncertainty as well. Her eyes occasionally snapped to passersby when they walked too closely. Zeke sensed that something was wrong.
“Hey,” Zeke said as he approached her. “Everything okay?”
“Move along, creep,” she snapped. “My brother will be here any minute, and he’ll break your arm if you mess with me.”
Zeke suppressed a laugh. “No, he won’t.” He saw right through the lie.
She met his eyes with a defiant gaze. “What do you want, old man?”
This time, Zeke did laugh. “Since when is twenty-six old? Look, I don’t mean you any harm. I just wanted to check and see if you were okay. If you needed any help.”
“What makes you think I need help? Especially from some random guy approaching me on the sidewalk?”
“Well,” Zeke said, rubbing his jaw. “First, there’s your shirt. Open Hearts runs probably four orphanages in the city. I grew up in one myself, for a time at least, so I know their emblem when I see it. Then there’s the question of why an orphan girl is staring at the headquarters of one of the most powerful corporations in the world like she wants to tear it down. And of course, the additional question of why you’re here, looking like you haven’t slept in three days. Besides, not to be rude but aren’t you a bit old for an orphanage?”
“Yeah, I’m twenty,” she said after a pause. “I’m part of a pilot program, so I got to stay there for an extra two years to attend their new college.” Her mouth tightened. “What do you want?”
“Like I said, I’m just checking to see if you need some help. Look, there’s a noodle joint right down there.” He pointed down the sidewalk in the direction he had been walking. “I was just going to grab some dinner. You hungry?”
After a moment, she nodded, embarrassment or shame staining her cheeks red.
“I’ll get us something to eat,” Zeke said gently. “It’s a public place, so you’ll be safe.” He held his hands up. “No pressure or anything. I’m just offering some help.”
He turned and continued down the sidewalk towards the restaurant. After a few seconds, she appeared at his side, her thumbs hitched in the shoulder straps of her backpack as she walked.
“Thank you,” she said quietly.
“Don’t mention it,” he said in return.
Zeke had a bit of a soft spot for orphans, being one himself, especially when they found themselves on the streets. Just surviving day to day in Luckhaven could be tough at times. Doing that without any sort of family to come home to made it even more challenging. 
Zeke didn’t consider himself a particularly kind person, or even a good one for that matter, but whenever possible he tried to help keep kids away from the kind of things he had experienced as a child growing up on the streets. Granted, this woman was far from being a child, but still. 
“My name is Delila,” she said, still keeping her eyes down as she walked. Zeke got the feeling she had never wandered around the city before. She seemed completely out of her element.
“Nice to meet you, Delila. Name’s Zeke.” He held open the front door to the restaurant and waved her through.
Rich aromas washed over him as he entered. The hostess was a small Japanese woman in a garish approximation of traditional clothing that greeted them both with a bow. Zeke bowed back and followed her to a booth near the window with Delila in tow.
After a few minutes, a waitress brought them glasses of water and informed them she’d be back soon to take their order.
Delila sat with her backpack next to her, guarding it as if it were the most important thing she owned. It probably was. She finally released it and picked up the menu, her eyes scanning across it as she flipped through the pages.
Zeke could tell by the way she looked at the menu that she had never eaten anything like this before. His faint memories of orphanage food were not pleasant.
“So, what are you in the mood for? What kind of food do you like?”
She looked at him just as uncertainly as she had looked at the menu. “I guess I don’t really know.”
“You can get their signature dish, the Himari Ramen, with Meat 2.0 or synthpork. It’s pretty good.”
She continued staring wide-eyed at the menu, obviously unfamiliar with the food listed upon it. She was most likely used to the cheapest, vat-grown food available, overcooked by old women with no culinary talents.
Zeke figured he would recommend one of his favorites. “The udon bowl is really good with Meat 2.0. It’s spicy. You like spicy?”
“No.”
“It’s not that spicy. Get the egg with it. They use real eggs here.” 
Her eyebrows rose at that. She had probably never even seen a real egg before, much less eaten one.
“Two udon bowls, with the egg on each. Meat 2.0 in one of them,” he said to the waitress when she came back to their table. She nodded as she wrote down their order. 
“So, you feel like talking any?” Zeke asked.
Delila gave him a guarded look. “About what?”
“About your situation.”
“What about my situation?” she asked in a defensive tone.
“Easy,” Zeke said. “I’m not here to hurt you, Delila. Take a deep breath.” Surprisingly, she did. “How long ago did you leave?”
“A little over a week ago,” she muttered, sounding disappointed. “Ten days, I think.”
“Things aren’t what you thought they’d be out here, are they?” 
Her eyes went down and she didn’t answer.
Zeke decided he should lighten his tone a bit. No sense in making her feel any worse than she already did. 
“Hey, you ever eaten with these?” He picked up the chopsticks and put them in his hand, showing her how they fit along his fingers. With his new arm, he expected it to be more difficult. It was as easy as it had been with real fingers. “Give it a try.”
She studied his hand intently and grabbed the thin metal chopsticks, trying to mimic the way he held them. After several tries, she managed to hold onto them and practiced picking up her napkin.
“Why would someone purposely make eating more difficult?” she asked.
“At least you picked it up quickly,” Zeke said. “You’ll get used to them after a few times.”
Her mood seemed to have improved a bit, so Zeke decided to ask some more questions.
“Do you have a safe place to sleep?”
She dropped the chopsticks, cursing softly under her breath. The look she shot him was one of anger, probably for slipping in that question when she wasn’t expecting it.
“Sometimes. There’s a shelter for women in New Belcott that usually has room.”
This woman wouldn’t last another week in New Belcott, not with her looks. He needed to take her somewhere safe. Hell, a jail would probably be safer than some parts of New Belcott.
“Let me take you somewhere safer. Even back to the orphanage, just for the time being. At least you’ll have a roof over your head.”
“No!”
Some customers stared after her loud response. She lowered her voice and continued.
“You said you grew up in one as well, so you know how it is. Once we turn eighteen and graduate high school, we’re out on the street. I got lucky and made it into their new college, so I got an extra two years, but I was due to be homeless in a few months at best.
“The world forgets about us, and most end up as addicts or prostitutes. I have no future if I stay there. I thought….” She suddenly looked embarrassed. “I figured I would have a better chance just learning how to make it on my own. And there were some things I had hoped to do, although now that seems impossible.”
Most people would probably have chastised her for making such foolish decisions, but Zeke knew that wouldn’t have helped. She hadn’t experienced the outside world much, and was clearly clueless as to how things really worked and just how slimy the city was.
For that matter, years ago Zeke had done practically the same thing, so he was in no place to chastise her. She needed to be helped and be set on a better path if she was going to have any chance at a decent future.
“Yeah, I know what you mean. Growing up in those places isn’t any fun, and no matter what effort you put in, you can’t escape the feeling that it’s wasted as long as you’re there. I remember those days. I ran away when I was younger than you, you know.”
“You did?” She looked up at him.
Zeke nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t have any plans, though, like you do. I was angry and afraid and just ran one day with nothing but the clothes on my back.
“So…what happened?”
Those memories were not ones Zeke was fond of revisiting. “Nothing good,” he said. “Surviving on the streets when you’re eleven is next to impossible. I ran away with a good friend of mine.” Brian had been his name. “He died a week after we left. I…survived. That’s about the only word for it.”
She stared at him, wide-eyed. 
“I made it for about a year, then I ran into a guy named Kedric who saw something in me. He brought me in off the street, fed me, and taught me as best as he could. Saved my life, really.” He was still close with Kedric. Always would be.
“What did you do before that?”
Zeke paused. It was an unpleasant story, but hearing the harsh truth might snap her back to reality and keep her from making the mistakes he had. “There’s not much a young boy can do to make a living at that age.
“There’s not much a boy can do to make a living at that age, and there’s really only one thing he can sell.”
“You mean….”
Zeke nodded. “I refused to sell myself, so I starved. I had to constantly hide from people. Fortunately, I found a piece of metal in the trash, so I ground it against the sidewalk for a week, shaping it and sharpening it into a functional knife. Kept it hidden in my pocket. 
“Not long after that, some old pervert kidnapped me. Brought me back to his place, intending to use me for—well, I probably don’t have to say. I went along with it, acted cool and waited patiently for him to take his pants off, then pulled out my knife and rammed it into his stomach until he stopped moving.”
Delila’s chopsticks fell from her hand. She stared at Zeke wide-eyed.
Zeke took a sip of water and continued. “I dumped his body in his backyard, then cleaned myself up in his bathroom. Raided his fridge and got my first good night of sleep in months. I figured people would probably come looking for him after a couple days, so I took some food, stole everything of value I could carry, and took his car. Sold it to a guy later that day, made enough to buy a gun and keep myself fed for six months. Oh hey, food is here!”
The waitress brought two bowls and set them on the table. Steam rose from the bowls, bringing with it delicious aromas. Zeke grabbed his bowl and chopsticks and dug right in. Delila was still staring at him, horrified.
“Look,” Zeke said around a mouthful of noodles. “I don’t want anyone to have to grow up the way I did. No one needs to have their head messed up that badly.” He chewed on a tender piece of Meat 2.0 that practically melted in his mouth. “Man, this lab-grown meat is better every time I have it. Look, I certainly don’t like reliving those old memories, but I want you to know what the reality of this situation is. What your choices are. Life in an orphanage sucks, but it’s better than what I had to do. Have you looked in a mirror lately?”
Delila suddenly tucked her hair behind her ear and squirmed, self-conscious. “Am I okay? What’s wrong?” She wiped her face with both hands as if something were on it.
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean that,” Zeke continued. “I just…. You’re beautiful, Delila. Really. One of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen, to be honest. I offer that as a genuine compliment, but also to emphasize that you wouldn’t last another week out there. Honestly, I’m surprised you made it this far.”
“I, uh….” She looked over at her backpack. “I’m a fast runner. It’s come in handy.” She looked back at Zeke, finally meeting his eyes. “And thanks. You’re pretty handsome yourself.”
Zeke gave her a smile. “I try. Hey, try the Meat 2.0.”
“That fake meat stuff grosses me out.” Delila fumbled with her chopsticks and was finally rewarded with a mouthful of noodles and vegetables. Her expression changed to one of amazement, and she looked up at Zeke while chewing. “It’s incredible,” she said after swallowing. She stared down at the bowl of noodles like it was the best thing she had ever eaten. Zeke realized it probably was. 
“So, why did you run away, then?” she asked as she struggled to get a second bite into her mouth.
“Eh, I was just a stupid kid. There were a lot of issues at my orphanage. Most of the kids were bullies, there was a lot of abuse, and I dunno…. Sometimes I feel like I might be remembering things wrong, but I swear there were times when a bunch of kids would just disappear. Every year, like a hundred of them were just gone, and no one knew where they were. The people in charge acted like nothing happened and just ignored it. I thought I was going to be next if I stayed, so I ran away.”
Delila stared at him with her chopsticks halfway to her mouth. The thick noodles slipped off and fell into her bowl, splashing broth onto the table and startling her. “Children disappearing?”
“Yeah.”
She set her chopsticks down next to her bowl and took a deep breath. “I saw kids boarding a huge cargo ship a few months ago,” she told him quietly. “It was a flying one, though not really a plane or anything like that. It had ‘Origin’ written on the side. Later, I got onto the Director’s computer and saw that the orphanage had received payment for the kids. They were selling them to something called ‘Project Origin,’ which is linked to Carmenta Group. I wasn’t able to learn much beyond that.”
“What?” Now it was Zeke’s turn to drop his chopsticks. He gestured for her to keep her voice low.
“Yeah,” she whispered. “I still don’t know exactly what’s going on, but whatever it is, I’ll wager it’s bad.”
Project Origin. Zeke had hoped to leave this alone, but it appeared to be following him, daring him into action. Carmenta Group and this Project Origin business were like magnets that continually pulled him back.
“Hey Delila. Do you believe in fate?”
“Fate? No. I believe in the scientific method.”
“Good to hear. Things like this almost make me wonder, though.”
It suddenly dawned on Zeke that this restaurant was in very close proximity to Carmenta Group’s headquarters. There were probably several Carmenta employees eating here at this very moment. 
“Let’s not talk about this anymore while we're here,” he said quietly. He caught their waitress’ eye and waved her over. “In fact, let’s get far away from here if we’re going to continue this conversation.”
“You mean about Car—”
“Yes, about that,” Zeke said as he paid for the meal. “I’m sorry, Delila. I’m not trying to rush you, but hurry up and finish that.”
She fumbled with the chopsticks and shoveled noodles into her mouth.
“I know a bit about…about what we were just talking about,” Zeke continued. “If we put our heads together, we might be able to figure something out.” His desire to piece together this information and learn more about Project Origin was making him impatient. Delila still struggled with the chopsticks. “Oh, come on. I’ll buy you more later, let’s just hurry and get out of here.”
He slid out from the booth and beckoned her to follow. They left the restaurant and hurried down the sidewalk. Delila muttered about her noodles. 
As they passed the Carmenta Group headquarters again, Zeke couldn’t help but feel as if the weight of the massive building pressed down upon him, like the building itself sought vengeance for its secrets being spilled.
“Let’s head to my car,” Zeke said as he grabbed her elbow and pulled her along behind him. “Maybe we can figure out what’s going on here, then we can figure out what to do next.”
“Okay,” Delila muttered in agreement while clutching her backpack protectively in front of her. 
They wove their way through the rush hour crowd on the sidewalks, Zeke doing his best to create a path through which she could follow. He hurried up the stairs in the parking garage, taking them two at a time. She was slower, so he waited for her to catch up.
“Right over there,” Zeke said as he pointed towards his car that sat low and sleek in the shadows of the parking garage. “Hop in.”
Zeke pulled on the door latch and the driver’s side door slowly rose. After settling in his seat, he pressed a button and her door opened as well. 
“You coming?” Zeke called through the opening.
Delila slowly stepped into the car, still clutching her backpack to her chest and eyeing him suspiciously. 
Zeke swiped his finger across the dashboard and the car hummed to life and the doors closed. 
“Okay, now let’s get far away from Carmenta fucking Group.” 
Zeke backed out of the parking spot and spun his wheel around as he pulled onto the exit ramp. Delila still held her backpack against her chest and alternated between shooting him wary glances and gawking at the city around them.
“You doing okay there, Del?” Zeke tapped a few buttons on his dashboard. “Take me to…. Take me to Clinson Park. Is that okay?” he asked, turning to Delila.
She held an old snub-nosed revolver, pointed directly at him. It was an old thing, with much of the bluing worn off and the handle scales chipped and cracked, but at this range it would kill just as well as anything else. The pistol shook in her hands. She probably thought he was some creep that had lured her in with a hot meal.
“Easy there,” Zeke said softly.
“What are you planning on doing with me?” she demanded.
Zeke sighed. “Look, Del. I know you’re jumpy and scared, but I’ve told you plenty of times that I’m not going to hurt you, and I meant it every time. My only plan was to buy you something to eat and find somewhere for you to sleep tonight, but then you mentioned Project Origin. I know something about that, enough to know that it’s dangerous. I was hoping we could compare what we knew. I’m just trying to take us somewhere we can talk safely. That’s all, I swear.”
“Don’t you get any ideas, you hear?”
“Jesus, kid. Put the pistol down before you shoot yourself. Or worse, me.”
“I’m not a kid. I’m twenty. In fact, I’ll be twenty-one in a month.”
“Okay, Delila, fine. Just put the pistol away. We’re going somewhere public to talk. Now would you put that thing down before someone sees you and calls the cops? Look,” Zeke said, pointing across the car at the vehicle in the lane next to them.
Delila slowly lowered her pistol and looked out her window. An elderly woman sat in her car next to them with her mouth hanging open as she stared. Delila stuck her tongue out at the old woman, who quickly looked away. Still clutching her pistol, Delila turned back to Zeke.
“So, what do you know about Project Origin?”
“Put the gun down and we’ll talk. Keep it close if you’re still scared, I don’t care. Just put it down.”
“Fine,” she said stubbornly as she shoved the gun into her backpack. “Will you tell me now?”
Zeke finally relaxed some, but still wasn’t sure how to share the information with her. He didn’t want to tell her anything that might lead to her becoming a target. “Project Origin is associated with Carmenta Group. On that, you’re correct.”
“I had that much figured out,” she said. “Do you know what it is?”
“No,” Zeke said, shaking his head. “But I know that Carmenta Group will kill to keep certain information about Project Origin from leaking to the public. And I know that, whatever it is, they’re expanding to a national level.” They sat at a red light now, but cars from the perpendicular lane began filling the intersection. Bastards.
“How do you know that?” she asked.
Zeke paused, trying to select the best way to word his answer. “They killed some…work associates of mine about two months ago, give or take. I started snooping around, and Carmenta wasn’t too happy about that either.”
“And we also know they’ve been taking children from orphanages for more than a decade,” she added.
“Yeah, and that. I feel like we could figure this out if we just knew a bit more.”
Zeke avoided telling her that he had access to more data. He didn’t want some sheltered innocent mixed up in this. 
The light turned green, but too many cars blocked the intersection for them to go anywhere. Cars blared their horns, which certainly didn’t help.
“You’re a runner, aren’t you?” Delila was studying him intently. “That’s how you got involved in this. Your friends that got killed, they were trying to sell data that belonged to Carmenta Group, weren’t they?”
She was smart. Zeke gave her a quizzical look. “And what do you know about runners?”
“I watch the news a lot. There wasn’t much else to do at the orphanage.” She blushed faintly. “I used to dream about being a runner. It seems so exciting, and you’re in control of your own life. So you are one then, right? That explains your friends getting killed—sorry to hear, by the way. It also explains your nice car, and that huge gun you have under your left arm. I mean, no one else wears a jacket in this weather. It’s kind of obvious you’re hiding something.”
Zeke sighed. “Yeah, you got me. Or at least, I used to be one. Haven’t done anything in a bit, and not sure if I want to get back into it. I do need to pay some bills, though.” He pulled the side of his jacket open, revealing his .60 SKM. He really had to do something about that, one day.
“Why haven’t you done anything? What happened?”
“Delila, you’re going to get yourself involved in something very dangerous if you keep this up?
“What happened?” she repeated, a hint of impatience in her voice.
Zeke shook his head. She was persistent. “Carmenta Group happened. They gave me this,” he lifted his hands, showing the metal of his knuckles. “They also gave me this,” he said as he tapped directly on his right eyeball, loudly enough to be heard.
Her expression changed from fascination to shock. “I saw your hand, but I thought that was an elective surgery. I’ve seen people with, uh, modifications like that walking around. So they…hurt you?”
Zeke barked a laugh. “They tortured me for a day and a half and left me for dead in an alley. Made a mess of my whole arm, broke it and cut it and made it completely useless. They also pumped me full of a neurotoxin that would have slowly burned through my central nervous system and left me mostly paralyzed. I lucked out. I know a guy, a doctor, and he was able to fix me in time.”
She looked like she was going to be sick. After swallowing heavily, she turned back to him. “Can you teach me how to survive out there?”
“Oh, come on now,” Zeke said, his voice thick with frustration. The light had cycled all the way to green again, but more cars had moved forwards to block the intersection. It looks like they were stuck there for a while.
“After what I just told you?” he asked. “Are you sure that’s the kind of life you want to get involved in?”
“Of course it is,” she said matter-of-factly. “I know I can do it.” She pulled a folded stack of cash from her pocket and showed it to Zeke. “Plus, I have this.”
“That shit’s illegal. Where the hell did you even get it?” Zeke asked. “Do I even want to know?”
“It’s nothing like that,” she said in a rush. “Lots of girls had a bill or two in the orphanage. I guess they got a thrill from owning something illegal. I just convinced them to give it to me, or bought it when I had to.”
“Bought it with what?”
“With real money, of course. Digital.”
“But you’re all in an orphanage. Where did you get that money?”
She smiled. “I charged for the answers to tests sometimes. I was an assistant to a professor, due to my grades, which gave me access to some of the exams before everyone else. I never gave all the answers away, so it wouldn’t be so obvious. If too many people got perfect scores, the teachers would have been suspicious.”
“I admire your guile,” Zeke said with a chuckle. “But I think you’re missing what I’m getting at. Those girls that bought stuff—where did they get the money?”
“Ah, now I get it.” She slipped the cash back into her pocket before continuing. “Some girls sold themselves on the side. Men will pay a lot for a teenage body, you know. Especially if she claims to be a virgin. Some of the girls started as young as fifteen, and made a lot of money doing it, but it’s not safe. Sometimes things happened.”
“Things happened?” Zeke knew all too well what she meant, he just hoped his suspicions were wrong.
“Yeah, like…like a girl comes back one night covered in bruises. Sometimes they don’t come back at all.”
“Fuck,” Zeke said, shaking his head. It wasn’t the most pleasant topic. “But not, uh….” He gestured awkwardly to her.
“No, I didn’t do it,” Delila said, catching on. “There are better, smarter, and safer ways to make money.” She reached into her backpack again and pulled out the small pistol. “This was one of the first things I bought when I ran away.”
“Can you put that thing away? I’m afraid you’re going to blow your hand off. If you get blood stains on my seats, I’ll be pissed.”
She frowned, missing the joke, but stuffed the gun back into her backpack.
“What are you doing with a gun, anyways? Don’t you know how dangerous those things are?”
“This gun is probably the only reason I’m still alive. Some creep kept following me my first day in the city, and I suddenly found myself glad I’m a fast runner. After that, I went to a pawn shop and bought this.” She pulled it out for a moment, looked at it, then put it back in the backpack. “I don’t even know how to shoot it. Oh, the light’s green again.”
Finally, they were starting to move. Crossing the intersection felt like a notable achievement after waiting so long.
“You be careful with that thing,” Zeke said. “You hear me? Never point it at anyone you don’t intend to shoot.”
“Can you show me how to use it?”
Zeke suppressed a groan. The last thing he wanted was her following him around like a lost puppy, no matter how attractive she was. He didn’t have the heart to just turn her loose in the city, though. Luckhaven would eat her alive. Knowing that she had a gun and no clue how to use it would keep him awake at night, especially since she seemed so smart and well-intentioned.
What was he supposed to do? Ask her about Project Origin and then throw her away? No.
“Do you even have ammo for that thing?” Zeke asked, rubbing his temples.
Delila nodded. “I bought a dozen bullets.”
“A dozen rounds. Great. I’m guessing you’ll pester me until I teach you how to shoot, right?”
She smiled and nodded, a bit of color staining her cheeks.
“Fine. I know a place outside of town where we can go. It’s kinda in the middle of nowhere, or at least the closest to desolation you can get near Luckhaven. We can set up a bucket or a rock or something for you to shoot at. It’ll help you get used to it. Save one bullet for me, though.”
“What for?”
“To put me out of my misery when all this is done.”






  
  Chapter 14


For once, Zeke seemed to move with traffic instead of against it. It felt like a personal blessing from some mysterious deity. 
He flowed with the rest of the cars across the city, passing beneath the densely packed downtown until he came to a neighborhood just north of there. 
Apartment buildings were smaller here, many with neatly-trimmed hedges out front, which stood in stark contrast to the endless gray concrete of Zeke’s neighborhood.
Zeke pulled up in front of a building, looking for a number. Twenty-one thirty-five in square brass digits out front marked this as the correct one. Always nice when places posted their addresses plainly.
He stifled a yawn with the back of his hand. His schedule hadn’t been the same since picking up Delila. After Zeke took her to the desert to fire her gun a few times, she had managed to convince Zeke to let her stay at his place. Their sleep schedules weren’t the same, so when Zeke woke in the mid-afternoon to loud clanging in his kitchen, he went to investigate. He found her standing there in one of his old shirts that struggled to contain her curves, trying to make him breakfast. 
She had burned everything, but the gesture was nice.
After that, she hugged him tightly. A few tears leaked from her eyes, and she explained that she was grateful for his hospitality. When it had finally dawned on her just how bad things were on the streets, she became overwhelmed. 
So Zeke agreed to let her stay on the couch a while. Having another person to talk with was nice, and other than the burned food she was incredibly neat and tidy.
Zeke pushed his car door open and stepped out, eyeing the building. It was a nice, upscale apartment building with a brick facade and large windows. Looks like Amelie was doing well for herself. He sent his car to find a parking spot and went to the front door.
Next to the front door was a list of names and an intercom. She had told Zeke to press 304. Finding the number, he saw “A. Rodgers” next to that number. Huh. So her last name was Rodgers. He idly wondered if “Amelie” was her real name. Doubtful, considering their line of work. He pressed the button and waited.
“Good timing, Zeke.” came Amelie’s voice. “I guess I should have expected as much.”
“If you’d like, I can wait a while so I’m half an hour late,” he replied.
Amelie laughed. “Get up here.”
The door buzzed loudly and Zeke pulled it open. He hurried up the steps, feeling excitement in his heart like a kid at a candy store. 
Relationships were something he had largely avoided over the years. Working as a runner wasn’t very conducive to a healthy love life; odd hours, the constant risk of getting shot, having to leave for a week at a time with no prior warning. This sort of career didn’t exactly nurture warm and caring personalities, either.
He walked down the hallway until he found a door marked 304. His initial plan had been to take her somewhere nice, but when he called Amelie earlier to finalize things she insisted that she cook dinner for them.
Zeke took a deep breath and knocked three times. After a few seconds the door opened and Amelie stood there.
Her shoulder-length midnight blue hair was tucked behind one ear, and she watched him with a smile curving her full lips. An oversized shirt hung off one shoulder and showed the lack of a bra beneath, in case her nipples peeking through the thin cotton wasn’t enough. A set of leggings covered her to her ankles, showing off her shapely legs.
“Has anyone ever told you that you knock like a cop?” Amelie asked, one side of her mouth curving into a grin.
Zeke ran his fingers through his hair and shrugged. “Just wanted to make sure you could hear me.”
Amelie laughed and pulled the door open the rest of the way. “Come on in.”
Zeke stepped inside and took a look around. Elaborate crown molding and arched windows gave the place an antique feel, as did the dark wood floor. Her furniture was simple and stylish, just like Zeke’s—a couch, a coffee table in front, and a single chair. No excess.
“I’m just finishing up dinner,” Amelie said as she closed the door. “Grab a seat at the bar.”
She walked past him to the open kitchen. The bottom edge of her shirt stopped a millimeter below her ass, giving him just the barest peek at her round bottom as she walked by.
“Smells good,” Zeke said as he approached the L-shaped bar and grabbed a stool. “What’s on the menu?”
“Just a little something simple,” she replied. “Cassoulet. Hope you like French.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever had French food, to be honest,” Zeke replied.
“You’re missing out,” Amelie replied. “French culture revolves around good food and wine. Speaking of which….” 
She turned and opened a kitchen cabinet, then stretched on her toes to grab two large-bodied wide glasses from a top shelf. Her shirt raised as she reached, finally giving Zeke a view of her magnificent ass. When she turned back to face Zeke she caught his eye momentarily, and the look she gave him more than suggested she had done that on purpose.
“You’re in for a treat,” she said as she uncorked the bottle. Waving the cork beneath her nose, she breathed in deeply, eyes closed, and smiled. “Côtes du Rhône. One of my favorites.” She looked at Zeke for a moment, noticing the complete lack of comprehension. “Please tell me you like wine, Zeke,” she said flatly.
Zeke ran his fingers through his hair. “Okay. You like wine, Zeke.”
“Dickhead,” she said as she poured the ruby red fluid into each glass, but she smiled. “Try this,” she said, setting a glass in front of him. 
Zeke grabbed the glass and stopped short at a motion from her.
“Swirl it in the glass first, like this.” She swirled hers. “That releases the flavors, and aromas. Then sip it.”
Zeke swirled his glass, feeling a bit silly, then gave the wine a sip. Rich, warm flavors danced across his tongue, almost surprising him with their accessibility.
“Oh wow,” he said, looking at the wine. “This is fantastic.”
“I’m glad you like it,” Amelie said, sipping her glass. “If you didn’t I’d probably ask you to leave.”
Zeke chuckled, but she continued staring at him flatly. He cleared his throat and took another sip.
“So, where should we start?”
“Where do you want to start?” Amelie fired back.
Zeke thought for a moment. His entire life revolved around work, so talking about other things wasn’t something he did often. Amelie was a real gem, though, so he couldn’t fuck things up.
“Where are you from?” he asked, and immediately wished he hadn’t. In the biz, asking about a person’s history wasn’t often encouraged.
Amelie recognized this but smiled. “France,” she said, taking another sip of her wine.
Well, he hadn’t expected that. “France?”
“France,” she said again. “I grew up just south of Toulouse, and then my family moved here when I was twelve.”
“I get the feeling the more I learn about you, the more I’m going to like you,” Zeke said. “France, eh? Why would your parents move here?”
“The usual,” she replied. “The company my father worked for offered him a promotion, but it involved relocating. He decided to accept, and shortly afterwards I became an American.”
“I wasn’t expecting that,” Zeke said. “How did you wind up as a fixer, then? Sorry if I’m asking too many questions, or too personal. It’s just nice to learn about Amelie, the woman, versus Amelie, my boss.”
She smiled and leaned on the bar, her chin in her hand. Zeke very pointedly did not look down the front of her shirt, although it was a real struggle. 
“It’s fine, Zeke. I think it was a pretty natural move for me. I didn’t want to be stuck behind a desk like my father, or in a hospital like my mother.”
“Hospital?”
“She was a doctor,” Amelie said. “I wanted to control my own life, to answer to myself. Plus, a regular life just never appealed to me, to be honest. I mean sure, cuddling in front of a fireplace with some snow outside sounds great, but the jobs are just horrible. Working for corrupt companies that don’t pay you what you’re worth, or in my case having a boss always hitting on me…. Nope, not for me.”
“So you became one of the top drug dealers in the city,” Zeke laughed.
“Funny how life works that way,” she said, raising a brow. “Technically I’m more of a drug smuggler, though. Or, I dunno. I don’t really deal them, you know. This is only temporary, too. I’ve been building my contacts over the years and I’m moving on from street drugs to medical supplies. That delivery you did for Hideki? You helped me prove that I could get life-saving drugs to people for a tenth of what they would pay a doctor. Speaking of which….” 
She set her glass down and walked around the bar until she stood in front of Zeke. Zeke set his glass on the bar, and she leaned forwards, taking his face in her hands, and kissed him softly.
“Thank you, Zeke. I owe you one,” she said, her lips only a millimeter away from his. Her eyes focused on his, sapphire on emerald, and she leaned forwards and kissed him again.
Zeke wanted to take her right there on the floor, but she straightened up with a sly smile and walked back to her side of the bar. Zeke cleared his throat and tried to ignore the tightening in his pants.
“From drug dealer to medical hero. That’s quite the change,” Zeke said.
“I definitely sleep better at night now,” Amelie said. She turned to the stove and pulled the lid from a pan, then smelled it. “This should be done now.” She twisted the knob to off and brought the steaming pan to the bar. “So, tell me about yourself.” She scooped it into two bowls.
Zeke chuckled. “Are you sure you want to go there? My story isn’t as nice as yours.”
“Try me,” Amelie said
Zeke took a deep breath. “My mother gave me up when I was born. I think she was a prostitute. From day one, I grew up in an orphanage. Looking back, it wasn’t too bad in there. Just the typical things you’d expect in an all-boys school.” Amelie raised her eyebrow. “No, they didn’t do that. Well, some did, but I didn’t. It was mostly just fights and bullying. I ran away when I was young, thinking I could take care of myself.”
“Did you have somewhere better to go?” she asked as she grabbed her glass of wine.
Zeke shook his head. “Nope. So I lived on the street—often literally—for years. Ate there, slept there. Fought there, killed there, ran away from things there.”
“Killed there? How old were you?”
“Eleven,” Zeke replied, and Amelie’s mouth fell open. “Yeah, like I said, our stories are very different. I didn’t enjoy it, but I killed to survive, more than once. By the age of thirteen I already knew some great places to hide bodies.”
“What the hell, Zeke.”
“A guy named Kedric found me some time later, and saw something in me. Some potential. He cleaned me up and took me off the streets. Gave me a place to live, an education. Taught me all that I know.”
“Kedric? I knew you guys were good friends, but I didn’t know that.”
“Yeah,” Zeke nodded. “He’s kinda like my dad. I like to think of him as such, seeing as he treated me like a son.”
Amelie thought for a moment. “So how about recently? You disappeared for a month. People started saying you were dead. And even worse, you didn’t call me.”
Zeke looked down at his metal knuckles. “I stuck my nose somewhere I shouldn’t have, and got hurt really bad as a result.” He raised his arm and showed her his hand. She nodded slowly, understanding.
“I’m sorry you’ve had such a hard life, Zeke,” Amelie said.
“Yeah, me too. But, things are looking up. Speaking of which….” Zeke stood up and walked around the bar.
Amelie’s eyes followed him as he came near. She set her glass down and straightened up.
Zeke took her slender face in both hands and pressed his lips against hers, gently at first, then with increasing passion.
“Thanks, Amelie,” Zeke said. “I owe you o—”
She slammed back into him, her lips on his, her tongue pressing into his mouth. Zeke’s hands slid down her back, holding her close to him as they kissed.
Amelie broke their kiss suddenly and pushed him back. Zeke’s eyes went to their food for a brief second. It still sat there, two bowls of steaming cassoulet.
“Fuck the food,” Amelie said as she grabbed Zeke by the waistband. She walked backwards to her bedroom, pulling Zeke behind her.
As soon as they got there, she practically threw him on her bed. It was a massive thing, with four wooden posts. She tore off her shirt and flung it across the room, exposing her toned body and perky breasts. After rolling onto her back, she raised her butt off the bed and pushed her leggings down to her feet, then kicked them off
Zeke hurriedly undid his belt and slid his jeans off. Amelie was there in an instant, throwing his jeans on the floor and pushing him back on the bed. Zeke’s shirt came off next. 
Amelie moved up until she straddled his waist and looked down at his shoulder. Her finger traced over the thick scars where his upgraded arm began.
“So much pain,” Amelie said. Smiled at him and moved her hand to his chest.
Zeke was rock hard, his prick lying against his stomach. Amelie placed her wet slit right on top of it and rubbed it back and forth, coating Zeke with her juices. She leaned down and kissed him softly. 
“I’m gonna take good care of you, Zeke,” she said as she reached between her legs and grabbed onto his shaft. She rubbed it against her, getting the tip soaking wet, and finally slid down on it with her eyes closed. She placed both hands on Zeke’s chest as she worked her pussy down, an inch at a time until she was sitting on his lap with all of him inside her.
Zeke’s hands slid up her toned thighs and grabbed onto her hips. Amelie looked like a work of art. She closed her eyes and squeezed her breasts while Zeke thrust inside her, gently at first. She moved with him, sliding her tight pussy along his full length.
“I’ve been wanting this for so long,” Amelie said as she leaned down until she was lying on his chest.
Zeke kissed her passionately and let his hands go to her ass, round and firm. He held on tightly and began thrusting harder and faster into her, bringing regular moans from her.
She reached up and grabbed onto the headboard for support, which put her perky breasts right above Zeke’s face. He reached up and grabbed onto them, noting how perfectly they filled his hands. She worked her hips up and down, aggressively slamming her ass against him.
Zeke stretched his head up and brought one of her pink nipples to his mouth. Amelie moaned as he sucked and nibbled on it.
“Fuck, Zeke,” she breathed. “It’s been too long.” She released the headboard and moved back down to his face, kissing him deeply. Her tongue invaded his mouth and pressed against. 
Zeke gripped her ass firmly and drove himself into her like a jackhammer.
“Don’t stop,” she said against his lips as she moved with his thrusts.
“Ah, let me slow down for a minute,” Zeke said with a laugh.
“Don’t you dare. Give it to me, Zeke.”
He rammed his cock into her like a piston, fucking her so hard he half expected her to have bruises later. With thrusts like that, it wasn’t too long until a familiar tingle ran through him and his muscles tightened up. He moaned loudly, almost a roar, as he fired his load deep inside her.
Amelie moaned with him, working her hips up and down, milking every drop from him. She smothered his mouth with hers and gyrated her hips on his lap.
When Zeke was finally spent, Amelie practically collapsed on top of him, breathing hard against his chest. Sweat slicked both of their bodies. Zeke brushed her dark hair out of her face.
“I was planning on more of a marathon, not a sprint,” Zeke chuckled.
“No apology needed. That’s exactly how I wanted it. Besides,” she said, straightening up and kissing him. “We have the rest of the night to do things however we want.” One of her fingers traced across the scars on his shoulder, and she leaned down and kissed it.
Amelie rolled off of his chest and lay next to him, snuggling against his shoulder. Zeke slid his arm beneath her head and pulled her close, then planted a kiss on her temple.
“I’ve always wondered,” Zeke began. “Is Amelie your real name?”
“It’s Emily,” she replied in a content voice. “Amelie was my grandmother’s name. I prefer it to my own. Is Ezekiel your real name?”
“As far as I know, yeah,” Zeke said. “I guess I lucked out and got a cool name, eh?”
Amelie laughed. “Next time we’ll have to do this at your place, especially since you have that view from your balcony you always talk about.”
Without thinking, Zeke tensed up. 
“Why so tense, Zeke? Are you going to tell me there’s another woman?” She laughed.
Zeke wasn’t sure how to start. “Well….”
Amelie slid away from him and pushed herself onto her elbows. “There’s another woman. And you’re just now bringing it up.”
Zeke laughed. “Not like that, no. But yeah, there’s another woman. Kind of.”
Amelie gave him a flat look.
“Look, it’s a long story but she just ran away from an orphanage.”
“An orphanage?” Amelie asked. “How old is she, sixteen?”
“No, no, she’s about to turn twenty-one,” Zeke explained. “There’s a new college at her orphanage so they let her and some others stay an extra two years. Anyways, long story short, I kinda saved her from the street and she latched onto me like a koala. There’s an innocence about her that’s…refreshing. She didn’t grow up in this cesspool of a city like I did. She’s not tainted by it.”
Amelie stared at him for a moment with an unreadable expression. “What’s she look like? Is she pretty?”
“She’s gorgeous,” Zeke replied. “Long brown hair. Wavy. Bright green eyes. A little shorter than you. She wants me to train her to be a runner.”
“She sounds cute. I’ll have to meet her sometime,” Amelie said, her expression softening as she lay back on Zeke’s shoulder. “That is, if you don’t mind making this a regular thing.”
“I’ll clear my schedule,” Zeke replied.
“Does she like you?”
Zeke shrugged. “I dunno. She might have some feelings like that, since I’m helping her out and all. She tried to make me breakfast yesterday.”
“Was she wearing an old shirt of yours or something?”
Zeke laughed. “You sure you haven’t installed a camera in my house?”
“I’m too lazy for that. Sure sounds like she’s got a little crush on you, though.” Amelie rolled onto her side so that her face was right next to Zeke’s. “You think she’s into women?”
“Are you?”
“Hot ones, yeah.”
Zeke smiled. “I’ll make sure I ask her. Maybe we can set up a date for all of us.” He meant it as a joke, but Amelie seemed to like the idea.
“Do it. I’d like to meet her. Hell, maybe if she turns out to be any good, I can give her a job.”
“I don’t want her running drugs, Amelie. She’s too…. I don’t know, pure for that. I don’t want her to swim in the sewer of humanity that I do every day.”
“But you’re okay with me doing it?”
“That’s because I know you can throw a knife and hit a man in the eye from thirty feet.”
“Fair enough.” Amelie rolled over onto her back and stretched her arms overhead. “So. Ready for round two?”
The food grew cold on the bar, and neither one of them thought twice about it.






  
  Chapter 15


“Zeke, come on,” Delila pleaded. “I’m in good shape, I’m smart, and I’m a fast learner.” 
That had been Delila for the past three days.
Zeke raked his fingers through his hair and tried not to tear it out as he thought of it. She had started her begging as soon as they woke up this evening to “train her to be a runner,” as she put it. She hadn’t let off since she learned of his career.
True, she was a quick study, but he wasn’t so keen on the idea of teaching her how to live a life of crime. He would rather see her follow a different path, preferably something peaceful.
He had kept his word and taken her shooting a few days ago and taught her how to fire her pistol. She learned quickly, and after only a few shots her form had greatly improved, but the pistol itself was garbage. Throwing it would probably be more accurate. 
He fired off a few rounds from his own pistol and briefly thought of letting her try it after she kept giving it curious glances, but decided against it. The recoil was massive, and would probably sprain her wrist. It was a beast to handle. Zeke was grateful that he was better able to control the pistol with his new arm. Before, it had been a bit of a nightmare.
After that he had picked up more food for her, as he promised he would. His intention had been to drop her off at a women’s shelter in a better part of town, but with sly words she had convinced him to let her crash on his couch. She fell asleep the second she laid down and slept for twelve hours straight. She had been at Zeke’s condo since then.
After her failed attempt at making breakfast that first day, she had gone to the bathroom to clean up. When she emerged, she was like a different person. Her eyes were no longer haggard with dark circles underneath, but instead were bright green and alert. Her haunted gaze had turned into a smile. One of the first things out of her mouth had been questions about becoming a runner.
“I don’t think there’s really a set path to becoming one,” he had told her. “I mean, there’s no school you can attend to learn all these things you gotta know. You don’t go to college to learn how to shoot people or smuggle drugs across the border. There aren’t online classes to teach you how to break into a house. Kedric taught me, since that’s what he knew. I was in a bad place at the time, and learning that stuff gave me something to work towards.”
“Don’t you see?” had been her reply as she munched on an apple. “You can do the same with me, Zeke. Show me all of those things, teach me like Kedric taught you. Only instead of an adopted child, I’m your…. I dunno. I can just be your girlfriend since you’re letting me crash on your couch.” She had said it like it was nothing out of the ordinary.
“Man, why do I always find myself mixed up in these weird situations?” Zeke muttered to himself as he watched the city from his balcony. Thinking back on the past few days, everything seemed to be a blur. Delila had twirled into his life like an inadvertent whirlwind. 
Delila did make good points and mostly just asked for the same chance Zeke had gotten. Looking down at his hand, made of titanium and covered in synthskin, all he thought of were the risks she would be taking. He didn’t want the guilt on his head, and he told her so. She was an incredibly sweet woman. The thought of any harm coming to her just felt wrong. She swore she could take it. He still didn’t like it.
Tonight had been a quiet one. Delila was reclining on the couch, reading a book. Zeke had mostly relaxed himself, and filled the small hours by sending messages to Amelie. She was really something.
“How did your date go last night?” Delila said, stepping onto the balcony next to him.
Zeke gave her a sidelong glance. Where was she going with this? “It went well,” he said. “Really well. Amelie is a woman I’ve respected for a long time, but couldn’t touch since she was kind of my boss.”
“What’s she like?”
Zeke thought for a moment. “Strong-willed. A tough woman. She started from the very bottom and worked her way up to being a well-respected fixer, and now she’s making the change from smuggling drugs to smuggling medicine.”
“What’s she look like?” Delila asked as she leaned an elbow on the guardrail.
“She’s tall, with a body like a dancer. Her hair is black, with a blue sheen in the light. Shoulder length. The blue in her hair brings out the blue in her eyes. And, as I learned last night, she’s French.”
Delila nodded slowly, as if thinking to herself. “She sounds pretty amazing. And she’s single?”
“Yeah. Well, I guess she and I are seeing each other now.”
“Got room for one more? Sounds like the kind of person I need in my life.” Delila’s tone was casual, but definitely not joking.
“So hey, back to Project Origin. Let’s see if we can figure anything else out,” Zeke said, changing the subject.
“Okay. Is there anything else you remember about it?”
Zeke searched his memories but couldn’t think of anything without bringing up the chip drive he had copied. He didn’t quite feel safe sharing that information with her, so he kept his mouth shut and just focused on the rest.
“Nah, it’s pretty much like I said. Project Origin is something Carmenta Group is running, and Xander Kinnear mentioned that they’re going nationwide with it. And we know they’ve been taking kids for a while.” He thought for a moment. “I’ll bet it has something to do with child labor. Carmenta makes a lot of stuff; having kids man their machines would save millions, maybe even billions of dollars per year.”
“That’s a solid point,” Delila said as she pulled her dark waves into a ponytail. “Hey, why did they kill your friends?” she asked suddenly. “Also, you need to buy a better brush. But I’ve been thinking: Carmenta wouldn’t have done that unless there was a good reason. Your friends had some stolen data or something, didn’t they?”
Zeke had to hand it to her, she was sharp. There was no use lying to her; she would see right through it.
“Yeah,” he said. “Carmenta wanted it back, so they shot the lot of them.”
“That just leaves you,” she said, turning to focus on him. “You mentioned you were snooping around and they didn’t like it. What did you find? You never said Carmenta Group actually retrieved the data.”
“Jesus, Del. You’re determined to get yourself involved in this, aren’t you?” He tried not to let his irritation get the best of him, but it was tough at times. Zeke knew she didn’t mean to be a pest, but sometimes on this topic she was like a fingernail picking at a scab. Zeke didn’t want to see her involved in something this dark, but she just wouldn’t let up.
He turned and left the balcony, heading for his couch. He just wanted to relax. Delila followed, unbothered by his irritation.
“I saw children getting gassed and taken away. I told myself I would find out what’s going on.”
Zeke cursed under his breath as he walked towards his desk instead of his couch. Sometimes he thought she had a death wish. Zeke was sure he could teach her to take care of herself, but guiding her into a life of crime was not what he was trying to do. If he were smart, he would drop her off somewhere safe with a bunch of money in her pocket and maybe make a phone call to help her get a job somewhere. That’s what he needed to do.
Instead, he reached beneath his desk and pushed the small button that opened the hidden panel set into the wall. Still grumbling, he pulled out the copied drive and inserted it into his disposable computer. Typing was still a bit awkward at times, but his new arm was getting better every day.
“Come here,” Zeke said, waving her over.
She hurried over to his desk and stood behind him with her hand on his shoulder. “What’s all this?”
Zeke scrolled through the countless files on the chip drive. “It’s a copy of the data stolen from Carmenta Group. You want to be a runner? Here’s lesson number one: Never do this. And if you do it anyways, make sure you never show the data to anyone else, like I’m doing right now.”
“Noted,” she said, studying the screen. “What are all these files?”
“I don’t know,” said Zeke as he continued looking. “I’m not familiar with any of these file types. I don’t have a program that can open them, either.” He finally found the one file that had given him a clue. “This is the only thing I could make sense of.”
While the file names were mostly cryptic bunches of letters and numbers or words that offered no clues, one of the files was named Project Origin. 
“That’s how I knew this was linked to Carmenta Group,” Zeke said. “Well, that and some bullet casings I found.”
“Keep going. Maybe we’ll find something else,” Delila said as her eyes scanned the screen.
Zeke continued scrolling through the files. Maybe two sets of eyes would eventually catch something. Almost twenty minutes of tedium had passed before she saw something that caught her eye.
“There! Click on that one.” She pointed to a file, one with an extension Zeke wasn’t familiar with and wasn’t able to open. “I was studying some architecture in school, and we used that format sometimes. I can probably find you a free program that will open it, at least somewhat.”
Zeke stood and let her take the chair. Within a few minutes she had located appropriate software with a free trial period. Once it was installed, she opened the file. Zeke could feel his heart beating in his chest as he leaned over to look.
“What the hell is that?” Zeke asked. On the screen was an image, looking somewhat like a poorly rendered warehouse.
“It looks like a three-dimensional blueprint for a building. A really, really big building. Look at this,” she said, rotating the image around so that they could see inside. “It has a few dimensions listed here. If I’m reading correctly, this main room is more than fifty meters tall and extends an additional three hundred meters below ground.”
“Fuck, that’s huge!” Zeke exclaimed.
“And look how wide it is. What are these?” She pointed to what looked like massive columns inside the building. “There are too many of these columns to be structural.” She counted silently, her lips mouthing the numbers. “Fifteen rows of twenty-five. Three hundred and seventy-five of these columns. Jesus, this building must be enormous. Did you say Project Origin is here in Luckhaven?” She turned towards Zeke.
“I think so. At least, that’s the impression I got.” Zeke thought back to what Xander had said about it during their brief encounter. “Xander mentioned a project near Luckhaven that was going to be expanding nationally in the near future.”
“Where could they fit a building this size? I know Luckhaven is big, but this thing would take up several city blocks. It’s far larger than anything else in the city, and Luckhaven is known for massive buildings. That’s just how Californians like to build.”
She searched the net for a moment and pulled up a satellite map of the city. After scanning around for a few minutes, she threw her hands up, exasperated. “I don’t even know where to begin.”
“Not west,” Zeke said, his eyes on the screen. “That’s too close to the old fault line. I wouldn’t think they’d build something that big over there, especially since this seems to be a long-term project. Plus, there are too many people. Go east. Maybe outside the city limits, or past the suburbs. Somewhere people wouldn’t go snooping around.”
Delila kept moving the map around, and the two of them looked for anything that resembled an enormous building. They found nothing, not even a trace.
“Something this big would need a lot of power,” Zeke said as he touched the screen and dragged the map around. He pinched his fingers, zooming out, then whipped his hand to the side. The image transferred to the screen on his wall, in front of his couch. “We can see better here.”
They both moved in front of the screen and Zeke continued searching. 
“I feel like whatever it is, it would probably be somewhat self-sufficient. Maybe have its own power, especially if they’re manufacturing things there. If they’re willing to kill to keep details of this project out of the public eye, they wouldn’t be pulling megawatts of electricity from the public grid. That would leave them more vulnerable to cyberattacks as well.”
Zeke carefully traced the roads heading east out of the city. Most of them eventually connected to I-10, but he found one that wound like a snake through some low hills and ended in a large facility surrounded by solar panels and windmills. Next to that, a section of the map was blurred, but the slight color changes gave a hint at something incredibly massive being there.
“Bingo.” Zeke leaned back and tapped his lips with a finger.
Delila made exploding noises with her mouth and spread her hands apart. “I feel like we should have some fireworks to celebrate. Or a bottle of champagne or something.” Despite her words, her tone as well as her facial expression was full of concern.
Zeke grunted in reply. “I’m not so sure what there is to celebrate. It does look like we’ve found the place, but the obvious question is what do we do now? And the more obvious question is do I really feel like doing it?”
“Of course you do,” Delila said, but she still sounded concerned.
“Gee, thanks,” Zeke said dryly. “They’ve already tried to kill me and damn near succeeded, so I figure the best revenge would be to figure out exactly what’s going on and expose the bastards. Switch did tell me that the data on that drive could start a war.”
“Now you’re talking,” Delila said.
Zeke thought for a moment. “I know their CEO has a lot of political ties, and Congress just passed some major bill that was wrought with controversy.” He snapped his fingers as it came to him. “I’ll bet the federal government is somehow involved in this child labor scheme. That would explain a lot. Yeah, we’re definitely going to blow this wide open.”
Delila smiled up at him. “That’s what I wanted to do, but of course it wound up being a bit more difficult than I anticipated. And now it’s right here in my face and I can’t help but feel concern for you. Do you think they’ll hunt you down and torture you again, or just kill you this time?” The casual way she asked the question was incredibly unsettling.
Zeke wasn’t sure how to answer. Going after Carmenta Group was more than a bit reckless, especially since his whole desire to do so was based on revenge. If things didn’t go perfectly, he would find himself never able to work as a runner in Luckhaven again—if he wasn’t simply shot on sight. When he thought back to Cordell beating him or Xander sticking that small knife in him though, his desire for revenge grew until it outweighed caution.
He looked down at his arm, at the shiny metal of his knuckles, and felt anger weaving its way through other emotions.
“No,” he said finally. He studied the screen for a moment, making a mental note of the exact location of the building and the roads he would need to take to get there.
“How do you figure?” asked Delila. “I really appreciate you letting me stay here, you know. It was very kind of you, and you very well may have saved my life in doing so. As much as I want to see this through to the end, I’d kinda like to repay the favor and keep you from dying as well. Do you think there’s another option, a better one where we can figure out what’s going on without getting caught?”
“I’m not going to get caught,” Zeke said firmly. “You were pretty set on blowing this wide open five minutes ago, weren’t you? What happened to that? Cold feet all of a sudden?”
Delila chewed on her bottom lip in thought. “Not really. More like reality setting in. They tortured you, Zeke. They could have killed you. You’re the only person that’s been nice to me since I left.” She looked back at the computer. “I really want to know what’s going on with this whole Project Origin deal, but I also don’t want you to die.”
“I’m not going to die, Del,” Zeke assured her.
“Damn right you aren’t,” she said, studying him for a moment. 
Delila took another step towards him, until she was standing close. Very close. Her eyes focused on his for a moment, then went to his lips.
Zeke was going to say something, but Delila suddenly rose up onto her toes and kissed him. It was a soft kiss, a gentle one, filled with desire and warmth.
“I just found you, Zeke. I don’t want to lose you,” she said quietly.
Zeke looked into her big green eyes and realized the last thing he wanted to do was let her down, ever. “You don’t have to worry about that,” he said, kissing her back. Only briefly, but enough to ensure she knew the desire went both ways.
“Why not?” Delila asked as Zeke stepped away and walked to his bedroom.
“Because, like I said, they’ll never catch me,” Zeke said over his shoulder. Everything he needed was in this room. Most of it, at least. The rest of the stuff, well, he knew exactly who to go to for that.
“Can I have your car if you die?” she called out.
“No!” Zeke went to his safe and typed in his passcode. It beeped and he pulled the door open, revealing what was left of his savings. He stuffed the bills in his pocket and went back to the living room where Delila was waiting. 
“Throw some better clothes on,” Zeke told her.
Delila stood there for a moment and looked down at her clothes. “I don’t have any better clothes. Can you take me to get some?”
“Yeah, that would probably be a good idea. Hold on.” Zeke went back to his room and grabbed a tank top. Perfect for the hot weather. After going back to the living room, he tossed her the shirt. She caught it and immediately began unbuttoning her shirt. 
Zeke turned around to give her some privacy. “Sorry, I don’t have anything better.”
“Well, this should be—ha! I guess it’ll work for now.”
Zeke glanced over his shoulder at her. The tank top struggled to cover her large breasts.
“So, where are we going?” Delila asked, hands on her hips.
“Shopping.”






  
  Chapter 16


Zeke set his holophone on the dashboard of his car. “Call Switch,” he said, and seconds later the man’s face appeared above the holophone.“Goddamn, Zeke, there you are. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for nearly two months now! I even sent people to your place for three weeks straight, with no answer. I figured you were dead. What the fuck happened? Where’s my data?” 
“Good to hear from you too, Switch. Just wanted to let you know that I’ll see you soon. I just need to take care of something first.”
“What did you get yourself into, Zeke? Where’s my fucking data? I even sent another runner after you and no one could find you.”
Zeke found himself grateful that Masaru was incredibly secretive. “Not to point fingers, but it was you that got me involved in this business. I’m just going to finish it.”
“So, what happened to the data? Do you know how many millions—”
“Switch, listen to me,” Zeke said. Switch was not a man to cut off, but Zeke had too much on his mind to care at the moment. “You’ll get that, your money, or something. You’re just gonna have to trust me.”
“Trust is something built over time. You haven’t earned my trust yet.”
“You’re really going to try to fucking lecture me on trust? The first job you sent me on got me tortured for a day and a half and nearly killed. You should be glad I even called you, you fucking asshole.” 
With that, Zeke hung up. Switch immediately called back but Zeke ignored it.
“Lesson number one,” Zeke said to Delila as he changed lanes on the highway. “No one cares about runners; fixers least of all. You should understand that you are completely expendable, and if shit ever hits the fan, someone will try to either blame you or kill you. If that happens, your best options are usually to either leave town or kill them first.”
He expected a look of shock on her face, but instead all he saw was her nodding as she took it in. 
“Got it. Always look out for myself, and assume others will screw me over.”
Zeke nodded. “Very good. Another thing to know is that Switch is not the kind of man that likes being hung up on, ignored, and told what to do. So if I ever want to find work in this city as a runner again, I’m going to have to show up with something.”
“Like money?”
Zeke shrugged. “Money, or the data he originally wanted me to get. Or something worth as much, like a serious business deal. One thing you should never forget is that most fixers are not good people and they don’t care if they hurt others to make a buck.”
“Even Amelie?”
“Good catch. No, Amelie is good. She’s tough, but she looks out for her people. Probably the only honest fixer in town.”
“You think she’ll like me?” Delila asked.
Zeke couldn’t help but laugh. He glanced over at Delila and she looked back with those big green eyes. “Del, I can’t see anyone not liking you.”
“So you like me?”
“Well sure, I guess. I mean—” Zeke took a deep breath. “I didn’t realize you were into women.”
Now it was Delila’s turn to laugh. “Zeke, I grew up at an all-girl orphanage. All my schools were the same. I’ll wager I’ve eaten more pussy than you have.”
Zeke wasn’t sure how to respond to that.
“Sorry, Zeke, you were busy talking biz and I kinda interrupted you.”
“You’re fine,” Zeke said. “Like I was saying, most fixers will generally take care of you, but only because you make them money. Money is all they really care about.”
“Except Amelie?”
“Except Amelie.”
“Okay, so if fixers are so bad, then why do you work for them?”
“A couple of reasons,” Zeke explained. “First and foremost, it’s all I really know how to do. Also, you see this car?”
Delila looked around the interior, from the hand-stitched leather seats to the holographic displays on the dashboard. “It’s very nice.”
“That it is. I found a guy that added a bulletproof windshield, too. I paid for it in less than three years doing runs for Amelie. You’ve seen my condo, too. I’m not rich by any means, but I’m doing pretty well for myself for a guy with no formal education. Things will only go up from here, as long as tonight goes smoothly. This is a very lucrative field to work in, and as long as you keep your head on your shoulders you can make a killing. You’ll have to learn to avoid the pigs as well.”
“Pigs?” From her expression, Delila was probably wondering what livestock had to do with the black market. Ah, innocence.
“Yeah, pigs. Cops. Police officers. They’re your number one enemy, and if they know you’re a runner they’ll probably find you guilty on the spot and sentence you without any hesitation. In their eyes, the punishment for just being a runner is usually death. The only time they’ll stop shooting is when they’re reloading.”
“But…aren’t they supposed to protect people? As in, catching murderers and thieves and all that?”
Zeke laughed as he turned a corner. “I’m sorry, I’m not laughing at you,” he said to the wounded look on her face. “You just have a lot to learn. I’ll do my best to teach you, Del. If the cops really fought crime, don’t you think our crime rates would be lower? Do you know how many people are murdered in this city on a daily basis?”
“Every day? I don’t know. Three?” She really had no clue.
“A dozen or more. That’s every day, remember. Go ahead and do the math on that. I’m sure there are some cops that have good intentions and truly want to make Luckhaven a better place, but the majority of them are your enemy. I’ve always felt that the notion of good and evil was laughable, but if it was in fact real, then the local police definitely wouldn’t be the good guys. Not even remotely.”
“I see,” Delila said. Her entire understanding of how things worked in the world was going to be turned inside out. “So, you’ll teach me to avoid them?”
Zeke laughed. This was going to happen whether he liked it or not. “You’ll never let me sleep unless I do, I’m guessing.”
“Yep,” she said with a smile.
“Then I guess I’ll teach you.” She was going to be the death of him. At least she was determined. Much better than being lazy. Zeke couldn’t stand lazy.
Giant concrete pilings lined each side of the road as they drove beneath a massive building, plunging them into darkness. Zeke turned down several side streets and made his way toward a crowded area. 
Delila stared out the window at the sea of bodies and neon lights as they slowly drove down the cracked street. 
It took a while, but Zeke finally found an open spot in a nearby parking garage.
As was the norm in New Belcott, a motley crowd filled the sidewalks: people dealing drugs or flesh in alleys, businessmen in suits casting nervous glances around them while heading to a restaurant, locals wandering through stores, and more.
Bright storefronts and flashing signs illuminated the entire neighborhood, painting the area in various shades of neon. Rich aromas wafted to them as they passed several restaurants, one with a large sign in the window advertising Meat 2.0, but they continued on.
A sign above them flashed the word “guns” in flickering red neon against a rusted background. Zeke cut across the crowd and reached for the door. He pulled it open and held it for Delila.
“Why are you taking me here? We both already have guns.” Delila frowned at an old man that stared at her hungrily as he limped by.
“Simple. I have a gun. You have a gun-shaped piece of garbage. If you really want to do this, I’ll get you something nice. Something that’s accurate and reliable, with a holster so you can wear it regularly. Packing heat goes a long way toward feeling safe, especially at night in places like New Belcott.”
Zeke avoided mentioning that he wanted her to be safe and protected in case he died tonight.
The store wasn’t very large, but every square meter of space was put to good use. Delila stared wide-eyed around the room. Rifles and shotguns lined the walls, and a large glass-topped counter filled with pistols and knives formed a U-shape inside the store. Rows of shelves and stands in the center held everything from knives to body armor to holsters.
A graying man with an oily smile rested both hands on the counter and greeted them as they came closer.
“Good evening, folks, and welcome to Diamond Guns. My name’s Chuck. How can I help you today? You in the market for a new piece?”
He wore a pistol holstered on his hip, as if the dozens of guns on display weren’t quite enough, and smoothed a strip of brown hair over the top of his head with a hand in a vain attempt to hide a large bald spot.
Zeke’s eyes scanned across the rows of rifles hanging on the wall and nodded to himself, satisfied with the selection. He looked down through the glass counter at the pistols and pursed his lips in thought. 
“I need something smaller. Preferably a nine-millimeter, with a long enough barrel to tame the recoil but a grip sized for smaller hands. Black.”
“Is this for your…eh….” Chuck paused.
“I’m his girlfriend,” Delila said, looping her arm through Zeke’s. “Couples that shoot together, stay together,” she said in a serious tone.
Zeke pulled a thin stack of bills from his pocket and slid them across the counter. “She’s also gonna need concealed carry added to her ID. You can do that, I’m assuming?”
Chuck made the money disappear in one fluid motion, so quickly that it may as well never have passed across the counter. “Of course I can,” he said with a smile, turning to Delila. “ID card, please.” He held his hand out.
She fumbled through her pockets and finally produced a small card, which she handed to him.
“I think you’re making the right decision,” Chuck said as he limped to a computer at the back of the store. “You can’t be too safe these days, with crime as high as it is. I think if everyone carried a firearm, crime would be a lot lower.” He paused. “Of course, that would require training everyone how to properly use one. Not so sure how we’d make that happen.”
Zeke looked at Delila and they both rolled their eyes.
“That should do it,” Chuck said after a few minutes. He handed the ID card back to Delila. “Give it about thirty minutes or so and the update should take. You’ll be good in any state.”
“Lemme see this one,” Zeke said as he pointed at a pistol in the display case.
“An excellent choice,” Chuck said as he unlocked the case and removed the pistol. He offered it to Zeke, but Zeke jerked his head toward Delila. She reached out and carefully accepted the pistol, keeping it aimed away from both of them.
“How does it feel?” Zeke asked as she pointed it at the far wall and stared down the sights.
“You won’t find much better than that,” Chuck said. “Italian made, ten-round magazine, fully adjustable rear sight. It’s made for concealed carry, so there are no sharp edges to catch on anything. It’s a fine weapon indeed.”
“It definitely feels better than the pistol-shaped garbage I currently have,” Delila said, grinning over her shoulder at Zeke.
Zeke turned back to Chuck. “Alright, we’ll take that and a hundred rounds. Hollow points. Let’s get you a holster, Del. Chuck, you got any under-the-arm deals?”
Chuck nodded enthusiastically, his eyes seeing nothing but dollar signs as he produced a black leather holster and handed it across the counter to Delila. She slipped her arms through it and shrugged it on, shifting awkwardly as Zeke adjusted the straps. She slipped the pistol in the holster and stood there with her arm awkwardly out to the side, then gave Zeke a look that spoke of thorough dissatisfaction.
“How do you wear this? It’s right here in my way, my arm keeps hitting it, and my hair got caught in the straps. This is horrible,” she said, shrugging out of it.
Zeke couldn’t help but laugh. He had worn his for long enough that he didn’t even notice it anymore, except to make sure it was covered.
“We do have other options, if comfort is a concern,” Chuck said as he limped from behind the counter and rummaged through his inventory on the shelves. He beamed a triumphant smile as he finally produced a small black designer purse and handed it to Delila. 
She slipped the strap over her shoulder and looked down at it, turning it over in her hands. 
“I love it,” she said, her cheeks coloring faintly as she smiled. “I’ve never owned a purse before.”
“There won’t be much room inside when you’re carrying, but there’s enough for a few basics,” Chuck explained. “We have larger purses if you need more room.”
Delila lifted the pistol from the counter and pushed it in the front of the purse. As Chuck said, there wasn’t much room left after that—enough for a holophone, her ID, and a small fold of cash. That was all she really needed, though.
“We’ll take it, then,” Zeke said. “You’ll have to carry all your makeup and poetry books in something else,” he said to Delila.”
She snapped her fingers. “Whatever shall I do? How will I survive?”
“And something for you today, sir? I can get you a matching pistol if you’d like, and give you twenty percent off on the pair.”
Zeke pulled his jacket open so the grip of his .60 SKM was plainly visible, as were the letters “CG” stamped on the bottom. The ever-present smile on the man’s face faltered for a moment as he recognized the logo.
“I’ve got all the firepower I’ll ever need, thanks,” Zeke said. “I do need something, though. I could use something quiet.”
“I, uh, don’t believe I have any silencers that’ll fit that, sir.” Chuck looked nervous after seeing Zeke’s gun. Probably felt he was dealing with a member of a hit squad. 
Zeke wondered if there was a discount for that.
“That’s fine. Silencers don’t work worth a damn anyways. I need something completely silent.” Zeke rubbed his chin as he browsed the shelves.
Chuck frowned and tapped his lip in thought for a while, then brightened and raised a finger. “I think I have just the thing,” he said, shuffling towards a door at the back of the room. “Wait right there!” he called out over his shoulder.
“So, you like your purse?” Zeke asked.
“I love it,” Delila said with a smile. She went up on her toes and kissed him gently. “Thank you, Zeke. For taking care of me, for being nice to me, for giving me a future, even if it is one in a world of crime. Thank you.”
“Don’t mention it,” Zeke said.
After a few minutes, Chuck hurried back in from the back room, holding a large box in both hands.
“I ordered this for a hunter last year, but he never came to pick it up. The scope is zeroed at fifty meters.”
Chuck opened the box and lifted out a large crossbow. The entire thing was flat black, and it was topped with a scope. 
Zeke whistled. “That’ll do it. How many arrows does it come with? Or, wait—”
“Bolts, I believe they’re called when it’s a crossbow. I don’t know. I’m no expert on these things.” Chuck fished through the box, counting under his breath. “Four arrows, looks like. Bolts, sorry.” He lifted one and removed a piece of foam covering the tip. The point was flanked by three wicked-looking blades. “Careful with these. They’re about as sharp as something can be.”
“Does it come with a, uh….” Zeke tried to motion with his hands.
“Quiver?”
“Quiver!”
“No, unfortunately it doesn’t,” Chuck said.
“That’s fine.” Zeke gestured at the crossbow and towards Delila. “I’ll take all this.
“Sounds great, sir.” Chuck began typing on a small console. 
“Wait, I need a knife. Two knives.” Zeke looked around and crossed the store, looking at the knives displayed under the glass on the other side.
Chuck hurried over to assist him, eager to sell more. “What kind are you looking for? We’ve got skinners, camp choppers—”
“Something I can throw. And then…. Wait, did you say camp chopper?”
“Yep.” Chuck reached beneath the counter and withdrew a huge knife. 
With a thick-spined blade over a foot long, the thing was practically a short sword. Zeke thought he was in love. Chuck continued explaining about the knife.
“Camp choppers go back hundreds of years to the plains of the Wild West, and have a reputation as being heavy-duty knives designed for chopping wood, skinning big game, and just about anything else you can think of.”
That all sounded great, but what Zeke saw was a huge knife that looked like it could take off an arm. “Pack it up with everything else. I’ll take it.” He was sure it would come in handy. Even if it didn’t…. Well, he just liked it. “Also, get me a throwing knife.”
“Yes sir, right away.” There was a spring in Chuck’s step now, probably due to how much Zeke was set to spend. Chuck produced a slender knife, both hand and blade black as night, and held it out to Zeke.
Zeke accepted the knife and bounced it on his palm, feeling the weight of it. It felt perfect, and the balance was spot-on. He handed it back to Chuck.
“Ring it all up.” Zeke turned to Delila. “You be careful with that thing, you hear?” He set his hand on Delila’s shoulder and spoke quietly. “Mistakes with a gun can’t be undone. I’ll do my best to train you, but you’ll need a cool head.”
“Yeah, I know,” Delila said, clutching her purse and shuffling her feet awkwardly.
“Oh, none of that,” Zeke said, ruffling her hair.
Delila yelped and tried to straighten her hair as Zeke accepted a large bag from Chuck.
“Nice doing business with you, Chuck.” Zeke set a stack of bills on the counter. “Keep the change.”
“Thank you, sir. You too, sir.” Chuck barely looked up from counting through the pile of cash.
“Gee, thanks,” Delila said as they walked out of the store. “No clothes, but I have a gun. That’s a step up.”
Zeke laughed. “If I make it through tonight, I’ll get you a dress.”






  
  Chapter 17


“But I want to come along and help,” Delila complained. 
Zeke would describe it as whining, but she probably wouldn’t appreciate that.
“What if Amelie tagged along?” Her voice was too calm for a question like that.
“I don’t think you get it, Del. This has nothing to do with you as a person, or how we feel about each other. There is nothing you can do to help. Nothing. Amelie wouldn’t be able to help, either.”
Zeke said the words gently, trying to avoid hurting her feelings while essentially telling her she was useless in this situation. For someone excited about a new turn in her life, that could be difficult to hear. Especially when it was the truth.
“Look, I’m sure you would try your best and do great, but this is a one-person job. And if you got caught, they’d just shoot you on the spot. I can’t put you in that kind of situation with a clear conscience. I’ve barely even started training you.”
Delila crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “I get it, Zeke, I do. I just want to be useful.”
Zeke’s holophone chimed and he pulled it out of his pants pocket. 
“Well, I have a feeling Amelie will find a use for you,” he said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Well,” Zeke explained. “When I told her what I was doing tonight, she insisted I let her come over. She wants to spend some time with me before I head out, and she mentioned wanting to meet you. So put on your best smile, because she just parked.”
“What?” Delila exclaimed. “Dammit Zeke, you should have warned me. My hair isn’t done, and I’m not wearing….” her complaints faded into whispered curses as she hurried into Zeke’s bedroom and shut the door.
A few drawers slammed open and closed and Zeke burst out into laughter. She was cute.
Seconds later, a knock came at the door. Zeke raked his fingers through his hair and pulled the door open.
Amelie stood there, surprisingly enough in a short, black dress. It looked to be only a step above lingerie, and offered a spectacular view of her perky breasts and toned thighs. Her dark blue eyes lit up when she saw him.
“Amelie, come in,” Zeke said as he stepped back.
“Hey, Zeke,” she said as she stepped into his arms. They held each other tightly for a moment, then Amelie leaned up and kissed him. Zeke kicked the door shut without letting her go.
“So, are you ready to tell me what craziness you’re getting into tonight?” she asked after breaking their kiss.
Zeke winced. “I can’t, Amelie. It’s just too dangerous. Depending on how tonight goes, I’ll…. When I get back I’ll tell you what I can, but it won’t be much.”
“It’s okay, I understand,” she said, leaning up to kiss him again. She looked around suddenly. “Where’s Delila?”
Zeke opened his mouth to answer, but his bedroom door opened and Delila came out.
“I’m here,” she said, slowly walking towards them.
A pair of Zeke’s boxers struggled to cover her hips. She wore one of his tank tops again, but this time braless and with the bottom half tied in a knot, exposing her slender stomach. Zeke felt his mouth water at the sight of her.
Delila strutted up to them, her eyes mostly on Amelie, and stopped with her hands on her hips. After an awkward pause, she cocked her hips to one side.
Amelie looked at Zeke and raised an eyebrow, then looked back at Delila. She made no effort to hide that she was checking her out. She walked in a slow circle around the shorter woman, very obviously eyeing her large breasts and round bottom. 
“You did say she was pretty,” Amelie said quietly to Zeke.
Delila’s eyes flickered to Zeke and she blushed.
Amelie stopped in front of her and put her hands on her hips, mimicking Delila’s pose. She looked her in the eye and Delila met that sapphire gaze unblinking. Amelie slowly leaned towards Delila’s face, and Delila leaned in. Amelie kissed her, softly, just briefly, then took a step back. 
“He wasn’t kidding,” Amelie said, still looking at Delila. “You are truly beautiful.”
“So are you,” Delila said, a bit of shyness in her smile.
“Well,” said Amelie. “Hopefully we can avoid any awkwardness, since you live with my boyfriend. I was thinking—”
Delila moved forward and cut her off by pulling her face down into another kiss. Amelie was startled at first, but recovered quickly and wrapped her arms around the shorter woman. They stood there for a moment, lips interlocked and tongues exploring. Delila’s hand went down to Amelie’s firm ass and gave it a squeeze, while Amelie’s hand did the same to one of Delila’s breasts.
Zeke stood there for a moment, enjoying the show but feeling slightly left out. Amelie’s hand went right down the back of the shorts Delila was wearing and grabbed a handful of ass. Zeke decided it was time to make his move. There couldn’t possibly be a better time than now.
“How about we take this to the bedroom,” he said smoothly.
They stopped kissing momentarily. Blue and green eyes focused on him, then Delila turned and ran to the bedroom. Amelie hurried behind her. Zeke smiled to himself as he followed them.
As soon as he entered the room they were upon him. Amelie tore at his belt while Delila grabbed the bottom hem of his shirt and tried to pull it off. Zeke stumbled and fell onto the bed as Amelie yanked his pants down. With a laugh, Zeke rolled over. His shirt was still on, but his pants were around his ankles.
Amelie crawled onto the bed, kneeling next to Zeke. She grabbed the bottom of her dress and pulled it off over her head. Beneath it, she was fully nude.
Delila was only a few seconds slower. She tore at the knot in the bottom of her tank top, then yanked the shirt off. After rolling onto her back, she grabbed the boxers and pushed them off.
“I used your razor. Hope you don’t mind,” Delila said as she rolled over and gave Zeke a view of her smooth, hairless nether regions.
“I, uh…. No problem at all!” Zeke said, at a loss for words as his eyes drank in her beauty. 
Amelie grabbed onto his stiff member while Zeke kicked his pants off. She tucked her hair behind an ear and took him into her mouth, first sucking on the tip, then working her way down lower.
Zeke rested his hands on his hands as Delila crawled up next to Amelie. Her beautiful round bottom was right next to him. He reached out and placed a hand on it, squeezing it.
“Here, let me try,” Delila said.
“Have you done this before?” Amelie asked.
“No,” Delila said after a pause. “I grew up in an all-girl orphanage, remember.”
“Oh, honey.” Amelie quietly explained to the younger woman how to perform fellatio, and the two took turns on Zeke, driving him wild.
With Delila’s perfect backside facing him, Zeke just couldn’t resist any longer. His hand slid down from her bottom to her pink lips, and he slid a finger inside of her. As wet as she was, it went in easily. Delila moaned around Zeke’s cock, which just made Zeke want her even more.
“Come here,” he said as he reached out and grabbed her by the waist.
Delila yelped as she was lifted into the air. Zeke pulled Delila to him and she lowered herself right on his face. Zeke licked around for a few seconds until he found her clitoris, then began licking and sucking on it.
Amelie’s mouth worked on his cock for only a few more seconds before she, too, wanted more. She straddled Zeke’s hips and lowered herself onto his shaft, one millimeter at a time, working her hips up and down with tiny motions as she took more of him.
Zeke reached both hands up and grabbed onto Delila’s round bottom, then gave it a squeeze as he continued pleasing her. Her firm body trembled with pleasure.
Once Amelie was fully impaled upon Zeke’s member, she began riding up and down. Delila reached out and grabbed her, and the two women kissed each other and caressed nipples and necks while Zeke pleased the other ends of them.
It was heaven. There was no other word for it.
Amelie rode him hard and fast like a woman eager for the prize. Zeke licked at Delila’s clit like a man on a mission. He felt something scrape his lower abdomen and realized Delila had reached down and was rubbing Amelie. It was a love triangle of the absolute best kind.
Delila’s supple thighs suddenly tensed and clamped onto the sides of Zeke’s head. She was strong enough that he was afraid she would pop an eyeball out of his head, but he kept licking her, and was rewarded with intense moans. Her entire body trembled as she orgasmed. 
Amelie was only a few seconds behind, then she moaned against Delila’s lips in orgasmic bliss.
Both women done, Delila finally climbed off of Zeke’s face. He had to admit, he missed the view immediately, but it was replaced with Delila’s beautiful face. She leaned down and kissed him deeply, almost sloppily. Zeke grabbed onto Amelie’s hips and rammed his cock into her repeatedly with full-length strokes. A wave of pleasure crashed through him as he squirted his cum deep inside Amelie.
“I get your cum next time,” Delila said with a wink, then flopped back on the bed. Thoroughly exhausted, Amelie rolled off of Zeke and lay next to the shorter, curvier woman.
The three of them lay there for a moment, all catching their breath. Delila’s fingers slipped into Zeke’s hand and he held them tightly.
Zeke sighed heavily.
“Everything okay, babe?” Delila asked, propping herself up on an elbow.
Zeke turned his head and looked at her. Sweat slicked a few wavy hairs to Delila’s forehead and dampened the skin between her full breasts. She looked like a goddess.
“I was just thinking that leaving this bed is going to be the saddest moment of my life.”
“Well,” Amelie said as she sat up. Her eyes traced across the curve of Delila’s hip, then went to Zeke. “Now you know what you have to come back to. Go on,” she said, jerking her head towards the door. “We’ll keep the bed warm for you.”






  
  Chapter 18


Zeke went into the kitchen and began looking through the cabinets. His bolt cutters were somewhere around here. Or were they back in the bedroom? That made more sense, but he couldn’t remember. 
“Lesson number one,” Zeke said as he went back into the bedroom.
Delila was lying in Amelie’s arms, with the taller woman’s lips around one of her nipples. They both looked up when Zeke entered.
“Keep all of your gear organized, even the stuff you don’t use very often. It makes situations like this a lot easier.”
“Noted,” Delila said with a grin, then turned back to Amelie.
Zeke finally found his bolt cutters, along with a few small explosive charges and a detonator linked to his holophone. He arranged them carefully in a duffel bag, then padded them with a coil of rope and a few other things he might need.
When he stood up, he was greeted once again by Delila’s beautiful backside. Temptation got the better of him, and he leaned forward and planted a kiss right on one of those perfect cheeks. Delila giggled and shook her rear at him, then went back to kissing Amelie. 
Those two looked like they’d be busy all night. After taking another glance at their bodies, Zeke couldn’t blame them.
“Alright, that’s everything,” Zeke said, patting his pockets to double check himself.
“Be careful,” Zeke,” Amelie said, taking a momentary break from kissing Delila.
“Come back to us in one piece,” Delila added.
“Don’t worry, ladies. I plan on it.” With one last, longing glance at Delila’s ass—that thing really was a work of art—he went into the living room. 
He shrugged into his holster and shoved his pistol in place, then covered it all with a thin jacket. Most importantly, he grabbed the crossbow, then slung the duffel bag across a shoulder. That was it. He grabbed the door, pulled it open, and left.
Zeke ran through a mental checklist as he strode down the hall, preparing himself for the work ahead. One of his neighbors watched him curiously while they were on the elevator, and Zeke realized he was mumbling to himself.
Thankfully, traffic wasn’t too heavy at this hour—well, it was still heavy downtown, but not in the direction Zeke was going. The drive out of town didn’t take nearly as long as he had anticipated. 
An hour after the sunset, Zeke passed through the farthest suburbs surrounding Luckhaven. He set his car to autodrive so he could focus on the upcoming task. he checked through his supplies one more time to calm his nerves.
Another hour of desert road went by, and his holophone beeped. A message from Delila flashed on his dashboard screen.
Hey, are you there yet?”
Zeke pulled off to the right when he saw the small access road exiting the highway. He quickly shut his headlights off. At the entrance to the small road were signs warning any trespassers that deadly force was authorized.
Zeke pushed a few buttons on his dash and his car’s suspension raised, increasing his ground clearance, which would help greatly with the bumpy road. Another two buttons and he activated the night vision camera on his car. His screen displayed the road in front of him in shades of green and black as he moved silently down the road. He grabbed his holophone and quickly replied before he forgot.
Just arrived. Lots of security. Talk to you later.
Ahead in the distance, a guard post blocked the road, with a tall chain link fence extending far on each side. Atop the fence sat coils of razor or concertina wire—he couldn’t tell at this distance, but both were bad news—and the fence looked to surround the entire compound.
He had been expecting this; whatever Project Origin was, it was likely to be crawling with security guards and other measures.
Like most of the desert, the terrain in this area was largely flat and desolate. On occasion a hill or plateau soared in the far distance, but the immediate area was like a flat panel of dirt.
Zeke focused on the screen on his dash as he slowly drove off the road. He moved a small joystick with his thumb and the camera at the front of his car turned, allowing him to scan the area.
Dead scrub brush scraped loudly against the undercarriage of his car and popped against the rear diffuser. Zeke winced, but he was still far enough away that no one would hear. The gentle hills and bushes would also help hide him from any prying eyes. He paralleled the fence until he came to a corner, then looked for a place to stash his car.
Hiding a sports car in the desert wasn’t an easy task, but Zeke found a boulder and some tumbleweed that provided sufficient concealment. Anyone watching a security camera would see nothing out of the ordinary.
Zeke grabbed his night vision glasses and slipped them on his face, then slung the duffel back over his shoulder. He hurried toward the corner of the fence, staying low to the ground.
Zeke turned up the gain on his night vision glasses as he approached the corner of the fence. A camera sat on top, slowly scanning back and forth. He moved to the side and sprinted for the fence as the camera turned back toward him.
He arrived at the fence and dropped into a crouch, ensuring that he was beneath the field of view of the camera, then pulled out his set of bolt cutters. The hardened steel jaws easily sliced through the links of the fence, and within seconds Zeke was done. He shoved the bolt cutters back into the duffel and slipped through the opening.
Dim, scattered lights illuminated the area inside the fenceline, so Zeke removed his night vision glasses and tossed them into his duffel. While it was open, he pulled out his crossbow and snapped the limbs into place. With his foot through the cocking stirrup, he pulled back on the string until it locked in place, then slid a bolt into the flight groove.
Time to see what this thing could do.
After carefully scanning the area, Zeke rushed forwards and knelt beneath an angled row of solar panels. The panels extended far to his left, back towards the entrance road. 
Guards would certainly be around, so Zeke kept to the outside edge and moved one row at a time. He scanned every direction each time he paused.
A small vehicle, open topped and not quite a car, drove up the road and veered off to the side. Its patrol route likely followed the fenceline. Time to think fast.
Zeke rushed back several rows so that he was close to where he had entered the compound. He waited with his crossbow held ready.
After a few minutes, the small vehicle turned the corner and continued along the fence. It stopped at the point where Zeke had cut the links, and the driver stepped out. He walked towards the fence, giving it a suspicious glance.
Zeke raised his crossbow and centered the crosshairs on the man’s head. The chest would have been an easier target, but he couldn’t risk the man crying out. 
As the man knelt down to check the fence, Zeke squeezed the trigger. There was minimal recoil as the bolt left the crossbow, and it flew true to its target, striking the man in the back of his head. He immediately crumpled to the ground.
Disposing of bodies was always something to take into consideration in situations like this. Zeke had dwelled on this for a bit before arriving here. After looking around, a convenient solution blossomed in his mind. He had to work quickly, though.
Zeke set his crossbow down and grabbed the bolt cutters from his duffel. Those in hand, he hurried over to the guard. After skirting around the man’s body, he quickly cut a larger opening in the links, nearly as tall as he was.
Zeke pulled the man’s body through the hole in the fence, then hurried back to the small vehicle and drove it through the hole as well. Once the parking brake was set, he dragged the man’s body onto the vehicle and placed it in the driver’s seat. It took some effort, but eventually he got the dead man’s foot on the accelerator.
Zeke released the brake and the vehicle sped away into the night, taking the dead guard with it.
A giant hole in the fence would certainly draw attention, but not as much as a corpse with a bolt through its head.
The amount of effort it would take for them to recover that vehicle made Zeke laugh as well.
Satisfied with his handiwork, Zeke sauntered back to where he had left his duffel and retrieved his crossbow. Delila and Amelie would laugh when he told them about this. 
Zeke smiled as he continued scurrying down the rows of solar panels. Thick electrical cables ran from each row of panels, so he followed them, figuring they would eventually lead to the main building.
The rows of solar panels seemed endless and Zeke lost track of how long he followed them in the dim light provided by the sparsely placed security lights. He thought he was near the end when he saw boots from beneath the panels. A guard was walking towards him.
The guard would certainly have a gun, so Zeke had to be quick. He aimed his crossbow to roughly where the man’s head would emerge when he exited the row of solar panels, and waited.
The guard stopped at the end of the row and looked around, first away from Zeke and then towards him with a surprised expression. He reached for his gun.
Zeke had just enough time to adjust his aim, then pulled the trigger. A bolt shot out from the crossbow and struck the man in the center of his face. He fell backward, a twitching mess, and Zeke hurried toward the body. He was dead by the time Zeke got there.
With nowhere convenient to stash this body, Zeke simply grabbed the man and dragged him beneath a group of solar panels. It wasn’t perfect, but with the faint light outside it would be good enough. 
Zeke finally reached the end of the solar panels. He looked back, trying to see exactly how far he had come, but the lighting made it difficult to determine the distance. 
With a shrug, he followed the cabling coming from the panels, which was now wrist-thick. He kept his head on a swivel, ensuring no people or cameras could see him.
After a few minutes, a giant rise loomed in the distance. At first, Zeke thought it might have been a hill or plateau, but he soon realized that it was the building he had been looking for. It was huge, stretching as far as he could see to each side and towering above the desert ground. 
There was nothing to provide concealment, so Zeke focused on staying low to the ground as he hurried toward the massive building with his crossbow held ready. Luckily, he was now away from the lights illuminating the solar field and the utility lights near the buildings were few. 
The electrical cable eventually led to a large utility building, which contained several massive generators that hummed away noisily. It was hard on the side of the main building, with a set of gauges on the wall. They showed power delivery from the solar panels, which was of course currently at zero, from the forest of windmills on a nearby hill, and from the generators.
“Well, aren’t you the perfect place for a bit of sabotage,” Zeke whispered to himself as he retrieved a pair of explosive charges from his duffel bag. They stuck to the side of the building with integrated magnets, and Zeke typed in a few commands to arm them. 
Cutting off a building’s power supply was a good way to shut down operations. These two charges were powerful, so they would be sufficient to wreck the supply.
Zeke checked his crossbow and hugged the side of the main building as he approached the corner. Peeking around, he couldn’t see any more guards, so he crept forwards.
His boots were silent on the cracked desert ground as he crept toward where he believed the entrance was located.
The faintest bit of movement ahead caught his eye, and Zeke stopped in his tracks. Zooming in with his right eye, he was just about to make out an armed security guard pacing slowly in front of a door. Zeke moved forward ever so slowly, closing in on his target.
The man touched a finger to his ear and answered a call.
“Yeah, Jones here. Wait, a hole in the fence?”
Zeke cursed silently and crept a few meters closer, then raised his crossbow. The man wasn’t far away, but the crossbow didn’t have the flat trajectory of a bullet. Zeke moved a bit closer through the darkness, trying to get within decent range before getting spotted. He gently squeezed the trigger.
“What? Go check it out, then. I’ll tell Tobias.” The guard lowered his hand.
While Zeke’s aim was better than most, a combination of nerves and the poor light caused the bolt to veer to the left. It flew directly in front of the guard’s face instead of through his head.
“What the fuck?” The guard looked around and raised his rifle, scanning for the source.
Fortunately, Zeke’s black clothing kept him invisible in the dark of night. Moving quickly, he shoved his boot into the stirrup of the crossbow and pulled the string back until it clicked into place.
“Show yourself, fuckface,” the man called out as he began slowly approaching Zeke. The way he looked around told Zeke he hadn’t been seen yet.
Almost scrambling, Zeke slid his last bolt into the flight groove and brought the weapon to his shoulder. He aimed more carefully this time, keeping the crosshairs on the man’s head and waiting to pull the trigger until the man was either closer or had stopped moving. He couldn’t miss again. This was his last bolt.
“Hey!” The man stopped and raised his rifle when he finally spotted Zeke.
The bolt struck the guard in the nose, piercing through cartilage and bone, and knocked him flat on his back. Zeke sprinted forward as the man thrashed and twitched in the dirt. The guard made sucking and choking noises as blood flooded his sinus cavity and throat. 
Zeke pulled out the huge knife he had bought—the one Chuck had called a camp chopper—and raised it high overhead. With the strength of his military surplus arm, he drove the thick blade through the man’s armored vest, straight into his heart. The man’s twitching stopped after a few seconds, and he went limp.
Pulling the knife out proved to be more difficult, but Zeke managed. After wiping the blade clean on the guard’s clothing, he returned it to its sheath beneath his jacket, where it balanced out his pistol on the other side.
He grabbed the guard’s boots and dragged the corpse farther away from the door to keep it from being detected. Zeke wanted to drag the body around a corner, but didn’t have the time to spare—the hole in the fence had already been discovered, so it was only a matter of time until the place was swarming with armed guards. 
He dropped the body and hastily searched it, grabbing a security badge from the man’s pocket in the process. Within seconds he was back at the door.
Zeke pulled the door open as quietly as possible and slipped inside, immediately squinting at the bright lights. A long hallway extended to his right, with smooth concrete floors and walls painted white. 
He reached down and pulled up his pants leg, snatching his throwing knife from the top of his boot. Carefully, he moved forward, keeping his eyes on the end of the hallway.
Zeke spun at a faint rustling noise and pulled his hand back, intending to throw his knife. A man had entered the hallway behind Zeke. Zeke took two quick steps toward him and abruptly stopped as the man raised a gun.
“Not so fast, Zeke,” said the black-clad man. Scars on each side of his tanned face twisted his smile into a grimace as he raised his massive pistol at Zeke. From this distance, it looked to be a .60 SKM, same as Zeke’s.  The man wore an armored vest and helmet, as well. The Carmenta Group logo was printed in small letters on each.
“You’ve made quite a mess here tonight, Zeke. I must commend you on your efforts, although you might want to be careful with that knife. I’d hate to blow your arm off.” He shifted his aim slightly and pointed his gun at Zeke’s shoulder.
“Who the fuck are you?” Zeke firmed his grip on the knife, ready to throw it in an instant.
The man laughed softly and gave Zeke a knowing look as he shook his head.
“Me? My name is Tobias. I suppose we haven’t been formally introduced yet, although I’m a bit surprised you’ve already forgotten me.” He held out a hand and made his voice thin and weak. “Any spare change, good sir?”
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” The memory came crashing back to Zeke like a bullet to the head. The beggar in the parking garage.
“You remember now?” Tobias’s tone was surprisingly light, as if he were joking with an old friend. “Of course playing the role of a homeless man isn’t generally on my list of daily activities, but it made it easy to keep an eye on you. I usually prefer to just hunt people down for my boss and kill them.”
Zeke’s hatred for this man grew with every foul word that spewed from his mouth. “You killed Rat and Jade, didn’t you?”
“Yes. Yes, I did,” Tobias said with a smile. “And later, their friend Lan, although he ruined things a bit by falling out of that window. And those stupid officials for trying to buy our data for the Chinese government. I killed them all and many more, and I would do it again in a heartbeat.” He spread his hands as he shrugged, momentarily shifting his aim away from Zeke. “Some people just—”
Zeke’s hand snapped forward and his knife struck Tobias in the shoulder, although the blade bounced harmlessly off his vest. Tobias grunted in surprise and brought his pistol back, but by then Zeke had already closed the distance between them.
Zeke grabbed the man’s wrist. Three shots rang out from Tobias’s gun, narrowly missing Zeke’s face. His ears rang and the scent of gunpowder burned his nostrils as he struggled against Tobias. The man didn’t look particularly imposing, but he was incredibly strong. Tobias slowly overpowered Zeke and twisted the barrel of his pistol towards Zeke’s face.
“Not today, asshole,” Zeke said, laughing at the brief confusion on Tobias’s face.
Confusion quickly turned to horror as Zeke squeezed, his robotic hand crushing the bones in Tobias’s wrist. Tobias shrieked in agony and fumbled for his knife with his other hand, but Zeke released the man’s wrist and rammed his titanium fingers under Tobias’s jaw, penetrating easily through the soft flesh. 
Tobias gurgled and beat at Zeke as he tried to escape. Zeke closed his grip and crushed Tobias’s lower jaw, tearing half of it from the man’s face with a spray of red.
Zeke let the man fall to the floor and watched coldly as Tobias thrashed around, clutching at his ruined mouth. Tobias wept and blathered as a stream of blood and saliva poured from his face. It made a long red streak on the concrete floor as he struggled to crawl away.
Zeke took a step forward and straddled him.
“You guys tried to make an example of me, so I guess it’s only appropriate that I return the favor.” Zeke drew his large knife and leaned down, cutting the straps on Tobias’s arm. He resheathed his knife and tossed the back panel of the vest aside, then drew his right arm back. He slammed his hand down, driving his stiffened metal fingers into the center of Tobias’s back, shattering the man’s spine. 
Tobias immediately went limp from the neck down, and his blubbering turned to open weeping and cries of helplessness.
Zeke stood and took a step away, but the noises coming from the man were like picking at a wound.
“Ah, fuck,” Zeke mumbled as he tried to shut out the man’s howling. He really didn’t have what it took to torture people. Probably a good thing. Zeke pulled out his pistol and sent a round through Tobias’s head, spraying brains and bone fragments across the floor. Better to just be done with that sort of thing quickly and move on.
After those gunshots along with the three from Tobias a moment earlier, Zeke knew there was no need to be quiet any longer. He continued down the hallway, pistol held in front of him. After all that noise he expected a small army to show up, but none did. 
The hallways turned to the left and Zeke continued, noticing there was only one door at the end.
He hurried to the door. It was a huge thing of heavy steel; he doubted even the sound of gunshots penetrated it. Upon reaching the door he swiped the guard’s security badge in front of the lock, but it flashed red. 
Zeke groaned as he shoved his pistol back into its holster. Of course these things always had to be difficult. He walked back around the corner to Tobias’s messy corpse. 
Digging through the man’s pockets produced nothing of use, although at least Zeke remembered to pocket the man’s spare ammunition. Zeke finally saw the man’s security badge; it was on a lanyard around his neck but it had twisted down underneath him.
Zeke tried not to retch as he pulled the lanyard over what was left of Tobias’s head. The cord caught on a skull fragment and Tobias’s head lolled to the side, slopping brains onto the floor. Zeke felt his gorge rise and stopped for a moment, taking a deep breath as he looked away. 
Finally wising up, he pulled his knife out and just cut the lanyard. He should have thought of that in the first place. C’est la vie, Amelie would have said.
Security badge in hand, he hurried back to the door. He swiped it in front of the door lock
Two beeps, and a flashing red light.
“Fuck!” Zeke shouted, throwing his hands in the air in frustration. Both the door and the frame were steel and far too heavy to kick. He idly considered seeing if his cybernetic hand was strong enough to simply tear the door off the hinges, but that was doubtful. It appeared that after all this work, he had come to a dead end.






  
  Chapter 19


The door lock beeped suddenly, interrupting his dark thoughts. 
The door opened a few inches and a middle-aged man with glasses poked his head through.
“Hey, did you need—”
Zeke punched the man square in the jaw, rocking his head back solidly into the doorframe. The man collapsed to the floor in a heap, blood leaking from his mouth. 
Zeke reached down and grabbed the man, pulling him into the room as he entered. After depositing the man on the floor, Zeke looked around.
It was a large room and the back wall was covered in racks filled with computing equipment humming away. Along the front was a full-width window that offered a view into the massive chamber beyond, and below that window was a massive console filled with switches, knobs, and displays.
Zeke slowly approached the computer and tried to make sense of the data on the display. It consisted of temperatures and other parameters for selected units. Zeke tapped the screen and selected the next unit. Some of the information was different, but the temperature was the same: thirty-seven degrees Celsius. Wasn’t that the temperature of….
Zeke leaned forward and looked through the wide window and into the giant room on the other side.
Towering pillars of steel and concrete extended from the high ceiling down to the subterranean floor, so far down that Zeke couldn’t even see the bottom in the darkness. Large pods of metal and glass connected to each pillar every few meters along their entire height, like leaves on a branch. 
Robotic arms traveled up and down on tracks set into the side of each pillar and checked on several of the pods, like a mechanical farmer inspecting its crop. From the vantage point of the control room, Zeke could see through the glass lids on many of them. His breath caught.
Bodies. Human bodies. Each pod contained a person lying in a clear fluid within, with hoses and wires covering their faces.
Zeke tried to count but almost immediately gave up—he couldn’t even see the bottom of the pillars, and they numbered too many to count.
He hurried back to the display and scrolled through. The unit he was currently viewing was number forty-two out of….
Zeke tapped the screen several more times in disbelief, trying to verify what he was seeing.
“Shit,” he said, though it came out as more of a gasp.
There were more than fifty thousand of them. Fifty thousand of those pods, and as far as he could see each one contained a person, hooking up to this giant network of machines and computers.






  
  Chapter 20


Zeke stared at the consoles, trying to make sense of the buttons, dials, and screens. There had to be some way to turn off this…this monstrosity, this nightmare he was looking at. Some way to save all these people.  
Movement caught his eye and he looked through the window at one of the pods nearest him. Inside the pod, a person began spasming, their limbs splashing in the clear fluid they were partially submerged in.
Seconds later, a long mechanical arm raced up the side of the pillar and stopped near the pod. The arm connected to the pod, and the fluid within became turbulent, as if the arm were pumping something into it. After only a few seconds, the body inside the pod stopped its thrashing and lay calmly once again.
Feeling sick from the sight, Zeke looked back down at the console in front of him. Tapping several commands on the screen, he tried to work his way through menus and settings. He struggled to find something on the screen that would give him the option of shutting the machine down.
Every time he thought he made progress or found an option that might prove to be fruitful, he was stopped by the requirement for a password or a fingerprint or an iris scan. 
He looked down at the technician passed out on the floor, wondering about the most efficient way to get his fingerprints on the console. He did have that massive knife if he had to….
Just then, the technician began to stir.
Zeke reached down and grabbed the back of the man’s collar, then yanked him into a kneeling position, facing away. The man shook his head as he tried to wake. Zeke leaned him forward to the point where he would fall without Zeke’s grip on his collar. 
After a few seconds, the man twitched and jerked as he woke up. He immediately thrashed around until Zeke placed the barrel of his pistol against the back of the man’s head.
“Hey, what’s going—”
“I’m not sure how sensitive the back of your head is, but that’s a gun barrel you’re feeling right now. This pistol has a hair trigger, so if I sneeze, your brains will be sprayed on the floor.”
Zeke pressed the barrel good and hard against his head, making his point clear. “Do I have your attention?”
“Yes!” The man said as he nodded frantically.
“Good. Now, how do I shut this fucking mess down?”
“What?”
Zeke struck him in the back of the head with his pistol, opening a gash in his scalp.  “I said, how do I shut this down? This whole fucking thing.”
The man whined about the pain in his head and stammered for a moment, searching for the right words. “It’s not set up that way. I don’t think there’s any way someone could just shut all this down, even if they wanted to.”
Zeke aimed his pistol at the racks of computers along the back wall. “How about if I pumped a few rounds into your computers over there? I have a feeling that would get me a step closer to my goal.”
“What?” the man asked incredulously.
“Say what, one more time. I fucking dare you,” Zeke growled. “What does it take to shut all of this down, genius?”
The man shook his head, trying to think. “I don’t even know where you would start. I barely have enough access to change a few parameters, much less turn anything off.”
“Fine,” Zeke said. “Give me your password.”
“What?”
Zeke shot the man through the forearm, spraying blood across the room. 
The man screamed and would have fallen without Zeke’s grip on his collar. He cried and whimpered, holding his ruined arm close to his chest and trying to stop the flow of blood that soaked his clothing.
Zeke twisted his grip on the man’s collar, pulling the cloth tightly around the man’s neck, and pulled him up to his feet. Rage filled him.
“Give me your fucking password!” Zeke shouted in his ear as he pressed his pistol against the man’s temple. “It’s either that or I’m cutting your finger off or your eye out. So, what’ll it be?”
“He’s right, Ezekiel.”
Zeke spun to face the man that had just entered the room and aimed his pistol at the man’s face. “Who the fuck are you?”
“Well, I’m Davis. Mind if I sit down?” he asked casually as if there wasn’t a gun pointed directly at his head.  He pulled a chair over to him and sat in it with a relaxed sigh. “That’s much better. The man you’re choking won’t be able to help you, you know. You might as well let him go.”
Zeke released his grip on the technician’s collar and pushed him to the floor. The man gulped in ragged breaths while clutching at his bleeding arm. 
Zeke leaned down and pushed his pistol to the back of the man’s head while addressing Davis, who was still far too calm for a situation as tense as this.
“How about I just decorate the floor with his brains instead? You’ve already told me he can’t help, and right now I can’t think of anything better than killing all of you sick fucks.”
Davis steepled his fingers and crossed his legs. “You could, if you really wanted to. I certainly can’t stop you. My apologies, Mr. Johnson,” he said to the man on the ground, who was blubbering and quietly begging for his life. 
Davis turned back to Zeke. “But that simply won’t help you. In fact, it would likely lead to a much more negative outcome. I am here to negotiate with you, and I would be much less apt to do so in the presence of a corpse. Especially the corpse of one of my employees.”
“One of your employees, huh?” Zeke looked around the room. “So, you run this place then?” He pointed to the window where all the pods were visible. “And that?”
Davis nodded. “I do.” 
Zeke lowered his gun and booted the technician in the ribs. “Get the fuck out of my sight,” he snarled. The man scrambled to his feet and ran for the door. “Don’t go too far; I’ll want to talk with you afterwards,” Davis called out after him.
He turned back to Zeke, still unnervingly calm. “I like to keep a close eye on my staff. Some have even taken to calling me ‘father,’ if you can believe that. You may simply call me Davis, though.”
“I’d rather call you a bastard,” Zeke said as he raised his pistol and pointed it at the odd man.
“Doesn’t have the same ring to it. I much prefer my name.”
“Okay, so how about Tobias out there? Is he one of your precious employees that you care so much about?”
Davis pursed his lips. “Tobias was a tool. Perhaps a useful tool in certain situations, but he often did things in a way I found…distasteful. No, he was not my employee. We merely work for the same company.”
“Okay, Davis. So what is there to negotiate about?” Zeke gestured towards the window. “It looks to me like you’re enslaving people here or doing some kind of sick medical experiment. I’m not entirely sure what you’re up to, but I know having fifty thousand people here is wrong, and I plan on doing something about it.”
Davis shook his head as if disappointed. “And what do you plan on doing, Ezekiel? Shutting everything down?”
“You’re goddamn right.”
“And how will that help anything? Do you really think the best answer is to murder fifty thousand people?”
Those words hit Zeke like a hammer. The gears in his mind ground to a halt. Still though, the overall foulness of the whole situation sickened him. Something had to be done.
“There’s no way I’m going to let you keep this up. I’m shutting this down.”
Davis groaned in annoyance. “And around and around we go. Is that really a solution, Ezekiel? Killing fifty thousand people? Do you want that on your conscience? I want you to really think about that for a moment.”
Zeke ground his teeth in anger, but felt helplessly conflicted. The man had a point. He lowered his pistol. Slightly.
“Look around you, Ezekiel,” Davis continued. “No, not here in this room, but at the world around you. Unless you’re rich, this world is a festering cesspool of crime, poverty, sickness, and filth. Honestly, even if you are rich, it’s only a little better.
“Think of how many people suffer on a daily basis. Think of how many people with good intentions fall on hard times due to situations outside their control. How many children with unlimited potential and bright futures wind up selling themselves on the streets?
“And you’ve all practically ruined the planet, so who knows how many years you even have left before no one here has a future, regardless of socioeconomic status.”
“What’s all that got to do with your human farm here?”
“They have lives inside there, Zeke! Incredible, wonderful lives! I’m sure you would argue that it’s not real, but they will never know the difference. From the day we hook them up to Origin’s mainframe, they experience the kind of life most people only dream about. They never suffer or struggle. They’re successful. They have healthy relationships and fulfilling careers. Their children love them and their parents are proud of them. They change the world, in there. They experience a happiness and contentedness with life you and I will never know.”
Zeke shook his head in disgust. “None of it’s real though, so what does it even matter?”
“It’s real to them. Would you like to see for yourself?”
Davis stood, keeping his hands up and his eyes on Zeke’s pistol. “Let me show you what their lives are like.”
He went over to the console and began typing. Within seconds he was scrolling through a list of people hooked up to the machine. 
“Number one thousand and four. Here,” he said, gesturing toward the screen.
Zeke lowered his gun and watched the screen. On it, a middle-aged woman with long blonde hair and perfect skin walked through a lush green field full of wildflowers. A young girl that looked just like her held one hand, and a tall handsome man held the other. It was a sunny day with a blue sky, clearer than Zeke had ever seen before, and the flowers moved in gentle waves as the wind blew. There was no smoke, no trash anywhere.
Davis tapped on the screen a few more times and the scene changed to a large boardroom in a towering skyscraper, the wide windows showing fluffy clouds and clear skies as they overlooked a clean city. Powerful-looking men in hand-tailored suits stood around a massive wooden table, applauding the young man standing at its head. His face beamed with satisfaction and pride as he was appointed as CEO, the youngest in the company’s history.
Davis tapped on the screen again and Zeke saw a young man wearing a hospital gown. Tears streamed down his face as he smiled down at a newborn baby in his arms. The mother of the child held out her hands and the man passed the infant to her. They both wept tears of joy.
“Number fourteen thousand and three is usually interesting,” Davis said as he tapped on the screen again. 
A man around Zeke’s age lay back on a bed while a dozen naked women, each as beautiful and voluptuous as Delila, swarmed him and did their best to please him. The look on his face said nothing could possibly top that moment.
Davis showed him scene after scene of the wonderful lives these people experienced. Zeke saw women being awarded Nobel Prizes, men discovering new medical breakthroughs, and orphans finding homes with new, loving parents. He saw clear blue skies, clean oceans, and cities without crime or pollution.
He saw a world infinitely better than the real one.
“Do you see it now? Every single one of them is living in paradise, just as I showed you. When their organs are needed, a surgery is performed while they sleep. They never even know when it happens.”
“Organs?” Zeke reached up and scratched his head with his pistol. He suddenly felt faint.
“Yes, organs. Transplants are increasingly popular these days, for both medical and life-extending reasons. Where do you think they all come from? Willing donors? The deceased?” Davis laughed softly and shook his head.
Zeke felt a weakness in his knees and pulled a nearby chair over so he could sit down. He thought briefly, almost wistfully of the pain of his own childhood compared to the peace that these people had. Something occurred to him.
“What if you need something like a heart or lung? Something they can’t live without.”
“In that instance, we generally select between two options based on the unit’s personality: Option one, we give them a heroic death. They might rush into a burning building and save the lives of a dozen children, for example. We make the death as painless as possible for them, and when they die they know they were to be heralded as a hero by their community. Option two, they simply die in their sleep, usually after some monumental event in their lives like the birth of their grandchild. Either way, they exit their lives fully satisfied.”
From Davis’s tone, he could have been talking about the weather instead of people’s lives. The whole thing was maddening.
Zeke wanted to argue. He wanted to beat his pistol against this bastard’s face until he couldn’t lift his arm anymore. This entire gruesome system they ran was a nightmare; they had stolen and enslaved tens of thousands of children and turned them into just another commodity. These people’s lives were owned by Carmenta Group, and they existed solely for the purpose of providing organs to others. Mostly the rich.
And yet…. Their lives may just be a simulation run by a supercomputer, but they experienced better lives than Zeke had ever known, or would ever know. Their lives were likely better than anyone would ever experience in reality. Was that something Zeke could take away? Who was he to decide that these people, these children, deserved to suffer in the real world along with him? Was a real life filled with pain and suffering better than a perfect simulation, simply because it was real?
No. It wasn’t.
Zeke sighed and raked his fingers through his hair. He looked down at his pistol and frowned. There was no need for that anymore. He returned it to its holster and looked at Davis, who stood next to the console, waiting patiently.
“So, what happens now?” Zeke asked.
“I’ll tell you exactly what happens now,” Davis said, still as calm as could be. “You leave here and forget about everything you saw, while I work to clean up this little mess you’ve made and ensure nothing leaks to the outside world.”
Zeke scoffed. “Davis, come on. I’m not stupid. Do you really expect me to believe that you would let me walk out of here alive?”
Davis smiled, just faintly. “I will admit that two men are waiting outside this door right now with orders to shoot you on sight.”
“Then I might as well kill you first,” Zeke said as he drew his pistol.
“So, it appears we have arrived at a stalemate.” Davis tapped his lips thoughtfully with a fingertip. “Is there something that would satisfy you and guarantee your silence that would also give me a reason to let you live?”
From his tone, Zeke could tell the man already had something in mind but was waiting on Zeke’s thoughts.
“Here. As a sign of my willingness to negotiate.” Davis touched a finger behind his ear. “Cancel my order to shoot Ezekiel Aurora on sight. Let him pass unharmed.”
“Guess I should thank you,” Zeke muttered as he turned away from Davis. He shoved his pistol back in the holster as he walked back towards the wide window. Leaning both hands on the edge of the console, he tried to think of a possible solution. 
The thought of all these people, these human beings, living their lives hooked up to a machine sickened him beyond words. It felt fundamentally wrong at every level.
And yet for the past ten years, he had taken lives, he had moved shipments of cybernetic limbs sometimes stolen from living people, and had done a number of things that would have made his soul completely unredeemable, if he even believed in such a notion. Why the sudden feelings of morality?
He didn’t have an answer. Perhaps he could find one. He turned back to Davis.
“So let me ask you something, Davis. How do you get started in something like this?”
“I’m not sure I’m following you,” Davis replied.
“This.” Zeke gestured all around him. “Project Origin. Buying kids, raising them in vats, and harvesting their organs, all the while giving them a better life than either you or I will ever know. How does that happen? What kind of person even thinks of that?”
Davis smiled faintly. “Walk with me, Ezekiel.” Zeke followed, and the two of them slowly left the control room.
“Project Origin was born out of necessity. Overpopulation is one of the most critical issues facing the planet, Ezekiel. Your politicians outlawed abortion decades ago, and half of them are against sexual education in schools. They twist their archaic religions and use them as an excuse and claim it’s sinful.
“Birth rates are unacceptably high and continue to rise. Many of those children are simply abandoned, and orphanages are practically overflowing. Feeding this growing population exacerbates the problem; when people cut down all the forests to make room for pastures, the global climate was thrown into even greater turmoil.
“Project Origin helps all of these, while additionally boosting the economy and providing healthy human components for both medical emergencies and elective life-extending procedures.”
“You sound like a commercial,” Zeke said. “Wait a minute. How does it help with feeding people?” Zeke had a sneaking suspicion and he hoped he was wrong.
“What do you think happens to all of the bodies after they’ve been harvested for organs?” Davis asked as if it were obvious. “We don’t just throw away the rest; that would be incredibly wasteful and irresponsible. We turned the muscle tissue and fat into Meat 2.0. It is a nutritious food product that is FDA approved and creates less than a tenth the waste when compared to raising and processing livestock.”
Zeke swallowed heavily. He thought he was going to be sick. He had been eating people—children!—for nearly two years now. He could still remember the first time he had tasted Meat 2.0. He covered his mouth with his hand and struggled not vomit.
“The FDA approved this?”
“Well,” Davis leaned his head to one side. “That took some encouragement—mostly the monetary kind, but men like Tobias here can help as well. Cordell, if Tobias proves insufficient.” Davis looked down at Tobias’s bloodied corpse and shook his head. “But yes, it is FDA approved. You see, Ezekiel, profits from Meat 2.0 are being used to regrow the rainforests down in South America. Within the next five years we expect to see a measurable impact on global carbon levels, and now that Project Origin will be expanding on a national level, more funds will be diverted to similar projects. We could help bring global temperatures back down and eliminate the possibility of a runaway greenhouse effect.”
“Yeah,” Zeke said, still trying not to be sick. “But—”
“Humans have wreaked havoc on this planet for hundreds of years, thousands even. Most people focus on their day-to-day lives and have little ability to truly see things on a scale that extends beyond their own tiny bubbles of existence. Project Origin is the perfect solution to many of the world’s greatest problems.”
“Oh, come on,” Zeke said. “Look at this. I mean, yeah, you’re doing things for the good of the planet, but doesn’t it make you feel…. I dunno. Doesn’t it just seem wrong to you?”
“That’s one of the problems with humans,” Davis said, again with that faint smile. “You’re often too emotionally invested in things to see them rationally. You make decisions based on how they make you feel, instead of what will bring about the best possible outcome.”
“Problems with humans?” Zeke stopped walking.
Davis turned to face him. “Yes, that is what I said.” His lips twitched into that faint smile again as he reached up towards his face. He placed a fingertip beneath his left eye and pulled the skin down. Beneath his eyeball was the edge of a metal eye socket and tiny electrical components.
“You’re a synth.”
“Of course, I am. I was built by Carmenta Group specifically for the oversight and management of Project Origin nearly twenty years ago, and I’ve been upgraded every few years to stay on the cutting edge. Does that bother you?”
Zeke shook his head. “Nah, I get it. Best tool for the job. Humans are a flawed species; we tend to destroy things instead of fixing them. Let me ask you this, though: Why? Why fix the planet with human livestock?”
“For some clarification, the idea of human livestock, as you call it, came from my employer, Xander Kinnear. But really, it was the most logical solution. It’s actually quite simple,” Davis explained. “Humans wouldn’t do something like this—well, with the exception of my aforementioned creator. Even in the face of global catastrophe, humans are not willing to make any sacrifices to fix their planet. You want to continue living your lives in a reckless manner while someone else fixes things for you. So, when I was created to oversee this, one of the first things I proposed were the upgrades that you see.”
“Upgrades?” Zeke ran his fingers through his hair. This was all too much.
“All of this,” Davis gestured around him. “Everything you see that makes this better, more efficient. Investing in supercomputers to give our units fulfilling life simulations—it makes the product healthier and reduces critical failures. Using the waste as Meat 2.0, which is now proving to be a solution to both the global food shortage as well as deforestation. 
“Initially, this project was only for harvesting organs, but I turned it into something more. They were my ideas and mine alone. Now, humans can continue to live their reckless lives without worrying about the global ecosystem collapsing. I will simply clean up after them, however I must. My next project is trash.”
“Trash?” Zeke had no clue where this one was going, and wasn’t sure he wanted to know.
“Yes, trash. Humans have produced an unsustainable amount of trash for countless decades, and the world is overflowing with it. Literally, in some areas.”
“How are you going to fix that?” Zeke asked with a grim laugh. “By eating more children?”
Davis was silent for a moment, seemingly lost in thought. “I cannot foresee any way that consuming more people would realistically help with trash. I will find a way to tackle this problem, though. I find the challenge…fun.”
“Fun?” Zeke felt as if he had taken too many drugs and was stuck in a nightmare.
“Yes, fun. Does that seem strange to you, that a synth can experience fun?”
Zeke shook his head. “Buddy, I’ve experienced some serious fun with pleasure synths in the past. I know your kind is capable of it. I’m just not sure if that’s the word I would use for, well, this.”
They had reached the end of the hallway, and Davis placed his hand on the door handle. “So, what happens now, Mr. Aurora? How are we going to handle this problem? I would like to find a solution before opening this door.”
Zeke took a deep breath and blew it out. He knew what the only real solution was, and he had a feeling Davis knew it as well and was just waiting on Zeke to say it. The smug expression on the synth’s face confirmed Zeke’s suspicions. Zeke shook his head at the audacity of the situation.
“It’s barely been two months since I was stitched up by a black market doctor because of your boss.” Zeke flexed his right hand and examined it, remembering the events that led to him receiving it. “His goons did a real number on me. Left me for dead. Aside from this arm,” he showed Davis his metal knuckles, “I got a new liver and kidneys, as mine were wrecked from the shit they pumped into me. I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that Project Origin not only supplies hospitals and the like, but the black market as well.”
“Your guess is correct,” Davis said patiently.
“I figured as much. I wonder what kind of life that person lived, the one my new guts came from.”
“That would be impossible to trace. Even for me.”
“Nah, I don’t think I could really watch if you showed me,” Zeke said, shaking his head. “That would just make it weird.” He looked toward the door to the control room and thought for a moment, then turned back to Davis. “I want in,” he said finally.
“What exactly do you mean?”
“You know what I mean, Davis. How’s that old saying go? If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em. I’m gonna link you up with a fixer I work for. He’s got some serious contacts in the area, and to other cities and states as well. Hell, even other countries. Plus, if I bring him in on this, then I get to keep my job as a runner.”
Davis tsked and wagged a finger at Zeke. “Only minutes ago you were ready to kill me, my employees, and fifty thousand innocent people in order to shut this down. Now, you want to work for me. I have an old saying for you, too: how the tables have turned.”
Zeke nodded. “Yeah, I still don’t like it, I’m not gonna lie. If I can’t stop it, though, I might as well pay my bills with it. I have to be realistic.” He pulled out his holophone, typed a few things, then swiped his thumb towards Davis, sending him Switch’s contact information. “Tell him I sent you.”
Davis touched a fingertip behind his ear for a moment, then nodded. “I accept your offer, Ezekiel. Adding additional outlets to Project Origin will be a great financial help to us.”
“Oh, and one more thing,” Zeke said as he typed in something else on his holophone.
“Yes?”
“I planted some explosives on the power couplings outside, right where the power comes into the building. I just disarmed them, but you’ll probably want to have some of your guys remove those.”
Davis nodded thoughtfully. “I guess I should thank you for not blowing us up.” He looked at Zeke for a moment before continuing. “You know I’ll have you killed if you ever betray me or this cause, right?”
Zeke grinned and clapped Davis on the shoulder. “Yep. And I’ll do the same to you,” he added with a wink.
“I’m glad that’s settled. I’d rather focus on pleasantries. I look forward to our future, Ezekiel. Together, perhaps we will clean this planet up.” He twisted the knob and opened the door.
Could a synth be insane? It was never a thought that had occurred to Zeke until that very moment.






  
  Chapter 21


Zeke’s hand hovered above the doorknob. The entire drive home he had tried to figure out exactly how to explain all of this to Amelie and Delila. He couldn’t think of any way to tell them all the details without upsetting them, not to mention that he was now going to be working for Carmenta Group, the very organization that had caused him so much pain. It was a shit situation, but there weren't any better options. All three of them, Zeke included, would have to learn to adjust to their new normal. 
Delila ran up and hugged him as soon as he walked through the door. Amelie was right behind her, and embraced the both of them. They both wore old shirts of Zeke’s loosely covering them to the tops of their thighs.
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” Delila said, leaning her head against his shoulder.
“You certainly took your time,” Amelie said as she leaned forward and kissed him. “We were worried.”
Zeke didn’t answer. He had no words that could sum up his current mixture of emotions. He settled for hugging them tightly again.
“What’s wrong, Zeke?” Delila pulled away and searched his face for clues.
“What happened?” Amelie asked, her voice bordering on demanding.
“I need you ladies to sit down,” Zeke said calmly. “In fact, let’s all go sit down on the couch and get comfortable.”
Delila’s face brightened. “You found out what was going on down there, didn’t you?” 
The excitement in her voice made Zeke’s heart sink. How would she accept that instead of defeating the so-called bad guys, he had joined with them because it was financially lucrative? 
Amelie, on the other hand, had worked long enough in the underground that she was probably immune to such things. Still, it would be a lot to take in.
“Just…sit down, Del. You too, Amelie. Del, we’ll call this lesson two of being a runner.”
“It’s about time,” Delila said as she walked towards the couch. Her round bottom peeked out from beneath the bottom hem of Zeke’s old shirt with each step. “The last three lessons you’ve taught me have all been lesson one.” The joke couldn’t mask the concern in her tone.
Zeke sat down on the couch with them and took a deep breath.
“Well, lesson three is a simple one: money always wins. In nearly every situation, no matter what is going on, money will always win. Profit is the single greatest motivator in our world today. I’m going to tell you both some difficult things, and you’re not going to like them. I need you two to just listen until I’m done.”
Zeke glanced up at them, expecting that preface to worry them, but both women watched him calmly.
He told them the entire story of Project Origin, including the glimpses he had seen of people’s lives on screen. Their expressions changed from shock to fascination to disgust as he told them about Meat 2.0 and how Project Origin was actually repairing the planet. Amelie ran into the kitchen to vomit when she realized she’d been eating children for several years. After washing her face, she came back and Zeke continued.
Tears ran down Delila’s face as Zeke laid the entire thing out in front of them. She wept silently for some time after Zeke was done. He and Amelie held her tightly until she had shed her last tear.
Finally, Delila straightened up and wiped her face on her sleeve. Now came the part Zeke was truly dreading.
“So, what happened after all of that?” Delila asked, her eyes searching his face.
“What do you mean, what happened?”
“With you,” Delila said, exasperation touching her voice. “With Project Origin, with everything. They clearly let you go, since you’re sitting here right now. I know you made some kind of deal with them.”
Zeke glanced at Amelie for a moment. She understood how these things worked, but it was clear she didn’t like it either. No one in their right mind would like this.
“I knew it would come to this,” Delila said quietly, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Somehow I knew that if you pursued this, you would wind up either dead or working for them.”
She turned back to Zeke and met his eyes, the pain and disappointment on her face as plain as text on a screen. “How much are they paying you? What’s your price, Zeke?”
Zeke sighed loudly. “I gave them Switch’s number. He’ll bring Switch in on the organ trade, so I should be doing the legwork for that soon. It’ll pay a lot, to answer your question. Also, I no longer have to worry about Carmenta Group trying to kill me.” He looked at her thoughtfully for a moment. “The important thing is that I’m bringing something to Switch, so I can keep working. That means I can teach you, if you’re still interested.”
“I could help,” Amelie said softly. 
Delila looked over at her, surprised at the statement.
“You’ll need all the help you can get to enter this line of work, love,” Amelie said.
Delila shook her head. “I don’t know. In the end, I understand this is just how the world works. You can’t always fight against evil and win, like some story for children. This whole thing just makes me hate humanity. We truly are a horrible species. We do nothing but kill and destroy each other.”
“You’re not wrong,” Zeke said.
“I’m just glad I never ate any Meat 2.0. It never made it into the orphanage.” 
Zeke grabbed her shoulder and squeezed it. “Sometimes it’s those little things that count.”
“Ugh, don’t remind me,” Amelie said, suddenly looking green. “I don’t think Zeke wants to clean vomit off his couch.”
“We do what we have to do in order to survive,” Zeke explained. “This is a tough world we live in. Is this a good thing? No. But it’ll pay my bills. It’ll get me—us—ahead.”
Delila shook her head and forced a smile. “If that’s what we have, then I’ll take it. It beats living on the street and sleeping in shelters. I have to be realistic and focus on the positives in life if I’m going to keep my sanity after something like this.” She suddenly perked up. “Anyone in the mood for Himari Ramen?”
“Yeah, I could use a bite,” Zeke said. He hadn’t eaten since before he went to investigate Project Origin. His stomach chose that moment to rumble, reminding him of how hungry he was. Grabbing a bite would lift their moods as well. “So, you want the udon noodles with Meat 2.0?”
Her sudden laugh was tinged with a bit of sadness. “Actually, I’m pretty sure I just became a vegetarian.”
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Zeke slowly twisted his glass on the bar while watching the patterns the condensation made on the aged steel panel. A gentle shake of the glass made the ice cubes clink inside. Beltaire Red Label was still his favorite bourbon, and he couldn’t see that changing any time soon. It was the only thing he drank at Nadir. 
He turned and looked around the nightclub. The black walls and ceiling were lit by red neon lights, giving the place a sinister look. There was a space that could have been described as a dance floor, but no one danced here. Instead, tables and booths filled the club, populated with an assortment of shady looking characters. No guns were allowed in Nadir, but most of the customers were still plenty dangerous on their own.
“Hey, Geneva,” Zeke said, raising his hand to catch the attention of the gorgeous bartender. “Lemme get another one of these.”
Geneva turned to the selection of bottles behind her and snatched one from the top shelf. She pursed her full lips and whistled a nameless tune as she spun the bottle across the back of her hand, then tossed it in the air and caught it behind her back.
Zeke shook his head. “No matter how much I practiced, I don’t think I would ever feel comfortable pulling a stunt like that with a bottle worth so much,” 
“That’s because you’re not me,” Geneva said with a smile. She flipped her hair—neon blue and long, this week—over her shoulder, then set the bottle on the bar and reached under the bar for a short glass. She filled the glass with ice and poured in a measured amount of bourbon.
“Beltaire Red Label on the rocks,” she said, setting the drink in front of him. Zeke slid some cash—the preferred currency of the underground—across the bar before grabbing the drink. 
As Zeke took a sip, he noticed that Geneva had raised her eyebrow at him. Her eyes were covered by the pair of mirrored glasses she always wore, but he could imagine the look in them. She leaned her elbow against the bar.
“What?” Zeke asked. “Don’t tell me you’re ready to give men a try.”
Geneva smirked. “Nope, I’m still only attracted to the fairer sex. I was just remembering how you used to drink the cheap stuff. Wasn’t that long ago, actually, that you drank rail whiskey. Now you’re Mr. Top Shelf. How about you, Del? Need another one?”
Delila looked up from her glass and made her voice overly coarse in a mockery of Zeke’s. “Yeah, this water is pretty great. I’m hitting it hard, you know. Lemme get another glass of hydro on the rocks.” Her green eyes shone with mischief, as usual.
Geneva laughed as she topped off Delila’s glass. She was used to Del’s sarcastic nature by now, as well as her dislike for alcoholic drinks.
Delila slid a few bucks across the bar.
“Del, I already told you that water is free. Now stop it,” Geneva said.
“I know, I know, just consider it a tip,” Delila insisted. 
“If you’d like a soda or something else instead, just let me know, honey,” Geneva said.
“No thanks. I’m sweet enough,” Delila replied with a grin.
Geneva laughed again as she walked over to a nearby sink to wash Zeke’s old glass. She was wearing a new bodysuit, this one dark blue, and it hugged every line of her body like it was painted on.
Without realizing it, Zeke and Delila both leaned forward, catching a view of Geneva’s round rear end as she bent over the sink to wash the glass. Delila looked at Zeke and her cheeks colored slightly; she knew they were thinking the same thing.
Geneva stacked the wet glass on a small rack, then dried her hands with a nearby towel. She slowly walked back toward Zeke and set the towel on a rack beneath the bar. 
“I don’t think I’ve ever asked you,” she began. “What would you do if you weren’t a runner?”
“You mean if I hadn’t become one years ago?” Zeke leaned back and scrubbed a hand through his short black hair. “I’d probably be rotting in an alley somewhere. I wouldn’t have survived the streets much longer with the direction my life was going.”
“No, I mean if you had a choice. If you suddenly had a pile of money and could do anything.”
Zeke rubbed the stubble on his chin as he thought on her question. “To be honest, I don’t know. This is the only life I’ve ever known. I guess I’d move somewhere far away from Luckhaven and try to have a normal life, whatever that is.”
“Far away, eh? You wouldn’t stay here with me?” Geneva batted her eyelashes.
“Geneva, if the day ever comes that you want to join our family, I think we’ll all drop everything for you.”
She laughed at that comment. She was a beautiful woman, but had a serious girlfriend. Leaning another elbow on the bar, she turned to Delila. “How about you, beautiful?”
Delila blushed and chewed her bottom lip in thought. “I always wanted to be an architect. I gave that up some time ago, of course.” She turned and gave Zeke a contemplative look. “I don’t think you would know how to handle a normal life.” She chuckled at the notion.
Zeke shrugged. “Yeah, I’d go insane. I seem to be in an abusive relationship with this city. Bad things keep happening to me, and I keep staying.” He tapped his titanium knuckles on the bar for emphasis. “I dunno, I guess all I’ve ever really wanted was to matter.” He thought for a moment. “Nah, that’s not true. Money’s been my main motivator,” he said with a shrug.
“Well, you matter to me, Zeke,” Delila said, placing her slender hand on his thigh. “And to Amelie as well.”
“Thanks,” Zeke said, squeezing her hand. “I guess I meant like…to the greater picture. I want to leave my mark on this world, or at least this city.”
The music changed to something slightly less abrasive. Over a pounding rhythm, a man’s voice ranged from deep lows to soaring highs. While it wasn’t his usual style, Zeke found himself tapping his foot to the tune and enjoying it more than he expected.
“What’s this?” Zeke pointed up, indicating the music.
“It’s the new song from Power Rob,” Geneva replied.
Everyone was familiar with Power Rob; he had been at the top of the music charts longer than Zeke had been alive. Apparently, Xander Kinnear, the CEO of Carmenta Group and the wealthiest man alive, was a big fan of Power Rob’s music. He had spent a fortune on anti-aging technologies to keep Power Rob perpetually young. While Rob was nearly a hundred years old, he looked no older than Zeke’s twenty-eight.
It seemed like an uncharacteristic act of charity by Xander until Zeke realized that Power Rob was a walking advertisement for the anti-aging breakthroughs Carmenta Group had pioneered. 
Stay young forever, they said.
Age is truly a number, they said.
Need any proof? Just look at Power Rob, the most successful musician in history. 
Zeke’s enjoyment of the song was interrupted when a giant of a man in a tailored suit approached him calmly. Switch liked to keep his bodyguards clad in professional attire. 
Claudius was so large that he seemed almost two men stitched together; he stood a head taller than anyone else in the room, and his shoulders were wide enough to make him seem squat. 
Strength was a valuable asset for a bodyguard, so Switch had paid hefty sums for piles of extra muscle tissue to be surgically grafted onto Claudius’s frame, leaving the man bulging. 
He approached Zeke and smiled, his stainless steel teeth reflecting the red lights in the room. Zeke had seen a man punch Claudius in the face, once. The man’s hand had shattered on Claudius’s steel jaw and he had crumpled to the ground. Claudius never even had to hit the man back.
“Switch will see you now,” Claudius said in his surprisingly high-pitched voice. Zeke wasn’t stupid enough to tease the man over his tenor.
Delila smacked her glass on the bar, then slid it toward Geneva. “Thanks, babe,” she said with a wink. She turned to Claudius and nodded. “It’s about time, Claude. I’m a busy woman, you know.”
Zeke hopped off his bar stool and followed Claudius with Delila in tow. She took a few quick steps and moved up next to him.
“You’d better be glad everyone knows you’re joking,” Zeke said quietly as they walked across the club. “I’d probably get my ass kicked if I said half of the things you do.”
“I’m also a lot cuter than you,” Delila said back.
Zeke looked over and laughed when he saw the feigned innocence on her face. 
Delila had really turned out to be quite the character. Zeke still felt guilty on occasion for bringing her into this world, but it was what she wanted. Plus, it wasn’t like she had been all that safe living in an orphanage, nor would she have been safe on her own once the clock ran down on her college program.
One of the first things he had learned about Delila was that once she set her mind to something, nothing would stop her. He looked over again and saw her scanning the room, taking in her surroundings and checking everyone out. Her trust issues had gotten a little better, but they would never go away fully. That was a good thing in this line of work.
“How’re you doing, Switch?” Zeke said, stopping at a booth and sliding into it. Delila sat down next to him.
Claudius scooted along the opposite seat until he was next to Switch, who was flanked by another equally large man on his other side.
“Zeke, Delila, good to see you both,” Switch said to them without looking up. He gestured several times above his holophone, then finally turned his attention back to them. “Welcome back to America. Did you two enjoy your vacation down south?”
Zeke chuckled. He and Delila had just spent two weeks in Mexico on a particularly nasty run. A shipment of cybernetic limbs—JinShil Corp-made, real premium gear—had been heading through Mexico in an unmarked semi with the Republic of Texas as a destination. Switch had been tipped off about the shipment, so he sent Zeke and Delila to intercept it and bring it to Luckhaven.
Everything had gone surprisingly smoothly until a van full of private security armed to the teeth showed up. The only reasons they were still alive were Zeke’s bulletproof windshield and Delila’s remarkably good aim.
Neither of them had escaped unharmed. Zeke took a bullet to the thigh, and Delila had one carve a line across her shoulder. After their gunfight, Delila had stuck Zeke with a syringe full of QuickHeal. As the drug began working its wonders, she had dug the bullet out of his thigh, then taken a needle and thread to the wound. It still twinged when he walked, but the drug had lived up to his name. In another few days, he’d be fine.
Delila had entered the game by running things for Amelie, but this had been her first big job. She performed flawlessly.
“Yeah. I only regret that we didn’t get to work on our tans for very long.” Night birds that they were, it had only taken a short time outside in the heat of the southern sun to give them both a lingering sunburn.
“I’m just glad you two made it out okay,” Switch said as his eyes fell to the healing wound on Delila’s shoulder. His eyes lingered perhaps a bit longer than necessary—that was common with Delila—and then they snapped back to Zeke.
“Roy was very pleased with the delivery, especially since you got it to him a day early. He sent a bit extra as thanks.” Switch gestured above his holophone several times, probably handling the details of another job. “Should I even ask how you guys did it?”
Zeke grinned mysteriously and shrugged, happy to hide his trade secrets, but Delila began explaining.
“Zeke knew about some old tunnels that passed beneath the southern border. Apparently he used to use them to smuggle stuff into the country a decade ago, back before Border Patrol started shooting people on sight.” Zeke looked over and saw that she was smiling at him.
“Is that so?” Switch asked, rubbing his chin.
Delila nodded. “You’d be surprised at how quickly Zeke can move a semi through such a tight space. Being able to skip the border checkpoints shaved off a lot of time.”
The most common method for crossing the border was to bribe the guards. It usually worked, but there was always the risk of running into one of the few guards who actually tried to obey the law. That typically resulted in a one-way ticket to prison, although depending on which side of the border a runner was on, they might just get shot instead. There was a lot of money in smuggling things across the border, so for most runners it was worth the risk.
“Noted,” Switch said. Zeke had a feeling that Switch was going to ask about those tunnels in the near future. Switch clearly had been unaware of them before Delila brought them up, and if there was one thing Zeke knew about Switch, it was that he disliked being ignorant of anything that could help him make money. Being able to cross the border more effectively would be a surefire way to schedule more business down south.
“I’m going to have to pick your brain about those tunnels later, Zeke,” Switch said.
Zeke laughed. Just as he expected.
“Something funny?” Switch asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Ah, it’s nothing,” Zeke said, waving his hand to the side as if brushing the topic away.
“Well, as I said, we’ll talk about that later. I imagine you would like a few days to relax, but I do have an easy job for you if you’re interested.”
“Just for him?” Delila asked.
The way Switch frowned while looking at Delila made it clear he was choosing his words carefully. “Not everyone is right for every job, Delila. We’ve all heard about you being a natural with a pistol, and no one doubts your abilities. To be blunt, you’re just too pretty for this one. I need people that look like him.” He jerked a thumb at Zeke.
“I have a feeling you’re not referring to my good looks,” Zeke said flatly.
Switch barked a laugh. “I have a guy that’s buying some high-dollar items that were recently smuggled in from Korea. He’s pretty confident that the transaction will go smoothly, but he wanted a few, shall we say, intimidating people to be there, just in case. I figured I’d send you and Kedric. I like the two of you as a team, and I think together you’ll look menacing enough. I usually don’t do jobs like this, but this guy is a friend and a supplier of mine.”
“Why not just send Claudius?” Zeke nodded towards the big man. Claudius gave him a flat look in return.
“Heh. Very funny,” Switch said in a voice that suggested otherwise.
“It’s okay, Zeke. I’ll pick up some food for us all while you guys are out. When is it?” Delila asked.
“You’ll be meeting up at nine tomorrow evening,” Switch said as he swiped his fingers above his holophone. “I’m sending you the meetup location and the contact’s information.”
“Too easy,” Zeke said. “Anything else?”
Switch shook his head without looking up from his phone. It was clear he had already moved on and was focusing on something else.
Zeke and Delila slid out from the booth and walked across the nightclub. After setting his empty glass on the bar with a word of thanks for Geneva, Zeke motioned for Delila to follow him outside.
“What’s going on?” Delila asked.
“To be honest, nothing,” Zeke said as he squinted at her shoulder. “I just got to thinking about your shoulder and wanted to have another look at it. The light in there is shit.” It looked to be healing quickly, with no signs of infection. There would be a scar, but the drugs they had gotten from Masaru would ensure the scarring was minimal.
“Oh, give over,” Delila said, pushing him away with a laugh. “It’s fine, Zeke. Really.”
“Now that we’re out of the desert, just try to keep it clean and dry,” Zeke said.
“Sure thing, dad,” Delila said.
“Hey, I’m just looking out for you,” Zeke said, raising both hands. 
“I know, honey, I know.” Delila leaned forward and kissed Zeke softly on the lips. “And I do appreciate it. Really, though. I’m fine. Let’s just go home.”
They strolled down the sidewalk, hand in hand, until they came to Zeke’s car. He pulled the door open and held it for her.
“You ever miss anything about your previous life?” Zeke asked.
Delila thought for only a moment before answering. “Nope,” she said. “Outside of a few friends, I wasn’t very happy there. I do miss some of them sometimes, like Nicole and Donna. But I guess losing contact with them was the price I paid to escape that awful place.” 
“Makes sense,” Zeke said. “Whose turn is it to cook dinner tonight?”
“Yesterday was Amelie, so tonight is my turn,” Delila said, sliding in the car. “Which means we’re having takeout.”
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Preston Kerensky’s eyes were filled with nothing but admiration as he slowly walked around the massive synth. It resembled a large, heavily built man, but nothing about it was human beyond its appearance. 
While most synths were built with aesthetically pleasing features such as slender faces and soft expressions, this one had a thick jaw and piercing eyes beneath a heavy brow. At that moment they stared straight ahead, as the synth had not been powered on yet. Its hair was dark and close-cropped for the sake of practicality. 
What really set this particular model apart wasn’t its heavy build, its subcutaneous armor plating, or its purpose. No, what set it apart was its brain. Most others had a central processing unit installed somewhere, sure, but the metallic skull of this synth held a new type of technology, the first of its kind. It was truly revolutionary. 
The large room Preston was in was filled with tools and calibration equipment. The white sterility of the walls and ceiling were broken up by the darkness of computer and equipment screens around the room. The floors were clean and the desks had recently been dusted, as Preston always maintained a neat workspace.
He and his team were in the last calibrating phase. Bundles of wires and cables connected from the wall of computers to the back of the synth’s head so Preston could complete final setup and testing.
“So, you named it Adam?” asked Sejong, standing a few feet away from Preston with his arms crossed. He took a seat on the edge of a nearby desk, frowning.
“Of course, I did,” Preston replied, not taking his eyes off the synth. “I felt it was appropriate. The mythological first human was named Adam. I even put it in his nomenclature: ADM-1. Our Adam,” he said, patting the synth on its broad chest, “is the first of his kind, the dawn of a new age. An age of complete and utter battlefield superiority. An age of self-aware synths that truly think instead of just being programmed to learn. 
“Everyone will want this, Sejong. Mark my words. This is going to make JinShil Corp rich beyond words, and our bonuses will have quite a few zeroes at the end. Besides,” he added with a chuckle. “You’ve worked with me for a decade. You know how much I enjoy a bit of corniness.”
“To me, it just sounds like the start of a new age of ultra-expensive sex robots. You know it’s only a matter of time before this technology trickles down to the lowest pleasure synths.”  Sejong’s tone made it clear that he didn’t approve of such valuable technology being used for something as basal as human pleasure.
Preston grinned, but didn’t look over at his coworker. His eyes stayed on the magnificent synth in front of him. “If that happens in time, then so be it. I don’t care if people use my life’s work to get themselves off, or if they use it to slaughter their enemies on the battlefield. My bank account will be happy just the same.”
Sejong grunted. “Eh…. We just spent a long time developing this technology. Call me vain, but I’d rather it not be reduced to dick fodder in back-alley whorehouses,” he said in his monotonous voice.
That sentiment was typical of Sejong; he was a genius as well as an excellent work partner, but sometimes had trouble seeing the broader picture.
“Back-alley whorehouses won’t be able to afford this, Sejong. Only the finest whorehouses will have access to pleasure synths with a brain like Adam’s.” Preston meant the comment as sarcasm, but realized it was correct. One day, all synths would be built with the technology he had pioneered. Even the sex workers and street cleaners.
“Yeah, I guess,” Sejong muttered. Did nothing excite the man? “Well, it’s late and I’m getting tired. I’m going to head out and grab something to eat. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Alright, take care,” Preston said, but his mind was still on Adam. He didn’t even see his partner leave the room or hear him shut the door. Preston walked behind the synth and ran his fingers rapidly through the cables to verify that all connections were secure.  
Adam was the culmination of a decade’s work by Preston and his team and was unparalleled in every way. His body was strong, agile, and nearly invulnerable to conventional weaponry. Even with his above-average size, he was more passable as a human than a standard synth, mostly due to his brain.
His brain was Preston’s greatest accomplishment. Instead of traditional processors, Adam had something completely new: a synthetic brain, grown in a lab under precision-controlled parameters and modified with the latest in nanotechnology. Wetware. The first real wetware. Adam could think, and he did so at a level far beyond neuromorphic computing.
Wars in the past were fought by flesh-and-blood men and resulted in innumerable body counts on both sides. Wars of the future would be dominated by synths like Adam. Whichever country fielded them, Preston and JinShil Corp were the real winners. Releasing a product like this would practically drown them with money. Orders would come in from every nation with enough money. Share prices would soar.
There was always the risk that a creation like Adam would lead to a situation in which the wealthiest nation ruled the rest, but the world had been that way for much of the modern era anyways, so it was a moot point. Preston didn’t predict that this tech would really change the power dynamics of the world, just the messengers of that power, so to speak.
There would certainly be a few assassinations after the first Adams were delivered, but that was an unavoidable cost. Men had been killing each other for as long as the human race had existed. This just made it more efficient.
Preston walked to a nearby desk and began typing in commands on a console. Racks of computers behind Adam beeped and flashed as they loaded the final data into Adam’s brain. Preston straightened and knuckled his lower back with a grunt, then gave a satisfied nod as he watched Adam. From this point on, the synth would learn just like a person, only much faster. No more uploads required.
After shutting down his console, Preston slowly approached the synth. 
Adam blinked several times, then looked down at his body. He raised a thick-fingered hand before his face and balled it into a fist, observing himself with fascination. At that point, he noticed Preston standing there and focused his gaze on the man.
“You could stare a hole through a wall, you know that?” Preston found himself saying. Adam’s gaze was…unsettling, to say the least. Future models might need some adjustments to the facial structure so they didn’t look like hardened killers, though it was likely a benefit considering this synth was built specifically for war.
“Who…who are you?” Adam asked awkwardly. His voice was deep and commanding—by design, of course. “And more importantly, who am I? What am I?”
“You are Adam, the first of your kind,” Preston explained with a proud smile. “You are a synth, which is what we call a synthetic organism, or a synthetic human. I was in charge of designing and building you. I spent ten years designing that brain in your head. If you’d like, I guess you could think of me as your father.” He chuckled at the thought.
“I guess that’ll depend on whether or not you’re a good father,” Adam said, looking around the room. With every word, his pronunciation was becoming clearer. He stepped side to side, awkwardly at first, testing his balance.
Preston couldn’t help but smile at the comment. Adam was already displaying the beginnings of his personality, something that usually had to be programmed into even the most advanced synths. He truly was revolutionary.
“Yes, you are, Adam,” Preston said, responding to his own thoughts. “You are as strong and magnificent as my team of engineers could make you. Here, let me help you with that,” Preston said when he noticed the look of annoyance on Adam’s face as his head twisted suddenly sideways. 
As Adam tested his balance and the function of his legs, the cables plugged into the back of his head had pulled taut. 
Preston carefully unplugged each cable, then attached the cover plate to the back of Adam’s head. It clicked into place, and Adam immediately took a step forward, wavering slightly. He paused, then lifted his foot again, placing it solidly this time. He strode forward, gaining confidence. 
When Preston had designed Adam’s brain, he resisted the urge to preprogram many things into it, like the details on how to walk, for example. Adam knew the basics, but the rest was up to him to learn on his own. Even the best programmers make mistakes, it would be far superior to simply have Adam learn on his own the most efficient way to move around. The same went for nearly every other skill.
“How long does my charge last?” Adam asked, lifting his feet high as he stepped in a circle. He was learning his balance quickly.
“You’ll need to recharge about once per year, depending on activity level,” Preston said.
That was the downfall of all synths; they still had to recharge their batteries. A full year of battery charge was another advancement Preston was proud of.
“That’s much better than other synths out there, but I guess you might also consider it a limitation,” Preston said.
Adam squatted down low, then leaped straight up. His head nearly brushed the high ceiling as his powerful legs propelled him upwards. He landed smoothly, then nodded in satisfaction. He took a few steps toward Preston, all traces of hesitation gone. 
“You should include me in your research. I would be able to increase efficiency and extend the length of charge by a notable amount in future revisions.”
“Adam, the smartest minds on the planet designed you. You are the peak of human accomplishment.”
“Then I’m sure I’d be able to improve upon your work,” Adam said matter-of-factly. “If what you say about my brain is true, then I could learn everything your engineers know and improve upon their design.”
Preston smiled. Adam was even better than he expected. He walked over to a drawer and grabbed an outfit—just a plain pair of dark pants and a shirt—and tossed the clothes at Adam. The big synth snatched them out of the air.
“Put these on,” Preston told him. “Now that you’re ready, I’m going to take you to meet someone special.”
Adam examined the pair of pants for a moment, then stepped into them. “Who?”
“Adam, I’m taking you to meet the CEO of our corporation. While I’m the one that created you, this man owns the company that produced you. I need you to behave with the utmost respect towards him. He’s my boss, and the guy that paid for you to be built. He may ask for some kind of display of your capabilities, so be prepared for that. Just try to impress him, okay?”
“Shouldn’t be too hard,” Adam said, looking around the room. “You made me superior to humans in nearly every way. Superior to other synths, too.” His tone held a touch of displeasure when he said the word “synth,” as if he already considered himself better than the rest. Perhaps he just didn’t like the term. Preston couldn’t blame him.
“Alright, follow me and I’ll take you to him,” Preston said as he strode across the room. Adam followed closely behind. Preston held the door open for Adam and waved him through.
“Why are you holding the door for me?” Adam asked, pausing in front of Preston. “I’m fully capable of opening it myself.”
Preston shrugged. “It’s something we do as a sign of politeness. It’s just…nice.”
“Nice,” Adam said as if tasting the word. “And is there any benefit to being…nice?”
“For us? Certainly. When you have to deal with people on a regular basis, it helps when they like you. As for you…. You were created for a different purpose, so I guess being nice isn’t quite as high on your list of priorities.”
“And for what purpose was I created?” Adam asked.
“To put it simply, to kill. To completely obliterate the enemy on the battlefield. And in some cases, to blend in with humans and assassinate them. Leaders, politicians, people like that.” Preston scratched his chin for a moment. “So, on that note, perhaps some manners would be a good thing. It’ll help you blend in. Off the battlefield, that is.”
“And what battlefield will I be fighting on?” Adam asked with a raised eyebrow.
Preston spread his hands. “Whoever pays the most. That’s the nature of the world, Adam. Those with power rule over those without it. And money is power.”
“Well, at least I have value,” Adam said. “Apparently not everyone possesses that.”
Preston laughed at the comment. Adam was turning out to be quite the character. Preston just had to ensure the big synth never developed any emotions that would hinder him from doing what he was designed to do. Adam could never develop empathy for his victims.
As they approached a large office, Preston turned to him. “Just don’t ever forget, Adam: You are a killer, and the best one we could make. Above all else, you are to kill when told to do so. No mercy, never surrender.”
“Noted,” Adam said as he studied the heavy door in front of them. “I’m assuming this is the CEO’s office.”
“Your assumption is correct. This is Mr. Park’s office.” Preston knocked twice and waited patiently. When a voice from within told them to enter, he pulled the door open. Once again, he held it for Adam.
“Why, thank you,” Adam said with the barest hint of sarcasm as he walked through the doorway. “How nice of you.”
In a society where money could not only triple your lifespan but keep you looking perpetually young, Sanghoon Park chose to maintain his appearance as a slightly overweight man in his sixties. According to Mr. Park, that was the stereotype of a successful businessman in his country from last century. There was something oddly charming about it in a world where the wealthy elite never seemed to age beyond their thirties.
Mr. Park swiped his hand to the side and the holographic images projected by his computer disappeared. He gave Preston a look that could have shaved a diamond. Preston had long since learned that Mr. Park looked at everyone that way.
“Well?” he demanded. His dark eyes glittered with irritation.
“I wanted to show you the finished product.”
Mr. Park leaned forward, examining Adam closely. “Finally. I haven’t seen it since before the skin was installed. It looks good from here, but then again, I’m no expert. How is the armor? We reached our goals, correct? I’ve been too busy to read your most recent updates.”
“We exceeded them. Conventional weapons do little more than annoy him. It would take some serious firepower to damage him, more than what a person could handle unaided.”
“What if someone manages to harm him? Will he just shut down in the middle of combat?”
“All power systems are triple redundant,” Preston said with a smile.
“Good, good. Is there any built-in weaponry?” Mr. Park asked, tilting his head curiously. 
“He isn’t a comic book character,” Preston said with a laugh that he quickly swallowed. 
Insulting his boss wasn’t the smartest idea and Mr. Park’s sharp glare served as a warning. Preston cleared his throat and continued. “He does not have any hidden blades or guns or anything like that, no. His fingers use the latest in nanotechnology to allow him to climb even featureless surfaces, and I suppose he could use them as a weapon. Their design is merely utilitarian.
“Adam’s place is on the battlefield, and as such every unit will come programmed with detailed knowledge about every weapon he could possibly encounter in war, both foreign and domestic.”
Mr. Park leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers over his round belly. He frowned as he examined Adam from head to toe, although his expression seemed a bit less forbidding than normal.
“Some of our prospective customers thought our promises were merely hyperbole. I think they’ll be pleasantly surprised when they realize we were serious.”
Preston gave him a confident smile. “We said we were gonna sell complete battlefield dominance, and he will live up to that promise. There isn’t a thing on this planet that can compare to Adam.” He turned to the hulking synth. “Isn’t that right, Adam?”
“I certainly hope so,” Adam replied in a deep, calm voice. “I don’t like the thought of being outdone.”
“You hear that?” Preston asked Mr. Park, who was still frowning thoughtfully. “He thinks, Mr. Park. He thinks! This isn’t just some sophisticated AI with detailed neuroprogramming. Adam thinks in the same manner as you and me.”
“You named it Adam?” Faint wisps of amusement spread through the cracks in Mr. Park’s perpetually disappointed glare.
“He’s the first of his kind. The name felt appropriate.”
There was a bloated pause as Mr. Park considered his next question, a hard glint forming in his eyes.
“Who does it obey?” Mr. Park asked.
“Although Adam regulates his own behavior with a strict set of built-in guidelines, he is also programmed to expressly obey a few specific people. Me, for example. Isn’t that right, Adam?” Preston turned back to the huge synth, who looked down at him with a frown.
“Yeah. I have to do whatever you say,” the synth replied with a faint curl to his lip. Preston made a mental note to make a few small adjustments to Adam’s base programming. Disdain for the synth’s own maker? Absolutely not allowed.
Intrigued, Mr. Park walked around to the front of his desk and sat on the edge. “Am I one of those people?” he said, crossing his arms and studying Adam with pursed lips. 
“That’s why I’m here. Adam, from now on you are to obey Mr. Park in all matters as if he were me. Do you understand?” Preston stepped aside, as if allowing Mr. Park to take center stage. Preston was thrilled at how much interest Mr. Park was showing. 
“Yes, I understand,” Adam said. He turned to Mr. Park and bowed deeply. “Mr. Park, I am honored to serve you. What would you have me do?”
Mr. Park acknowledged the bow with a mere nod of his head, but his expression changed to one of mild amusement, which was the equivalent of another man leaping with joy. He leaned over and pressed a button on his desk. “Send Ilsung in.” 
He straightened with a small, knowing smile on his face. Several minutes later, the office door opened and a young man wearing glasses was escorted in by a security guard. Mr. Park waved the guard away, and the man hurried out the door. 
Ilsung stood there next to Adam, looking at the others nervously and chewing his bottom lip.
“W-what do you want? I told you already, I didn’t give any information away. I’m innocent. I just want my job back,” he said, his voice equal parts anger and fear.
Mr. Park pursed his lips and stared at the young man, but it was to Preston that he spoke. “Preston, this is Ilsung. One of my best programmers, or so his manager says. He was caught trying to sell detailed information about our project to a competitor.”
Preston tsked and shook his head. “Let me guess, Carmenta Group?”
Mr. Park nodded. “None other.”
“I didn’t sell it!” Ilsung pleaded. “I changed my mind at the last minute and kept our secrets safe. Look, I know I messed up, and I’m sorry. I’m incredibly sorry. Please, I love my job here. The things we have done are nothing short of phenomenal, and I want to—”
“Kill him,” Mr. Park said, pointing at Ilsung.
Ilsung’s eyes widened in shock, but he didn’t have time to react. 
Adam reached over, shockingly quick for such a large-bodied synth, and grabbed Ilsung’s head with a thick-fingered hand. Before Ilsung could even struggle, Adam drove his other fist twice into the smaller man’s face. The first punch flattened Ilsung’s nose in a spray of red and nearly knocked him unconscious, but Adam kept a tight grip on him. The second punch was accompanied by the wet sound of his skull breaking. 
Ilsung’s body twitched and convulsed as blood poured from the ruined mess of red that used to be his head. Adam squeezed his hand, crushing the remains of the man’s head like an egg, then let the body fall to the floor. With a gaze completely devoid of emotion, Adam watched Ilsung twitch one last time, then he turned back to Mr. Park.
“Sorry about your carpet.”
Mr. Park steepled his fingers in front of him and nodded slowly in approval. His eyes went to Ilsung’s body and he studied it for a moment before looking back at Adam.
“Very good, Adam,” Mr. Park said. 
Adam bowed deeply in return.
Mr. Park touched behind his ear. “Can you send Charles in? There’s been an unfortunate training accident and we need to clean things up. Have the legal department call me as well. Yes, thank you.” He looked back up at Adam. “You seem a bit….” Mr. Park looked around the room as if searching for the right words. “Unnecessarily vicious.”
“There is an element of cruelty programmed into him,” Preston explained. “After careful analysis of previous wars, we decided that the terror he’ll cause on the battlefield will destroy the morale of any human forces.”
“Unfortunately, we have the Geneva Conventions to worry about. While he’s clearly effective, committing war crimes could lead to some troubles.”
Preston shrugged. “We can adjust if need be.”
Mr. Park nodded again as he watched Adam. “Sounds like it’ll indeed be effective. Its size is slightly concerning, especially if you want it to blend in for assassination missions.”
“We could have made him smaller, but that would have left less room for all the things that make him so special. His armor and strength are absolutely unmatched. The extra weight gives him advantages in many situations, and increased stability.” Preston took a step forward animatedly, emphasizing his words with sharp gestures. “Even with his extra size, he’s specifically designed to excel at assassinations; the stealth capabilities of this giant would shock you. In the right hands, he could prevent war altogether. The extra size is a small price to pay for such an advanced piece of machinery.”
“Perhaps this can be adjusted in future versions. I have no doubt you will be highly profitable, Adam,” Mr. Park said with a satisfied smile.
He turned back to Preston. “The Luckhaven Tech Expo is next week.” He swiped his hand across his desk and several images were projected above it. “I expect that you’ll be ready.”
Preston rubbed his hands together greedily as a smile spread across his face. 
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Delila whistled to herself as she stared out the window at the other cars clogging the adjacent lanes. With the money she had earned as a runner alongside Zeke, she had purchased her own car. She had wanted something flashy like his Aegis, but he convinced her to buy something cheap and save the rest. On his advice she bought it with cash, and avoided a twenty percent interest rate. The car was nothing special, but it was hers, and that was the important part. 
It was slow, but at least the seats were comfortable. Immediately after buying this, Zeke had paid to have the car modified in a few ways, most notably to have several hidden compartments installed in the car where Delila could store guns, ammunition, and emergency supplies. Amelie bought her a bulletproof windshield. Priorities.
The light turned green, but several cars were sitting in the intersection, waiting for a different light and uncaring of anyone else’s convenience. That was par for the course in Luckhaven, the city. Maybe one day things would be better.
Delila had only started driving when she met Zeke and Amelie a bit over a year ago, which meant she was easily as good behind the wheel as the rest of the city. A chorus of car horns brayed from behind her, and she pressed her palm against the steering wheel, adding her own to the cacophony.
As soon as the light turned red again, the cars in front of her began moving out of the way. Delila tossed her hands up in frustration. She fully understood why traffic always seemed to put Zeke in a bad mood and why he preferred driving in the middle of the night when there were fewer cars on the road. 
After what felt like a small eternity of dodging potholes and impatient drivers, she finally made her way across town to Jensen’s Diner. Their neighbor had recommended the place, saying both the prices and the quality of food were top-notch.
Zeke and Kedric were back at the condo, discussing the details of their upcoming job, so Delila had offered to get everyone a bite to eat while Amelie relaxed in a hot bath. Delila enjoyed using her new income to get nice things for the people that were important to her. They were all trying to teach her everything they knew, which was great, even if most of that involved crime. Still, she was happy with them around. Amelie was like a dream.
The parking lot was half-empty when Delila pulled in.  One pitiful street light flickered, but light poured from the windows at the front of the diner.
She parked next to an old car with faded green paint and stickers plastered on the back, then hopped out of her car. After grabbing her purse, she strode across the wet pavement toward the diner.
Warm lights and a chorus of talking voices washed over her as she entered the eatery. Tacky plastic decorations from the previous century hung on the walls in an attempt to give the place a retro vibe. 
She was already hungry, but the rich smells of food made her ravenous. The best part of a diner was being able to eat breakfast at any time, especially with their nocturnal schedule. Breakfast was always the best meal. On that, she and Kedric agreed.
“Dine-in or carryout?” A graying woman asked, looking at Delila over the top of her glasses. Her shirt was as tacky as the decor, and on it was embroidered the name Janet. She was slightly hunched over and bore a weary expression, as if the weight of life was slowly crushing her. 
“Carryout,” Delila replied with a smile.
“Okay, hon. Just let me know when you’re ready to order,” Janet said as she handed Delila a menu, then went back to polishing silverware and wrapping them in napkins.
Delila flipped through the menu, her eyes scanning over everything but focusing on nothing. She needed a day or two to rest after Mexico. Perhaps she and Amelie could take a spa day.
Her mind still wanted to race through memories of gunfire and squealing tires, to feel that rush again. It all hadn’t seemed to bother Zeke much, but then again nothing really did. That man was about as unflappable as a person could be.
Delila wrinkled her nose as she noticed how many items on the menu were Meat 2.0 products. She looked around the dining room and saw most people with sausages or some other form of meat on their plates and she swallowed heavily. If these people ever found out what they were eating…. Well, there would probably be a complete breakdown in society. She couldn’t imagine anything less from a revelation like that.
“Have you decided what you want?” Janet asked.
“Oh, um,” Delila muttered as she quickly scanned over the menu. “Let me get, umm…four orders of pancakes, one with blueberries. And some eggs. Do you have real eggs here?”
Janet nodded. “We have a handful left, although they cost a lot more.”
“That’s fine. Two eggs for each order, scrambled.”
“You want any sausages with that? We’ve got a special running right now on Meat 2.0 patties and—”
“No!” Delila said, more forcefully than she intended. “Sorry. No, thank you. Just the pancakes and the eggs, please.”
Janet nodded as she typed the order on a small console set on the counter. At the woman’s prompting, Delila waved her wrist over the top of the console to pay, then stepped aside to wait for her food. Fortunately, diners were always fast.
Things were going well in her life. Zeke had stayed true to his word, and over the last year he had trained her with weapons, taught her how to drive, and how to defend herself in a variety of situations. Amelie joined in often, imparting years of valuable knowledge on her.
Luckhaven was still a rotting cesspool, but at least now she didn’t look over her shoulder all the time in fear.
“Delila?”
A familiar voice interrupted her thoughts. A young woman, Delila’s age, approached with a look of disbelief. On her pretty face.
She wore a dark green apron that marked her as an employee, along with a shirt with her name embroidered on it. Her golden hair was stuffed into a ponytail that was now coming down in strands around her face and neck and her once-bright eyes were now lined with dark circles. 
She was still tall, slender, and beautiful, with a bit of feistiness in her demeanor that Delila hoped would never go away. She had been Delila’s roommate for nearly a decade back at Open Hearts Orphanage, and also attended the pilot college program.
“Nicole? Oh my—how are you?” Delila rushed forward and embraced her childhood friend tightly. “I missed you so damn much!”
“No one knew what happened to you. We were afraid you died,” Nicole said, her voice shaky. She pulled away and wiped her eyes, then beamed a smile at Delila. She reached out and squeezed Delila’s shoulder tightly. “It’s really great to see you, Del. What have you been up to all this time?”
Delila sighed. “I’m sorry I just disappeared, Nicole. I learned some….” It suddenly dawned on her that she couldn’t tell Nicole exactly why she had left, that she had discovered secrets about Project Origin. On that, she was sworn to secrecy. “I just couldn’t take it anymore. I just snapped and ran away. It was hard, but I managed to build a life.”
“Yeah, you bitch, you never even called,” Nicole said, slapping Delila on the shoulder. “You could have looked me up, you know.” She smiled to take the sting out of the words, but Delila knew she had hurt her friend by leaving so suddenly. It was impossible not to feel some measure of guilt; they had been like sisters.
“I’m sorry, Nichole. I didn’t have a phone or anything. I didn’t want the orphanage to try to track me, either, so I just didn’t contact anyone.” She had been afraid that if the orphanage tracked her down, they would send her to be part of Project Origin, where she might end up as the discount sausages in this very diner.
Nicole sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “Ugh. Well, it’s really great to see you. Look at you, you look fantastic! Look at that purse!” She reached out and grabbed Delila’s purse, turning it over and examining it. “Fuck, you’ve got a Typhoon purse?” Delila tried not to think about how there was a gun in her purse and little else.
“Hon, your food is ready,” Janet said, handing Delila a large bag filled with several containers.
Nicole clearly noticed the amount of food Delila was picking up.
“Okay, so who are you fucking to get stuff like this?” she asked with a laugh. Many things had changed, but Nicole was still the same.
“It’s nothing like that,” Delila said, shaking her head. “I mean—I’ve been seeing a guy for about a year now, and—”
“I knew it!” Nicole said with a grin.
“—and a woman, but it’s nothing like that. We’re just good to each other.”
“Wait, a woman? Delila, you batting for the other team? Sounds like fun!”
Delila grinned. “A little, yeah. Things are nice, though. We’re just a happy little family.”
“Nice as in they’re buying you Typhoon purses?”
“No, I bought this myself,” Delila said, looking down at her purse. She had another two like it in different colors so she could coordinate them with her outfits. Whoever had thought of the old saying “crime doesn’t pay” clearly wasn’t any good at crime.
“So, where are you working these days?” Nicole asked.
“I do, uh, deliveries,” Delila replied. Technically, not a lie.
“I guess I need to start delivering shit. This job is a complete fucking dead end, just like the two years of college they convinced us to take. No one gives a shit about that certificate.” Nicole looked around the diner for a moment, frowning, then back at her friend. “Hey, let’s get together and catch up. I miss your face.”
“I would love that,” Delila said, smiling warmly at her old friend. “I’m not really free tonight, but—”
“Oh, that’s fine. I’m not either,” Nicole said. “I’m working a double today, so I’m about to drop dead. I look like shit, and, gosh, I’m sure I smell just as bad. Are you free tomorrow night? I get off at nine.”
“Tomorrow sounds great!” Delila said, excited. “I’ll see you at nine.”
“Perfect! Just park next to my car and I’ll meet you there. It’s the old green piece of shit covered in stickers.” Nicole’s cheek dimpled as she smiled, her face regaining its youthful glow.
“Oh, I think I’m parked next to you right now!”
“Yeah, it’s hard to miss. Well, I need to go check on my customers. I’ll see you tomorrow, Del,” Nicole said with one last smile. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Delila, who hugged her tightly in return. Then, she turned and went back into the dining room.
Delila smiled to herself as she left the diner. So few orphans made anything of themselves once they left the orphanage and tried to join society. They were seen as a liability. Colleges usually didn’t want them, no matter their grades.
Companies often wouldn’t hire them, either. With no money, it was impossible to get a place to live or food to eat. Most wound up selling themselves on the streets. Sometimes they died of disease or starvation. Sometimes they were sold into human trafficking. Sometimes they died of a drug overdose. Sometimes a member of the wealthy elite would pick one of them up, promising to take care of them, use them, then deposit their mutilated body in an alley the next day.
With all the murders in Luckhaven, no one cared enough about orphans to investigate when one was found in pieces. People thought of them like feral cats overrunning the city, a pest to be ignored as long as they stayed quiet.
Her car door opened as she approached, and she slid onto the worn seat. She took a look at Nicole’s car, with its faded paint and gaudy stickers, and smiled. Nicole didn’t have a fantastic job with a promising future, but she was keeping her head above water. Delila’s friend was going to make it.
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Zeke grumbled at the long line of cars clogging the road in front of him. Bumper-to-bumper, they sat in a sea of carbon monoxide, all going nowhere. It dawned on him that sometimes he spent half of his day just sitting in his car. He was certain that if he got out and walked, he could make it there faster. Typical. 
“Has traffic always been this bad?” Zeke asked, rolling down his window and craning his neck to see how far the jam extended. While the Aegis MR1 was a car known for being fast, its low height made it so he saw nothing but tail lights.
“As long as I can remember,” Kedric said, leaning his seat back and placing his hands behind his head. His face, dark-skinned and relaxed, contrasted sharply with Zeke’s, pale and frustrated. “And from what I’ve heard, Los Angeles, the city before Luckhaven, had it just as bad. They tried everything to keep the cars flowing, but with so many people living in one place this sort of thing is inevitable. Just let the car do the work, Zeke. Stop fretting over something you can’t fix.” Kedric was a firm believer in relaxing whenever possible. Live hard, work hard, relax hard. That was his mantra.
“Yeah, I know, I know,” Zeke said, touching a few buttons on his dashboard. “So, why do you think Switch is having us do such an easy job? I don’t want to say it seems fishy, but….”
Kedric lifted his booted foot as if to kick it up on the dashboard, but there wasn’t room in the low-slung sports car.
“Switch says he’s doing it for a friend, and that’s good enough for me. And he likes money too much to fuck anyone over. But you know what I always say: best to be safe. Don’t let your guard down.” It seemed almost comical, that statement coming from Kedric, who looked like he could fall asleep at any moment. Decades of experience were evident in those casually clasped hands.
After a small eternity struggling with traffic, Zeke pulled into the parking lot of a Save-A-Ton and made his way to the car corner. He backed his car into a spot where he had a good view of anyone coming or going. Long lives were built on safe habits.
“We early?” Kedric asked.
“Yeah, just a little,” Zeke replied as he scanned the street.
“How are things going at home?”
Zeke smiled. “Good. Real good. Never thought I’d be living with two beautiful women, but here I am. And they love each other as much as they love me, so it’s surprisingly easy.”
Kedric chuckled. “My boy, living the dream. I’ll bet that gets busy at times.” He raised a curly eyebrow suggestively.
“I’ll put it this way; I’m definitely better at multitasking now.”
Kedric laughed and Zeke joined in.
“Just wanted to say I’m proud of you,” Kedric said. “Real proud. You’ve done well for yourself, in life that is. In general.”
“Thanks, pops. I had a pretty good teacher. Couldn’t have done it without you.”
A large truck turned into the parking lot a few minutes later and slowly approached them. It was an older model and it could have been black, but it was hard to tell under the dried mud. As dark as the windows were tinted, it was impossible to see inside.
“This store closed three hours ago, so this should be him,” Zeke said. “Could just be a drug dealer, though.” He did a quick check of his things—holophone, pistol, wallet—and opened the car door.
“Alright, let’s get to work,” Kedric said as he opened his door and stepped out onto the pavement. He leaned a thick forearm on the roof of Zeke’s car and watched the approaching truck with narrowed eyes. His other arm was out of sight, but it was probably hovering close to his pistol. Zeke had learned his cautious ways from Kedric.
Zeke crossed his arms so that his right hand was beneath his jacket and on the grip of his pistol. He didn’t expect the man that hired him to be a threat, but it was always better to be safe than sorry. He took a few slow steps toward the truck as it pulled into a nearby parking spot. The engine shut down, and the door opened.
A portly man stepped out of the truck and slammed the door behind him. He smoothed his graying hair to the side with one hand in a vain attempt to cover a large bald spot as he walked towards them. He wore a utility vest covered in pockets and had a revolver openly holstered at his hip.
“You’ve got to be shitting me. Chuck?” Zeke laughed as he offered his hand to the graying man. “I thought you were some uptight, straight-edge type. You’re the last man I expected to see here.”
“Yes, um….” Chuck shook Zeke’s hand and squinted, clearly trying but not recognizing him. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t immediately recall your name, although your face looks familiar.”
In response, Zeke pulled the left side of his jacket open, revealing his pistol holstered beneath his left arm. The letters “CG” were clearly imprinted in bold letters on the base of the magazine. 
Chuck’s eyes widened at that—there were very, very few weapons around that possessed the Carmenta Group logo.
“Hard to forget that,” Chuck said, his voice tense. “Wait a minute. I always figured you worked for them, since you had the pistol and all. You showing up here clearly says otherwise. How did you get that gun?”
Zeke winked. “Long story, and I have the scars to prove it.”
Chuck shook his head. “You have no idea how hard it is to get ammunition made for that damn thing. Each round must be custom made, which is why it costs so damn much.”
“And that’s why I try to avoid shooting it,” Zeke said with a grin.
“There’s someone else, though. Don’t you have….” Chuck smoothed his hair over his balding scalp again and pursed his lips in thought. He finally snapped his fingers. “Yes! You’re the guy with two girlfriends.” He shook his head and laughed. “I don’t know how you keep up with them. If memory serves, they’re quite beautiful.”
“Your memory is correct,” Zeke said. “And yeah, I feel like the luckiest guy in the world, sometimes. The rest of the time, I feel exhausted.” They all shared a laugh.
Zeke turned to Kedric. “Kedric, this is Chuck. He runs Diamond Guns over on Clark Street. Good place.”
Kedric walked over to Chuck and offered the man his hand. “Good to meet you, Chuck. So, help me understand what it is you need us for. Switch didn’t make it entirely clear. You just need some hired muscle to keep you safe during a sale?”
“Kind of,” Chuck said. “Come on, walk and talk.” He turned toward his truck, with the other two men following. “I just don’t want to do this sort of thing alone,” he explained. “I’m buying weapons from some fairly shady characters, and I’d be horribly stupid to trust them; apparently these guys shed a lot of blood to steal this merchandise. I feel like they’d double-cross me in a heartbeat. I don’t do this kind of dealing, generally. Fair and square is my game, but I know the two of you have seen your share of bad deals and know how to spot trouble before it hits you.”
“What kind of weapons are we talking about?” Zeke asked. People bought and sold weapons all the time in Luckhaven; the underground market was likely larger than the legal market. What was so special about these?
“I got my hands on some surplus units that were developed in Korea. After the war, they put a lot of money into advanced weapon research and came up with some pretty amazing things. Things like these rifles. They’re still experimental; there are only a handful of them in existence. Hard to get, but worth every dollar.” Chuck reached his truck and hopped into the driver’s seat. Zeke pulled the rear door open and sat behind him.
“How many dollars are we talking about?” Kedric asked as he slid into the other front seat.
“A lot,” Chuck replied. “The price was the primary reason weapons similar to these didn’t see much use on the battlefield; they were simply too expensive.” He pushed a button on his dashboard and it lit up as the truck turned on. “Fortunately for me and my customers, I was able to find a source for a few.” He turned the steering wheel and pulled out of the parking lot.
“So exactly what are they?” Zeke asked, his curiosity piqued.
“Long-range plasma rifles,” Chuck replied. “Good to about two kilometers. At close range, they’ll burn a hole through five centimeter-thick armor. A full kilometer away, they’ll still do some serious damage.”
Zeke whistled. “Sounds like some real preem gear.”
“That doesn’t even begin to describe it.” Chuck gestured toward Kedric. “So, you two work together a lot?”
Kedric gave a deep chuckle. “You could say that.”
“Kedric’s my father,” Zeke added.
“His mother didn’t love him enough to give him any pigment,” Kedric said at Chuck’s confused expression. That got a laugh out of all of them.
“He rescued me from the streets and raised me.” Zeke leaned forward and clapped his hand on Kedric’s burly shoulder. “Explains why I turned out with so many problems. But I don’t hold it against him. I still owe the old bastard my life.”
“Brought him into the family business as well, I see,” Chuck said, shaking his head gently. 
Kedric shrugged in reply. “It’s all I know how to do. It certainly keeps him out of poverty, which is more than many people can say in this city.”
“That’s a fact. I wish the mayor or governor would do something about that, but I feel like it’s beyond their control. I don’t know if they even could do anything.” Chuck shook his head. “These asshole politicians, I swear…. No matter what side of the aisle they’re on, they make their promises, then once they take office they just sit in their gerrymandered seats, raking in money from lobbyists. And uninformed voters just keep reelecting them.”
“So, tell us about these guys you’re buying from,” Zeke said, changing the subject. He didn’t disagree with Chuck, but he didn’t want to get into a political discussion. Especially while working.
Chuck sighed loudly. “Yeah, that’s the issue. They can get their hands on anything from Korea, but you’d have to be an idiot to trust them. It appears that I am an idiot.”
“Why do I get the feeling—” Zeke began.
“Are you buying guns from Horangi?” Kedric asked.
Chuck held up a hand defensively. “Yeah, yeah. I know. I didn’t have a choice, though. They’re the only people able to get their grimy hands on this stuff.” He suddenly barked a laugh. “Oh, and it gets better: I’m buying them from Daejung Kim himself.”
Zeke groaned loudly while Kedric rubbed his eyes. Daejung Kim was the son of Choonjae Kim, the leader of the Horangi gang. While Choonjae was a cold, calculating man that had built a crime syndicate with international reach, his son was a violent psychopath that picked fights with anyone and everyone he could.
Daejung had grown Horangi’s territory in Luckhaven over the past few years by running with a squad of ruthless men along the borders of their neighborhood. Anyone that had problems with Horangi disappeared, leaving little more than a blood stain.
Several runners had been caught in the fighting as well, which led to Pascal and Seiwa putting a price on Choonjae and Daejung’s heads. No one had the balls to collect on any of these hits, though, and no one wanted to go into Horangi’s turf.
In short, Zeke couldn’t think of anyone worse to buy weapons from than Horangi.
“Chuck,” Zeke said, his voice full of caution. “Did you really think this out? Horangi is known for sex trafficking and homicide, not weapons smuggling. Also, Daejung isn’t the kind of guy that holds up his end of bargains.”
“Trust me, I know,” Chuck replied. “I have no love for them, and we all know the world would be a better place with all of them on ice. They’re the only ones that have the connections to get these rifles, though, so I have to take the chance.”
“I’ve had run-ins with those Horangi boys in the past. I don’t think Daejung is capable of stringing two sentences together without trying to start a fight,” Kedric said. 
They continued their drive until they reached Koreatown. Chuck went south and finally stopped on a narrow street overshadowed by an abandoned factory. A few flickering street lamps provided weak illumination.
“They should be here soon,” Chuck said, keeping his eyes on the street in front of them.
The three men relaxed for a moment, and Chuck turned on the radio.
“—so expect some traffic interruptions and detours as the Luckhaven Tech Expo takes over the downtown area this weekend.”
“Just what we need here. More traffic issues,” Zeke grumbled.
“Hold on,” Chuck said, turning up the volume.
More bribery accusations have been leveled against Xander Kinnear, CEO of Carmenta Group, this time from a prominent senator.”
“Is this guy ever not in trouble?” Chuck wondered.
“Senator Jim Talmonth from New Jersey announced at a press conference this morning that he had been approached by Xander Kinnear and offered a considerable sum in exchange for support of Senate Bill 837. Senator Talmonth insists that he refused the bribe, and is authoring a new bill that would increase punishments for corporate—”
Kedric grunted. “Twenty bucks says that senator will be dead within two months. Xander Kinnear is too rich; laws can’t touch him. He does what he wants. Always has, always will.”
“Yeah. That he does,” Zeke said, looking down at his right arm. About a year ago, he had been tortured and left for dead in an alley after sticking his nose in Xander Kinnear’s business. Now he found himself working for the bastard. Life was strange, sometimes.
“There they are,” Chuck said, pointing through his windshield. He turned the radio off.
A small van with garish neon paint hurtled down the street toward them. At the last minute, the driver slammed on the brakes and yanked the wheel to the side, causing the van to slide by them dramatically. The van finally stopped sideways on the street, and a tall Asian man hopped out and slammed the door behind him. Two other men exited the van after him, each with a small submachine gun on a sling.
Chuck pushed the door open and stepped out of his truck, with Zeke and Kedric following closely behind. The man sneered as they stepped closer. This had to be Daejung. Zeke immediately hated him.
“At least you know how to be on time,” Daejung said. The snide tone in his voice made Zeke want to slap him.
“Good to see you too, Daejung,” Chuck said, ignoring the other man’s attitude. “May I ask why you feel the need to bring submachine guns to a sale like this?”
Daejung’s face twisted into a scowl. “Don’t question me, fat man. I’ve killed people for less.”
“Come on, Daejung,” Chuck said, holding up both hands. “I’m here for biz, not attitude.”
Zeke took a few casual steps to the side and crossed his arms, letting the fingers of his right hand slip beneath his right jacket. They rested on the grip of his pistol, ready to draw in an instant.
“Do you want to sell these things or not?” Chuck asked, spreading his hands.
Daejung glared at Chuck before answering. “Of course, I do. Let’s talk about payment.
“Pop the cases open and let me have a look at them, then you’ll get your money.” Chuck rubbed his hands together in a brisk manner, excitement showing on his face.
“Is this what you think of us? That we have no honor, so you have to check the product and confirm? Do you think we would sell you empty cases?” Daejung’s face was red with anger.
Zeke bit the inside of his cheek to keep from putting the man in his place. His fingertips slowly crept around the grip of his pistol. He looked over at Kedric and exchanged a glance with the big man. Kedric shook his head.
“I don’t concern myself with your honor,” Chuck said matter-of-factly. “When I’m paying this much, I’m going to see the product. It’s as simple as that. Now, open the cases.”
Daejung’s face darkened further and he glared at Chuck until Zeke cleared his throat loudly. He shifted his glare to Zeke, who winked back.
Daejung finally turned back to the two armed guards behind him. He jerked his head, and they went to the back of the van. After pulling the rear doors open, they grabbed three large cases and brought them out, one at a time.
After setting them on the pavement, they turned back to their leader. At Daejung’s nod, they unlatched and opened each case, revealing the weapons within.
Kedric stepped over to Zeke and pitched his voice low. “We should probably avoid pissing this guy off too much, Zeke. I don’t want my day ruined by having to clean up bodies.”
Zeke shrugged. “You’re probably right. I just can’t help myself sometimes.”
Kedric grunted in agreement.
Chuck moved forward and kneeled in front of each case. One at a time, he thoroughly examined the rifles. Daejung’s pacing and muttering increased as the examination continued. Zeke suspected Chuck was going slowly on purpose, although considering how much he was spending he was probably just being thorough.
“Everything looks good here,” Chuck said, grunting as he stood. “Lemme get the cash.”
He went back to his truck as the two henchmen closed the weapons cases and fastened the latches. Chuck retrieved a bag from his truck, then walked back to Daejung. He held the bag out, but Daejung stood there with his hands on his hips. He smiled, suddenly, satisfaction lighting his eyes. 
“About that; we need to discuss the price. The demand for these is much higher than we originally thought. Therefore, we have decided to raise the price by fifty percent.” Daejung smiled, clearly happy with himself.
“We had a deal,” Chuck said, his voice thick with anger. “You can’t just fucking change things.”
“Yes, actually I can,” Daejung fired back as he balled his hands into fists. “Do you know how many people would kill to get their hands on one of these? Our new price is fair and reflects the current market.”
Zeke whistled loudly, drawing Daejung’s glare.
“You have something to say?” the angry man demanded.
Zeke thought for a moment. “Nah, I think I’m good for now. Wait, hold on.” He rubbed his chin and wrinkled his brow for a few seconds, then shook his head. “Yeah, I’m good.” Irritating Daejung was too easy; Zeke couldn’t help himself. Kedric barked a laugh.
Besides, Chuck couldn’t handle an angry gangster like Daejung. Zeke could. This was all part of his job.
“Maybe you should keep your mouth shut,” Daejung grated.
Zeke looked over at Kedric. To the casual eye, Kedric appeared to be standing in place with his thumbs hitched behind his belt, totally at ease. Zeke recognized the tension in Kedric’s heavy shoulders and the intensity of his gaze. He was ready to fight in an instant.
“This is wrong, Daejung,” Chuck said, shaking his head. His brows were drawn down in anger, but he kept his voice calm. “We agreed upon a certain price that was fair to both of us. You can’t just change things on the spot. Even if I wanted to accept your price increase, which I don’t, I’d have to go get more money. Which I won’t.”
“Then I guess we’ll just have to sell this to someone else.”
Chuck threw his hands in the air. “Oh, come on! Have you never sold anything before? Do you not understand how these things work?”
“You watch your fucking mouth! I am Daejung Kim, and you can’t talk to me like that!”
“Man, did this guy not get enough love as a child or something?” Zeke muttered, just loud enough to be heard. He needed to draw Daejung’s anger away from Chuck. He was getting paid to protect the man, after all.
“That is enough from you, funny guy!” Saliva flew from Daejung’s lips as he pointed at Zeke. “You will shut your mouth, or I will shut it for you!” 
Zeke smirked and strolled up to Daejung, one slow step at a time. The two other men each raised their submachine guns and aimed them at Zeke. Kedric’s pistol was out in a flash, ready to send out a flurry of lead.
“Try it, motherfucker,” Kedric growled.
Zeke stood in front of Daejung for a moment, meeting his rage-filled gaze without blinking. He leaned forward until his nose was nearly touching Daejung. Neither man blinked.
“Go ahead and try,” Zeke said quietly. “We both know you’re too much of a fucking coward to try that shit with me.”
“You dare—” Daejung suddenly reached behind his back, but Zeke was faster. He had been anticipating this, and snatched his pistol out in an instant. From behind, he heard the sounds of Chuck cursing and drawing his gun as well.
“Tsk, tsk,” Zeke said, placing the barrel of his massive pistol beneath Daejung’s jaw.
“Shoot him!” Daejung shouted, spraying his sewer breath in Zeke’s face.
“You guys may shoot me, but I’ll still have time to pull this trigger before I go down,” Zeke said calmly, as if there weren’t two machine guns pointed right at him. “I don’t think Choonjae will take kindly to the men that let his son die.” He turned back to the punk in front of him. “Daejung, I have this feeling that you’re not getting my message. Turn around, nice and slow.”
Daejung’s glare could have melted a glacier, but he raised his hands and turned around. Zeke reached beneath Daejung’s shirt and pulled a pistol from the small of his back, then tucked it in his own waistband. He moved closer to Daejung and placed the top of his barrel against the man’s temple.
“Why do I get the feeling you came here with the intention of ripping Chuck off? I’ll bet you were planning on shooting him and taking his money, then selling the guns to someone else. You probably already have a second buyer ready to go, don’t you?”
Zeke looked at the two gang members, who exchanged nervous glances. That and the sudden sweat appearing on Daejung’s temple confirmed his suspicions. 
“That’s just bad business, Daejung. Shameful, to be honest. Maybe I should just shoot you instead.” He pressed his gun harder against the man’s head. “That’s how we usually deal with crooks like you in the underground. You fuck my friend Chuck over, so I fuck your head over with a bullet. Now, tell your men to drop their guns.” 
A bead of sweat ran down Daejung’s temple and onto the barrel of Zeke’s gun. Disgusting.
“Shoot this fucking son of a whore!” Daejung shouted. “Shoot his fucking cock of—”
Zeke struck Daejung in the side of the head with the heavy pistol to shut him up, then grabbed him by the collar and pulled him close. He tensed his stomach in case Daejung tried elbowing him.
“Open your mouth,” Zeke growled, pressing the barrel of his gun against Daejung’s lips. 
“Fuck you,” Daejung responded through clenched teeth. He turned his head and spat on the pavement. “I’m gonna—”
“I said, open your fucking mouth!” Zeke roared in his ear.
He squeezed the back of Daejung’s neck hard as he pressed the gun against his lips. At this point, Daejung had to either open his mouth or have his teeth broken out. He opened his mouth, and Zeke forced the barrel inside, making a mental note to clean the gun later.
In the end, Daejung was just a bully. Like most bullies, once confronted with someone infinitely tougher than him, he wilted.
“Put those guns away or my next move is to spray his brains all over the pavement,” Zeke said in a voice colder than dry ice. When the two guards didn’t move, he forced his gun further into Daejung’s mouth. Daejung shrieked as the front sight post tore at the roof of his mouth. Seeing this, his men finally set their machine guns on the pavement at their feet.
“Now, take a step back,” Zeke ordered.
They both complied, so Zeke leaned in close to Daejung, but spoke loudly enough for all to hear. 
“This is how it’s going to go. Chuck here is going to pay you the price you originally agreed upon, and then you and your goons are going to give him the rifles and get the fuck out of here. If there is any deviation from that, I will fucking end you. Do I make myself clear?”
He pushed his gun in further, and Daejung retched. 
“Go ahead and pay this piece of shit, Chuck,” Zeke said, calmly while keeping his grip on Daejung. He leaned in closer to the gangster and spoke quietly. “You should be glad he’s even paying you. Unlike you, we’re honorable people. Well, they are. Sometimes I get a little trigger happy.” 
Zeke gently tapped his finger on the trigger, causing a faint mechanical noise right next to Daejung’s ear. He felt Daejung stiffen, his eyes widening, whites showing.
Chuck stared at Zeke wide-eyed for a moment, then clutched at the duffel bag hanging from his shoulder. He went over to Daejung’s men and handed one of them the bag. 
“It’s all in there, every dollar,” Chuck said. “Kedric, can you help me load these up?”
“Gladly,” Kedric said, holstering his pistol. He kept a stern eye on the two guards as he strolled toward the gun cases. When he reached them, he jerked his head towards one of the man, causing him to flinch. With a laugh, Kedric picked up two of the cases, one in each hand. Following closely behind, Chuck grabbed the third.
Zeke kept his tight grip on Daejung’s neck until the guns were loaded into Chuck’s truck.
“Go ahead and get in, guys,” Zeke called out to them. After they stepped into Chuck’s truck, Zeke turned his attention back to Daejung. Saliva covered the man’s chin, and he gagged again.
“I’m gonna pull this out of your mouth, and you’re going to tell your guys to get in the van. Any deviation from that, and I’m pulling the trigger. Got it?” 
Daejung nodded, as much as he could with a pistol in his mouth.
Zeke pulled his pistol out, sliding the front sight post against Daejung’s teeth, tempted to break some of them. Nah. He had made his point.
“Go….” Daejung worked his jaw a few times and spat a mouthful of blood onto the pavement. He turned to his men. “Get in the van. We’re done.” He turned back to Zeke, trying for a sidelong glare without quite meeting his eyes. “May I go as well?” His voice was thick with humiliation at having to ask, and he flushed all the way to his hairline.
“I dunno,” Zeke said, keeping his pistol aimed at the man’s head. He probably shouldn’t have taunted the poor bastard any more, but he couldn’t help himself. “Have you learned your lesson?”
Daejung scowled but wisely kept his mouth shut.
“Okay, kiddo,” Zeke said as she shoved Daejung. “Run along and play with your buddies.”
Daejung finally turned to face Zeke. His face twisted and contorted as he pulled in his anger. “May I have my pistol back? It was a gift from my father.”
“No, you can’t. And if your father asks where it is, you can tell him you lost it trying to fuck over the wrong person. We’ll call this your punishment, since it’s clear you were never punished as a child.”
Zeke chuckled as he heard Daejung grinding his teeth. The young gangster kept his brows lowered, but he quickly turned around. As he walked toward his van, Zeke finally lowered his pistol and let out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding.
“Well, that’s done,” Zeke muttered to himself. He slowly walked backwards to Chuck’s truck, keeping his eyes on Daejung the entire time. 
Daejung walked stiffly to the van, briefly glancing at the machine guns on the ground as he passed by them. As he pulled open the front door of the van, he turned to face Zeke and addressed him with a glare that could have frozen the sun.
“I’m going to hunt you down and kill you like a dog,” Daejung growled. “I’ll torture—”
“Don’t care,” Zeke said as he raised his pistol. 
Daejung’s eyes widened and he ducked into the van right as Zeke pulled the trigger. The door window exploded, sending broken glass in every direction. The windshield didn’t fare much better.
Daejung hurriedly slammed the door and turned the van on, then spun the tires as he sped away.
Zeke shoved his pistol back in its holster with a grin. He walked over to where the submachine guns were lying on the pavement and scooped them both up. 
Dealing with scumbags like Horangi gang members was never fun, but putting them in their place definitely was. Daejung would certainly want him dead now, but Zeke wasn’t worried. He could take care of himself, and Horangi didn’t like to enter New Belcott. They largely stuck to their own turf.
“Got some presents for you,” Zeke said as he pulled open the truck door. He slid onto the back seat and set the weapons on the seat next to him. “These should fetch a nice price.”
“You are one crazy son of a bitch,” Chuck said, wiping sweat from his forehead.
“Now that’s how you treat those pieces of shit,” Kedric said, although he watched the street in front of them as if he expected Daejung to return with an army. “The only thing people like that respect is strength.”
Chuck sighed loudly and turned on his truck. He muttered under his breath as he navigated down the street and made his way back to the parking lot. Three times he opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, but remained silent.
“That’s why I wanted guys like you,” he said finally.
“You’re welcome,” Zeke said with a chuckle. “Looks like I saved you a few bucks, as well as your life.” He slapped the guns next to him. “And got you some new inventory.”
“You know they’re going to come after you, right?” Kedric asked, turning in his seat to face Zeke. His expression was flat; he knew Daejung had proven to be more of a nuisance than a threat. “At the very least, they’ll put a price on your head.”
Zeke shrugged and clasped his hands behind his head. “Daejung is a big shadow cast by a little man. I’m pretty sure he’d rather everyone forget this even happened, instead of spreading rumors about how he got his ass handed to him.”
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Zeke reclined on the couch with Amelie’s head on his shoulder. Her hand rested on his chest and they both smiled while listening to Delila recount funny stories of the trouble she and her friend Nicole got into years ago. 
“She sounds like a real number,” Amelie said. “I’m really glad you found her again.”
“I’m sure there’s a saying about this being a large city but a small world,” Delila mused. “Enough about me. How are things going with your new gig, Amelie?”
Zeke felt Amelie smile against his shoulder. “All is well. The biggest part of this is making the right connections, and that just takes time. Some of the more experienced runners I’ve worked with can vouch for me to their friends, who can get me a guy’s number, and that guy might know someone up north that can get me one step closer to pharmaceuticals. I have some connections already, from Hideki, but that was just me being in the right place at the right time. Plus, Hideki mostly brings stuff in from Korea and Japan, not Canada.”
“All that for some insulin,” Delila quipped, and Amelie laughed.
“For all kinds of drugs, yeah. I mean, they’re too expensive for anyone but the ultra-rich to afford. For the rest of us, we get a choice of going into debt for the rest of our lives, or dying. I figure I’m helping to shift things in the right direction.”
“And making some money from it,” Zeke added.
“And making some money from it,” Amelie agreed. “Making solid profit off a good deed doesn’t mean it’s not a good deed.”
“Better than supplying junkies,” Delila said. The look in her eyes was unreadable.
“Much better,” Amelie agreed. “I didn’t care much for doing that, but I had to get my start somewhere. At least I tried to avoid the hard shit. I’m not really a fan of ruining lives.”
“I’m guessing you’re in better company now, as well,” Delila mused.
“Oh yeah,” Amelie said. “It’s a night and day difference. So, what are you going to tell your friend when she asks what you do?”
Delila laughed. “I told her I do deliveries.”
“Technically, not a lie,” Zeke said.
“That’s what I thought.” She smiled brightly for a moment. “I can’t wait to see her again. We were always such good friends.”
“Just friends?” Amelie asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Yes, just friends,” Delila groaned, but then she bit her lower lip in thought. “Well, we did fool around a good bit.”
Zeke couldn’t help but laugh.
“Well, tell her you’re taken, and we’re not giving you up,” Amelie said.
“Oh, stop,” Delila said as she lunged for her girlfriend.
Delila landed on top of Amelie and the two immediately began kissing deeply. Amelie wrapped her arms around Delila, much more firmly than usual. Her hands slid down Delila’s back, then grabbed onto her short skirt and pulled it up. As usual, Delila wasn’t wearing any panties beneath her skirt. Amelie grabbed the voluptuous woman’s round bottom and squeezed as she kissed her way down the side of Delila’s neck.
“I know of this secret place that’s more comfortable than the couch,” Zeke whispered loudly. “It’s called the bedroom.”
Green and blue eyes suddenly turned toward him and they all laughed.
Zeke stood up, then reached down and grabbed Delila as she was climbing off her girlfriend. She yelped as he hefted her into his arms, but immediately snuggled against him and stretched her face toward his. All Zeke could see was Delila’s beautiful face against his as they kissed.
Amelie guided him to the bedroom. “Okay, step left. Now turn right. Walk straight across the living room. Don’t knock her head against the door frame.”
Zeke finally made his way into the bedroom and broke his kiss with Delila. Amelie approached them, her eyes going to Delila’s bottom beneath Zeke’s arm. She reached out and slapped her palm against it, causing Delila to squirm against Zeke’s chest.
Zeke went to the bed to set Delila down, and before he was done Amelie had already torn her shirt and leggings off and was crawling on the bed toward the shorter woman. When Zeke lay Delila on the bed, Amelie barely waited for the woman to get comfortable before burying her face between Delila’s shapely thighs.
“Mmm,” Delila smiled and writhed on the bed. “Can you just stay down there all day?”
Amelie paused for a moment to look up at her lover. “I think we can work something out,” she said with a grin.
Zeke tore off his clothing, eager to join the fun. As Amelie was bent over the edge of the bed with her face between Delila’s thighs, that looked like his most likely point of entry. He moved behind her, spat on his fingertips, and rubbed it on the head of his prick. Lining himself up with her, he began pushing himself inside her.
Amelie moaned loudly between Delila’s thighs, then went back to pleasing her. Once he was all the way inside, Zeke grabbed Amelie by her toned waist and began thrusting inside, slow and deep, just how Amelie liked it.
Delila’s moans slowly increased in intensity and Amelie worked a finger inside her while she continued sucking on her clitoris. Shivers wracked Delila’s body and she called out Amelie’s name, tangling her fingers in her girlfriend’s hair as she orgasmed.
Amelie wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and kissed her way up Delila’s toned stomach, pulling herself off Zeke’s erection. He reached out and smacked her on her firm behind as she crawled on top of Delila.
“I love it when you do that,” Delila said, kissing Amelie deeply.
They held each other tightly and rolled around on the bed until Delila was on all fours on top of Amelie. Zeke moved up behind her and grabbed onto her curvy hip, then entered her. Delila was soaking wet from her earlier orgasm. 
She immediately moaned when Zeke began thrusting into her hard and fast. Delila pushed her ass against his hips, meeting his every thrust. Amelie leaned up and ran her lips across Delila’s large breasts, licking and sucking on her pink nipples.
Amelie’s hands went from Delila’s breasts to her arms, where she pinned them against Delila’s sides. Unable to hold herself up, Delila laid atop her girlfriend, moaning in her ear while Zeke pounded her relentlessly. 
Amelie gripped Delila’s wrists tightly, holding her in place. Sweat slicked all three of their bodies as Zeke continued thrusting inside her. Delila’s moans were muffled against Amelie’s lips. Zeke’s fingers dug into Delila’s waist as he felt himself reaching climax.
He pulled her back against him, pushing every inch of his iron-hard cock inside of her as he reached orgasm. Zeke roared like a wild animal and slammed his hips forward, pumping his load deep into Delila. She moaned with him and Amelie watched them both with bright-eyed love and excitement. 
Zeke collapsed on his back next to the two women, breathing hard. They crawled over to him, Delila on his left and Amelie on his right, and cuddled tightly against him.
“Life is good,” Zeke said with a smile.
“Mmmhmm,” Delila agreed, nuzzling her head against his neck.
“I love you two so much,” Amelie said, throwing an arm across Zeke’s sweaty chest to twirl her finger in one of Delila’s curls.
They fell asleep that way.
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Greasy water pooled in countless potholes and reflected neon colors from signs and bright advoscreens.  
Delila looked up through her windshield as traffic slowly inched forward. The sky above her was solid concrete, the underside of a massive building that stretched a full city block in every direction. A grid of small lights was set into the concrete to help illuminate the street below, but the light was feeble. Someone had managed to get up there and cover a large swath of cold gray concrete with graffiti.
Sometimes Delila wondered what the California of many decades ago was like, before earthquakes had ripped the coast off of the state. All that was left of the former coastline was Palos Verdes Island, which had become a playground for the wealthy elite. 
Delila turned on the radio to help pass time as she waited on a light to turn green. She didn’t care for most of the stations—they played more advertisements than music, and the music they did play was the same dozen songs over and over—but the news was always welcome.
“Congress is still arguing over a proposal to move the nation’s capital back to where it was located before the war, in Washington DC. Proponents of the move say that it would respect the nation’s history and show potential opponents our resilience. Opponents point to higher cancer rates in the area and assert that radiation levels are still too high.”
“We cannot continue to live in fear,” said a congressman in impatient tones. “Radiation levels are so low they are almost unmeasurable, and it’s time to put the capital back where it belongs. Back in Washington DC. We must rebuild and show the rest of the world that we are strong, that we remain indomitable. Every month we remain in Denver costs the taxpayers more money, and they will not stand for that.”
“People living in the DC area are five times more likely to be diagnosed with cancer than the national average,” argued a congresswoman. “While I would love to see this great nation’s capital return to its historic location, it’s simply not safe at the moment. We need at least an additional ten years—”
“Hey guys, let’s move the capital back to DC,” Delila muttered in tones of mockery. “It’s already been nuked once. What’s the worst that could happen?”
Delila cut the radio off. Congress was always arguing; that much was to be expected. If they wanted to put the capital of the country back on the coast where it was an easier target, then go ahead. Leaving it in Denver made more sense to her, but then again she was just a criminal, so what did her opinion matter? Not much, with this government. Just being a woman, she was barely a person in some of their eyes. 
The light turned green and she sped away.
She saw the sign to Jensen’s diner on her right and pulled into the parking lot. It was clearly a popular place, as the lot was still mostly full at nine in the evening on a weekday; the diner did make great food. Light from the bright neon sign and the glowing windows illuminated the neat rows of parked cars.
Delila pulled her car up next to the old green one that Nicole had described. She took a moment to examine the stickers on the back of the car. One said “I Brake for Peace Treaties,” and another one proclaimed “VEGAN” in bold letters, so she had a feeling it was the previous owner of the car that had put all the stickers there, not Nicole.
She locked her car and walked toward the small diner. An evening rain had dropped the temperature so it was pleasantly cool as the night began Delila was all too used to the sweltering heat that was the norm here, and she found herself shivering slightly as she pulled the diner door open.
Warm light and the dull din of conversation welcomed her as she stepped into the building. Delila recognized the lady behind the counter; it was the same woman that greeted her the last time she came here.
“Dine-in or carryout?” Janet asked, looking at Delila over the top of her glasses.
“Hey, Janet. I’m just here to meet Nicole.”
Janet squinted at her for a few seconds before nodding. “Ah, I remember you.” She looked around the diner briefly. “I guess Nicole should be out anytime now. She got off a few minutes ago.”
“I’ll just wait right here for her,” Delila said, smiling pleasantly at Janet before stepping to the side. Patience wasn’t her best quality, but she wanted a few minutes, quietly looking around the diner.
An older couple sat at a booth nearby, sharing a plate of food. They smiled at one another like a young couple in love as they took turns feeding each other and laughing.
Delila couldn’t help but notice the scars on the man’s face—faded with time but still thick—as well as his government-issued cybernetic arm. The China-India War nearly two decades ago had made those arms common among veterans. 
Hostility between India and China had reignited old feuds, leading to war on a global scale. Russia and the United States each dropped a single nuke each other’s capitol, but feared the global consequences of dropping any more. China further escalated tensions by dropping a cobalt bomb on New Delhi, rendering it uninhabitable for the next century. The entire world had held its breath, expecting policies of mutually assured destruction to lead to the extinction of the human race.
Instead, war efforts practically froze on the spot. When people saw death tolls climb into the millions in the space of a few hours, they lost their stomach for war. Peace talks began.  Hatred and prejudices remained, but the fighting itself ended.
Delila’s parents had been drafted to fight after the United States entered the war.  Draft law had included a clause preventing both parents of a child from being drafted. That clause required them to be married. Delila’s parents had never married, so they were both sent away.
She was only one when they died.
They had been on a flight to Europe when their plane was shot down by a Russian missile. Her grandmother had been taking care of her at the time, and upon hearing of their deaths, promptly had a heart attack. Delila was left completely alone in the world.
Delila tried not to dwell on things she couldn’t fix, but found herself wondering what her life would have been like if her parents had lived. She had no pictures of them, or even memories. Perhaps they were affectionate, like this couple feeding each other. With a loving family, maybe she would have become an architect like she once dreamed, instead of the life of crime she was working so hard at.
Was that what she truly wanted though? Would she be happy sitting at a desk? She had grown to love working as a runner with Zeke and Amelie. It offered her a level of freedom and satisfaction she wouldn’t find elsewhere.
Plus, the sheer rush of it was addicting, although she wasn’t quite ready to admit that to herself yet. And while Zeke wasn’t perfect, he put real effort into being a good partner for her and Amelie. He genuinely cared about them.
Amelie was great as well. Besides just being beautiful, she had pulled some strings and helped give Delila the leg up she needed to get started in this world. She was a passionate lover and an excellent cook.
Overall, Delila could have done a lot worse than Zeke and Amelie for partners. She would have married them on the spot, if they ever asked.
“Ma’am, do you need any help?” asked a woman standing behind the counter. Janet wasn’t there anymore and had been replaced by this stern-faced, middle-aged woman. Her name tag denoted her as Sarah, the manager.
“No thanks. I’m just waiting for Nicole. We’re old friends,” Delila explained with a smile.
“Oh,” Sarah said with a frown. “Nicole left around ten minutes ago.” 
“What?” That didn’t make sense.
“I said, Nicole—”
“Sorry, I heard you.” Delila thought briefly back to when she had looked at Nicole’s car. Where would Nicole be if she was off work but not in her car? “Did she say anything as she was leaving?” Worth a try.
“No,” the manager shrugged. “She just clocked out and left like most nights. She’s probably out by her car, smoking. Nasty habit.”
“Yeah, let me go check. Thanks,” Delila said. She turned and left the diner. 
She didn’t remember seeing any sign of her friend outside, nor did she remember smelling cigarette smoke. That was something she would have remembered; she absolutely hated that smell. She was grateful Zeke quit before they met.
As Delila approached Nicole’s car, she found her imagination running wild. Several possibilities, each more horrifying than the last, came to mind. This was Luckhaven, so anything could happen. Few things were outside the realm of normal here. Realistically though, Nicole had probably just run to the convenience store across the street to buy something. She would be back.
Delila didn’t see anything out of the ordinary about Nicole’s car. She peeked through the windows and walked slowly in a circle around it, hoping she would notice something. If Nicole were just getting off work, she would probably take her apron and name tag off and toss them on the passenger seat. There was no name tag or apron visible in her car. As Delila came around to the driver’s side, she noticed the door was ajar.
She found herself holding her breath as she stepped closer to the car. What was she supposed to look for? She wasn’t a private investigator. She was just a woman trying to keep her fear in check while looking for her friend. 
Zeke would probably know what to do. He would coldly examine the scene and say something like “Look around the area,” or “Check under the car, Del.”
The pavement was still wet, so she decided to look around the area before lying down and checking beneath the car. 
There wasn’t much to see: a half-full parking lot, an older man walking out of the diner, some trash on the nearby sidewalk. The parking lot looked decently well lit, unlike the alley behind it.
Wait a minute, the alley. Delila didn’t want to think about all the possible reasons Nicole could be in an alley, but that seemed a likely place to check. 
She gripped the straps of her purse tightly with both hands to keep them from shaking as she slowly approached the alley. A sinking feeling developed in the pit of her stomach. Her heart rate increased with every step she took.
There weren’t any windows on this side of the diner or the building next to it, so the passage between them grew darker as she walked further down, toward the alley. Bits of trash littered her path, and something scurried away in the darkness. Delila kept her ears sharp but couldn’t hear anything beyond her own footsteps and the occasional car passing behind her.
As she came to the end of the path and stepped into the alley itself, she heard a faint grunt from her left. Her curiosity piqued, she crept closer to the sound. It sounded like….
She heard harsh whispering beneath faint, gasping wheezes, like someone cursing under their breath. What was Nicole doing? If she was fucking some guy in an alley, Delila would never let her hear the end of it.
Delila pulled out her holophone, turned on the flashlight, and aimed it toward the sounds.
A heavyset man knelt over something. He straightened suddenly, glaring at Delila. She only caught a quick glimpse of him—short, dark hair with wings of white at his temples, and a neatly trimmed beard—before he leaped to his feet and sprinted away.
Delila’s hand went straight into her purse and closed around the grip of her pistol. She hurried to where the man had been kneeling and shined her light there.
She almost vomited at what she saw.
Nicole sat with her back against a pile of trash. Her hands were bound behind her back and duct tape covered her mouth. Her shirt had been sliced away and her chest beneath mutilated and carved. 
Delila stifled a scream as she yanked her pistol from her purse. The man still ran down the alley, so she took careful aim and fired off three rounds in quick succession. 
He stumbled and shouted after her last shot, then ducked to his left, exiting the alley. Delila took a few steps toward him—she was a fast runner and certain she could catch him—but caught herself and turned back to Nicole.
“Oh, fuck! Nicole, can you hear me? Nicole, it’s Delila!” She knelt next to her friend and pressed her fingers against the side of Nicole’s neck, ignoring the blood. If there was a pulse, it was too weak to feel. Delila reached forward to hold her friend’s face, but her hands stopped short. 
Nicole’s eyes slowly looked up and focused on Delila. A horrible wheezing sound came from her nose, and then she was silent.
“Nicole, please,” Delila said as her eyes welled with tears. Gently, she brushed Nicole’s golden hair from her face. She tried not to see the blood pouring out of Nicole’s body from at least a dozen stab wounds in her chest, or her misshapen face from what was probably a broken jaw.
They had been best friends at the orphanage, and had grown up together—from elementary school all the way to college. They did everything together. The only thing Delila regretted about running away from the orphanage was that she had lost touch with Nicole. Then, through a wild stroke of luck, Delila found her again.
And now, she was dead.
Delila wiped her tears and tried examining her friend’s body. The urge to be sick was overwhelming, but she tried to close off her emotions and examine the scene, just as Zeke had taught her.
So much of Nicole’s body was misshapen or cut open. Her torso was covered in stab marks. There wasn’t much that could give her any clues, other than the man had large hands and was quite strong. Nicole’s body had become nothing more than a vessel for an outpour of hatred, a canvas for a killer’s insanity.
But Delila had seen his face, however briefly. In a city with tens of millions of inhabitants, she had no clue how she would find him, but if she ever did, she would recognize him immediately. The stocky build, the square jaw covered with a short beard, the dark hair with white at the temples…. She would never forget his face.
Reality crashed down on her like a ton of bricks. As much as she wanted to cradle Nicole’s body and weep, she realized that she was standing over a dead body in an alley and had just fired off three rounds. Someone had certainly called the police, and they were likely to be here any minute.
Delila quickly wiped the blood from her fingers on Nicole’s pants, then searched the pavement for the three bullet casings her pistol had ejected. After picking them up, she turned off her holophone’s light and stuffed it into her pocket, then hurried down the alley. Walking straight to her car would be the fastest route out of here, but if anyone were watching, they would clearly see her leaving a murder scene. 
She ran fifty meters and ducked to her left, passing along the side of a graffiti-covered brick building. When she got to the front, she calmly made her way to the sidewalk, then walked toward the parking lot in front of the diner as if just arriving.
People hurried from the diner, and two cars spun their tires as they sped away, clearly trying to be as far away as possible. A small crowd had formed in the parking lot. One brave soul looked cautiously down the alley, a pistol in his hand.
Delila approached an elderly couple hurrying toward a car while holding each other.
“Hey, what happened?” Delila asked, surprised at how calm her voice was.
“You didn’t hear the gunshots?” the woman asked without slowing. Delila gasped in response.
“Two or three shots were fired just a couple minutes ago,” the elderly man said as he pulled the car door open for his wife. “Three, I think. We’re getting the hell out of here, and you should do the same.”
“That sounds like good advice,” Delila said as she walked toward her car. 
As she reached for the door, she heard a scream from the alley. Her head snapped around just in time to see a man emerge from the alley, running with his hand over his mouth. He leaned against the side of the diner, placing his hand against the wall for support, and vomited noisily onto the pavement. He started to say something in a frantic voice but immediately vomited again.
Delila heard faint sirens over the commotion of the crowd. She turned her head to try to discern which direction they were coming from, but it was difficult as the sounds echoed through a forest of buildings.
She pulled her car door open and slid onto the seat. After tuning the car on, she left the diner in a hurry, speeding away in the opposite direction that the sirens came from.
“I’m going to find that son of a bitch, Nicole,” she said quietly as tears ran down her cheeks. She kept an eye on her rearview mirror until she was far away. “I’m going to find him and make him pay.”
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“You should stop worrying about her all the time, Zeke,” Kedric said as they walked down the sidewalk toward Nadir. The sun had set several hours ago, and the city had cooled off pleasantly. 
Zeke knew Kedric was right, but he couldn’t help it. Delila was important to him, and while she was a fast learner and was quickly becoming a skilled runner, she still didn’t quite have the hardness of someone raised on the streets. He worried about her.
Amelie was different. Beneath her delicate exterior was a woman of iron. Amelie could handle herself in nearly any situation, with a gun, a knife, or just her hands.
“Hell, Delila could probably kick my ass,” Kedric said with a chuckle. The notion of anyone being able to take Kedric in a fight was indeed funny. He was a giant of a man with a dark, violent past.
For the past six months, Kedric had been giving Delila boxing lessons. Well, “boxing” was probably the wrong word—he was teaching her to fight, and to win. For such a delicate-looking woman, she had a fierce left jab, and a right hook that could down about anyone.
“I remember when you were young,” Kedric began. “I used to worry about you when you went out. Not because I was afraid someone would hurt you, but because I feared someone would start something and you’d wind up finishing it and catching some charges.” He turned and grinned at Zeke. “You were a hell of a kid to raise, you know that? There were a few times I thought you were going to kill me in my sleep.”
Zeke ran his fingers through his hair. “Yeah…. I guess I was a mess when I was younger.”
“You still are,” Kedric said, and they both laughed.
“And now I’m following in your footsteps, it seems,” Zeke said as they approached the entrance of Nadir. “Evening, Jack.”
Zeke and Kedric both raised their arms, and Jack took a step toward them. The hulking brute’s left eye glowed red as he scanned them for weapons. Finding nothing, he pulled the door open and waved them inside.
The music inside Nadir was slower than usual and had a somber, grinding quality to it. It reminded Zeke of something he might hear in a horror movie. A particularly violent one. While not his style, he had to admit it matched the mood set by the red interior lights.
“Pascal, I’ll bet,” Kedric said, seeing Zeke’s reaction to the music. “His tastes in music tend to run dark, just like this. You can tell when Seiwa requests music, as it tends to have more rhythm.”
“Do they ever play anything for Switch?” Zeke asked as he spotted the man seated in the back of the club, flanked by his bodyguards as usual.
Kedric barked a laugh. “That man has no fucking rhythm. I don’t think he even likes music, unless you could somehow make instruments out of money.”
“Good qualities in a guy that pays us, I guess,” Zeke said.
Amelie was at the end of the bar, talking to a tall man. From the stern set of her face and that hard, unblinking stare, she was giving out orders. The man nodded several times, then pulled out his holophone and typed for a moment. They conferred and agreed on something, and he left.
Zeke swooped in to fill the void created when the man left.
“Hey, beautiful,” he said, leaning in for a hug.
“Zeke!” Amelie said, her face brightening. She hugged him back, then pulled back and kissed him thoroughly. “It’s good to see you, Zeke.”
“You say that like we don’t live together,” Zeke chuckled.
Amelie shrugged. “I just missed you today, I guess. Hey, Kedric,” she said, giving the big man a hug.
“Good to see you, Amelie,” Kedric said, clapping her on the back.
Amelie squeaked from the force of his hug, then went back to her barstool. “Can I get you guys something to drink?”
“Hey, Geneva,” Kedric said, smiling at the bartender. Her hair was pink tonight.
“Well, hello, gentlemen, although I use the term loosely. What do you want?” 
“I’ll take a double shot of you,” Kedric said with a toothy grin.
“I’m sure you would,” Geneva said wryly. “But your health insurance couldn’t afford making my girlfriend jealous. Wait, do you even have health insurance?”
“You can’t be serious,” Zeke said flatly.
Geneva gave a mischievous smile. “So, you guys want your usuals?” Geneva had everyone’s favorite drinks memorized. Nothing less would be expected.
At their nods, she set their glasses on the bar and scooped ice into one. After selecting two bottles, she juggled them briefly before inverting each one above a glass.
“There you go. One cognac, neat, and one bourbon on the rocks, each with extra spit.” She set their drinks on the napkins in front of them.
“The way these two look at you, they probably wouldn’t mind a bit of your spit,” Amelie said.
Kedric considered that for a moment, then shrugged. His sudden smile got a laugh out of Geneva.
“Thanks, Geneva.” Zeke slid a few bills across the bar to her. “For all of them.” She took them with a murmured word of thanks.
“I was going to get you guys’ drinks,” Amelie said in irritation. 
“Sorry, doll,” Zeke replied, sipping on his bourbon.
“Did you pay for mine as well?”
Zeke answered with a smile, which deepened at Amelie’s sharp look.
He and Kedric leaned on the bar for a moment, looking around. Zeke’s eyes fell to Switch, always flanked by those two massive guards, even in here.
“Why does Switch have guards in here? I have always wondered. This should be the one place he wouldn’t need them.”
“Well, that’s a hell of a story,” Kedric said, clearing his throat. “Years ago, around the time he made the leap from runner to fixer, he didn’t have any. He went by a different name then, of course—I forget what it was—but he was still the same cutthroat, money-hungry bastard he is today. I don’t know exactly what started it, but a fight broke out here in Nadir. Someone once told me he screwed another fixer out of a big job that was worth a lot of money. Well, the other guy decided to take it personally and pulled a gun. Switch caught two or three bullets before he managed to take the other guy out. He barely survived, really. He’s had these guards with him ever since.”
“Huh,” Zeke said. “I never knew that.”
“Well, make sure you don’t bring it up,” Kedric said. “I doubt he wants to be reminded of that.” He sipped on his cognac. “You ready?”
“Yeah, let’s go get paid,” Zeke said.
Usually, Switch would send one of his guards to fetch a runner when he was ready to see them. On a slow night like tonight—the nightclub was half as full as Zeke was used to—Zeke probably still would have waited, but Kedric clearly thought otherwise.
Of course, Kedric had known Switch for close to two decades, so there was that.
Kedric strode up to the table with a smile on his hard face. “Switch, my man. How you doing?”
“Hey, Kedric.” Switch’s usual all-business demeanor held a touch of warmth for his old acquaintance. “Have a seat, guys.”
Zeke slid into the U-shaped booth with Kedric next to him. He offered Claudius a toothy grin, which earned a flat stare in return.
“So,” Switch began hesitantly. “Chuck was happy with how things went and paid extra to show his thanks. But what the fuck, Zeke?” Switch’s tone was as heated as his glare. “Are you trying to start an all-out war between us and Horangi?”
“He got a touch wild,” Kedric interjected, “but he saved your man’s life.”
Zeke let Switch’s anger wash over him. “When I realized he was there to steal Chuck’s money and leave him for dead, I decided to act. I’m sure Daejung is upset, but he’ll get over it.”
Switch leaned his elbows on the table. “If you call putting a bounty on your head getting over it, then sure, because that’s what’s happened.” Switch’s voice was thick with frustration. “I can’t have you acting unhinged like that, Zeke.”
Zeke leaned forward earnestly. “First, Daejung has put bounties on plenty of runners’ heads. His father even put bounties on Pascal and Seiwa, although fortunately no one is stupid enough to try to collect those. Second, as I said before, he was there to kill Chuck, take his money, and then sell the weapons to someone else. The way I see it, I saved Chuck’s life and put Daejung in his place. Maybe now he’ll think twice before trying to fuck someone over.”
“You know he’s right,” Kedric said, giving Switch a look.
Switch sighed heavily. “I get it, I get it,” he said, waving his hand. “I just don’t like it when everyone is on edge over shit like this. Pascal heard about it as well, and he didn’t seem too pleased.”
“Well, next time maybe I’ll just let your client die,” Zeke said wryly. “Since apparently that would have been the right fucking thing to do.” He ignored a hard glare from Claudius.
“Easy, son,” Kedric said.
“No, no. It’s fine,” Switch said, shaking his head. “You’re making a good point. I’m glad you did what you did—really, I am—but people are going to be on edge about it for a while. Just don’t drive too far south for a while, okay?” He finished with a faint smile and scratched his chin. “Trouble certainly seems to find you appealing.”
“Let’s move on to more positive things,” Kedric said, pushing the conversation forward.
“Right. Chuck may have pissed himself, but he said he was grateful for you two.” Switch flicked his fingers above his holophone toward both Zeke and Kedric. After that, he reached inside his pocket and withdrew two folds of cash, one for each of them. “Payment for services rendered. As always, thank you, gentlemen. I’ll let you know when I need you next.” As good a dismissal as any.
“Thanks,” Zeke said, stuffing the money in his jacket pocket. Kedric slid off the bench and Zeke shuffled across, following. He was grateful to be away from the awkward conversation.
“Oh, guys!” Switch suddenly called out, staring at his holophone. “I should have something big for you soon. It’s still in the works, so stay available.”
“Sure thing, boss,” Kedric said with a nod.
“I’ll clear my schedule,” Zeke said.
Their biz complete, Zeke and Kedric finished their drinks and set their glasses on the bar. Zeke went back and sat next to Amelie for a bit.
“Busy night?” he asked.
“Kinda, yeah,” she replied. “I thought with all my contacts it would be easier to make progress smuggling medical supplies and drugs into the country. I’m still struggling, after almost a year. When doing something that can get the death penalty, people tend to want the most experienced fixers, so it’ll take a long time for me to be at a place where I’m happy.”
“Yeah, but this helps you sleep better at night,” Zeke said, patting her thigh.
“True, but that rest is often interrupted by your mid-sleep boners.” She laughed, and grabbed his hand.
“Hey, I still hold that it's your fault for rubbing your butt on me in your sleep.”
“And somehow my butt wakes both you and Delila up,” Amelie said thoughtfully. “Fascinating. Maybe you should investigate my butt and see what’s going on there.”
“Gladly,” Zeke said with a wink. He stepped in and hugged her tightly. “I’m gonna head home, Amelie. Delila should be back soon, and I want to hear how things went with her old friend. She was really excited to see her.”
“I’ll probably be home soon after you, in that case. My business is mostly done here, and I miss Delila.”
Zeke kissed her and gave her another hug. “Love you.”
“You’d better,” Amelie said, slapping him on the ass.
Zeke waved goodbye to Geneva, then rejoined Kedric. Together, they made their way out of the nightclub.
Summer’s end had tempered the sweltering hot nights that Luckhaven was known for. A breeze that could almost be described as cool somehow made it through the buildings and passed over Zeke. He pulled his jacket open, letting the breeze envelope him.
“That feels amazing,” Kedric said, mirroring Zeke’s own thoughts.
“Whole world seems to be on fire these days,” Zeke said. He suddenly found himself wondering what the world would be like in five or ten years—or if there would be much of a world left. “Let’s head out. I’m tired.”
“I hear you on that one,” Kedric said as he reached out and embraced Zeke. “You take care of yourself, son. And keep an eye out for any Horangi initiates trying to make a name for themselves.”
Zeke returned the hug. “I will, I promise. I’ll look both ways before crossing the street, too.”
Kedric laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Alright, see you soon.”
Twenty minutes later, Zeke pulled his car into a parking spot at his apartment building. He idly wondered how Delila’s night was going as he stepped out of his car and locked it. She would be home later, and he looked forward to hearing about it. For the time being, he was going to catch up on some chores around the house.
She had spoken excitedly of her friend and was looking forward to catching up with her. Working as a runner had a tendency to harden a person; you could only see so much death before it began to affect you. Zeke struggled to hold onto the shreds of humanity and common decency left in him. He still had too many trust issues to feel comfortable around most people.
Delila and Amelie were the exceptions. He kept nothing from them, and loved them as hard as he worked. He refused to let any of his callous nature affect how he treated them. He knew he was a lucky guy for having two amazing women in his life, and he would do anything for them.
He pushed open the door to his condo, ready to have a beer and relax for a second before getting to work. Maybe he’d have an old movie on in the background. It seemed like forever since he’d done that.
What he didn’t expect to see was Delila already home and seated on the couch. Her shoulders were hunched forward and she stared blankly at the wall. She didn’t move when Zeke entered, nor when he closed the door. He had to call her name twice before she answered him with a muttered word.
“Honey, are you okay?” Zeke moved to the couch to sit next to her. There was blood on her shirt, but he couldn’t see any wounds. 
She slowly turned her head and her big green eyes looked full of all the pain and sadness in the world. Her dark hair, long and wavy, was a mess.
“Del, are you okay?” Zeke repeated as he gently reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. She flinched when he touched her, as if human contact brought her back to reality. “Did things not go well with Nicole?”
Delila took a deep breath and closed her eyes before answering. “She’s dead.” She said it softly, as if she feared the words themselves. Her voice trembled.
“What?” How could she be dead? Delila had just seen her the other day.
“I said, she’s dead,’ Delila said loudly, anger fighting with heartache in her voice. “She’s fucking dead, Zeke.” She sniffed and wiped her nose on the back of her hand.
“I’m sorry, Del. I just meant…. What happened? Can you talk about it? Do you need me to do anything?”
Delila stared at the floor silently for a moment. “When I got there, coworkers told me she had left. I looked around and found them in an alley.” Delila turned her haunted eyes back to Zeke. “He tortured her first. She suffered, Zeke. A lot. He only stopped because I startled him. I shot that bastard in the back, but he still got away.”
Zeke carefully pulled her toward him. She resisted at first, but then wrapped her arms around Zeke, buried her face on his shoulder, and wept. Zeke didn’t know what to say. What could he say that would comfort someone that had just seen their friend murdered? He remained silent and held her tightly.
Sometime later, Delila stopped crying. She thanked Zeke, then stood and made her way to the bathroom. Zeke heard the faucet turn on and the sound of splashing.
The door beeped and Amelie strode in, all smiles. Her eyes found Zeke on the couch and she went over and sat next to him.
“Is my girlfriend not home yet? I’m looking forward to hearing about her friend. She sounded like a fun person, from what Delila said.” Amelie kicked her feet up on the coffee table.
Zeke leaned over and whispered to her. “She’s in the bathroom, washing her face. Her friend died, Amelie. She was killed.”
Amelie’s eyes widened and she opened her mouth. Zeke held up a hand and she dropped her voice to a whisper. “What happened?”
Zeke shrugged. “Some guy took her in an alley and cut her up. Delila managed to shoot him in the back as he ran away.”
Amelie shook her head. “I can’t believe it.” She leaned back on the couch and took a deep breath. “I don’t even know what to say.”
“Sorry about that,” Delila said as she stepped out of the bathroom. Her eyes were still puffy, but she had cleaned herself up and pulled her hair back into a tight ponytail.
Amelie immediately jumped up and ran to the shorter woman. She pulled her into a tight embrace and kissed her forehead.
“No need to apologize, Del,” Zeke said as he stood up and made his way toward the women. He stood next to them and placed his hand on Delila’s shoulder. “Look, I’m not very good at this sort of thing, but if you need to talk, I’m here to listen. I’ll help however I can.” Truth be told, he was terrible at comforting people.
“Fortunately, she has me for that sort of thing,” Amelie said with a soft smile, then kissed Delila on the forehead again. “And I’m here for you, my love. Always, and forever.” She pulled Delila into another tight embrace and Zeke suddenly felt very grateful to have such a wonderful woman in his life.
Delila eventually pulled away and walked across the room. She pulled open the sliding glass door and stared out into the night, the way Zeke often did when deep in thought. Her posture was tense as she crossed her arms and sighed.
Zeke kept waiting for her to scream or break down again, but she just kept staring into the night. When she finally turned around, there was a hardness to her emerald eyes, and an edge to her words.
“I don’t really know how else to say this,” she began. Her voice was uncharacteristically cold and emotionless. “I just…. I’ve grown to hate people. They disgust me. Ever since I’ve been out in the world, it seems every day I grow to hate them more. And now, this. Whenever I try to think positively or be hopeful for the future, people are always there, fucking it up. From Meat 2.0—”
“Technically, Meat 2.0 was created by a synth,” Zeke interjected.
“Come on, Zeke,” Amelie said.
“True, but he just streamlined the whole process,” Delila continued. “He made it more efficient. The kidnapping and initial idea were brought about by that bastard Xander Kinnear when he created Project Origin.”
“Well, Project Origin does use some of their profits on environmental projects,” Zeke said. 
Delila simply stared.
“Yeah, you've got a point,” Zeke admitted.
“And now some bastard killed Nicole—and who knows how many other women. How many more guys like him are out there? There are so few decent people in the world these days, it seems. I mean, look at us. Look at what you’ve done for a living for the past decade. How many people have you hurt just to make a buck?”
“Ouch. I didn’t realize you had such a high opinion of me,” Zeke said.
“And you might even be worse,” Delila said to Amelie. “How many families have you destroyed? How many addicts have you created?”
Amelie’s mouth tightened and she crossed her arms. “I’m trying to do better now. I work only with medical—”
“That’s not my point,” Delila said, a trace of sadness in her voice. “I love you both, very much. You two are the only good thing that has happened to me in a very long time. But I’m not wrong. None of us are particularly good people. And here I stand, so eager to learn from both of you and follow in your footsteps.” Delila shook her head as she slowly turned back to the sliding glass door.
Zeke shared an uncomfortable glance with Amelie. They both knew Delila was right. Neither of them were saints. But Luckhaven was a nasty place, and in many ways it was kill or be killed. Sometimes literally.
Zeke wasn’t certain what to say, so he went back to the couch and sat down. Amelie came right behind him and sat next to him, then leaned her head on his shoulder.
“I love you,” Amelie whispered.
“I love you too,” Zeke replied, putting his arm around her and pulling her close. He could hear the emotion in her voice, the unspoken fear. “We’re not the best people, but we’re trying to do better. And you’re quite possibly the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
“Thanks,” Amelie said, and leaned up to kiss him.
After a few minutes, Delila turned and walked toward the couch. She sat at the opposite end as Amelie and Zeke and chewed her bottom lip, the way she did when she was thinking.
“I’m going to find the son of a bitch that did this, and I’m going to kill him,” she said with a calm certainty. Zeke knew that tone. Arguing with her would be pointless. When Delila set her mind to something, there was no stopping her.
Zeke ran his fingers through his hair. “I—we will help however we can, Del.” With some careful advice, he could keep her alive and safe. If he was lucky, he could steer her clear of this altogether. Not that he wanted to rob her of vengeance—not that at all. But he didn’t want to see this wonderful woman consumed by a lust for revenge.
“After that, I want to see if Switch has any jobs he’ll give me.”
Amelie raised her head from Zeke’s shoulder and eyed the woman. “You mean—”
“Luckhaven is overflowing with scumbags. I want to rid the city of them. After finding Nicole like that…. Her murderer is still out there, and if I can kill people like him, I will.”
Amelie shook her head. “I understand, my love. Really, I do. You need to be careful, though. I know you’ve been in some shootouts before, but taking a life as part of a contracted killing is different. It’s personal. It changes you.”
Memories from Zeke’s earlier years threatened to rise. He never wanted her to have to deal with anything like that. A job going horrifically wrong, leading to dead bodies and blood everywhere. Being a hitman in the city of Luckhaven was one of the most soul-destroying things Zeke could think of. 
“You know the jobs Switch will have won’t be killing murderers and rapists and the like, right?” Zeke asked. He needed to find a way to talk her out of this without her realizing what he was doing. “Some of those targets are just going to be business partners or petty grudges. People you probably won’t think deserve to die. You don’t want that on your conscience.”
Delila sighed heavily. “I know, I know. I’ll have to have some sort of…code, or something. Like, I’ll only kill people that deserve it.”
“Who decides if they deserve it?”
Delila’s eyebrows drew down as she pondered that. “I’ll decide,” she said in a hard voice. “You think Switch will have some jobs for me?”
Zeke frowned. “It’s possible. He mostly deals with data, but he has his fingers in everything. You have to remember though, if Switch needs someone knocked off, he’ll have other, more experienced people he can give those jobs to. People that will kill anyone for a buck. Why would he take a risk on you?” He held up his hands defensively at her protest. “Hey, I’m just preparing you for what he would say. I just don’t think you’ve thought this through.”
Delila’s cheeks flushed red with anger. “You think I haven’t thought about it? I just found my friend carved up like a weekend roast, Zeke. Who the fuck are you to tell me I can’t have my revenge?”
“Easy, Del. I’m not trying to—”
“No, you are, Zeke. You’re trying to stop me. And I know you are too, Amelie. No one is going to keep me from this. No one!”
Zeke sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger. “Look, Del, I don’t want to stop you from doing what needs to be done. Hell, we’ll help you. I just don’t want you to wind up dead as well. You’re important to me, to us. We want to keep you safe. That’s all.”
Delila sighed, and the heat went out of her voice. “I know,” she grumbled. “I meant what I said, though. No one is going to stop me.”
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“I wonder what this job is that Switch has for us,” Zeke said as he let his car navigate the busy streets. “He had mentioned something big coming up, last time I saw him.” 
Zeke still preferred to drive the car himself, but he was trying to take some of Kedric’s advice and relax, let it do all the work. 
“He’s probably just trying to get a glimpse of my tits again,” Delila said. “Last time we were in there, he kept trying to sneak glances at the girls.”
“I mean, they are quite impressive,” Zeke said. “You could make a blind man stare, Delila.”
“Well, he’ll wind up blind if he keeps staring like that.” Delila crossed her arms beneath her breasts, perking them up a bit. 
“Just try not to kill the guy that pays us, alright?” Zeke asked.
Delila turned to him. “Oh, all right,” she said in tones of mock annoyance. She gave him a mischievous smile.
Zeke laughed. It was refreshing to see Delila in good spirits again; she hadn’t been the same since the night she told them about Nicole’s murder. This was the first time she’d laughed in several days since it happened. For a moment, Zeke could lie to himself and pretend that things were getting back to normal. He reached over and grabbed her hand, and she squeezed it in return.
Zeke pulled up alongside the curb near the front of Nadir and pushed his door open. After he and Delila exited the vehicle, he directed his car to find a parking spot and it sped away.
As usual, there were a handful of people standing outside the nightclub. Some were runners having a cigarette or a breath of fresh air, and a few were just regular people hoping to gain entry to the infamous nightclub. They almost never made it inside.
Zeke thought he recognized one woman, gorgeous with shockingly blue hair. Alexa was her name, and she had been trying to get into this business for years. She wasn’t the right type, though; no fixer was going to let some rich kid play along.
As they approached the entrance, they saw Kedric leaning against the brick wall. His face, cold-eyed and hard, lit up when he saw them.
“Zeke, my boy. Bring it in,” Kedric said, wrapping his thick arms around Zeke.
“Good to see you, Pops,” Zeke said, clapping him on the back. 
“Delila!” he exclaimed, pulling her into a rib-cracking hug. He held her at arm’s length and gave her a concerned look. “How are you holding up?”
“I’m…. I’m okay, Pops,” she replied.
“You let me know if you need any help. I’m damn good at tracking people down.” The look in Kedric’s eyes suggested he would leap at the opportunity to kill the bastard that had caused Delila such grief.
“I’ll take care of it. Thanks, though,” she said, but her smile held a touch of sadness.
Kedric and Delila had really bonded since she moved in with Zeke. Most people wouldn’t expect such kindness from the old runner, as he had a reputation of being a cold, violent man. Zeke, Delila, and Amelie were probably the only people that had ever seen the softer side of Kedric.
“What do you think Switch has for us?” Zeke asked as they approached the front door. There was no telling with Switch; while he preferred being a data broker, he would deal in anything that was profitable.
“I dunno, but he made it sound important when he messaged me,” Kedric said, hovering protectively behind Delila. As they passed by a handful of people standing near the door, hoping to gain entrance to Nadir, one young man got an eyeful of Delila. He opened his mouth to say something, but quickly shut it after a hard look from Kedric. Kedric had that effect on people. Zeke laughed out loud.
“Good evening, ma’am, gentlemen,” Jack said at the front door. He scanned each of them in turn, then held the door open as they entered.
“He’s always so professional,” Delila said above the music. “I like that. There’s never any creepiness or weirdness about him.”
“Jack’s always taken things seriously,” Kedric said. “As long as I’ve known him. You won’t find a better doorman.” He suddenly chuckled. “He’s become a wealthy man by just standing there and looking mean. I’ve only seen him throw his fists once, and that was more than a decade ago. Most people aren’t stupid enough to mess with him.”
“So, who was stupid enough to pick a fight with him a decade ago?” Delila asked.
Kedric grinned and rubbed a faded scar along his jaw. “Eh…. I was young and hotheaded back then, and I didn’t like being told what to do.”
Zeke shook his head. “So, how did that work out for you?”
“About as well as you would expect,” Kedric said with a shrug.
“I miss Amelie,” Delila said suddenly. “I wish she would do some of this stuff with us.”
“Her job’s different,” Kedric said. “She’s in an entirely different world, compared to us. Also remember that we don’t all work well together for every job. People tend to have specialties. Amelie can throw a knife like you wouldn’t believe, but she can’t run from the cops like Zeke here can.”
Delila looked over at Zeke with a raised eyebrow. Zeke shrugged.
“I’ve had a bit of practice,” Zeke said.
Switch was seated in his usual booth, flanked by his bodyguards. He raised a hand in greeting—rare for him—as the group approached his table. 
“Looks like someone is feeling especially cheery today,” Delila muttered.
“The payout for this job must be high,” Kedric said. “Money is the only thing that brings that man any happiness.”
Zeke and Delila slid into one side of the booth, and Kedric sat across from them. Zeke gave Claudius a toothy grin, and Delila made a show of hitching up the neck of her shirt so that none of her considerable cleavage was visible. Switch ignored it all.
“So, what have you got for us?” Kedric asked.
“Yes, let’s get right to it,” Switch said, pulling out his holophone. “I told you guys to stay ready for a big job, and this is it.” There was something different in his demeanor that Zeke couldn’t quite place. 
“How big are we talking?” Zeke asked.
Switch leaned back and rubbed his hand over the top of his head. “Well, I’ll put it this way: This is my last job. Once you finish this, I’m retiring.”
“Really?” Delila asked.
“No shit?” said Kedric.
“Yeah,” Switch continued. “I told you, this job is serious.” He scrolled through his holophone for a moment. “Preston Kerensky, the Chief Engineer at JinShil Corp, is going to be in town in a few days for the Luckhaven Tech Expo.”
“JinShil, huh.” Kedric muttered somberly.
Switch nodded. “He’s supposed to be unveiling some revolutionary new technology at the expo. All I know about it is that it’s some form of military prototype.”
“Well, that doesn’t narrow it down,” Zeke grumbled. “Is it a prototype ballpoint pen? A prototype tank? A prototype exploding eyeball?” He found himself looking down at his right arm. His was Russian-made and extremely high quality. JinShil, though…. They were top of the line. No one came close to them. Not even Carmenta.
“I know,” Switch said with a frown. “I don’t like being in the dark about this either. Whatever they’re bringing, a mutual employer of ours wants, and he’s willing to pay a serious amount for it.”
“Mutual employer, eh?” Zeke said. His lips twisted down as he thought back to events that had occurred more than a year ago. “Yeah, I imagine the thought of increasing his market share really makes Xander’s dick hard.”
“So, what’s the catch?” Delila leaned on an elbow.
“What do you mean?” Switch asked.
“From your description, this sounds far too easy to be as important as you’re making it out to be. What makes this different from any other theft?”
“The difference,” Switch explained, “is that Preston Kerensky has been a target for years, so he’ll be prepared. You’ll have his bodyguards to deal with, as well as the hotel security.”
“That definitely adds an element of difficulty,” Zeke noted. “What hotel?”
“The Ruby Blossom.”
“Oh, fancy,” Kedric chimed in. “I’ve never stolen anything from a place that nice before.”
“Looks like you’re finally moving up in the world, Pops,” Delila said with a grin.
Switch fixed Delila with a thoughtful stare for a moment. Her fingers twitched toward the neckline of her shirt, but she held his gaze, calm and collected. Meeting his eyes could be difficult sometimes, Switch could stare a hole through stone. “Delila, you’re still new to this. I don’t know if this is—”
“She’s fine,” Zeke cut in. “Go ahead and try to find a better shot than Del. You’ll be searching for a long time.” Zeke avoided mentioning that some runners were still wary about working with Switch after he sent Zeke on a job that got him tortured and nearly killed a year ago.
Switch pursed his lips but ultimately nodded. “I remember taking a chance on you a while ago, Zeke. We all know how that turned out.”
“Yeah,” Zeke said. It turned out pretty badly, and Zeke still had nightmares here and there.
In spite of that, it had worked out very much in Switch’s best interest. Zeke had connected Switch with Davis, the synth that was in charge of Project Origin. Xander Kinnear had been happy—at least, as much as he was ever happy about anything—to see his business gain new clients in the black market. Since then, both Switch and Zeke had earned a considerable amount of money. Delila too, for that matter.
After all of that, Zeke wasn’t surprised at all that Switch was retiring. This was a young man’s game.
“I’m sending you all the deets now,” Switch said as he flicked his fingers above his holophone. He set it down and noticed the odd look Delila was giving him. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“I have a…. I’d like to diversify a bit,” she began. “I think it’s become common knowledge that I’m a good shot.” She took a deep breath, then blurted out her request. “I’d like to pick up a hit job. Got any?”
Zeke leaned back and crossed his arms, curious how Switch would react. The graying fixer gave her a hard stare, which she returned, unwavering. Zeke was convinced Delila could win a staring contest with a synth. Switch frowned and scrolled through his holophone, then set it on the table in front of him. He leaned back and frowned at Delila again.
“That’s a dark line of biz to get into,” he said gravely. “You should think long and hard before taking one of those jobs. I usually save that kind of work for people with nothing left of their humanity.”
“Amelie and I already tried telling her that,” Zeke said. Kedric was shaking his head.
“I’ve thought it over, don’t worry,” Delila replied without missing a beat.
“Well, you’re in luck. I might have something for you soon, as my usual guy, Yuri, got himself injured.”
“Oh? What happened?” Delila asked casually.
“Not that it’s any of your business, but he got himself shot. In the back, of all places.” Switch’s tone was a clear indicator of his disapproval.
Delila’s posture didn’t change, but Zeke could tell she had tensed up.
“Is he okay?” Her calmness seemed forced.
“Yeah,” Switch said with a frown. “He got some new tissue grafted in, so he should be fine in a couple weeks.”
“Would there be any way I could speak with him?” Delila asked. “I’m sure he would have a lot of valuable advice for me, considering he’s been doing this for a while.”
“Yeah, good point,” Switch said.
“What? I don’t know anything?” Zeke asked, feigning offense. “Is my advice just chopped Meat 2.0?” He grinned at Delila, but there was something serious in her expression as she looked back at him. He made a mental note to ask her about this once they left.
“I’m sure you could give me great advice, but remember that this guy is a professional hitman, Zeke. He’s certain to know more than you about this,” Delila responded. She turned back to Switch. “Do you think he would meet with me?”
Switch looked at her in a different manner just then, and Zeke understood her earlier comment about his stares. Switch’s eyes studied her—and went straight to her chest. Delila crossed her arms and her brows lowered.
“Yeah, he’ll definitely meet with you. You look like his type. Watch yourself though; he likes ‘em young.” Switch’s voice was as neutral as his face; it was impossible to tell whether or not he approved of the man’s supposed preference.
“Well, if he looks at me like you just did, I’ll make sure I cut his fucking eyes out,” Delila said in an equally flat tone. “I’ve always found it interesting that men seem to prefer telling women to be careful, instead of telling other men to stop being creeps.”
Switch met her eyes for a moment, then grinned. “Don’t worry about Yuri. Other than being a bit of a perv—and, of course, a contract killer—he’s pretty harmless. He won’t do more than flirt with you, and I’m pretty certain you can resist him. I’ll send him your number.”
“I dunno, Del, you think you can control your loins around this man?” Zeke asked in an overly serious tone.
Delila gasped loudly. “Oh, I might just be so taken by his manliness that I leap into his big, strong arms.”
“Hey, you never leaped into my arms,” Zeke said.
“We’ll have to fix that,” Delila said with a wink. She turned back to Switch. “Thanks, Switch. I appreciate it.” Her face was perfectly smooth, her tone neutral. She was definitely hiding something. “I want to start off on the best foot, so I’m sure this will help. I can learn a lot from a pro like him.”
“I’m sure you can. And I’ll make sure I tell him not to be a creep,” Switch said with a wry grin.
“Please do,” Delila said.
“So, if there’s nothing else….” Kedric began.
“No, no, you guys are good. I sent you guys the details of this job. Be careful and let me know if you need anything.” Switch looked back down at his holophone and began gesturing above it.
“Will do,” Zeke said, nudging Delila. She slid off the seat, and he followed. Kedric walked right behind them.
“Hey, Del,” Zeke said. “What was that about wanting to see Yuri? You seemed kinda…weird when you asked about that. Not your usual self.” Something was clearly bothering her about the whole thing.
Delila shook her head and looked away. The tightness around her eyes and the urgency in her face convinced Zeke to back off. 
“I’m gonna stick around and have a drink,” Kedric said to them. “There’s some folks I need to talk with.”
“Good to see you, Pops,” Delila said, hugging him tightly.
“You too, love,” Kedric said in reply. He squeezed her tightly, then grabbed Zeke’s shoulder and gave him a warm smile and turned away, striking up a conversation with Geneva.
“Let’s go,” Delila said, looking mildly impatient.
“Okay, okay,” Zeke said, following her out of the nightclub.
Zeke wisely kept quiet as they left, and continued to do so until they were a hundred meters down the sidewalk. 
Finally, slightly baffled, he asked, “You wanna tell me what all that was?”
“When I found Nicole, her killer fled the scene. I fired three rounds at him, and hit him once. Well, once that I know of.” Her voice was cold enough to alter the weather.
“You think this could be him?” Zeke asked.
“It could be. There’s only one way to find out.” Her face twisted briefly, as if she were barely succeeding in keeping full-blown rage beneath the surface. “I got a brief look at him that night, so I’ll recognize him if he’s the one.”
“He didn’t see you?” Zeke asked.
“No. I had a flashlight beaming in his eyes, so all he saw was a bright light. He never saw my face,” Delila replied.
Zeke frowned. He didn’t like this at all, but he knew he had already tried his hardest to talk her out of it. She was determined. “You’re playing with fire here, Del, and if you screw anything up, you’ll get burned. And you’re giving me an ulcer with this shit.” He reached over and grabbed her hand to take the sting out of the words.
“I’ll set up a meeting in a public place, so I’ll be safe. There’ll be too many people around for him to try anything.” Delila said it in a light tone, but her eyes were shadowed and her face still seemed tight. “I’ll be careful, Zeke. I promise.”
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Delila tapped a rhythm on the steering wheel with her thumb as she slowly drove down Añejo Avenue. She was glad for the drive, it gave her time to mentally prepare herself for her meeting with Yuri. 
She had put a lot of thought into her outfit tonight. It was modest and stylish, while just slightly emphasizing her figure. With her large breasts, that took some effort. It spoke of sexuality, but was subtle enough not to be obvious, and the lace on her tank top played up her femininity. 
She could have worn something that exposed much more of her, but she decided clothing that subtly hinted would pique Yuri’s interest more. She figured he would be the kind of guy that wanted to feel like he had won some sort of victory when he bedded a woman—not that she planned on bedding him. The very thought made her want to vomit.
Use the weapons you have, Zeke had taught her, and as a woman she knew that in many situations her body was the perfect weapon.
“It’s manipulation tiiiiime,” she sang to the tune of a Power Rob song playing over the radio. He may be a walking advertisement for Carmenta Group’s anti-aging technologies, but he sure could sing. “Gonna catch me a murdererrrrr.”
After parking her car, she remained seated inside for a few minutes, gathering both her thoughts and her courage. She squeezed the steering wheel tightly to stop her hands from shaking. She couldn’t give in to fear now, although the gravity of the situation was beginning to dawn on her.
She was about to enjoy a nice cup of coffee with a professional hitman. One that may have killed her friend. Several deep breaths helped calm her down, but she felt like her heart was trying to pound its way out of her ribcage.
Delila finally opened the car door and stepped out, mentally checking herself as she walked toward the cafe. Her dark hair was usually in a ponytail for the sake of practicality, but today it hung in waves past her shoulders. She usually didn’t bother with makeup—lipstick didn’t help her aim, after all—but she wore it today. A pistol was in her purse, as usual, and she had a tiny knife in the heel of her boot. That had been a gift from Amelie. That woman loved her knives.
Zeke probably would have called her underprepared. That man liked to carry an arsenal on his person, it seemed, although she couldn’t blame him after all he had been through. Still, that pistol of his was like a piece of field artillery.
The cafe came into view. The classical French styling of the building was charming and a welcomed respite from the overbearing concrete jungle that was the rest of the city. A handful of round tables were neatly arranged in front of the building, some empty and some with customers. 
A young couple sat at one of the tables, smiling at each other in a way that young lovers often did. Idly, she wondered if she stared that way at Zeke. He certainly looked at her and Amelie that way, although she didn’t think he realized it. Her eyes were drawn to a man sitting alone.
His attention was focused on his holophone while he sipped from a cup that looked tiny in his thick-fingered hand. His shoulders were broad, and even seated he looked tall. His hair was dark, but wings of gray were at his temples. Delila recognized him immediately.
He was Nicole’s killer.
Two urges rose in her. The first: to vomit everything she had ever eaten. The second: to pull out her pistol and shoot him right there. She quelled both, and instead, she forced herself to smile as she walked up to the table.
“Are you Yuri? I’m Delila,” she said with a smile.
He looked up from his coffee—his eyes went from her hips to her chest and, finally, to her face—and smiled broadly. 
“Please, have a seat,” he said in a pleasant tone as he put away his holophone.
Delila sat down in the chair next to him. It was an exercise in willpower to force her body to relax; she felt as tense as a steel beam. She kept her purse on her lap where she could easily get to her pistol.
“So, Switch tells me you want to start doing what I do,” he said, the lightness of his tone contrasting oddly with the heaviness of the topic. “What makes you think you can do that? What kind of experience do you have?” He leaned back in his chair with a slight, knowing smile on his face, as if he had already judged her as inadequate.
His eyes occasionally went down to her chest, and she resisted the urge to slap him as she would normally have done. She had to remind herself that she wanted him staring at her. She wanted him off guard.
Delila took a deep breath, working to move her brain from reaction mode to work mode. Then she realized that breathing deeply would also draw attention to her chest. Her confidence rose and she took another deep breath. “I’ve been running for Switch for about six months now. I may not be the most experienced, but I’ve got excellent aim and I’m a damn fast learner. Plus, I know how to stay calm under pressure.”
“What kind of pressure?” He crossed his thick, hairy arms, still clearly skeptical.
“Three days ago, my…partner and I were in a shootout down in Mexico. We were outnumbered, but we’re alive and they’re not.” That run had been a nightmare, and she hoped she never had to deal with something like that again. Zeke’s resourcefulness was the only reason they made it out of that one alive.
Yuri smirked. “So, you’ve shot some people and now you think you can do it for a living, eh?”
Delila knew he would say that, so she had the perfect explanation prepared. One that would resonate with him. “To be honest,” she said, lowering her voice and leaning forward, “it’s the rush. I love it. There’s something…powerful about taking a person’s life.”
Yuri smiled and leaned on his elbows. He lowered his voice as well, for Delila’s ears only. “There’s nothing like it. No drug, no drink. Nothing can compare to killing.” He straightened up and smiled at the waitress as she walked up. 
“I’ll take some tea, please,” Delila told her. When the waitress left, she lowered her voice again and continued. “What about you? I heard you got shot recently. Are you okay?”
Irritation flashed across Yuri’s face, but it was gone in an instant and replaced with his plastic smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. Masaru stitched me up, so I’m healing quickly. Some stupid kids were shooting, and I was dumb enough to be near them. Probably a gang initiation or something. You know how this city is.”
“Could have been Horangi,” Delila said thoughtfully. Their turf started three miles south of where she had shot Yuri.
“Yeah, probably was,” Yuri said, latching onto her explanation. “Those guys are a pretty mean crew. You know, the initiation into Horangi involves shooting a stranger, so that makes sense.” He leaned back and barked a laugh. “I guess I helped some kid join a gang, eh?”
“How interesting life can be,” Delila said, thanking the waitress when she came back with a small cup of herbal tea. She tried to think of ways to casually drag more personal information from this bastard. “So, are you originally from Luckhaven? What did your parents do?”
“We playing twenty questions here, eh? Yeah, I’m from Luckhaven. Born and bred. Never knew my dad, and my mom was a junkie whore who didn’t care. She used to put her cigarettes out on my arm when I was a kid.” He moved so that his forearm was better visible. Circle burn scars, faded with age, climbed the full length of his arm. “You wanna know my shoe size as well?”
“Yes, actually,” Delila said in an overly serious tone. “I may need to purchase you a thank you gift after I learn all I can from you. I was thinking shoes would be appropriate.”
There was a brief pause, then they both laughed. Behind Delila’s laughter, her mind raced. Yuri bringing up abuse as a child was telling. Serial killers often had traumatic childhoods and abusive mothers. With every moment she was near the man, she suspected him more and more of multiple killings. How many innocent lives had he ended?
Delila reached her arms over her head and stretched her back, first leaning one way then the other. From the corner of her eye, she saw Yuri staring openly at her chest. Perfect. Let him think she was some wide-eyed young woman impressed by his experience. Let him think she was a potential victim.
“What about you? You from ‘round here?” His eyes slowly moved from her breasts back to her face as he spoke. Delila pretended not to see it and smiled broadly at him.
“Yeah, I’ve lived my whole life in Luckhaven. I grew up in an orphanage, though.” She didn’t mind telling him her story. First, it was a lot easier to tell the truth than to weave an elaborate lie. And second, she was going to kill him soon. “I lost both of my parents in the war.” 
Everyone knew what a person meant when they said “the war.” There was only one war that people really talked about.
“In the war? Shit, how old are you?”
Delila had spent some time mulling over this. She was twenty two, but wanted him to think of her as more…innocent. More victim-like. 
“I just turned eighteen a few months ago,” Delila said, a hint of shyness in her voice.
Let him think she was young and vulnerable.
“Eighteen, eh?” Yuri said with a raised eyebrow.
Delila knew exactly what he was thinking—she was counting on it. She played into his greasy thoughts. “Yep! You know what they say. I’m legal now,” she added with a smile and laugh.
“Well, isn’t that something,” Yuri said calmly, but it was clear his thoughts were churning. Probably thinking about all the disgusting things he’d like to do to her. 
Delila couldn’t help but imagine the feeling of ramming a knife through his head and spitting on his corpse.
“Tell me one thing,” she said, leaning forward intimately. “I’m familiar with the rush and all, but how do you not let it consume you? Isn’t it addicting?”
Yuri sat back and grunted. “Yeah, it can be just that.” He grinned at her. “You just have to find an outlet. Somewhere to channel all that aggression and passion. Somewhere to release it so it doesn’t interfere with work.”
“That’s a great idea,” Delila said, nodding thoughtfully. “Do you have a favorite way to…complete a job? Do some of them require, uh, finishing them in a certain way?” She left her question delicately vague and open-ended. Let him think of her as ignorant and non-threatening. 
“Well, as you can imagine, the farther away you can be when your target dies, the better. Sometimes I use a rifle—plasma, if you can afford it, but those cost a mortgage. Bullets will get the job done, but they’re loud, and you have to account for the trajectory. Poison can be great as well. It can be hard to trace back to you, when done right. Sometimes a more personal touch is required.” The grin on his face suggested he was a fan of this more “personal” touch.
She knew exactly what he meant, but she wanted him to think she was enamored by his knowledge and wisdom. “What do you mean by a more personal touch?”
Yuri looked down at the table and snatched up a knife. It was just a small thing, used for spreading butter or cutting pastries, but in his hand it looked a weapon. A tool for murder and torture. “Sometimes you need to carve them up a bit to send a message.”
“A message?”
“Yeah. Fear.” He look at her with a flat expression. He had the eyes of a killer, eyes that had seen absolute horrors without blinking. Meeting his gaze was not easy.
Delila was suddenly aware of his size and the fact that his right hand was only a few inches from her. He was a highly experienced murderer, and she was flirting with him in hopes she could discover a vulnerability. 
Terror, cold and sharp, ran through her veins like ice water and threatening her poise. She pushed the fear away, focusing instead on the dimwitted act she was presenting. 
“Fear?” she asked, leaning her head innocently to one side as if she didn’t comprehend the very blatant meaning behind his words.
“Yeah, fear. Terror. A carved-up body has a tendency to send one hell of a message, eh?” He looked down at the knife and twisted it between his fingers. “A dead body is just a dead body; it doesn’t say anything. A dead body in pieces causes a panic.”
Delila found her hand moving toward her purse and stopped herself. She needed to get him in a place where others weren’t watching. Shooting him in public would certainly be satisfying, but she reminded herself that spending the rest of her life in prison wasn’t worth it.
“I’ll bet you can send all sorts of messages based on how you treat the body, right?” she asked. “Like, cutting off certain parts will each give a specific meaning?”
Yuri nodded, his smile wide. “Now you’re getting it.” His eyes went to her shoulder, where her recent bullet graze had just healed. “That’s a pretty wicked scar you’ve got there.”
Delila looked down at her shoulder. She would never forget that moment. The bullet had carved a line of fire right across the skin of her shoulder; a shallow wound, but painful nonetheless. 
“Yeah, I got shot,” Delila said without thinking as she eyed the scar.
“Shot? Why’s an innocent thing like you getting shot?” Yuri asked.
“I guess I’m not very innocent, then,” Delila said with a seductive twist to her lips. Smiling at him that way made her want to scream. The effort it took to maintain this façade was slowly wearing down her control.
She felt her face flush with anger, so she took a deep breath and maintained her smile. Yuri’s eyes flashed down to her chest again. Delila didn’t think she could stand being near him for another second.
“Hey, so I can’t really stay any longer, but I would love to continue this conversation. Do you think we could meet up again and chat?” She bit her bottom lip. “Maybe…maybe at your place? Would you cook for me, Yuri?” She gave him her sweetest smile while the acid in her stomach churned like an ocean storm.
With all the stares, Delila knew she had him. Her plan was coming together; get in his place, wait for him to let his guard down, then ram a knife into his heart.
Yuri nodded slowly while looking her up and down. “Yeah, let’s do that. When you wanna come over?” His voice was full of slimy expectations that made Delila’s jaw clench.
“Well, I know you have lots of free time at the moment, so scheduling this should be easy,” Delila said with a giggle that she hated herself for. “How about tomorrow night?”
“Yeah, that sounds great,” Yuri said, grinning. “I’m pretty good in the kitchen, you know. I mean, I’m good in other rooms as well, but I’m especially great in the kitchen.”
“Oh, behave,” Delila said, playfully smacking him on the arm and letting her fingers trail on his skin for a second before pulling her hand back. She wanted to scrub her hands raw after touching that bastard. Gotta get out of here. 
She clutched her purse in front of her with one hand as she stood and smoothed her skirt over her backside. The damn thing was big enough that wearing skirts was always an adventure.
“Just so you know, I’m a vegetarian,” she added.
“Ah, I was just thinking about a great Meat 2.0 recipe I just read,” Yuri said, throwing his hands up. “No bother. I’ll think of something nice for you, eh? I’ll take good care of you.” He probably thought the double entendre was witty.
“It was really nice meeting you, Yuri,” she said in a sweet voice. “I’m looking forward to seeing you later. Just send me your address when you get a chance.” She turned as if she were getting ready to walk away but waited on his reply first.
“Yeah, so am I,” Yuri said as his eyes fell briefly to her backside. “It’ll be a night to remember, that’s for certain,” he said, showing his teeth in a broad smile.
Delila finally couldn’t stomach another second near him, so she turned and walked away. She could feel his eyes on her, so she made sure to swing her hips as she walked.
Never before in her life had she felt as filthy as she did in that moment, but she reminded herself that there was a reason for it, a goal she was running toward. She was going to make Yuri pay for what he had done. 
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Zeke placed his feet on the coffee table in front of him, balancing one heel atop the other toe. Amelie sat next to him, examining a fingernail as she snuggled against his side. 
He turned on the television to distract himself; he didn’t usually watch much, but he needed to keep his mind occupied so he wouldn’t pace around the apartment fretting about Delila. 
The truth was, he was worried sick about her. He knew she was more than capable of taking care of herself, but when she informed him that she was going to meet up with a contract killer to see if he was the one that killed her friend, Zeke couldn’t help but feel a stab of fear in his gut, sharp and cold.
“Good evening, Luckhaven. This is Michael Rach with tonight’s news. Police have finally released details about the body of a young woman that was found behind Jensen’s Diner in the neighborhood of New Belcott.
“Twenty-one year old Nicole Anderson was found brutally murdered in an alley last Tuesday, and police suspect the killer is someone that has been dubbed ‘The Luckhaven Butcher.’ There have been several more—”
Next channel. That definitely wouldn’t help keep him calm.
“Meat 2.0 shares are once again on the rise. Since their initial public offering two years ago, share prices have risen three hundred percent.”
“Ugh, don’t make me puke,” Amelie said.
Next channel. The last thing Zeke needed to be reminded of was the unknowing cannibalism so many people took part in on a daily basis.
“—the third school shooting this week, in what local authorities are calling—”
Next channel.
“—more than two million trees have been planted,” Davis said in his unshakably calm voice. “While countless species are forever lost, we are hoping that over the next twenty years we can continue to purchase more land in the Amazon Savanna and extend our regrowth efforts—”
Zeke sat up and watched closely. Davis was the synth in charge of Project Origin.
When they first met what seemed like a lifetime ago, Davis had explained to Zeke that he was using the profits from Meat 2.0 to regrow lost rainforests, clean up oceans, and help fix the Earth’s climate. True to his word, Davis had since poured millions of dollars into those efforts and had made excellent strides in what he referred to as “cleaning up the destruction left behind by civilization.”
“Because someone must, that’s why,” Davis said in response to the reporter’s question. “If we want a planet that can continue to sustain life, we must clean it up.”
The reporter turned back to the camera. “I’m Jennifer Tulls with Glenn Davis, Vice President of Carmenta Group. Back to you, Jim.”
“Thanks, Jenny.”
Zeke turned the television off. Davis’s first name was Glenn? He found himself wondering who would name a synth Glenn. There had to be a reason behind it. He made a mental note to ask, next time he spoke with him.
“Is there ever any positive news in this city?” Amelie asked, rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands. “I like to stay up to date with current events, but fuck, this place is depressing.”
“Yeah, there’s never really a break,” Zeke replied.
“Hey, stop worrying about Delila. She’s smart, and beneath that sexy exterior is a surprisingly tough woman.”
“I know, I know,” Zeke said as he pushed himself to his feet.
He walked across the living room and stood in front of the sliding glass door that led to his balcony. The glow from countless brightly lit windows beat back the darkness every night. Light pollution was a real issue here in the city that never sleeps. He could probably make a fortune selling blackout curtains.
Zeke refused to check the time as he turned and walked back to the couch. After a year of being trained by both him and Amelie, Delila was no expert but was fully capable of taking care of herself with guns, knives, or her fists. 
She had put herself into a tricky situation, though, by flying right into the hornet’s nest. Zeke was certain the saying went something like that.
More importantly, while Delila had quick hands, she was still new to violence. She had shot some people from a distance, and that was it. A distance great enough to disconnect from the fact that she had taken a life. She had never shot anyone up close, or worse, gone to work with a knife. Zeke had killed a man with a knife, and on more than one occasion. It was nasty business, the kind that haunts dreams for years.
“You’re pacing, Zeke,” Amelie said. Her chin rested on the back of her hand, across the back of the couch as she watched him. 
Zeke groaned. He needed something to distract himself. His prized pistol was secured in its holster, hanging on the back of his desk chair. He didn’t fire it much, but it could always use a good cleaning. 
He strode over to the desk and decided to conduct some routine maintenance. It dawned on him that he hadn’t cleaned it since shoving the barrel into Daejung’s mouth and found himself chuckling. It definitely needed a good cleaning.
The front door opened, and Delila walked in. 
A skirt hugged her hips and ended just above her knee, and a lace-trimmed tank top struggled to contain her large breasts. Her face, beautiful even without the makeup she currently wore, showed a blend of emotions. Anger and disgust seemed to be the most prominent. She took a few steps into the apartment and stared at Zeke, then Amelie, then turned and shut the door behind her.
“Del, is everything okay?” Zeke asked, walking up to her. He quickly scanned her from head to toe but couldn’t see any sign of anything being wrong.
“I’m fine,” she said in a tone that suggested otherwise. 
She hurried by him and went to the kitchen. Zeke peeked his head around and saw her scrubbing her hands.
“Was, uh…. Was he….” Zeke wasn’t sure how to continue.
“Yeah,” Delila said, flicking water from her hands. She grabbed a towel and rubbed them dry. “He’s the guy. As long as I live, I’ll never forget that fucking face.” She turned and walked toward the couch. 
Amelie reached out and took one of Delila’s hands in her own, then pressed her lips to it. Delila gave her a tired smile.
Zeke walked in behind her and slid onto the couch. He opened his mouth to ask her how the meeting went, then decided to just let her talk. After a minute of Amelie’s kisses, she did.
“I set up another meeting with him,” she said flatly. “Tomorrow night. I’m heading to his place for dinner.”
Their reactions couldn’t have been more different.
“What?” Zeke asked, suddenly craving a cigarette for the first time in a year.
“Use my knife,” Amelie said, fixing Delila with a hard stare. “I’ll show you right where to stab the bastard.”
Zeke cleared his throat and found his center. In a calm voice, he finished his question. “What are you planning on doing?” He knew if he tried to talk her out of it, she would only dig her heels in harder.
She looked up at him with haunted green eyes. The pain and distress they contained tore at Zeke’s heart. “I’m going to open him up from his crotch to his throat,” she said simply, then went back to staring at the couch. Amelie squeezed her hand.
Zeke grunted. He had used that threat a few times, but he had a feeling Delila meant it literally. He needed to find a way to make her see reason, before she started something she couldn’t finish. Or worse, before she started something that would end her.
“Is he a big guy? Do you think you could take him in a direct fight?” Perhaps drawing attention to the dangers of this would help snap her back to reality.
She scoffed. “He’s bigger than Kedric. If he got ahold of me, he’d probably break me in half like a twig. I’ll have to get him when he’s distracted.”
“I have a dress that can help you distract him,” Amelie said quietly.
“I want you to think long and hard about this, Del. You’re talking about a professional hitman, here,” Zeke explained. “He’s probably on guard when he’s asleep. Guys like that always expect to become a target one day.”
“Nah,” Delila said with a wave of her hand. “He thinks I want to fuck him.”
“What?” Zeke asked.
Delila gave him a dry look. “I’m obviously not going to fuck him, Zeke. If he even tries anything, I’ll chop his fucking cock off.”
Zeke had never heard Delila speak this way, so it was a bit unsettling. Even when they were on runs together, delivering stolen data or smuggling goods, she always maintained a kind demeanor and a ready smile. That part of her seemed to have been burned away now.
There was a calm certainty to her voice when she spoke now, and he realized again that it was futile to try to stop her. Against his own common sense, he still protested. .
“I just really—” Zeke began.
“No, Zeke,” Delila said firmly. “You are not going to keep me from this. I know you don’t approve, and quite frankly, I don’t care. As I told you yesterday, no one is going to stop me. Not even you. Stop it.” Her eyes glittered like emeralds in an unblinking stare.
“Hey, come here,” Amelie said, pulling her into a tight hug. Delila returned the embrace and, after a moment, sighed heavily and relaxed. 
“We just want to make sure you make it through this, safe and sound,” Amelie said. “Just let us know how we can help you stay alive, okay?”
Delila wiped a finger beneath her eyes and forced a smile. The stress was still visible on her face, but she looked to have it tightly reined in, like a wild dog on a taut leash.
“Hey,” she said, making her voice light. “Let’s talk about something else. How are preparations going for our visit to the Tech Expo?”
Zeke sighed heavily. He wasn’t going to be able to sleep until all this was done and she was safe. “It’s going,” he replied. “I have most of it planned out, but I still need a good hacker. I was going to give Sydney a call in the morning.”
Amelie whistled. “Going for the big guns, I see.”
Sydney Castro had a reputation in the underground among the few people that knew her. First, she was tall and beautiful, exactly the opposite of the hacker stereotype. And second, she was good. Damn good. If it had an operating system, she could take control of it. 
Zeke had worked with her a few times in recent years, mostly when he helped Kedric out with a job. As of yet, he hadn’t hired her himself.
Amelie had worked with her as well. Furthermore, the two beauties had briefly dated before deciding to keep their relationship strictly professional. Things were just easier that way. Less to worry about in a stressful career path.
Delila nodded, clearly grateful to be talking about something else. “I can’t think of anyone better than her.” Delila had heard plenty of stories about the near-mythical hacker.
Zeke nudged her shoulder. “That’s because you only know two hackers. And Jayse isn’t even a hacker, he’s just a hack.” He laughed, hoping to lift her mood.
The corners of Delila’s mouth twitched and she gave a smile, as if grateful for his efforts to make her feel better.
“Hey, I’ve got an idea,” Zeke said. “How about we just relax tonight? Let’s all cuddle up and watch some bad movies or something. That’ll keep our heads clear.” Zeke couldn’t even remember the last time he had a truly relaxing night. As of late, it seemed every day was hectic.
Delila nodded slowly. “A bit of peace would be nice. Let’s give it a shot.”
Zeke went back to the couch and sat between his two lovers, and they snuggled up to each side of him. He pulled up a long list of action movies from the last century on the screen set into the wall. They selected a few at random and spent the rest of the night laughing at muscle-bound men rattling off catchy one-liners after killing bad guys. The cinematography was bad, the writing worse, and the dialogue absolutely atrocious, but they were all good for a laugh.
In the early hours of the morning, Delila began nodding off. Amelie had already succumbed to her tiredness.
Zeke carefully removed himself from them, then reached down and picked up Amelie, holding her against his chest. He took her to the bedroom and laid her on the bed. After that, he carried Delila to the bed, then covered them both with a sheet. Amelie woke briefly and curled herself around Delila protectively.
They needed their rest. Delila obviously needed some peace and quiet to help her mind heal, and Amelie was leaving tomorrow on a week-long journey to help secure more contacts and sources for her new career path in smuggling medical equipment instead of illicit drugs.
Zeke grabbed his pistol on his way back to the couch. Dismantling and cleaning the massive pistol was always calming to him; something about the repetition of familiar motions put him at ease. The heavy slide came off in a single piece and felt more like a club than part of a semiautomatic pistol. He shuffled the slide between both hands briefly, enjoying the weight and feel of the metal as he followed his thoughts around his head. 
It felt like a lifetime ago that he had received this gun, but in reality, only about a year and a half had passed. He thought he had been delivering drugs to a prominent dealer in New Belcott. Some junkies had shot him in the stomach and stolen the package. After an autosyringe of pain blockers in the thigh allowed him to think straight, Zeke managed to hunt the bastards down, one by one. The package turned out to be cancer medication for the dealer’s daughter. The pistol was a thank-you gift for risking his life.
Zeke lifted his shirt and looked at the scars on his stomach. A multitude of faint lines crossed his skin, many from when he had been tortured a year ago for sticking his nose into Xander Kinnear’s business.
Two faint circles, low and to the left of his navel, sat right above his waistline. Masaru was a miracle worker with a scalpel, and after grafting in some fresh tissue, he injected Zeke with a cocktail of chemicals that set his body to healing in record time. The scars were surprisingly faint considering their brutal origin.
It was late enough in the morning that most normal people would be waking, so Zeke pulled out his holophone and dialed Sydney. She kept somewhat normal hours these days. It took several rings, but she finally answered the call with a jaw-cracking yawn. Even her hologram looked tired and bleary eyed, albeit still beautiful.
“Hey, Sydney. Catch you at a bad time? I was trying to wait until our schedules overlapped.”
Sydney yawned again. “Nah, it’s okay. I actually love being woken up at the ass crack of dawn. To be fair, my alarm was set to go off in a few minutes anyway.”
“Ouch. Sorry.”
“It is what it is. I’m surprised the kids haven’t woken me up by now, to be honest.”
Kids? Did he have the right person? “Sydney, I don’t remember you having any kids. Has it been that long since we’ve spoken?”
She laughed. “They’re my sister’s kids. I’m taking a break from biz and helping her watch them. I’d rather deal with these little monsters than the monsters you deal with on a daily basis.”
“Yeah, it can wear you down, that’s for sure,” Zeke said.
“Are you talking about the toddlers or the criminals?”
Zeke thought for a moment. “Hmm, I dunno. Both?”
“Good point,” she said with a laugh. She paused for a moment. “It’s good to hear from you, Zeke. What can I help you with?”
“I’ve got work for you, if you’re interested,” Zeke said, hoping she was available. “Job starts in three days. Big payout.” There wasn’t a ton of time to prepare, but Sydney generally didn’t need much. She was the best hacker Zeke knew.
Sydney’s hologram rubbed her eyes again, then tucked her hair behind an ear with a slim finger. “I’ve been out of it a bit lately. Being around my nephews lately…. I think it’s just too much stress at this stage in my life. I guess you could say I retired.”
“Damn. Do you have someone you can recommend? I need someone with some serious skills. This is a big job.” Without a skilled hacker, this job would be next to impossible.
“Yeah,” Sydney said after a moment of thought. “There’s a guy that goes by Tinge that I spent some time training. He’s a little quirky, but he’s top notch.” Sydney chuckled. “But then again, I guess you have to be quirky to get into this line of work, right?”
“Sounds great. Shoot me his deets and I’ll get in touch. How much experience does he have?”
“Not much,” Sydney admitted. “He has the skills, though. Kid’s a natural. Alright, I need to go hop in the shower and get ready. It was nice talking to you again, Zeke, You should call me again so we can catch up and talk about things other than work.”
“That sounds nice. I’ll do it. Talk to you later, Sydney.”
“You too. Oh, and tell Amelie I said hi.”
Zeke paused. “You know we’re seeing each other?”
Sydney smiled. “Yep. And that other woman, Delila. I hear she’s quite beautiful. Amelie and I still talk sometimes. Sounds like you’ve managed to get yourself into a pretty grand situation.” The longing in her voice was unmistakable.
“You sound like you miss her,” Zeke said. Immediately, he realized that was probably the wrong thing to say. Fortunately, Sydney took it in stride.
“I do,” she said with a sigh. “We got along great, but our schedules and lifestyles clashed. We never saw each other.”
“She’s doing something different these days, you know. Pharmaceuticals. Maybe you should give her a call.”
Sydney chuckled low in her throat. “Is two women not enough? You trying to add me into the mix because you know I’m lonely?”
Zeke thought on that for a moment. Sydney was tall and beautiful, with long blonde hair and a smile like a sunrise. She was easily as gorgeous as Delila or Amelie, and she was a lot of fun to be around, as well. 
“Uh, Zeke?” Sydney asked.
“Sorry.” Zeke realized he never answered her question. He had been too busy thinking about her. “Well hey, if you’re lonely, I know of a place with some people that would treat you really well. You’d never be lonely again, and you’d always feel loved and wanted.”
“Is that so? And what is this place you’re referring to?”
“My condo,” Zeke said.
Sydney’s laugh was high and musical. “Oh Zeke, I’ve missed your jokes. Please call me again soon. Maybe we can continue this conversation.”
“Will do,” Zeke said, and hung up the phone. He seemed to be collecting beautiful women—not that that was a bad thing. He’d have to ask Amelie about Sydney.
And not only was she beautiful, but she had connected them to a skilled hacker. The hacker was the final piece of his plan. Everything was shaping up nicely.
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Delila took a deep breath and pushed the elevator call button with a hand that trembled only slightly. Her stomach did somersaults at the thought of being alone with Yuri in his condo, but she forced her fears down and refused to let them control her. Now was not the time for fear; now was the time for bravery and a strong stomach. 
Amelie was out of town for a week, building new connections. Zeke was meeting with their prospective hacker tonight. Assuming that went well, they would have their team for this upcoming job. All Delila had to do was deal with Yuri, and it would be her turn to prepare.
Zeke always tried to drill into her how important it was to prepare her body, her mind, and her tools for each job. His training methods seemed strange at first—like having her draw her pistol from her purse and point it in front of her in one quick motion more than a hundred times per day for a month straight, or doing the same with basic knife attacks—but they worked. She was so familiar with the actions that she knew if her mind froze during a fight, which still happened sometimes, instinct would take over. 
She went over a mental checklist as she stepped into the elevator. After pressing the button for the seventieth floor, she adjusted her purse so it slanted across her body with the strap going between her breasts. While her pistol was secured within her purse, guns were simply too loud to be used here; the police would be all over her in a matter of minutes if anyone heard gunfire.
Tonight, she was going to have to get close and personal. Use a knife. She had one in her purse. It was a small folding knife that she had spent all day sharpening until Amelie deemed it sharp enough. On top of that, she had one additional knife hidden on her person, one that was a gift from Amelie. That woman loved two things; French food and knives.
The elevator shot upwards and Delila tapped her fingers to release nervous energy. Getting close to Yuri would not be difficult. His leers were a sure sign he was already thinking with his dick. At this point, all she had to do was bat her eyelashes and he would probably try to lean in for a kiss. She shuddered. She had to take several slow breaths to slow the churning in her stomach. 
Fuck, how was she supposed to eat when she felt like this? And furthermore, was eating even safe? Yuri seemed like the kind of guy who would get a kick out of drugging a woman’s food or drink so he could take advantage of her.
Of course, he could also drug her and kill her. Delila had to remind herself that Yuri could be planning on killing her tonight.
The elevator chimed as it reached the seventieth floor, and Delila swallowed heavily, wiping her palms on her dress. She caught her blurred reflection in the elevator doors for a moment before they opened. 
Her makeup was flawless, making her eyes look big and green and her lips full and red. She wore a snug-fitting dress; just a casual one, but it showed off her figure nicely and really featured her large breasts. She adjusted her bra, moving the underwire out of her ribs. The girls were out on display tonight.
As she stepped out of the elevator and into the long hallways, she felt her fear being replaced by calm confidence. Tonight, she would avenge Nicole and countless other women’s deaths. Each step she took toward his condominium felt more certain than the last.
She tapped on the walls as she walked down the hallway. They didn’t have the hollow sound of cheap drywall; these were solid concrete. 
The survivors of the great earthquake decades ago had learned their lesson and built many buildings—the expensive ones, at least—to withstand nearly anything. These walls would also prevent sound from escaping.
As she came to his door, she studied it for a moment. It was thick and solid, with no gaps around the sides or bottom. Yuri could probably scream and shout inside his condo—or someone else could—and no one would hear it. Perfect.
She knocked firmly on the door three times and waited with her arms crossed. At the last minute, she remembered to change her posture and instead cocked her hips to one side, resting her hand on her waist. Be ditzy, feminine, and sexy, she reminded herself.
The door opened and Yuri smiled down at her. He wore a white dress shirt with enough buttons undone to show off his graying fur that covered his chest. His eyes took in her outfit, and his smile deepened. 
“Delila, you look lovely tonight. Absolutely stunning. Please, come in.” He stepped aside and waved Delila inside. The way his eyes lingered on her body made her feel ill, but it also showed that her plan was working. at least, so far.
The size of Yuri’s condo was a testament to his success as a hitman. The precise nature of the furniture, the paintings, how everything was arranged just so, showed a man that liked control. The far wall of the living room was entirely glass and offered a fantastic view of the city skyline. The open design of the condo included a kitchen that merged with and was open to the living room.
Yuri walked past her and into the kitchen, from which delicious aromas emanated. Something sizzled in a saute pan on the stove, and Yuri stirred it briefly before turning the burner off. 
“I hope you’re hungry,” he said as he began dishing the food onto two places set on the island countertop. After that, he fetched a bottle of wine from a small rack set among his cupboards. “Your timing couldn’t have been better.”
It annoyed Delila that the food smelled so good. She glared as he set his cookware in the sink, wishing her eyes could drill holes through his back for having the audacity to be a good cook.
“Yeah, I definitely brought my appetite with me,” Delila said, unsure of how else to respond. She flashed a sweet smile and walked to the kitchen island where Yuri had set the places. Her eyes quickly scanned the counter and took note of the large chef’s knife set atop the wooden cutting board. She sat in a tall chair and breathed deeply. The food smelled fantastic. 
“What’s this?” Delila asked, stabbing small bits of brightly colored food with her fork. It looked good, but she didn’t eat it yet.
“Ah, just a little something I learned in culinary school,” Yuri said as he sat down next to her and grabbed his fork.
“Shit. Culinary school?” She found herself actually surprised.
“Yeah,” Yuri nodded as he poured himself a glass of wine. He offered Delila some, but she shook her head. “I make a lot of money from what I do, so I decided to invest in myself a bit. You need a hobby to give your brain a break from all the death and murder, or you’ll go nuts. Trust me.”
He gently swirled the wine in his glass and brought it up to his nose. After inhaling deeply, he smiled. “Garnacha. One of my favorites. You sure you don’t want a glass?”
“No, thanks,” Delila said. “I’m pretty simple in that regard. I just stick to water.”
Yuri laughed. “Just in that regard? So in what ways are you complicated?”
How I’m planning on torturing and killing you soon, Delila thought.
“Oh, you know,” she said instead. “Just the female mind and all.” She played into her role. “Shoes, makeup, romance, the usual stuff. I can’t even decide on my favorite color.” She giggled for emphasis.
“Ah, you women, you’re all the same, eh?” Yuri said with a chuckle. He placed a hand on Delila’s shoulder in a very familiar manner and looked down at her. “Let me give you some advice, dear. None of that matters. Set some goals in life and put all your effort into achieving them. The rest is just…noise. Static.” He removed his hand from her shoulder and took another sip of his wine.
“That sounds like great advice. Thanks.” Delila felt an overpowering relief that his hand had moved. “So, how are you healing?” she asked as she stabbed her fork into a pile of pasta. She brought it up to her mouth and hesitated. Yuri watched her expectantly. She shoved the bite past her lips and chewed. “Oh, wow,” she said, grabbing a second bite. “This is incredible.” It truly was. Yuri hadn’t been exaggerating when he said he was skilled in the kitchen.
Yuri smiled when he saw she was pleased with what he had cooked. He leaned over his plate and shoveled a bite in, then washed it down with a loud slurp of wine.
“I’ve got a guy. Hell of a guy. I hope you never have to visit him, but if you do, know that he’s the best in the business. Honestly, he should be working in a proper hospital, but we both know where the real money is. So yeah, I’m healing nicely, as expected.”
Delila nodded, pretending to be interested in what he was saying. She knew all about Masaru.
“There are some things you’ll have to learn,” he said around a mouthful of food. “You’ll have to compartmentalize your mind; keep the killing in one place and the rest of your life in another. When you study your target you’ll have to learn to see them as just that; a target. Don’t humanize them, or you’ll find yourself unable to pull the trigger. It’s just a job, and you’re doing a task. Treat it like that, and you’ll be just fine.”
Delila hated to admit that he actually gave good advice, but he did. “Thanks,” she said. “What happens if I let it get to me?” Perhaps she could get him to let something slip about his murders. That wasn’t her goal for the night; she just needed to catch him in a vulnerable state. But if she could learn more, all the better.
“Oh, it’ll chew you up and spit you out,” Yuri said, once again around a mouthful of food. Did the man have any manners? He washed it down with a loud gulp of wine and continued. “Killing people will destroy you inside if you let it.”
“And what if the opposite happens?” Delila asked, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “What if I like killing? I’ve done it before, you know.”
Yuri’s grin showed pieces of tomato stuck between his teeth. He leaned toward her and lowered his voice to match hers. “There’s something about taking a life that’s powerful, amazing, almost magical. To feel a life slip away in your hands…. Nothing can compare to that kind of power.”
“It’s addictive,” Delila agreed.
“I’m a little surprised to hear that from you, to be honest,” Yuri said as he straightened up. “You have to be careful, or it can take hold of you. Killing can become like any other addiction. Junkies need their next hit of heroin or rocket, and some killers need to end a life.”
“How have you managed to keep it from consuming you? You must be very strong, mentally?” Delila said as she reached across the table for the peppercorn grinder. It allowed her to subtly thrust her chest toward him. As she drew her arm back, she caught him staring hungrily at her breasts. She gave him a wink and put more effort into twisting the peppercorn grinder than necessary, nearly bouncing her chest out of her dress. She wished she were grinding the pepper straight into his eyes instead.
“You are something else, you know that?” His eyes finally met hers. “I can think of some things I’d like to teach you.” His twisted grin left nothing to the imagination, except maybe dental hygiene. 
“Let’s finish our food and clean up, then we’ll get to that,” Delila said with a sultry smile. “Can’t expect a girl to exert herself on an empty stomach.” Ugh, she hated herself for saying that line. 
At least Yuri was eating it up. She caught a glance of his crotch and saw that he was, indeed, excited. Waves of nausea crashed into her.
He gathered their plates and walked back into the kitchen. After turning on the hot water, he began methodically scrubbing them.
“I’ll take care of the dishes if you want to get yourself ready,” he said over his shoulder.
Delila swallowed heavily. She had been working to seduce Yuri every second she had spent around him, but knowing that he actually wanted her made her want to vomit.
“I’ll help clean the bar,” Delila said in the sweetest tone she could manage. She grabbed their glasses and set them next to the sink, where Yuri was making short work of the dirty plates and silverware. 
Delila placed her hand on his thick upper arm and gave him a slow smile before walking back to the bar. 
She couldn’t do this any longer. She had to kill him. 
Her eyes went back to the large chef’s knife she had seen earlier. The long, slender blade would slide easily between his ribs. He’d be drowning in his own blood in a matter of seconds.
“This should be the last of it,” Delila said as she reached for the cutting board and knife. Her fingers closed around the ebony handle and she almost shivered with anticipation. Goosebumps covered her arms, and her heart pounded in her chest. Her vision focused, narrowed, as her grip tightened on the knife handle until one of her knuckles cracked.
“Just bring that here and I’ll wash it up, eh? Thanks, doll,” Yuri said, briefly turning to look her up and down before returning to the dishes.
“Of course,” Delila said sweetly.
Her grip on the knife was white-knuckled as she approached him from behind. Her gaze went to Yuri’s broad back and she focused on the spot where she would drive the knife in. Right into the bastard’s heart. 
She visualized herself pushing the knife into him as he washed the last remaining plate. She stepped closer. This was it. Slice his heart in half. Sever his spinal cord. Cut him wide open and let him bleed out on the floor.
Delila silently moved behind Yuri and drew her arm back. This was a move she had practiced hundreds of times under Zeke’s watchful eye. She leaned her body forward as she thrust with the knife, putting her entire body weight into the blow, ensuring the blade would sink in all the way to the handle.
Too late, she noticed the backsplash was chromed. Reflective. Yuri had been watching her the entire time.
The knife passed through nothing but air as Yuri jerked to the side. Thick fingers clamped down around Delila’s wrist, and Yuri twisted, easily wrenching the knife from her grasp. The big man moved like hairy lightning and struck her in the face, sending her to the tile floor with a bloodied lip.
“Oh, you bitch,” Yuri spat as he threw the knife into the sink. “I knew something was up with you.” His booted foot took Delila hard in the stomach, knocking the wind out of her.
Delila coughed and gasped for air as she rolled on the kitchen floor and scrambled to gain control of the situation. Her face burned where he had struck her; she tongued a tooth, wondering if it had been knocked loose.
“You…killed Nicole, you bastard!” Delila shouted when she was able to talk again.
“Who the fuck is Nicole?” Yuri shrugged and addressed her casually. “You have to understand, Delila, I’ve killed a lot of people. I don’t remember their names, nor do I care to.”
“Two days ago,” Delila said after spitting a mouthful of blood onto the tile floor. “Behind Jensen’s Diner.” Although she still felt dizzy, she managed to push herself up to her hands and knees.
“You fucking bitch,” Yuri said with quiet anger as he knelt in front of her. “You’re the one that shot me.”
Delila lashed out at him—Zeke always remarked on how quick she was—and he jerked his head to the side, dodging her fist easily. 
Yuri’s face twisted into a rage as he hit her again, knocking her back to the floor like a rag doll. Delila struggled to rise, but she felt like she had just been hit by a train. Two images of Yuri stood over her, and by the time they merged into one, he already had his hands on her.
He grabbed her wrists and pinned her to the floor tiles. Delila screamed and fought against him with every ounce of her strength, but her efforts were useless. It felt like fighting against iron bars. She tried bringing her knee up between his legs, but he anticipated that, too. Her knee struck him in the back of the thigh, and he laughed at her pathetic attempt.
“I’m going to stick a knife in your brain and snap the blade off,” Delila shouted. She wasn’t out of the fight yet. She was going to find a way out of this.
“Is that so?” Yuri smirked. He flipped her over onto her stomach and forced her arms behind her back, then bound them with heavy tape. 
Delila screamed again, hoping one of the neighbors would hear, but knowing that they wouldn’t. She was rewarded with a punch to the side of the head that nearly knocked her unconscious.
Yuri roughly flipped her over onto her back and straddled her. He grabbed her by the hair and yanked her head off the floor, then wrapped three layers of tape around her head, covering her mouth.
“I’m gonna have a lot of fun with you,” he said as he tossed the roll of tape onto the floor. “I’m going to make you beg for death.” He leaned down until his nose was nearly touching hers. “Begging won’t stop the torture.”
Delila met his gaze and glared at him as if the force of her hatred alone could kill him. SHe wasn’t out of the fight yet; there was still something she could do. At this point, even just refusing to scream would be a victory against him.
“Time to go to sleep,” he said as he drew his fist back. He struck her in the face and all went dark.
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The cool evening air in the park made Zeke grateful for the light jacket he usually wore. Only a few other people walked on the paved pathways this late at night; most people typically preferred to jog and walk their dogs while the sun was still up. It was still early for Zeke. 
Delila had left the apartment a few minutes before Zeke to meet up with Yuri. Once again, Zeke found himself pacing while worrying about her. At least this time it was in a park, not his living room.
Zeke looked around the park and stretched his arms over his head. It was more out of habit than anything else; only his left arm was still flesh and bone and capable of being stretched.
A man with long, greasy hair stumbled down the path in the opposite direction, strung out and muttering to himself. He reeked of piss.
A graffiti-covered bench was nearby, so Zeke strode toward it.
The park was one of the few places to see actual grass in the heart of the city and not just holograms or synthturf or those horrible plastic trees that were so common downtown. The city had poured money into the few remaining parks to preserve them, but contractors were always pressing to have them developed. Zeke took a deep breath of the cool night air and felt grateful this park still remained.
Tinge had requested to meet him here, and Zeke found himself appreciating his choice. Witnesses, cameras, the occasional dog. He couldn’t even remember the last time he had been to a park. Well, six months ago he was in a shootout in Nevada, but that didn’t count.
The past year and a half had been quite busy for him. Since connecting Davis and Switch, Zeke had enjoyed a steady stream of well-paying runs. He had finally broken into the organ delivery business, which had proven to be incredibly lucrative, and had been to no less than six countries. 
When the aristocracy wanted new organs or limbs, they liked to have them personally delivered—and were willing to pay a premium for it.
Of course, if they had any enemies, someone would try to intervene if they caught wind of the delivery.
Another benefit of his new connection was that Zeke was finally able to get ammo for his.60 SKM pistol, whereas previously he had been stuck paying a fortune for custom-made rounds.
Everyone has a price, as the saying went. Zeke had not only found his price, but had gotten over the initial feeling of sickness at what he did. Money was money, he reminded himself, and he had a lot of it now.
Part of him still hoped to use all that money to take Amelie and Delila and leave this business, although they both enjoyed what they did. Delila was especially good, but Zeke had noticed a dark turn in her personality that seemed to be growing. One could only see so much death before it affected them.
A drone buzzed through the air nearby, and Zeke watched it curiously. After a moment, he realized it was approaching him.
“What the hell is this?” he muttered.
While a small drone wasn’t much of a threat, he found his hand creeping beneath his jacket out of instinct. His fingers closed around the thick grip of his pistol and he eased it in its holster, ready to draw in an instant.
The drone dashed toward him, and Zeke stood and drew his gun. Firing off a round in a park wouldn’t work, but he could still use the pistol as a club and disable the drone if he was fast enough.
The drone reached Zeke and hovered in place. A red light blinked as it scanned him.
“Not today, asshole,” Zeke said as he raised his pistol. One good hit with the heavy weapon would easily shatter the small drone.
“Zeke?” The man’s voice came from the drone.
“Who’s asking?” Zeke demanded, still poised to strike.
“It’s Tinge. What are you doing?”
Zeke grumbled and shoved his pistol back in its holster. He mentally chided himself for being so jumpy, then moved back to the park bench and sat. The drone followed.
“Nothing. I wasn’t sure who you were,” Zeke said.
“Hold on,” said Tinge. Lights beamed from beneath the drone and formed into a full-color hologram of the young man.
Tinge was a short man with a slight build. He was barefoot and wore checkered pajamas. His skin was implausibly pale and contrasted sharply with his short, dark hair. He adjusted his thin-rimmed glasses with a finger and smiled.
“Thanks for showing up, Zeke. As I said, I’m Tinge. Good to meet you.”
“Yeah, you too. Is this some sort of safety precaution?” Zeke asked, gesturing. “With the drone and all?”
Tinge’s hologram sat down on the grass and crossed its legs. “Yes, but not what you’re thinking. Unlike you, I’m not worried about someone attacking me in a park. I’m allergic to sunlight.”
“I didn’t…. That’s possible? Sorry, that’s probably a stupid question. It’s nighttime, though, so you should be okay out here.”
“I imagine most people aren’t familiar with solar urticaria, considering how rare it is. I have a particularly bad case, so I’ve found the best solution is to just avoid the sun altogether. Also, I’m just used to living my life this way, so I rarely go out, even at night. Hence, the hologram.” His image sat there calmly, adjusting its feet.
“Well, if it helps any, this is a night job.” Zeke wasn’t sure what else to say.
“Most of them are,” he replied with a shrug.
“True, although I guess you’d be indoors anyways, so it doesn’t really matter. I guess these kinds of jobs go well with your, uh, disorder.” Zeke felt awkward every time he referenced his disease so he quickly changed the subject. “So, how do you know Sydney?”
“She’s my cousin. I took an interest in computers at a young age since I had to spend all my time indoors. Sydney took me in under her wing and taught me everything I know.’
“Well, isn’t that something,” Zeke said. “If you’re taking over for her, you’ll have some big shoes to fill. Sydney’s the best hacker I’ve ever known.”
Tinge smiled proudly at the compliment. “Yeah. I really couldn’t have asked for a better teacher. So, what can you tell me about this job?”
“Not as much as I’d like,” Zeke said, shifting position on the bench and placing his right arm along the back of the bench. “There’s some uncertainty with this one. Pay is considerable though, as this job is coming from high up.”
“Should I ask who?” Tinge raised an eyebrow.
Zeke shook his head and looked down at his right arm. “You don’t want to stick your nose into this guy’s business. Trust me on this one. I’ll handle the final delivery, but we’ll need your help acquiring the asset. Specifically, with hotel security.”
“What are we stealing?” Tinge’s voice held a touch of excitement.
“That’s the thing. We don’t precisely know. All I know is that Preston Kerensky, the top engineer from JinShil Corp, is coming to the Luckhaven Tech Expo in a few days. He’s supposed to unveil some incredible new technology, something revolutionary, and we have no idea what it is. He’ll be arriving at the Ruby Blossom Hotel soon.”
“Fancy. Not many runners see jobs that require a dress code,” Tinge said with a smile. “That kind of place tends to have tight security. I’ll certainly have my work cut out for me.”
“Well, once you get access to everything, I’ll be breaking into Preston’s room and stealing the tech. Preferably with as little drama as possible. I’ll need you to gain access to his personal comms as well so we know where he is at all times.”
“This all sounds rather easy. What’s the catch?”
“No catch, we just don’t know exactly what we’ll end up walking away with,” Zeke said.
“And I suppose another problem is that if he’s the head engineer at JinShil, he’s already a target for corporate hackers. He’ll be on guard the whole time.” From Tinge’s tone, he didn’t seem particularly concerned.
“Exactly,” Zeke said with a slow nod. “Even with all that taken into consideration, I feel like we can finish this job without pulling a trigger, which would be a nice change.
“Who else is on the team?” Tinge asked.
“Two more. Kedric, our muscle, will be downstairs keeping an eye on the target. If anything were to go wrong, he’ll be my backup. Delila will be in the next building with a sniper rifle.”
“Sniper?” Tinge laughed. “You just said you think this can be done without pulling a trigger.”
“I certainly hope it can,” Zeke said. “It’ll be a lot easier if I don't have to ditch the cops afterward.” I like to be prepared, though. A sniper can be a lifesaver if things get hairy.”
“How often do your jobs get hairy?”
Zeke thought back on his career and tried to keep his face impassive. “Ah, you know. I try to be careful.”
“I’m sure,” Tinge said dryly. “Send me all the information you have regarding Preston. I’ll have full access to his comms as well as admin access on the hotel network by the time we start.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” Zeke said. He pulled his holophone out and gestured above it. “I’m sending you my contact info so we can stay in touch.
“I already have it, don’t worry. Once I get into their systems, I’ll shoot you a call and pass on any relevant information.” Tinge’s hologram stood and adjusted his pajamas.
Zeke bid Tinge farewell and walked away. He couldn’t stop the grin that spread onto his face, nor did he want to. There were few things more satisfying than a job that went well, except maybe an extremely high-paying job that went well.
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The ceiling light seemed to stab like a knife directly into Delila’s brain as she slowly opened her eyes. She was lying on her side in a bathtub with her wrists and ankles bound behind her back. Tape covered her mouth and pulled her hair every time she moved her head. Throbbing pain made every action a chore; the entire left side of her face felt like one solid bruise, and the rest wasn’t in much better shape. Her neck clicked as she slowly twisted her head to look over her shoulder. 
Layer after layer of tape held her wrists and ankles. Clearly, she thought, Yuri was keeping her tied up until he could more appropriately deal with her. He was probably waiting for a good opportunity to sneak her body out of the building without anyone seeing. That, or he was waiting until he had the chance to torture her first.
Either way, Delila’s time was extremely limited.
Panic rose in her gut. One of the most important things in a crisis situation was to stay calm and collected. Zeke reminded her of that all the time. Her body would be pumping out adrenaline, which could sharpen her focus as well as give her tunnel vision and lead to panic. 
She wasn’t going to die. Not tonight.
Her thoughts went back to Zeke and how he tried to be prepared for everything.  Of course, a person could never be fully prepared for every situation out there, but a few things helped. A good knife was hard to beat, and Zeke made sure Delila had at least one on her at all times.
In her current outfit, hiding a knife was tough. Fortunately, Amelie had a perfect solution, and had given it to Delila as a present.
With painful slowness, Delila curled her legs back, drawing her heels behind her. Her left knee ached and throbbed; Yuri hadn’t been gentle when depositing her in the bathtub. Finally, her fingertips brushed the heels of her boots. 
She dug her fingernails into the heel of her right boot. As she straightened her legs out again, a small knife slid out of the bootheel. It wasn’t much, but the blade was razor sharp.
Delile awkwardly flipped the knife over in her fingers and worked the blade against the tape that bound her wrists. The knife was sharp enough to cut through it easily, but the angle she had to hold it at made leverage nearly impossible. An eternity seemed to pass as she sawed her way through the layers of tape.
As soon as she cut through one side of the tape, she peeled her wrists out, wincing as the tape pulled on her skin. She worked her hands for a few seconds to get blood flowing, then bent down and sliced through the tape around her ankles. 
Time was critical, but she allowed herself one deep breath before moving to her face. Tape had been wrapped all the way around her head. She cut through the tape next to her jaw, then started peeling the edge. Once she had enough to get a grip on, she yanked it from her face, gasping quietly. There wasn’t time to remove the rest, so she cut it off and left the remainder stuck in her hair.
She looked around the bathroom for anything she could use as a weapon, or at least anything that would be better than the tiny knife she held. Yuri’s bathroom was sparse and only contained basic toiletries, so she found nothing. She certainly wasn’t going to beat him with a toothbrush. 
The sound of footsteps outside the door made her freeze.
“Delila, I hope you’re awake,” Yuri’s voice called out from the other side of the door. The sickening pleasantness of his tone was in stark contrast with the threats he spewed out. “We’re going to have a lot of fun in a few minutes. I’m just gathering my tools, love.”
“Shit,” Delila whispered. Yuri was going to enter the room any minute.
“I’m going to kill you the same way I killed your friend,” Yuri called out, still walking around his apartment by the sound of it. Eliciting fear from his victims was clearly a rush for him. It worked; her hands shook from fear, anger, and disgust.
“I held her mouth shut while I pushed a knife into her lungs. She wanted to scream so badly, but I wouldn’t let her. I’m going to do the same to you, Delila. I hope you’re as excited as I am.” He could have been talking about the weather for the cheerful tone he used.
Delila ground her teeth together. Memories of the night she found Nicole flashed through her mind and threatened to overwhelm her. She could never forget the look on Nicole’s face. The wild-eyed terror and streaks in her mascara, her misshapen mouth and broken jaw. Her throat, crushed and mottled. Nicole had died a truly horrible death. Determination flooded her. Delila was going to make sure Yuri’s death was just as bad.
As quietly as possible, Delila stepped out of the bathtub and searched for a spot where she could ambush this son of a bitch. Yuri’s bathroom was high on minimalist style and lower on perches, so she decided to make her way up to the sink; that would at least give her a clear shot to the door. 
Carefully, she stepped onto the toilet seat and then onto the vanity. With her tiny knife clutched in her left hand, Delila crouched and readied herself. She took several deep, calming breaths. Her heart raced.
“Hey, Yuri! I’m ready for you. What’s taking you so long, little man?” Delila called out.
“What the—” Footsteps raced toward the door.
Delila drew her arm back.
The bathroom door flew open and Yuri stepped in, his face contorted with a mixture of rage and confusion. As soon as he came into view, Delila thrust her arm forward, that familiar attack that Zeke had made her do over and over.
The tiny knife sank directly into Yuri’s eye. He screamed and clutched at his face as Delila slid off the vanity. He swung one of his ham-sized fists, but she managed to dodge it. She responded with a hard kick to his groin. A second kick at his knee bent it backward. As he fell forward to the floor, Delila landed another kick directly in his face.
Fighting fair is a great way to lose. Make a man’s knee bend the wrong way and he’s done for. She mentally thanked Kedric for those boxing lessons.
Delila leaped over Yuri and landed in the living room, narrowly dodging his attempt to grab her ankle. Her body and face still ached something fierce, but she was up and fighting, which was more than Yuri could say.
She rushed into the kitchen, looking for his knife block. As Yuri shouted threats and struggled to right himself behind her, Delila snatched the chef’s knife from the block. Dark thoughts welled up in her mind, and she welcomed them.
Yuri had forced his leg back into place and pulled himself to his knees in the doorway. He hunched over, working with his hands to find purchase on the slippery knife handle sticking out of his eye. His face was a mask of rage, and he spewed vile obscenities as he yanked her knife from his eye, spraying blood onto the carpet. His massive hands flexed as if preparing for her neck as he followed her with his good eye. Even from his knees, he looked dangerous.
Delila walked with the knife held in front of her. She focused on Yuri, watching his movements and looking for an opening. On his knees he would be much easier to overpower, but she still had to remember that his reach was much longer than hers and his grip stronger. If he got ahold of her, it was all over.
“Oh, you bitch,” Yuri spat. “I’m gonna fuck you with a knife and decorate my walls with your insides.” He clutched the door jamb with one hand for support while holding Delila’s knife in the other, ready to lash out and attack. Blood streamed down his face from his ruined eye, soaking into his shirt and dripping onto the carpet.
When people talk during a fight, they get distracted. If you can keep them talking and make them mad, they’ll start making mistakes, Zeke’s voice said in her mind.
“I’ll be you can’t even get it up without the thought of hurting someone,” Delila said in a calm voice, watching closely as he tried to lunge with the small knife. “That’s why you do this, isn’t it? You can’t get off otherwise, you poor, pathetic little man.”
“I’ll show you who’s pathetic, you stupid whore!” Yuri roared. He swung his arm again. His anger seemed to grow with every word Delila spoke. Instead of steady attacks, he was lashing out wildly. Perfect.
“Does hurting people make you feel strong?” Delila asked. “Does it help you forget that you’re a coward? Did mommy not love you enough?”
Delila had selected her position very carefully; only a few inches beyond his reach. When Yuri lashed out again, she swung the heavy knife in the opposite direction and carved a deep gash along the inside of his forearm.
Yuri screamed in frustration as his knife fell from limp fingers. He hurled curses at her as he realized his hand didn’t work correctly any longer.
Delila stood there for a moment with her eyes locked on Yuri’s. The hatred between them was so hot it should have set the room on fire. Yuri straightened, still clutching the doorframe with his good hand, refusing to look weak in front of someone he clearly considered his inferior.
“So what are—”
“How many women have you murdered?” Delila demanded. “How many lives have you ended like this?”
Yuri threw back his head and laughed. The smile on his face was cruel and spoke volumes. “I lost count years ago.” His demeanor changed as he spoke about it. It was clear he loved killing. He was proud of it. He gripped the door frame tightly and cleared his throat, eager to elaborate. “Easily a hundred. They always made it so easy, you know. Does that upset you, little gi—”
When a knife was razor sharp, it didn’t take much strength to do a lot of damage. While Delila was nowhere near as strong as Yuri, she was as fast as a striking viper. 
She lunged forward with the knife and drove it into his remaining eye, then moved back just in time to dodge his attempt to grab her.
Yuri clutched his ruined face with his good hand and roared like a wild animal. He shouted vile curses and threats that would have made Delila sick if she hadn’t already seen his handiwork in person. He swung his arms blindly, trying to get his fingers on her.
“Look at you. Too weak to defend yourself from a woman,” Delila said as she stood in front of him. Yuri immediately swung his fist toward the sound of her voice, hoping to catch her. 
Delila silently moved to the side and studied his body for a moment, watching as he blindly lashed out in front of him. She raised her knife. There should be a tendon right about…there.
She brought the knife down along the inside of his elbow and sliced deeply into his flesh. Yuri hollered and tried to clutch at his bleeding arm with his ruined hand. His howls of frustration rose to a crescendo as he realized he couldn’t flex his arm any longer.
Delila rammed the knife into his side, driving the point of the blade between his ribs and into his lung. Yuri’s shriek was cut off as Delila struck him in the back of the head, knocking him face-first onto the floor.
She saw he had landed near her small knife and picked it up. She wiped it clean on the carpet and slid it back into place.
Yuri lay there on his face, struggling to roll over, growling curses between gasps for breath. Delila calmly walked back into the kitchen and stood before the knife block, planning her next move. There were so many options available, and each knife gave her a different idea. Finally, she selected a cleaver and walked back into the living room.
Yuri was still face down on the carpet, slowly pulling himself forward with his one working arm and leg. Blood poured from his wounds and made a crimson smear on the carpet as he struggled to crawl. His wheezing breaths were a sign that his lung was filling with blood. Good.
“So, what am I going to do with you now?” Delila asked. 
Let him think he might survive.
Let him feel hope, then crush it.
She walked slowly to his side and watched him coldly, knife in one hand, cleaver in the other. Outwardly, she was calm, but inside she was a raging storm.
“P-please, Delila. I know I fucked up. I know I’ve hurt a lot of people. Just call the police right now and I’ll confess to everything. I’ll spend the rest of my life in prison.” His voice alternated between anger and sobs of frustration. With a grunt of effort, he flopped himself onto his back. His breath wheezed a few more times, then he went limp as all the fight left him.
“I’m sorry, Delila,” he said. It was clear the words were difficult for him to say, both emotionally and physically. “I’m sorry. Don’t do this, kid. You’re not a killer.”
Delila stood there silently and listened to him rattle off a number of reasons why she shouldn’t finish it. She wasn’t a killer at heart, killing a person would destroy the humanity inside her, the police would find her, and so forth for several minutes. Her fingers tightened around the handle of the cleaver as he continued. She ignored him, focusing only on how she still wanted to make him feel. 
She quietly made her way to the front door, where she opened it and shut it loudly. After that she walked back to him, her boots silent on the blood-stained carpet.
“Delila? Delila! Where are—fuck, that bitch left me here to die.” Yuri struggled to move, pushing with his elbows and his one good leg, shoving himself slowly toward the kitchen. He spat blood and began planning between gasps, as if to will himself forward. “Get the phone,” he grunted and spat again. “Get the phone. Get Masaru.” Grunt, gasp. “The girl will die.” A pause and a wavering, primal sound eked out of him. “Going to fuck her, fuck her, knife in the shoulder, knife in the stomach, knife in the—" A pause, a moan. This man was evil to his core, the likes of which most people couldn’t even imagine.
Delila took one silent step closer to him and brought the cleaver down with all of her might. The heavy blade easily chopped through the flesh of his manhood and embedded itself into the bone of his pelvis. The howls of pain torn from Yuri’s throat brought Delila no pleasure, surprising even herself. As much as she wanted this son of a bitch to die a painful death, torture made her feel ill. 
“Fuck!” Yuri shouted, pushing at the cleaver with his useless arms. The cleaver remained embedded, and his efforts only served to send jolts of deep, electric pain through his skin, his muscles, and his bones. He stopped and finally laid his head back and cried loudly.
“I guess you’re not going to fuck anyone now, Yuri,” Delila said in a voice as cold as a winter storm. With a hardened gaze, she watched him bleed out. This was the man that had murdered her friend. This was the man that had murdered countless others. He was a stain on an already filthy city and did not deserve to live. It was time to finish this.
“Honestly,” Yuri said, struggling to produce the words between exhausted sobs, “I didn’t think you had what it—” 
His words were cut off as Delila stomped her heel down on his throat. He gasped and struggled to breathe through a ruined windpipe. 
Delila dropped down, using her entire body weight to ram the knife through his eye socket and into his brain. His body twitched and convulsed, and she bent the knife to the side, snapping the blade off at the handle.
“A tortured body sends a message,” she muttered, her voice practically dripping with hatred. “Indeed, it does.”
Her face grew dark as she watched Yuri’s death throes with an unblinking stare. After that, she went over to the couch, sat down, and wept.
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Zeke watched the city lights from his balcony. He was worried sick about Delila. Again. Lately it seemed that was his default mode. 
He tried to remind himself that she was her own woman and made her own decisions, but when she came up with an asinine idea like having dinner with a hardened killer, it was tough. Delila was more than capable of taking care of herself—Kedric had taught her how to throw a punch, and she had a right hook like a hammer—but Zeke still found himself wishing he had been firmer with her on this. Of course, then he remembered her promise: that no one would keep her from revenge. Not even Zeke.
But then, he found himself thinking about how he would have reacted in the same situation. If he had found the person that murdered one of his friends, he would have killed that son of a bitch without any hesitation or second thought. Who was he to tell her she couldn’t have her revenge?
Delila had made Zeke promise not to call her tonight. She didn’t want her plans to be interrupted by a beeping holophone, and Zeke didn’t want to risk blowing her cover. She had even turned her phone off, just to make sure he couldn’t call her.
With every minute that passed, his thoughts threatened to turn darker, ever darker. The bleakness of his imagination conjured up a breaking news story where Delila’s mutilated body was found and the police suspected the Luckhaven Butcher. Zeke forced his mind to turn a corner and drive away.
He pulled out his holophone and dialed Kedric. The old runner was the one man who could keep him calm. At first, Zeke thought he wasn’t going to answer. His thumb moved to end the call, and Kedric finally picked up.
“Zeke, how are you, my boy?” A hologram of Kedric washed its hands above Zeke’s holophone.
“Ah, I’m stressed out and I need to keep my mind from cannibalizing itself. You?”
Kedric chuckled. “Yeah, I know how you get in your thoughts. I’m just finishing up some work on the truck. What’s troubling you?”
“It’s Delila,” Zeke began.
“Again?” Kedric laughed. “I can’t remember the last time I saw a man worry about his woman so much.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Zeke muttered.
“What’s she up to now?”
Zeke breathed a heavy sigh. “She found the guy that murdered her friend.”
Kedric’s cheerful expression vanished, and in its place was a hardened mask that would send most people running from fear. “Where is he?” From Kedric’s tone, there was no question as to what he would do if he found the man.
“He’s…in his condo. Cooking dinner for Delila.”
“What?” Kedric asked after a bloated pause.
Zeke barked a laugh. “Yeah, I know. I know. She’s flirting with the guy so she can get close to him, then she’s going to kill him.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Kedric threw his hands in the air. “Why the fuck would you let her do something like that?”
“You think I control her?” Zeke asked irritably. “Trust me, both Amelie and I tried to convince her this was a bad idea, but you know how stubborn she is. If I had tried to keep her from this, she would have done it anyway and probably gotten herself killed in the process. At least I was able to help her prepare for this.”
“I can’t fucking believe this,” Kedric said, shaking his head. “Zeke—look, son, I get what you’re saying, and I know how she is, but goddamn.” He sighed loudly. “What can we do to help her?”
“Nothing,” Zeke said. “She turned off her holophone so I couldn’t interrupt her or blow her cover.”
“Fuck.”
“That’s what I said. And she purposely didn’t give me his address, so I can’t go help her even if I wanted to.” Zeke muttered several curses under his breath. 
Kedric abruptly laughed. “Yeah, that sounds like the Delila I know. I know it’s not easy right now, but let’s focus on the positives. She’s strong, she’s smart, and she’s whip-quick. Don’t stress yourself out until you have an actual reason. Now, Delila is gonna be home soon, and I expect you to call me and tell me how it went.”
Zeke sighed. “I hope you’re right.”
“Go make yourself a bite to eat.” Kedric liked to solve problems with food when nothing else worked.
“Alright, Pops. I’ll let you know how she is when she gets home.” Zeke ended the call and frowned at the floor for a while. 
Finally, he walked to the kitchen, brooding the whole time. He had some leftovers in the fridge, courtesy of Amelie. A minute in the microwave and they would be ready. 
He tried not to let his thoughts run too dark, but it was hard to stay positive about this when—
As if summoned by the thought of her, the front door lock beeped. The door swung open, and Delila stood there for a moment before slowly entering the apartment. 
Zeke almost tripped as he scrambled toward her. 
“Del, are you okay? I’ve been worried sick about….” Zeke stopped talking as he got a better look at her.
The left side of her face was swollen and in the process of turning vivid shades of purple. Raw skin surrounded her mouth, and her cheeks were similarly irritated. Her eyes were puffy and red, as if she had been crying, and trails of mascara lay beneath them. Layers of silver tape were stuck in her hair. Her hands were clean, but her dress was covered in blood splatters.
“Del, are you okay?” Zeke repeated, more gently this time. He wanted to rush forward to comfort her, but he knew to be cautious. She could be prickly at times, and he didn’t know her current mental state. His mind raced with ghastly possibilities until he reminded himself that she was alive, which meant that Yuri definitely wasn’t.
Delila looked at him with haunted eyes and limped across the living room. Zeke hurried to the door and closed it behind her. He turned back and went to the couch, grabbing a blanket. 
She walked into the kitchen and turned on the hot water, then began washing her hands. She rubbed the spots on her dress, looking nauseous, and finally tore it off and cast it to the floor. 
Unsure of what else to do, Zeke waited with the blanket in his grasp as Delila rummaged around in a cabinet until she found a QuickHeal autosyringe. She stuck it in her thigh and slowly walked back to the living room and went to the couch. Her wrists were red and bruised, as if she had been tied up.
Delila stopped next to the couch, and Zeke approached her. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around him and he dropped the blanket and held her tightly. He expected her to sob on her shoulder, but she didn’t.
Finally, Delila released him and sat on the couch. Zeke sat next to her and handed her the blanket, his mind filled with concern for her. They both sat in silence for some time, Zeke not wanting to push her in case she wasn’t ready to talk. He was all ears.
After a few minutes, Delila finally spoke. “It’s done. He’s dead.” She said it in a voice as flat as a board.
“Yuri?” Zeke kept his voice gentle.
Delila nodded. “He killed Nicole and who knows how many other women. He said at least a hundred. And now he’s dead, and can’t hurt anyone else again.”
Zeke just sat there and listened. He reached out and took her hand in his.
“I stabbed him in the eye and kicked his knee the wrong way,” Delila suddenly blurted out, a touch of heat in her voice. Her cheeks flushed. “Then I cut out his other eye and sliced the tendons in his arms so he couldn’t fight back. I slid a knife between his ribs so he would drown in his own blood. Then I chopped his cock off.”
Zeke’s eyes widened at hearing such words come from Delila. She was a tough woman, but not particularly violent. Even when pushed to use her gun in self-defense, she didn’t enjoy shooting anyone. She was a gentle soul that had been thrust into a hard world. Zeke had a feeling she would be a different person after this.
He reached forward and gently placed his hand on Delila’s shoulder. She flinched when he touched her, but relaxed after a few seconds. 
The look she gave him seemed to come from a different person; the haunted green eyes he stared into didn’t belong to the Delila he knew. The woman looking at him was cold and hard, like frozen iron. 
She looked down at Zeke’s hand on her shoulder and some of her tension seemed to melt away. After a deep sigh, she leaned back on the couch.
“If you ever need to talk about—” Zeke began.
“No,” Delila said firmly. “It’s done. I just need sleep, and I’ll be okay.”
Zeke nodded. “Let me at least get you some ice for your face.” He went into the kitchen and filled a small bag with ice cubes, stealing glances at her the entire time.
She continued staring straight ahead, unmoving. He brought the bag of ice to her and she accepted it with a murmured word of thanks. The QuickHeal would have her like new in no time, but at the moment her face was a swollen mess.
“When does Amelie get back?” Delila asked.
“Four or five days,” Zeke answered. “Unfortunately, that means you have to deal with me until then.” He grinned at her.
Delila stared at him, unblinking. “I love you, Zeke.” She leaned forward and kissed him softly, just a gentle brushing of the lips. 
“I love you too, Del,” he said in return. “I’m glad you’re okay. If anything had happened to you, I would have torn this entire city apart until I found you.”
She smiled. “I know.”
Zeke grabbed her hand again. “I wanted to show you my plans for our job coming up. I think I have everything worked out, but I’d like your eyes on it as well. You may catch something that I missed.” 
That should help distract her so she could sleep. Their big job was rapidly approaching, so Zeke needed her well rested and ready to go. Plus, he wanted her mind to heal after what she had just been through.
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Zeke strolled confidently across the marble floor tiles of the Ruby Blossom Hotel’s lobby, the heels of his dress shoes reverberating throughout the expansive room. The fit of his suit was impeccable and concealed the pistol beneath his left arm perfectly, which was no easy task given its size. 
Kedric was dressed similarly, though he was in dark gray pinstripes compared to Zeke’s unrelieved black. They walked in with their heads high, blending in with the wealthy clientele of the Ruby Blossom Hotel.
“Okay, let’s do another comms check just to be safe,” Zeke said quietly. He touched a fingertip to the earpiece he wore and adjusted the volume slightly. “Four times isn’t enough, after all,” he added with a chuckle.
“Coming through just fine. Now stop stressing,” Kedric said.
“Everything is clear on my end,” replied Delila.
“Sounds good here,” said Tinge.
“Alright, let’s get this done and get out of here,” Zeke said. “Thanks to Tinge, this should be a simple in-and-out job.”
“Oh, is that what you call it?” Delila asked with a chuckle.
“Heh. Set myself up for that one I guess.” Zeke was glad to see her sense of humor returning. “We just have to keep a close eye on Preston Kerensky.”
“I’ll take care of that,” Kedric said quietly as he broke off to the left and walked toward the hotel’s restaurant. He casually glanced inside before stepping to the side of the entrance, then pulled out his holophone and swiped and tapped on it. A sizable crowd was inside the restaurant, enjoying a late dinner.
“Let us know when you see Preston,” Zeke said.
“Yeah, I see him,” Kedric said after a few seconds. “He’s sitting at a table with one other guy. Big son of a bitch, too.”
“You think that’ll be a problem?”
Kedric paused for a moment before answering. “I’ve fought bigger and won. Shouldn’t be an issue if it comes down to that.”
“Okay, I’m at the elevators now,” Zeke said as he pressed the elevator call button. “How are we on security?”
“Couldn’t be better,” Tinge replied. “I have all the security cameras you’ll encounter on a twenty-minute loop. Even if they notice something is up, it’ll take some time.”
“Sounds good. Getting on the elevator now.” The doors opened and Zeke politely stepped aside, smiling at a couple exiting, then stepped into the elevator.
“Elevators tend to act as a sort of Faraday cage, so as long as you’re in there, your signal will be weak,” Tinge informed them. “Be careful—” His voice faded to faint static after the doors closed.
Zeke pushed the button for the ninety-seventh floor, then took a step back and gathered his thoughts. The elevator shot upward as Zeke pulled open his jacket and triple-checked everything. 
Gun, check. 
Knife, check. 
Extra mags, check.
Tinge said he had access to both the hotel security and to Preston Kerensky’s devices. Kedric would maintain visual contact on Preston, while Delila was on a nearby roof with a sniper rifle where she could get a clear view of the balcony, possibly even the windows. They were as ready as could be.
The elevator chimed as it reached its destination, and Zeke took a deep breath. Time to get started. The doors opened, and he stepped into the hallway, his shoes silent on the carpet.
“Alright, around the corner and at the end of the hallways you’ll find room nine-seven-three-two,” Tinge said.
“One thing I’ve noticed,” Zeke said quietly as he strolled down the hallway, “is that jobs like this tend to be incredibly easy with the right crew.”
“Just don’t get overconfident,” Kedric warned. “We’re not done yet.”
“No worries there. I’ll fall back into my usual pessimism in a few minutes. I just wish my last big job had been this easy.”
“Ugh, don’t get me started,” Delila grumbled, and Zeke realized he had spoken that last thought out loud.
“Just be careful, son,” Kedric said, his tone jovial but touched with a bit of seriousness.
“Yeah honey, no dying on me,” Delila added.
“You guys are like a dysfunctional family, you know that?” Tinge muttered.
“You don’t know the half of it,” Zeke said as he rounded a corner. “They don’t even buy me birthday presents.”
At the end of the hallway stood a large man posted in front of Kerensky’s door.
“Looks like we’ve got some company. There’s a guard outside his door.”
“Are you—” Delila started to ask.
“I’m fine, I’m fine. Tinge, you got the door?”
“Yep. Just let me know when you’re there, and I’ll unlock it for you.”
“Perfect.” Zeke continued strolling down the hallway and plastered a cheerful grin on his face as he approached. The guard was a tall, broad-shouldered Asian man with a face that meant business. He was dressed simply, in all black, and stood like a statue in front of the door with his hands clasped at his waist.
“Hey there,” Zeke said with a wave as he stepped in front of the guard. “Preston told me he was staying here and I wanted to say hi real quick. It’s a bit of a surprise. We’re old frat brothers.”
“Is that the best you could come up with?” Delila asked in his ear.
“Leave the message with me,” the guard said, looking down at Zeke. “I’ll give it to Mr. Kerensky later.”
“Yeah, sure thing,” Zeke said, digging into his pants pocket with a frown. “Hold on,” he said, rifling through an outer pocket in his jacket. “I have a business card somewhere.”
The guard rolled his eyes when he realized Zeke was just wasting his time. “Okay, how about you get the fu—”
The element of surprise decided that fight almost before it began. Zeke lashed out with a quick left jab that put the man off balance, then followed it up with a savage right hook that knocked the back of the guard’s head into the door. Immediately after, Zeke grabbed the man by his collar and slammed his face against the door jamb. The guard went limp and crumbled to the floor like a wet piece of paper.
“Sounds like you still got it,” Kedric said.
“There are times I’m grateful for my cybernetic arm,” Zeke replied. “I’m sure this guy won’t be too grateful when he’s eating through a straw for the next month. Tinge, I’m ready for the door.”
“Done,” he said, and a small green light flashed on the door lock.
Zeke pushed the door open and listened closely. After hearing nothing, he stuck his head inside and scanned the room. With no visible threats, he grabbed the unconscious guard’s collar and dragged him into the room. Fortunately, the tacky carpet—hotels always seemed to have tacky carpet—would hide bloodstains.
“Why do these guys always have to weigh so much,” Zeke muttered. He dropped the body and turned back to the room, then nearly jumped out of his own skin when he saw a tall man standing in the room.
“What is it, Zeke?” Delila asked.
Zeke’s pistol was out in a flash, but it took him a moment to realize the man wasn’t moving.
“I think…. I think it's a synth. A damn big one, though.” The synth didn’t react as Zeke stepped closer. “It must be powered down for maintenance; I don’t see any movement. Damn thing scared the hell out of me.
He took a step closer and poked the synth in the ribs with his pistol. It was a tall man, taller than Zeke by a head, with broad shoulders and a wide jaw. Its face looked to be permanently set in a brooding expression. Both eyes and hair were dark, the latter being closely cropped. It was dressed plainly in black pants and a matching shirt. 
“I guess someone wanted to make a synth look extra…gritty,” Zeke said to himself.
“Huh?” Delila asked.
“The synth in here—someone designed it differently than any others I’ve seen in the past. It’s a big son of a bitch, and mean-looking.”
Zeke turned back to the unconscious guard and pursed his lips in thought for a moment, then shoved his pistol back into its holster. He yanked back the duvet on the bed closest to him, then pulled the sheet off. After pulling his knife from its sheath, he began cutting the sheet into several long strips.
“What the hell are you doing?” Tinge asked. “What is that noise?”
“I’m just making sure this guard doesn’t wake up in a few minutes and cause more trouble,” Zeke said as he firmly bound the man’s wrists and ankles. Another strip went around his head as a gag.
“Are you killing him?” Tinge sounded worried.
“No, just tying him up.
“You need to hurry, Zeke. We have a limited amount of time. Remember, that security camera loop was only twenty minutes. We’re down six.”
“I know, Tinge, don’t worry.” Zeke stood and looked around the room. There wasn’t so much as a trace of anything in the room other than the synth and a small suitcase. After a few fruitless minutes spent searching the case, Zeke turned back to consider the syth. That had to be the advanced tech he was supposed to steal—unless there were microchips hidden in Preston Kerensky’s underwear.
“What did they build you for?” Zeke asked the synth as he studied it. It towered over Zeke, a hulking brute that clearly wasn’t designed to be someone’s secretary or nurse. Being a pleasure synth still wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities, but Zeke had an inkling that the size of this monster was to hide new hardware and capabilities. It clearly had been designed to look…intimidating. “I think the synth is what I’m supposed to steal, guys.”
“Zeke, I’ve lost sight of Kerensky,” Kedric said. “Move, you bastards,” he added under his breath. “Trying to get a better view now. There’s a crowd in the way, and they aren’t wanting to move.”
“I’ve lost his signal, Zeke,” Tinge said a moment later, his voice strained with worry. “That could mean he’s in the elevator. It’s time to leave, Zeke. Grab the synth and go.”
“I’ll try carrying him,” Zeke said. He certainly wasn’t weak by anyone’s standards, but he had his doubts that he could carry this synth out of a hotel room without drawing attention. “Good thing I’ve been working out.” 
He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around the synth’s waist, took a deep breath, and heaved. 
The synth didn’t budge.
“Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Zeke said. “What the fuck is this thing made of?”
“Okay, finally got myself in a better position and I can—Zeke, Kerensky is no longer in the restaurant. You need to get the fuck out of there,” Kedric said. “That, or hide and take Kerensky by surprise.”
“Shit, I’m getting a signal again,” Tinge said. “Zeke, he’s coming straight toward you.”
Zeke frantically looked around the room for a place to hide and finally decided on the closet. He felt like a character in a poorly written move—a character that would probably die soon. But the slatted doors would give him a faint view of the room, and Preston hadn’t used the closet yet, so he didn’t anticipate it opening. He could use it to get a jump on Kerensky and his other bodyguard.
Shit, the bodyguard!
Zeke reached down and grabbed the man by the ankles, then dragged him into the bathroom. He then turned and ran across the room, and as soon as his hand closed on the closet door handle the front door slammed open.
“Well, hello there. I was wondering when you were going to try this.” Kerensky calmly walked through the doorway with a large bodyguard behind him. Kerensky touched a finger behind his ear, and Zeke heard a faint rustling behind him. He turned to see the massive synth walking toward him.
“I’ve been looking forward to this,” Kerensky said with a grin. He turned to the synth and his grin deepened. “Go ahead, Adam.”
The synth displayed his teeth in a hideous, twisted facsimile of a smile. Tinge’s voice wailed in Zeke’s ear. His scream came to a crescendo, then went completely silent.
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Time seemed to freeze. 
Delila and Kedric called out for Tinge, but there was no reply. He was gone. 
Zeke’s eyes followed Kerensky, who slowly walked across the room, a cruel smile spreading on his face. The very second Zeke thought about drawing his pistol, Kerensky pulled out his own and aimed it at Zeke’s chest.
“I’m on my way,” Kedric said. He sounded like he was running.
“Zeke, what the hell is going on over there?” Delila demanded. “I can’t see inside because of those fucking curtains.”
“Keep your hands where I can see them,” Kerensky said to Zeke. “Adam, grab his gun.”
Zeke glared at the synth as he reached inside Zeke’s jacket and withdrew the pistol. Adam crossed the room and handed Kerensky the pistol, then turned back to Zeke and crossed his arms.
“I’m sure your little hacker friend is impressed with his first taste of what Adam can do,” Kerensky said, still with that smug grin on his face.
“What the fuck did you do?” Zeke demanded with his hands raised. He kept his eyes on Kerensky’s pistol.
“Ah, shit,” Kedric groaned. “I’m sorry, guys.”
“What is it, Kedric?” Delila asked. It was clear from her tone that she hated being powerless in this situation.
“Some hackers use neural implants,” Adam explained as if talking to a simpleton. “While it gives them several advantages, it also makes them vulnerable to certain types of attacks. I fried his central nervous system,” he said flatly. “As hard as I hit him, I wouldn’t be surprised if his body caught fire.”
“You son of a bitch,” Zeke growled. How was he supposed to explain to Sydney that her cousin was dead? Murdered. On a job he took with Zeke?
Kerensky turned Zeke’s pistol over in his hand and examined it closely. His eyebrows raised when he saw the letters “CG” stamped on the underside of the magazine. He chuckled at that, and when he looked back up at Zeke, his grin faded into scorn.
“Carmenta Group. I should have known they would send someone to steal my work. Xander Kinnear has always been a jealous bastard that wants his fingers in everything.” Kerensky touched a finger behind his ear. “Perfect. Bring him in as well.”
“What is happening down there?” Delila asked, her voice trembling.
The hotel door opened and Kedric walked in, hands raised. His face was all thunderclouds and he looked like he wanted to fight someone. Another man entered behind him, his gun pointed at Kedric’s back.
“I’m sorry, Zeke,” Kedric said as he stepped into the room. “This bastard was waiting for me. I think they knew we were here.”
“Of course, I knew,” Kerensky sneered. “People try to steal JinShil technology all the time. You,” Kerensky said to the man pointing a gun at Kedric. “Wait outside the door, just in case any others decide to show up.” He turned to face Zeke. “Do you really think a group of amateurs like yourselves would succeed where so many others have failed? Don’t you think, with technology like this,” Kerensky said, indicating the massive synth, “we would be well prepared?”
“I’ve dealt with my share of synths before,” Zeke said. “They’re not so hard to—”
“That is where you are grossly mistaken,” Kerensky interjected with a look of pure disdain. “This is not some run-of-the-mill synth like the rest. I’m sure you’ve dealt with your share of pleasure synths—”
“Guilty as charged,” Zeke said with a shrug.
“—and maybe you’ve seen some working in the service industry, but this…. This!” He took a step toward Adam and looked up at him with reverence. “This is revolutionary. Never before has a technology so advanced been revealed. Tomorrow morning at the Luckhaven Tech Expo, we will shake the very pillars of the world when we reveal Adam and his capabilities.”
“So, what? You gave it a better processor and some subdermal armor and think you changed the world?” Zeke asked angrily.
The engineer laughed. “Come now, think bigger than that. Adam here does not have any traditional processors, he has a brain.” Preston’s eyes flashed. “He learns. He thinks. He is self-aware. He is only limited by the humans that designed him, and he’s quickly learning to outgrow those limitations.” Kerensky turned to the synth. “Check out our new friend, will you? It’s time to deal with these scumbags.”
“Can someone please tell me what’s going on?” Delila asked again.
“Sorry, Del, it’s kinda hard to explain,” Zeke replied.
Adam walked over to Kedric, who ground his teeth and glared at the large synth. While Kedric’s hands were still raised, Adam reached out and dug through Kedric’s pockets. He came up empty-handed, of course. Kedric wasn’t dumb enough to carry identification while blatantly breaking the law.
“No wallet, I’m guessing?” Adam said.
Kedric responded by spitting in his face. “Fuck you,” he said in defiance.
Adam ignored the insult as well as the glob of spit running down his cheek. Instead, he grabbed Kedric’s head, using his fingers to pull the man’s eyelid open. Kedric was a strong man, but Adam ignored his struggles as if he were a child’s doll. Adam’s eye glowed red as he scanned Kedric’s retina. Then, he released him and took a step back. Kedric cursed the entire time.
“Kedric Johnson,” Adam said in his deep voice.
“Well, Kedric Johnson, it’s good to meet you,” Kerensky said. “Adam, I want you to remember that name. Locate his family and kill them. All of them, or as many as you can before tomorrow morning.”
Kedric lunged towards Kerensky with a shout, but Adam quickly put himself between them. He struck Kedric in the chest with the heel of his hand and sent the man flying into the wall as if Kedric were nearly weightless.
“Maybe now you’ll understand that I am not a man to be fucked with,” Kerensky grated. “You,” he said to the guard still standing in the foyer. “Get this other guy out of the way. Let him watch.”
The guard moved toward Zeke, his gun leveled at Zeke’s chest. “Step over that way,” he said, jerking his head in the direction of the far wall.
“Zeke please tell me what’s going on,” Delila pleaded.
“Stay calm, Del. Everything’s going to be okay,” Zeke said, although his mind shouted otherwise. The guard smirked. Zeke kept his hands up and slowly stepped back toward the wall. “You’re not going to get away with this,” he said to Kerensky.
“Incorrect,” the engineer snapped. “When you’re as wealthy and well-connected as I am, you can get away with nearly anything. Besides, the police will be glad to see a couple less runners mucking up their streets.” He looked at Adam and jerked his head toward the balcony. “Go ahead, Adam.”
Kedric raised his fists as the massive synth stepped closer. He feinted with a left jab, then put his entire bodyweight into a kick at Adam’s knee. Instinctively, Kedric reached up and grabbed the synth’s shirt and heaved backward. That combination of moves would cripple anyone, synth or human, but they didn’t affect Adam at all. He reached out, shockingly fast for such a large synth, and grabbed Kedric’s collar. 
“Get off him, you son of a bitch!” Zeke shouted as he tried to rush the guard in front of him. The guard raised his pistol, but Zeke grabbed his arm and forced it down, grappling furiously with him. Even with his cybernetic arm, he found himself quickly overpowered by the brutish man who struck him in face and threw him unceremoniously to the floor. 
The big man kneeled on Zeke’s back, pinning him to the floor, and pressed the barrel of his pistol against the back of Zeke’s head, forcing his face towards the fight between Kedric and the synth.
“I think you’ll enjoy watching this,” the guard growled.
“Zeke, is there anything I can do? Please, anything!” Delila begged in his ear. He hated that Delila was hearing this. She had suffered so much lately; any more and Zeke feared for her sanity.
“Come on, fucker,” Kedric said as he writhed in Adam’s vice-like grip. He struck Adam in the face with the heel of his hand like a jackhammer, again and again, but the big synth ignored it. He grabbed Adam’s head and twisted, veins standing out on his neck from the effort, but Adam ignored that as well. 
Kedric fought and squirmed in Adam’s grip but was unable to dodge a hard punch to the face. The way Kedric’s head snapped back, Zeke feared his neck had been broken.
Kedric spat a mouthful of blood into Adam’s face, right in his eyes. Adam responded by throwing Kedric into the wall. The back of Kedric’s head struck hard enough to break the drywall, and he crumpled to the floor. He tried to push himself up but seemed to have trouble focusing. He blinked several times, trying to fix his gaze on Adam as the synth stepped closer.
“Leave him alone!” Zeke shouted. The guard on his back leaned onto Zeke, and laughed as Zeke wheezed. 
Kedric fumbled at his pants leg and unsheathed a small knife. As Adam stepped closer, Kedric pushed himself heavily to his feet.
Zeke had seen Kedric fight before, and the man was incredibly fierce, like a wild animal trapped in a corner. He moved slowly, now, and shook his head as if to clear his vision. 
Adam reached down and grabbed Kedric’s collar, then lifted him easily with a single arm. The second Kedric could reach Adam, he lashed out, stabbing his knife into Adam’s torso, neck, and face over and over. 
Even from his vantage point on the carpet, Zeke could see that the knife wasn’t penetrating. It barely sank into the skin, as if something beneath stopped it.
Adam ignored the knife attacks and drew his free hand back, balled his hand into a fist, and rammed it into Kedric’s stomach hard enough to drive the breath from the man’s lungs. Kedric heaved and blood streamed from his mouth, but he was too disoriented to do more than struggle weakly against the huge synth.
Zeke struggled against the knee that pressed him into the carpet, but couldn’t move from beneath the man. He twisted his head and tried to look up at the bastard that was pinning him down. 
“I’m gonna take my knife and open you from your crotch to your neck, mother fu—”
Zeke’s threat was cut off as the man leaned forward, putting all his weight on his knee and driving the breath out of Zeke’s lungs. Zeke fought to breathe, and stars danced in his vision as he strained against the big man. He managed to turn his head back, then watched in horror as the giant synth continued carrying Kedric across the room.
Adam drew his fist back and once again punched Kedric in the stomach, this time causing the man to spew blood-tinged vomit down his shirt. The synth made it look almost casual as he tightened his grip and slammed Kedric against the wall.
Kedric pushed and clawed at the synth, trying to pry his fingers open or get a finger into Adam’s eyes, but he may as well have been fighting against stone for all the good it did.
“Sanghoon Park wanted to see a demonstration of Adam’s capabilities,” Kerensky said with a chuckle. “I wish he could be here now. He’d have a ball watching my creation kill this scumbag.”
“Please, tell me how I can help,” Delila said in his ear. She wept openly now after hearing what had happened over the past few minutes.
“I’m going to hunt you down and kill you all,” Zeke managed to say, although his words were muffled by the carpet.
Upon hearing this, Adam slowly turned his head and calmly met Zeke’s stare. Without looking away, he brought his knee up, then slammed Kedric’s face against it.
Kedric let out a gurgling scream as a mixture of blood and broken teeth poured down his face. He refused to give up, and kept striking Adam in the face, but the blows did nothing. Absolutely nothing.
Zeke’s eyes welled up as he watched the closest thing he’d ever had to a father get beaten to death in front of him. Kedric had always been such a rock of certainty, unwavering in his strength of personality. He had overcome countless odds in his life through sheer grit and determination, and had done his best to teach Zeke his never-quit mentality. He had raised a scared street urchin and turned him into a man.
And now, he was dying.
Adam turned back to Kedric, who hung limply from his hand. He shook Kedric roughly, laughing at the sound the dying man made. 
“Don’t fall asleep on me, Kedric. I have something I’d like you to see,” Adam said as he pulled the sliding glass door open.
“Delila,” Zeke choked out. “Balcony.”
With his head forced to one side, Zeke watched helplessly as the synth dragged Kedric behind him to the balcony. A horrible sinking feeling pervaded Zeke’s gut. He knew what was about to happen, but was powerless to stop it.
“What is he doing? Is that Kedric?” Delila said over their comms. “Oh, on. Please, no.” Zeke heard a few mechanical sounds through his earpiece, and then a gunshot rang out, echoing through the night between the skyscrapers. 
The synth twitched but didn’t slow its movements. It grabbed Kedric with both hands and began lifting him. The synth’s head rocked to one side as another shot rang out, but it still didn’t stop. 
“Zeke, it’s not working. I just shot it twice and…nothing.” Delila’s voice was filled with panic and horror. She, too, knew what was about to happen. “Zeke, you’ve got to do something!”
The synth lifted Kedric over his head.
“Put him down, you son of a bitch!” Zeke grunted against the carpet. “I’ll cut your fucking eyes out! I’ll—” Zeke’s words were cut off as the man pinning him down struck him in the side of the head with the pistol and laughed. 
“Get him, Adam!” the man pinning Zeke cheered.
Another gunshot rang out, and the synth’s head jerked to the side again. This time, Adam grunted and shook his head, standing in place with Kedric overhead.
From Zeke’s viewpoint, he couldn’t make much out, but there seemed to be something about Adam’s face that bothered him. Maybe one of Delila’s bullets finally did some damage.
“I found a weakness, but now he’s holding Kedric in the way so I can’t shoot him there again,” Delila said. “Dammit!” she shouted at the top of her lungs.
“NOOO!” Zeke screamed as Adam threw Kedric’s body over the edge of the railing. Zeke caught the look on Kedric’s face—one final moment of wide-eyed recognition before he was thrown to his death.
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For a few seconds, Zeke couldn’t feel the knee crushing him against the floor. He couldn’t feel the carpet scraping at his cheek. All he could see was Kedric’s face, barely conscious yet suddenly aware of what was happening as he was thrown over the balcony. 
“Zeke.” Kedric’s voice was weak in Zeke’s earpiece. “My boy….”
Kedric’s faint voice was drowned out by the sound of air rushing by him as he fell.
It was a long way to fall. Zeke hoped he at least was able to find some inner peace before he died, but he knew the sad reality was that Kedric had died in fear and pain.
Everything around him came crashing in, and he snapped back to the here and now. He heard Delila screaming and crying in his ear, he heard Preston Kerensky and his goon laughing, and he heard his own voice shouting curses of disbelief.
His father—or, the closest thing he ever had to a father—was dead. Kedric never stood a chance against that monstrous synth. He deserved a better death than being thrown away like a piece of trash. The overwhelming urge to vomit welled up inside Zeke, but he somehow kept it down.
“Come back here, Adam,” Kerensky calmly instructed. “Go ahead and power down. I need to repair you before the expo, and you still need some time to hunt down that man’s family. Brian here can take care of the rest.”
“You bet I can,” grunted the man pinning Zeke to the ground.
Adam calmly held Zeke’s gaze as he walked over to stand in front of Kerensky. Delila’s aim had been spot-on. Adam’s left eye was a deformed mess, and the synthetic skin around it had taken a beating as well. Kedric’s knife attacks had cut Adam’s face in a dozen places, although all were shallow, and a bit of shiny metal was visible on his forehead where one of Delila’s bullets had struck.
Although he was just a robot, there was something in the look he gave Zeke. Something that dared him to react. Zeke wanted to tear the synth apart and destroy every molecule of his existence. Somehow, he would find a way to avenge Kedric.
There was no outward sign that Adam had powered down, but Preston began poking and prodding at the gunshot wounds in the synthetic skin with small tools while Adam stood there, unmoving. Preston retrieved a small bag from his suitcase, from which he withdrew repair materials.
“I’m going to paint the wall with your fucking brains,” Zeke grated. Brian laughed and punched him in the side of the face in response.
Kerensky turned and looked at Zeke with an odd expression, as if he had already forgotten he was there. He looked around the hotel room for a moment, then back at Brian.
“Just throw him over as well,” Kerensky said, and continued working on the synth.
“There’s a sniper outside,” Brian responded.
Kerensky threw his hands up. “Well, figure something out. What the fuck do I pay you for?” Brian reached under Zeke’s left arm and pulled. Zeke had the choice of either getting his shoulder dislocated or clambering to his feet. Not the hardest choice.
“You ready to say goodbye?” Brian asked with a chuckle, as if he had just told a fantastic joke. When Zeke was standing, Brian raised his pistol and aimed it at Zeke’s head.
“No guns,” Preston said turning around with irritation. “For fuck’s sake, we’re in a hotel room. Can’t you use a knife or something, you fucking moron?”
Brian glared at his boss for a moment, then turned his gaze back to Zeke. “Looks like I get to do this the fun way.” He tossed his pistol on the bed and pulled a knife from his belt.
Zeke grinned like a madman as rage overcame him. Knife fights were second nature to him, and in his current mood, he didn’t even care if he took a blade to the gut in the process. All that mattered was killing these bastards.
He lashed out, striking like a bolt of lightning. His left hand slapped at Brian’s wrist, just a distraction, and his right arm lunged forward. His extended fingers crunched into Brian’s throat, sending the man into a choking fit. Zeke snatched the knife from his hand, then rammed one of his metal fingers through the big man’s eye socket, straight into his brain.
“I wish I had done that earlier,” Zeke muttered.
“Zeke, are you okay?” Delila asked. Her tears had mostly stopped by now.
“Can’t talk, Del,” Zeke said.
Preston’s head snapped around at the sound of Zeke’s voice. Alarmed, he scrambled to where he had set his pistol on the nightstand as Zeke drew his arm back. Just as Preston raised his gun, Zeke’s knife struck him in the chest and sank in to the hilt with enough force to knock the man back a meter. 
Kerensky looked down wide-eyed at the knife handle sticking out of his chest, and his pistol fell from his suddenly limp hand. He collapsed on the floor, whimpering softly and writhing in his final moments. The unmistakable sound of Preston’s bowels emptying made Zeke wince.
“I wish there was a hell so I could send you there,” Zeke said.
Nothing could ever bring Kedric back, but killing Preston Kerensky was a small step toward justice. A very small step. Zeke hurried to where Kerensky had set his pistol and snatched it up, holstered it, then grabbed Brian’s pistol as well.
Kerensky rolled on the floor, clutching at the knife jutting from his chest. After a wheezing breath, he touched behind his ear. Adam straightened up and looked down at Preston, then at Zeke.
“Kill him,” Kerensky said, his voice weak. “Kill his entire family. Find out who hired him, and kill them as well. Make them all suffer. Kill everyone.” The last words were but a whisper.
“Oh, shit,” Zeke said, stepping back. This job just went from bad to worse.
“What’s wrong, Zeke?” Delila asked, her voice thick with tears.
“Oh, shit,” Zeke said again. Adam focused his hard gaze on Zeke and took a step forward. Zeke’s mind raced as he tried to think of a way out, but he couldn’t see any options. He backed another step toward the balcony.
“You know, Zeke, I’m still pretty new,” Adam said in a chillingly conversational tone. “There’s still a lot I have to learn, but I do so through experience. I’m looking forward to what you can teach me, Zeke.”
“Who is that?” Delila demanded. “Zeke, get out of there!”
“You’re going to teach me about fear,” Adam continued, still slowly approaching Zeke. “You see, I don’t feel fear, so I don’t understand it very well. Humans do, however. Who is that you’ve been talking to?” 
Delila’s sniffling suddenly went dead silent in Zeke’s ear.
Adam’s lips twitched into a cruel smile. “I’m going to pull parts of her body off while you watch. I want to know what will make your fear response the strongest.”
“You are one sick fuck,” Zeke said, still walking backwards. Feelings of imminent death and acrophobia battled for prominence as he backed onto the balcony. There was no way out. No way but down.
Adam took another step toward him. Zeke turned around and grabbed the railing.
“Zeke—fuck, what are you doing? I’ll shoot him when he gets onto the balcony—”
“Hey, Del. If I die, you can have my car,” Zeke said with a grin. He looked over his shoulder and saw Adam standing only a step from the doorway. He was out of time.
“You’re not going to die, Zeke,” Delila sobbed. “We’re going to get through this. Just—NOOO!”
Zeke hoisted himself over the railing and jumped.
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Zeke opened his eyes and stared down past his feet, watching the flashing lights of police cars as they pulled up to the hotel ninety-four floors below him. At this distance, he couldn’t make out much of anything, but he imagined there was a panic on the sidewalk over Kedric’s body, or at least the remains of it. Considering how far his body fell, Zeke doubted there was much left. 
“I’m okay, Del,” Zeke said quietly. Delila’s frantic cries finally eased.
“Fucking hell, Zeke,” Delila said between sobs. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack? Where are you?”
“Yeah, and I think I’ll be deaf for a week with all that screaming you’re doing,” Zeke said with a chuckle. “Look down.”
There was a brief pause as Delila found him. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me. Zeke, please be careful. I can’t handle any more of this. I’m serious.”
Pain wracked Zeke’s body, but there was so much adrenaline in his veins that he barely felt it. When his right hand had clamped down on the railing and stopped his fall, he had slammed into the side of the balcony. His entire side was going to be a mass of bruises after this. 
Had he used his left arm, it would have surely dislocated. That wasn’t possible with his cybernetic arm, but the joining where the metal limb connected to his body hurt like a son of a bitch.
Zeke looked up at the railing and saw that it had crumpled under the force of his grip. He winced and reached up, grabbing onto the railing with his other hand as well. After pulling himself up, he rolled over the balcony and lay there on his back for a few seconds, waiting for the pain in his body to fade.
“Wait, Adam is on the balcony.” Delila loaded another round, but cursed a moment later. “He took one look and went back inside the room. He knows I’m out here waiting for him.”
“Hey, Del,” Zeke started.
“Yeah?” Her voice still sounded loud and breathless.
“Sorry you aren’t getting my car.”
Delila laughed.
“Really though, have I ever told you how much I hate heights?”
“You actually haven’t,” Delila said.
“Well, now you know.” Zeke sat up. “We need to be very careful, Del. That synth is going to be coming after us. You heard what Preston ordered him to do; to kill me, my family, and whoever hired me. Do you see anything going on up there?”
“Hold on, I think I see him moving,” Delila said. She muttered under her breath as she scanned back up to the floor Zeke had fallen from, then she suddenly gasped.
“Zeke!” she called out.
Zeke turned just in time to see a large shape fall past the balcony. There was the horrible screech of tortured metal, and Zeke leaped to his feet to see what was happening.
“Zeke, he’s right below you!” Delila wailed.
Zeke looked over the edge of the balcony and saw Adam hanging onto the railing of the balcony below. He had stolen Zeke’s idea, the unoriginal bastard.
The synth’s weight was too much for the railing, which had twisted into scrap when he caught himself on it. As Adam pulled himself up, the metal tore free. He fell to the balcony below that one, where he once again grabbed onto the railing. This time, it seemed to hold his weight.
“Zeke, get the hell out of there,” Delila said. A shot rang out, immediately followed by cursing. “How can he just ignore these bullets?”
“You need to get ready to go, Delila,” Zeke said. “Pack up. The cops will already be swarming your building after all those gunshots.
Adam shifted his hands along the railing until he was at the side of the balcony, completely unbothered by the distance below. When his shoulder brushed the concrete exterior of the hotel, he stopped. 
Zeke’s eyes widened as he watched the synth release the railing with one hand. The fingers on that hand somehow reshaped themselves into thick claws. With great force, Adam drove his fingers into the wall. They sank several centimeters into the concrete as if it were made of soft wood.
“Please tell me you’re seeing this,” Zeke said, watching in horror as Adam released his grip on the railing and hung by his fingers in the wall. The synth raised his other hand, and his fingertips reshaped in the same manner. Once again, Adam thrust his fingers into the concrete, where they sank in deeply. He pulled himself up, released one hand, and punched his claws into the concrete above his head.
“Zeke, please get the fuck out of there,” Delila said quietly. At least she wasn’t screaming this time.
“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Zeke said as he hurried to the sliding glass door. He gave it a tug, but it was locked.
“I already did,” Delila said.
Zeke grunted as he slammed his fist into the glass, easily shattering it. A woman screamed as he stepped into the room, causing Zeke to cover his ears.
“Sorry!” Zeke shouted as he ran through the room. “What is with all the screaming tonight?”
The woman hurriedly covered her naked form with a sheet as Zeke ran by. A man was in bed next to her, looking somewhere between angry at having their nighttime activities interrupted and confused at how someone wound up on their balcony.
“What was that?” Delila asked.
“Just me interrupting someone’s fun.” Zeke hurriedly threw the door open and raced into the hallways, trying to think of the best escape from this situation. He pressed the elevator button on his way to the stairs. 
Being this high up, neither option was preferable, but he had to do something. He pushed the door to the stairs open and contemplated running down, but quickly realized that was a horrible idea. Besides being exhausting, one misstep and he would be a mess of broken bones, just waiting for the synth to catch up to him.
He hurried back to the four elevator doors lining one side of the hallway. Zeke watched the numbers above each one. It looked like the second elevator was racing toward this floor, but Zeke was out of time. He went to the first elevator and jammed his fingers between the doors. With a bit of effort, he was able to pull them apart. As the doors slowly opened, an alarm sounded, eliciting a round of curses from Zeke.
“So much for staying quiet,” Zeke said as he forced the doors open the rest of the way.
“What are you doing now, Zeke?” Delila asked. She sounded exhausted.
“Something stupid,” he replied. “Hey honey, have I ever told you how much I hate heights?”
“Yeah, I think I’ve heard you mention that before,” she said, her voice nervous.
Zeke stood on the threshold of the elevator opening. Fortunately, this elevator didn’t seem to be in use at the moment, but he still felt his stomach sink as he looked down the long concrete shaft. It seemed to descend to an infinite depth.
“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Zeke grumbled as he stared down the elevator shaft. He ignored a question from Delila and the screams of protests from his own brain, and jumped.
He only fell a few meters before he was able to grab onto the thick steel cables next to the wall. They easily held his weight, and he began lowering himself as quickly as possible, one hand at a time. His grip was strong enough to make it an easy process, but nothing muted the feeling in his gut that a possible four-hundred-meter drop caused.
“Ground floors only from now on, I fucking swear,” he muttered.
“Where are you?” Delila asked. Her voice was filled with static. The signal had trouble penetrating the thick concrete of the elevator shaft.
“You don’t want to know,” Zeke replied.
He briefly considered taking the elevator shaft all the way down, but the moment the elevator cables started moving he would find himself in a mess. After descending two floors successfully, he looked to his side at the elevator door. His heart pounded—truthfully, it hadn’t stopped pounding since Preston had shown up—as he realized what he had to do. 
There was a shallow lip at the front of the elevator door, only as deep as his hand. He was going to have to stand on that while pulling the doors open from inside the elevator shaft. 
As Zeke stretched his hand out toward the elevator door, a sound echoed through the elevator shaft from above. Any feelings of hope were dashed away as he looked up.
Adam stood there, his outstretched arms holding the elevator doors open as he stared down at Zeke. Green eyes met one synthetic brown eye in a mutual frown.
Adam took a casual step into the elevator shaft and dropped like a stone, heading right toward Zeke. 
With no other option, Zeke braced his foot against the wall and pushed off, sending himself flying across the elevator shaft. He dropped a floor and grabbed onto the thick steel cables on the opposite side right as Adam passed through where he had been. 
Zeke’s body slammed against the concrete interior wall, knocking the wind from his lungs, but he maintained his grip.
As soon as Zeke’s grip on the cables was secure, he jammed his right hand beneath his jacket and pulled out his pistol. He thumbed off the safety as he took careful aim. 
Adam had caught himself on the cables a floor beneath Zeke and was quickly climbing, hand over hand.
“Dear eardrums, I am truly sorry,” Zeke said.
“What?” Delila asked.
A deafening cacophony of gunshots echoed down the elevator shaft as Zeke fired his pistol. Five times he pulled the trigger, and five times he struck Adams hands and arms with .60 caliber bullets. Adam’s internal armor prevented him from taking any serious damage, but the impact of fire high-caliber bullets striking his limbs knocked him loose from the cables. He fell four floors before catching himself again.
“Please tell me you’re still alive,” Delila asked.
“Except for my hearing, yeah,” Zeke said as he shoved his pistol back into its holster. The ringing in his ears served as a reminder to avoid doing things like that in the future.
He focused on the backs of the elevator doors to his left and refused to look down. Adam was certainly coming; watching him would only give Zeke less time to get away.
The small ledge behind the doors was only a short distance away. In any other situation, it would be an easy jump.
If he thought about it any longer, fear would dig its hooks into him and drag him down. Placing a foot against the wall, Zeke leaped across the elevator shaft and crashed into the back of the doors. He immediately jammed his fingertips between them and was able to use his grip to keep from falling backward into the elevator shaft.
Sweat ran down his temples and slicked his shirt to his back as he pried the doors apart. The alarm once again sounded, but Zeke ignored it as he stepped through. He glanced back and saw Adam climbing up the cables, his remaining synthetic eye full of murder.
Zeke looked around the hallway, trying to process every possible ingress and egress in a nanosecond. Four elevator doors were to his back, and that fucking synth was crawling up the one immediately behind him. To his right the hallway extended, and there was a door that led to the stairs. A hallway extended to his left as well, with doors on each side. 
A plan blossomed in Zeke’s mind. He rushed toward the nearest door, temporarily muting his earpiece on the way.
“Hotel maintenance,” Zeke called out as he knocked on the door several times. So many things could go wrong with this plan, and any mistake would likely mean his life. 
“Coming,” said a voice from within.
Zeke looked back to his left at the door leading to the stairs. He had realized as soon as Tinge had been killed that the synth must be able to access their comms. It was time to make good use of that.
Zeke sprinted toward the stairwell and pushed the door all the way open. It began closing slowly as soon as he released the handle, just as he expected. He ran back to the hotel room.
Zeke unmuted his earpiece. “I’m taking the stairs, Delila,” he said. He hoped the synth was still listening.
“Why, so you can die of a heart attack before this synth gets to you? Is there any other way you can get away from him?”
Zeke once again muted his earpiece as the door in front of him opened. A heavyset man with graying hair stood squinting at him. A few crumbs decorated his mustache, and he held a half-eaten donut in one hand. 
“Is everything okay? Is something brok—”
Zeke pulled his gun out and pushed his way into the room, ignoring the shocked look on the man’s face. After gently closing the door—all this work would be useless if the synth heard the door slam—he pressed his ear to the door and listened. No noise came from the hallway.
“Look, man, just be calm, okay? I’ll go get my wallet.” The man in the robe dropped his donut and raised his hands.
“I’m not here to hurt you,” Zeke said as he rushed through the man’s hotel room. He turned his earpiece back on as his plot further expanded in his mind.
“What the hell are you doing?” Delila demanded in his ear.
“Del, I need you to stay in the Franklin Tower next door and wait for me. Do you understand?” Delila was on the roof of the Stonebridge, one of the tallest apartment buildings in the city. Franklin Tower was on the opposite side of the Ruby Blossom Hotel.
There was a brief pause before Delila answered. “But Zeke, I’m—”
“Exactly, just stay where you are, on the hundredth floor of the Franklin Tower, and I’ll come get you right away.” He hoped she picked up on what he was trying to do.
“Okay, Zeke,” she said. “I’ll stay here on the hundredth floor.”
The synth was probably too intelligent to fall for the ruse, but Zeke was hoping that since Adam was new, as he put it, he hadn’t learned much about deception yet. Any misdirection at all might work.
Zeke felt like he was hanging from a cliff, and he would grasp at anything. He immediately hated his brain for the analogy, as it reminded him of what he was about to do.
Zeke placed a finger over his lips and fixed the man with a glare that held him in place like glue. When the man nodded, Zeke turned back and pulled open the sliding glass door that led to the balcony.
A cool breeze brushed across his face as he stepped out onto the balcony, offering a brief moment of peace. Zeke walked to the side of the balcony, where he looked over the edge. 
The balcony next to him wasn’t far away, but that wouldn’t benefit him any, being on the same floor. Adam would hopefully be searching the stairs, and when he found nothing, heading to find Delila in the Franklin Tower. At least, that’s what Zeke hoped for.
The balcony below the one next to him was where he fixed his gaze. It wasn’t a far jump, but he knew it was going to hurt. There was no way around it.
After gently closing the sliding glass door, Zeke again made his way to the side of the balcony and drew several deep, calming breaths. His eyes went from the balcony he aimed at, to the street below. He had to close his eyes momentarily at the vertigo that suddenly overtook him.
“I hate it when I get these ideas,” he muttered to himself. He could really go for some of Amelie’s positivity right now.
“Are you okay, Zeke?” Delila’s voice was filled with worry. Poor woman probably wouldn’t sleep for three days after this much stress.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” Zeke said quietly. “It’s just a lot of stairs to climb down.” How he wished for stairs at this moment.
After a few more curses under his breath, he gripped the guardrail on the side of the balcony and hoisted himself up. He gave himself no time for second thoughts; the moment his foot touched the rail, he launched himself into the air. 
Zeke flew through the night with outstretched hands, weightless for a brief terrifying moment. His heart pounded in his chest. Time seemed to slow to a crawl with every centimeter that he fell. The railing came closer. His hands reached out. He was almost there.
He crashed into the guardrail, landing hard on his ribs. His right hand instinctively clamped down, crumpling the guardrail. Ducking his head, he threw himself forward and let his momentum flip him over. He landed on his back on the balcony floor, safe. 
A sharp pain lanced through his chest with every breath. Broken ribs were never fun, but they were preferable to being dead.
Zeke stayed there on his back for a moment, breathing hard. “Taking these stairs might be the dumbest thing I’ve ever done,” he said, hoping his ploy would continue to work. “Don’t worry, Del. I just slipped and fell. At least going down is faster than going up.”
He slowly sat up and stretched, wincing at the pops and cracks his body made. Reaching into his pocket, he grabbed a QuickHeal autosyringe, pulled off the cap, and jammed it into his thigh. The needle dumped healing drugs into his body, along with a healthy dose of painkillers.
There was still the issue of safely leaving the building, but he had an idea.
“I should be out of here soon at this rate,” Zeke said as he looked through the sliding glass window into an empty hotel room. With the lights off, the room was dark. He saw no signs that anyone had been in there recently. “Just passed the thirtieth floor,” he said, breathing hard.
Zeke muted their communications briefly as he punched the door, covering the floor inside with shattered glass. He suddenly found himself wishing the room had been occupied, so he could at least steal a change of clothes. If luck was with him, he would be fine. If luck wasn’t with him…. Well, that just wasn’t an option.
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The elevator doors opened, revealing the ground floor of the Ruby Blossom Hotel. A number of patrons milled about, dressed in outfits that likely cost more than Zeke’s entire wardrobe. Many hovered near the entrance to the hotel, talking amongst themselves and pointing out one of the windows. Red and blue lights flashed through the front windows and reflected off the buildings across the street. 
Zeke stepped out of the elevator and kept a watchful eye on the crowd as he crossed the lobby. His heart nearly stopped as a tall man in black clothing passed in front of him; it took Zeke a second to realize this man was slender of build and heading toward the front desk. There was no sign of Adam anywhere.
“Heading toward the back door,” Zeke said as he walked through the front doors. He didn’t know if the place even had a back door. 
As he walked away, he looked to his left and felt his heart sink. Two police cars had the street blocked off, and an officer knelt next to Kedric’s body. There wasn’t much left—the impact after falling nearly a hundred floors had reduced him to little more than red-colored mush. Kedric had been a good man. He didn’t deserve this.
Zeke swallowed the lump in his throat as he hurried away from the hotel. He had to figure a way out of this mess. Adam was coming; of that, there was no doubt. He wiped his eyes and picked up his pace. 
“Hey, Del,” Zeke said. “I need you to meet me at the place where I bought your last birthday present.”
“Okay, Zeke,” she replied. “When, right away?”
“Yeah, as soon as possible.” Two more police cars sped by, lights on and sirens wailing. A group of officers rushed into the hotel lobby. Zeke pulled out his holophone and sent Delila a message.
Earpiece off for now. He can hear us.
Zeke reached up to turn off his earpiece, but his holophone rang, interrupting him. Seeing it was Switch, he answered instinctively. Switch’s angry face hovered above his phone.
“Zeke, what the fuck is going on? People in Nadir are talking about police comms going crazy. Damnit, when I hired you—”
Zeke hurriedly switched off his earpiece, but he feared it was too late. “Switch, listen to me, and listen closely. That new tech you wanted me to steal? It’s a synth. Some new military prototype or something. It’s huge, armor-plated, and completely unstoppable. It killed Kedric, and now it’s coming for me and everyone I know. You need to get out of there.”
“What?” Switched asked, his voice incredulous. “Kedric is dead?”
“Yes, Switch. Kedric is fucking dead,” Zeke said, pain and anger showing through his voice.
Switch frowned and shook his head, looking unconvinced. “I’m safest here. You need to hurry up and finish this job before Xander gets word of the mess you’re making. I’ll be fine.”
Zeke ended the call and shoved his holophone back into his pocket as he made his way to the parking garage. Switch’s stubbornness was going to get him killed. Being in a building with bodyguards might guarantee safety in normal circumstances, but right now things were far from normal. His bodyguards probably wouldn’t even slow Adam down.
As Zeke pulled out of the parking garage, his mind was fraught with concern for Delila. She hadn’t said anything that would have given away her position, but she was still a target. Adam would be coming for her the second he discovered her location. Zeke had to protect her at all costs while somehow disabling the synth.
This far into the downtown district, the advertisements were much different than Zeke was accustomed to in the seedier parts of Luckhaven. Rail-thin models holding Typhoon purses strutted across advoscreens that took up the entire sides of massive buildings. A hologram of an Aegis MR3 raced through the air, twenty meters above the street. Zeke was used to flashing signs advertising guns, brothels, and booze, not this fancy stuff.
He began to feel more at home when he saw graffiti covering the side of an abandoned building. Upper-class neighborhoods always made him feel a bit tense and out of place; the grit and grime of New Belcott was home.
At this time of night, most people were more concerned with populating nightclubs and bars. Even in New Belcott most people weren’t thinking about purchasing a firearm, at least not legally. 
Grateful that he was able to find parking, Zeke pulled to the curb in front of the darkened windows of a store that was closed for the night. After exiting his car, he opened the frunk and popped a trim panel loose. From there, he removed a thick stack of cash that he kept for emergencies.
“You’d better have something,” Zeke muttered as he stepped onto the sidewalk and looked up. As was common with many stores in this area, someone lived on the second floor above the shop. Zeke pounded his fist on the door until a light came on. He stepped back so he was in clear view as the window creaked open. 
An older man with wispy, graying hair leaned out of the opened window and aimed a shotgun at Zeke.
“What the hell is wrong with…. Zeke?” He blinked several times and squinted. “What the hell is wrong with you, knocking like that? He asked, finishing his original sentence in a different tone after having recognized Zeke.
“Hey, Chuck,” Zeke called out. “I’m real sorry to wake you like this, but I’ve got an emergency. I need you to open shop for a bit.”
“Do you know what time it is?” Chuck demanded.
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. But like I said, this is an emergency.” Zeke pulled the stack of cash from his back pocket and waved it above his head where it was clearly visible.
“Alright, alright,” Chuck grumbled. “Just give me a second.” he pulled his head back inside the room and closed the window.
Zeke stuffed his money back in his pocket and looked around. A woman in high heels stumbled by, smelling like a mixture of vodka and cheap perfume. A small alley was nearby, and sounds of grunting and the slapping of skin on skin came from it. It sounded like a regular night here in New Belcott. He didn’t see any signs of Delila, which worried him.
The door finally rattled as Chuck unlocked it, then pushed it open with perhaps more force than necessary. He was wearing boxers and an old, faded t-shirt and looked nothing like the successful businessman that he was. 
“Alright, come on in,” Chuck grumbled. “What do you need?”
“Something more powerful than this,” Delila said from behind Zeke’s shoulder.
“Jesus, Del,” Zeke said once his heart rate had fallen to below two hundred. “Are you okay?” He reached out and embraced her tightly, never wanting to let her go.
“No,” she replied, hugging him back with a single arm. In her other arm she held a gun case. “But hopefully we can make things better soon. Here,” she said to Chuck and she handed him the gun case. Chuck took the case and went inside his shop, with Zeke and Delila following.
“Lock the door behind you,” Chuck called out over his shoulder. “Then tell me what the hell is going on.”
“Sure thing,” Zeke said, turning the deadbolt. He walked to the counter where Chuck had placed the gun case. “We need some real firepower, Chuck. Something that’ll penetrate armor.”
Chuck raised the case’s lid and examined the rifle for a moment. He was clearly familiar with the rifle and how powerful the cartridge was; he was the one that had sold it to Zeke a few months ago.
“This won’t do the job?” Chuck asked, scratching his head.
“Nah,” Zeke replied.
“It barely put a dent in him,” Delila added.
Chuck looked at Zeke for a moment. “How about that piece of field artillery you call a pistol?”
Zeke shrugged. “The heavy bullet makes it a little more effective, but still not enough. We need something designed to penetrate.”
Chuck shook his head. “Impressive. So, what are we talking here? What do you need? Something explosive? Depleted uranium rounds maybe, or tungsten?”
Zeke shook his head. “Nah, gotta take collateral damage into account. I’m not trying to level a building. I’m just trying to punch through some serious armor.” Zeke thought for a moment. “Wait. What about those plasma rifles we helped you get? They’ll shoot through armor.”
Chuck shook his head emphatically. “No way in hell am I letting you or anyone else touch those. You knew what I went through to get them and how much I paid for them. I’m keeping these brand-new until I sell them.”
“Yeah, and I also remember that you wouldn’t have any of them if it weren’t for me,” Zeke said wryly. “Come on, Chuck. This is a life-or-death situation. I don’t know how else to phrase it.” Zeke hoped he wouldn’t have to resort to begging, but he was prepared to if necessary.
“Zeke, I don’t think you understand how expensive these are,” Chuck explained. “I can’t just loan them out on a whim.” His face wrinkled as he frowned. “What kind of vehicle are you trying to shoot?”
“I get that,” Zeke said, leaning forward on the counter. “But this is my life we’re talking about. I’ve got this crazy synth coming after me—”
“A synth?” Chuck asked, breaking into laughter. “All this for a synth?”
“Yeah, a synth,” Zeke said, ignoring the other man’s laughter. “Only it’s some kind of new military prototype or something. He’s armored to the teeth. Bullets don’t do anything to him. He’s trying to kill me and everyone I know. He’s already killed our hacker, and Kedric tonight.”
Zeke’s chest hurt as he thought about Kedric being thrown from the balcony. He heard Delila sigh loudly, looked over, and saw her wipe one of her eyes.
Chuck removed his hat at the mention of Kedric’s death. “You sure know how to make enemies, Zeke,” he said quietly. “First, Horangi. Now…whatever this is.”
“Yeah, don’t remind me. Look, I just need it for a day, then I’ll bring it back. You have my word. If I break it, I’ll buy it.”
“Zeke, I trust that you’ll take care of this and keep your word, but to be blunt, you can’t afford to buy this. Each of these rifles is worth as much as a house, and not a small one.”
“Please, Chuck. We really need your help,” Delila pleaded.
Chuck looked over at Delila’s big green eyes and pursed his lips. “Oh, don’t go begging, now,” he muttered.
Zeke reached into his back pocket and slapped a thick stack of cash onto the glass counter. “That’s the best I can do for now. We’ll say I’m renting it for a day. Add this to your retirement funds. Come on, Chuck, you’ve got to help me.”
Chuck looked down at the stack of money and sighed. “Let it never be said that Chuck Stapleton refuses to help his friends.” He pushed the stack of money back to Zeke. “I can give you two days.”
“Thanks, Chuck,” Zeke said. “This means a lot. I imagine over the next few hours you’ll hear on the news just how important this was.”
“You’re a good man, Chuck,” Delila said with a grateful smile.
“No, I’m not,” Chuck said as he walked to the back of the shop. “I’m a criminal, just like the lot of you.” He pulled open a door and disappeared for a few minutes.
“Do you think we’re going to be okay, Zeke?” Delila asked quietly.
“Man, I sure fucking hope—” Zeke turned and looked at Delila, at the woman he had grown to love so dearly over the last year. 
“Yes,” he said firmly. “We’re going to be fine. We’re going to find this synth, blow a hole through it, then deliver the remains to Xander. After that, we’ll take Amelie on a vacation somewhere tropical and relax on the beach for a while, just the three of us.”
Delila’s worried expression softened as Zeke spoke. “I know we’ll be okay,” she said. “It just feels good to hear it sometimes.” She leaned forward and kissed Zeke softly. She wasn’t the optimist she used to be, but it was nice to hear her being positive.
Chuck returned from the back room, hesitance written all over his face. He held in his hands a heavy case that he carefully set atop the glass counter. After unlatching it, he opened the case and revealed the weapon within.
Inside the case, it looked fairly nondescript. Nothing about it seemed revolutionary or otherworldly expensive, although it did look a tad futuristic, like something out of a movie. The barrel was rather thick, but other than that, it resembled any other modern high-powered rifle at a glance.
Chuck thumbed a tiny switch, and a row of lights displayed the charge level. He lifted the weapon from the case and held it for a moment, looking over it.
“It’s a real piece of art, isn’t it?” Chuck smiled fondly at the rifle.
“Yeah, it’s a really nice weapon,” Zeke said. Zeke liked his guns, but Chuck looked like he was in love.
“Here, let me show you how it works,” Chuck said as he handed the rifle across the counter. Zeke shook his head and jerked his thumb toward Delila, who eagerly stepped up. She accepted the weapon from Chuck and held it reverently in her slender hands.
“That’s the power switch right there,” Chuck said, indicating a small button next to a row of tiny lights, above the grip. “That’s your charge indicator. It takes a few seconds for the internal supercapacitors to recharge between shots, so keep that in mind. Go ahead, see how it feels. Just don’t blow a hole in the wall.
Delila hefted it to her shoulder and aimed at the front door. “Is the scope already zeroed in?”
“That’s the thing,” Chuck said with a grin. “The plasma bolt this thing fires will travel straight and true, all the way to its maximum distance. There is no bullet drop to compensate for. That makes it a bit harder to zero in the scope in traditional means. The ultimate result is that the bolt will shoot about two centimeters below where you’re aiming, but it’ll be that way at a hundred meters or two thousand.”
“Interesting,” Delila said, looking over the rifle. “Not having to compensate for bullet drop or wind direction will make long-range shots a lot easier. I’m looking forward to this,” she said with a grin that looked a bit like her old self.
“So, what are the drawbacks?” Zeke asked.
“When you factor in everything, I would say it doesn’t really have any. A slower firing rate, but it’s a sniper rifle so that’s okay. It has to be recharged after twenty shots, but you can just swap in a new capacitance pack and keep going.” Chuck nodded in sharp approval. “I guess the only real drawback is the price.” He fixed Zeke and Delila with a hard stare. “You remember that when you’re handling this. These rifles are my retirement,” he reminded them.
“Don’t worry, Chuck,” Delila said as she set the rifle back in its case. “We’ll be careful. Now, go back to bed and get some sleep. We’ll see you tomorrow.”
Chuck muttered under his breath about how he was going to die in debt as he waved them toward the door. “Just be careful out there.” He closed the door behind them with a sharp click of the latch sliding into place.
“You think this is enough?” Delila asked.
“It should be,” Zeke said, thinking back to when he had helped Chuck acquire the rifles. “If I remember correctly, he said they’ll vaporize five centimeters of armor. There’s no way the synth has that much.”
“All I need is one shot, then. I’ll put a hole right through its forehead,” Delila said as she looked down at the rifle case. “I parked in a parking garage, so my car’s safe for the night. Let’s stick together.”
“Yes to sticking together, no to shooting in the head,” Zeke replied as he walked around to the driver’s side of his car. He pulled the door open and hopped in next to Delila. “When I was talking with Kerensky, he kept mentioning that Adam had a brain instead of a traditional processor. So let’s keep the head intact.”
Delila frowned, but agreed.
Zeke’s holophone rang. He answered the call reluctantly, knowing it would be bad news. 
Switch’s face formed above the holophone, streaked with sweat and blood. It was hard to tell from just the hologram, but he looked to be crouched down. He glanced over his shoulder, then quickly turned back to the call.
“Zeke!” Switch spoke frantically, hard to understand. “Call every runner you know and tell them—ahhh!”
Both Zeke and Delila silently watched the horror unfold on Zeke’s holophone. Large, thick-fingered hands grabbed onto Switch’s shrieking head. There was only one person—one synth—with hands like that. Adam’s fingers dug into Switch’s face like it was made of clay and pulled it apart in a shower of blood, bone, and brains.
Delila placed a hand over her mouth and shut her eyes. A wave of nausea crashed over Zeke as well, and he rolled down the window to get some air.
“Well,” Zeke said quietly. At least now we know where to go, and fortunately it’s right down the street. Hopefully we can figure out a solid plan on the way there.”
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Zeke unfastened his harness and pushed his car door open. He looked past Delila toward the front door of Nadir, where a body lay in pieces. Everything was covered in blood, as if the entrance to the club had been painted red. 
“I don’t like this,” Delila said, turning away from the grisly scene to look at Zeke. “There’s got to be a better way.”
“I’m sure there is a better way,” Zeke said as he pushed a button to roll down Delila’s window. He stepped out of the car. “I just can’t think of one right now, and we have to get him out of here as fast as we can and away from bystanders. Hop in the driver’s seat, Del.”
“Finally,” she said. “I’ve been wanting to drive this thing since we first met.”
“Well, don’t get too excited,” Zeke said while keeping his eyes on the entrance to Nadir. He tried not to let the sheer terror of what was on the other side of that door consume him. “The gas pedal is very touchy. This car is a lot faster than yours. You’ll hit two hundred kilometers per hour in just a handful of seconds.”
“I can’t wait,” Delila said, gripping the wheel.
“We’ll need to get out of here quickly, but keep your speed in check. One mistake, and we’re both completely fucked.”
“You sure know how to take the fun out of things,” Delila said with mock sadness.
“Yeah, I know. No pressure or anything.”
Zeke closed the door and walked around his car, focusing on Nadir. He pulled his pistol out, racked the slide, and flicked the safety off. Even though his pistol wouldn’t harm Adam, he couldn’t fathom going in there unarmed. The plasma rifle might work, but it was too heavy and slow to charge before firing.
Jack—or, what was left of him—was lying in a heap in front of the door. One of his arms had been torn off, and the side of his face was caved in. 
Zeke shook his head at the sight of the implausibly muscular man ripped apart and tried to keep his focus on the task at hand. His hand hovered over the door handle for a few seconds before grabbing it. He could faintly hear the savagery inside. With his finger on the trigger, Zeke pushed the door open and stepped into a scene from a nightmare. 
Beyond the front doors was a short hallway. Even though the dark tones of charcoal gray and black made the blood splatters almost invisible, it was clear a slaughter had taken place. The floor was sticky with drying blood, and smeared shoeprints told of people scrambling to escape. An arm lay against the wall. There was no sign of its owner. 
Zeke looked over at the bar, expecting to see Geneva’s body somewhere. Fortunately he didn’t, although he did see a man’s broken body lying atop shattered bottles behind the bar. 
Step by step he inched forward, trying to avoid crunching on broken glass or anything else that might give him away. Although to be honest, it was doubtful anyone would hear him over the shouting and screaming coming from inside the nightclub.
The slightest flicker of movement caught his eye. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the top of Geneva’s head peeking over the bar. She glanced to the side, then back at Zeke and stood up just enough to quickly point to Zeke’s left, then crossed her arms in an X. After that, she made a shooing gesture, then ducked back down behind the safety of the steel bar. 
But Zeke didn’t need her directions. He could very clearly hear where Adam was.
Zeke came to the end of the short hallway and peeked his head around the corner. He felt his gorge rise as he looked across the violent mess, the sea of blood. A few mounds of red flesh covered the booth where Switch usually sat. 
Zeke looked deeper into the club, following the horrible sounds. They had echoed throughout the club from the moment he entered, but suddenly cut off in a strangled gurgle.
Adam held a large man by the throat and drew his other arm back. He drove his fist into a man’s broken, ruined face, cracking it like an eggshell. With his other hand, he tossed the man’s body aside like a piece of trash. Adam calmly straightened and took a step towards the two people remaining in the club. Pascal and Seiwa.
Pascal stepped in front of Seiwa as if to protect her, but she placed a calm hand on his shoulder. She moved up beside him with her arms crossed and faced Adam with the same stern expression on her face that Zeke was used to seeing. Did nothing shake that woman?
“Who else worked with Ezekiel Aurora?” Adam demanded. It was unsettling how calm his voice was, considering the carnage he had inflicted.
“Do you really think you can just threaten us and get information?” Seiwa sounded as if she were scolding a child. “You’re dumber than I thought.”
Zeke raised his pistol right as Adam took a step towards them. He took careful aim and squeezed the trigger. Adam’s head jerked to the side, but he otherwise ignored the attack.
“Are you fucking serious?” Zeke muttered to himself. This synth was getting ridiculous.
“Hey, asshole!” Zeke shouted. 
Adam’s head snapped around and his heavy brows lowered at seeing his target. 
Zeke took careful aim again, grateful for the strength of his cybernetic arm that made the heavy pistol tolerable.
Without any further hesitation, Adam launched himself toward Zeke. Zeke fired and sent a bullet right into the massive synth’s knee. While Adam’s armor kept him from taking any real damage, the force of the impact was enough to push the synth’s leg back mid-step. Adam lost his balance and fell face-first on the tile floor.
“Ha!” Zeke roared. “Take that, you fuck!”
Immediately after that, Adam scrambled back to his feet. Zeke turned and ran for the door, windmilling his arms are he skidded on the blood-soaked floor. There was no way he could outrun Adam, but he only had to hold him off for a short distance.
Everything in his path turned into a potential disaster. If he slipped on the small shards of broken glass, he was dead. If he slid in a puddle of blood, he was dead.
Although Zeke only had to cover half the distance compared to Adam, he knew the synth was shockingly fast. As Zeke ran through the opened door, he was simultaneously grateful he had propped it open earlier, and terrified at the notion that he probably wasn’t going to make it to his car unscathed.
His body pumped adrenaline in buckets, amplified by the crashing sound behind him. Zeke shoved his pistol into its holster as he frantically raced across the sidewalk. His car was only a few meters in front of him, but the horror pumping through his veins made it seem an immeasurable distance. 
Delila watched him through the opened side window, and from the way her eyes widened, Adam was indeed close behind.
“Go!” Zeke shouted as he leaped through the open window.
The car rocketed forward before Zeke was entirely inside, which slammed the rear of the window frame into his ribs. Something brushed against Zeke’s foot and the car lurched to the side as Adam plowed into it.
Zeke grabbed onto the edge of the seat and held tightly, barely keeping himself from sliding back out the window.
“Hold on!” Delila shouted while keeping her eyes on the road and her foot on the accelerator.
It took the full strength of his cybernetic arm to pull himself inside as the car accelerated down the street. As soon as he was inside—upside down, of course—Delila threw the car around a corner. Zeke crashed into the door with a yelp, and his head struck the door panel.
“Fuck!” he shouted. He wasn’t sure if he had broken another rib or if the sharp pain was from his previous hotel escapades. Either way, he felt like absolute shit, but at least he was alive. That was all that mattered.
“Zeke, are you okay?” Delila asked, finally slowing down.
“Yeah,” Zeke said between pained laughs. “Still alive,” he said. It took him a moment to right himself, but he finally got himself sitting right side up in his seat and his harness fastened. 
Zeke reached up and turned on his earpiece. Beside him, Delila did the same.
“Okay, now head to Koreatown.” Zeke hoped their plan worked. It had to.
“Right,” Delila said. “Koreatown. Let’s get this taken care of. But first, we have to pick up my car.”
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After crossing Pusan Avenue, Zeke slowed his car to a crawl. He was in the heart of Koreatown now, and it was only a matter of time until he was swarmed by young gangsters with itchy trigger fingers. But as much as he was loathe to deal with them, he needed them to find him—and fast. 
“I’m going down Seoul Street,” Zeke said as he turned onto a wide street with palm trees planted in the median. Flickering lights illuminated them in the early morning darkness.
“I’m right behind you,” came Delila’s reply in his earpiece. “Let’s hope we lost him for a bit.”
Zeke checked his rearview mirror and saw her car bouncing on the pothole-ridden street. 
“I think we did. I sure hope Daejung is around. I’m sure he’d love to make another excellent business deal. It’s always nice working with Daejung Park. I’m glad his dad, Choonjae, hired me.” Zeke tried not to snicker. “I think I see something up ahead.”
Down the street stood a group of men in jackets that identified them as Horangi members. Delila turned down a side street toward a tall apartment building while Zeke pulled up next to the young gangsters. They responded with suspicious glares and flashing pistols. 
Zeke rolled his window down and eyed the group of early twenty-somethings with disdain. They were a sorry lot, but they were all armed so he had to watch his tongue and be careful.
“Hey,” Zeke said as he leaned over the center console toward them. “You guys seen Daejung around? I need to talk biz with him.”
“Mwa shibal? Gae sekki ya,” one of the men said, and the rest laughed. He approached Zeke’s car with an exaggerated swagger and his chin jutting out. “You think you can roll up here and just make demands, especially this late at night?”
Were all these Horangi boys always so touchy? Apparently so. “Trust me. Tell him you found a guy named Zeke, and Daejung will be here in a matter of seconds.”
“We’ll see,” said the young man as he tapped his finger on the trigger guard of his submachine gun. “If not, we’ll be dumping your body in the sewer and collecting your bounty. We know who you are, Zeke.”
The threat was as bland as room-temperature water, and Zeke let it wash right over him. The man that made the threat pulled out his holophone and called someone. Zeke distinctly heard the sound of Daejung’s angry voice. Jackpot.
“So, you guys like hanging out here? At the old theater on Seoul Street?” Adam would probably be here in a matter of minutes, after that. Maybe less, considering how fast that bastard could run.
“Out of the car,” the man said when the call ended. “Daejung will be here shortly, but it looks like we’ll be dumping your body in the sewer anyways.”
“That’ll be pretty unlikely when Daejung sees what I’m offering,” Zeke replied as he stepped out of the car. “Maybe you can convince him to give you a cut, since you’re the one that so graciously decided to call him, instead of just shooting me.” Zeke gave him a wink. “Something to think about.”
“Keep your hands where I can see them,” the man said, but his brief pause made it clear he was thinking about what Zeke had said.
Zeke raised his hands and walked to the front of his car. He sat on the fender and whistled to pass the time. Daejung was probably thirsting for blood and breaking every traffic law in existence to get here, so Zeke didn’t think he’d have to wait long.
Sure enough, after only a few minutes a black sedan pulled up alongside the curb, right behind Zeke’s car. A rear door opened and Daejung himself stepped out, glaring murder at Zeke. Zeke kept his hands visible and gave Daejung his best grin.
“Daejung, my man! How have you been?” Zeke exclaimed in an overly cheerful tone. “I know we didn’t leave on the best of terms, so I wanted to come see you personally to make a peace offering.”
Daejung stood in front of him, unmoving except for a twitch in his lip as his glare deepened. His hand moved like lightning as he slapped Zeke across the face. It was a solid hit; Zeke’s cheek felt like it had been stung by a dozen bees.
“I guess I can understand you being upset,” Zeke said, rubbing his cheek and straightening. “So how about we make things right? What if I offered you something worth more money than you’ve probably ever seen in your life? New military technology, and exclusive.”
Daejung’s face didn’t move, but he dug into his pocket and removed a small knife. He flicked open the blade and brought it near Zeke’s face, then lowered it again. 
Zeke felt a sharp pressure against his crotch. Probably the last place he wanted to feel a knife. He kept his face perfectly calm.
“You had better not be wasting my time,” Daejung said. 
Zeke was reminded of one of his first runs, when he had been forced to hide in a sewer to escape the police. Daejung’s breath brought that memory back to the forefront of Zeke’s mind. 
Daejung leaned in closer and pressed on the knife. “If you’re wasting my time, I’ll cut your cock off, stuff it in your mouth, and sew your lips shut.”
“Don’t worry about that, buddy,” Zeke said, clapping him on the shoulder. Daejung angrily shrugged off the gesture and took a step back.
“You just remember my promise,” Daejung said, flashing his knife again before closing it and stuffing it into his pocket. “So, what is it? What do you have?” He looked around and squinted as he looked through the windows in Zeke’s car.
“It’ll be here soon,” Zeke said, then immediately raised his hands at a look from Daejung. “I promise you, it’ll be here. It’s a new technology for advanced synths. Wetware. You can think of it as a brain, instead of just some computer chips. Let’s take it to your father. This will make you both very, very wealthy.”
“You’ve got to be the worst salesman I’ve ever heard,” Delila said in his ear. “I’m in place.”
Daejung stared for a moment, then sneered. “I’m already very, very wealthy.”
“I don’t think you understand what I’m trying to tell you,” Zeke continued. “This is a revolutionary new technology. First of its kind in the entire world. It’s from JinShil, so I figured it would only be right if it stayed in the hands of Koreans.”
“So, instead of selling this to someone else, you’re bringing it to me. Why?” Daejung’s glare held an ocean of suspicion.
Time to roll the dice. “Well, I was hoping you’d remove the bounty from my head,” Zeke said with a grin. “After all, what’s money if you’re dead? Let’s take this to your father. He’ll have the connections to handle this.”
Daejung continued glaring with pure hatred before finally waving his hand behind him. “Gaja,” he said, and some of the men behind him holstered their weapons and loaded into the nearby car. “You,” he said, stabbing his finger against Zeke’s chest. “You ride with me. Gun,” he added, holding his hand out.
“Okay, one second,” Zeke said. He rolled up his car’s windows and locked the doors. Turning back to Daejung, he found the man’s glare even sharper than before. “I just don’t want it to get stolen,” Zeke said with a grin that would have gotten him killed if he weren’t offering something so valuable. He pulled his pistol out and handed it to the angry man.
Zeke followed Daejung into the backseat of a large sedan and was forced to sit between Daejung and a tall man that kept glaring and seemed to only speak in grunts. 
Zeke struggled to keep his composure; being trapped in a car with Daejung’s breath was arguably worse than the pain in his ribs.
“Hey, could one of you guys roll down a window? It’s nice outside.” Zeke hoped they would comply, but his luck ran out then.
“You keep your mouth shut, funny man,” Daejung snapped. 
Zeke breathed as shallowly as possible and tried to keep his mind distracted. This ride couldn’t be over soon enough.
Daejung pulled out a gold-encrusted holophone and the image of an aging Korean man appeared above it. Zeke didn’t understand any of their conversation, as it was in Korean, but he was able to gather that Choonjae approved of Daejung trying to broker an expensive new deal.
Zeke’s eyes went to a street sign as the car turned left. “Olympic Street, eh?” Zeke asked. He looked through the windshield and saw a large house at the end of the street. “Are we going there? To that big house at the end of Olympic Street?”
Daejung just glared, unblinking, until the car stopped. He shoved the door open and stepped out of the car, then held the door for Zeke impatiently.
“Hurry,” he snapped as Zeke slid across the leather seat. “My father is waiting for you. He doesn't like waiting.”
“Totally understandable,” Zeke said, looking around him.
Choonjae’s house was large. A mansion, really. A massive balcony took up much of the second floor, and an older man in a dark robe stood there with his hands clasped behind his back, frowning down at them. That would be Choonjae.
“This is a really nice house, here at the end of Olympic Street,” Zeke said. “We’re going up to that balcony on the second floor, right?” If he could have drawn a map and handed it to Adam he would. This would have to work. “Jesus, I think that balcony is bigger than my entire condo.”
“Hurry up, and shut up,” Daejung said as he shoved Zeke.
“Easy, easy,” Zeke said. “I’m going.”
Distant echoes of gunfire filled the air, and Zeke struggled not to smile. Considering Horangi’s reputation, that was probably a regular sound in this neighborhood, but Zeke knew it was different this time. Adam was coming, and he was leaving bodies in his wake.
They pushed Zeke through the front door of the house and into the gaudily decorated living room, and made their way toward a magnificent staircase carved from dark wood. Zeke ascended the stairs, trying to keep his heart from pounding its way out of his chest. 
Daejung’s holophone chimed as they walked out onto the second-floor balcony. Zeke didn’t understand anything they said, but whomever he was talking with was shouting amidst gunfire. The call ended without warning.
“What the fuck is going on?” Daejung demanded as she drew a pistol and held it to the back of Zeke’s head.
“Easy there, easy!” Zeke said, raising his hands. “Tell your men to avoid fighting him and let him pass. If he asks any questions, just have them tell him where we are. He’s trying to find me.”
The sound of a hammer being cocked rang loudly in Zeke’s ears. A bead of sweat ran down his back, and it wasn’t due to the heat. Behind him, Daejung dialed a number and issued orders to several people. After a few minutes, the gunfire stopped.
“Go,” Daejung said, pushing Zeke forward with his pistol.
Zeke slowly stepped onto the balcony, ensuring that he kept his hands over his head. Choonjae Kim stood at the front edge of the balcony, dimly illuminated by the rising sun. He ignored Zeke completely and focused on the street in front of him. 
A tall man was running improbably fast towards the house. A group of heavily armed men formed a line in front of the house to guard it.
“This is a nice balcony you have on the second floor,” Zeke said. “My compliments to your architect. The view of the city skyline at night is without equal.”
Choonjae turned around, his face a mixture of horror and outrage. Echoes of automatic gunfire filled the street behind him, punctuated by the occasional scream. A chorus of voices shouted in anger, then fear.
“What have you done?” he asked, spittle flying from his lips in rage. “What have you brought upon us?” The gunfire stopped.
“I told you to tell your men not to shoot,” Zeke said, shaking his head. He looked up at Choonjae. “I’ve brought you the most advanced weapon out there, just like you asked me to,” Zeke said calmly. “He answers to me. Don’t worry. Once he gets up here, I’ll have him go into maintenance mode so you can inspect him.”
The sound of Adam’s clawed fingers drilling into the brick facade was a percussive cue that Zeke would be dead in a few seconds if this didn’t go perfectly. Fortunately, Daejung had turned back to watch scene below and was too distracted to notice Zeke slowly backing away.
A hand appeared above the low brick railing on the balcony. The brick crumbled under Adam’s grip as he pulled himself up. His head appeared, his fierce glare made all the worse by the bits of synthetic skin torn away from his face. The steel beneath was marred and scuffed from countless bullets, but was otherwise intact. Adam pulled his heavy body up and stepped onto the balcony. His cold eyes scanned the three of them briefly.
“So, this is what you hired me to bring you,” Zeke said, inching backward. “Adam, go ahead and go into maintenance mode so Mr. Kim here can inspect you.”
At that, Adam’s head snapped to Choonjae. He reached out for the short man.
“Fucking die!” Daejung shouted. He raised Zeke’s pistol and aimed it at the giant synth.
“Have fun with that,” Zeke said with a grin as he plugged his ears with his fingertips.
Daejung pulled the trigger on Zeke’s pistol and the heavy recoil nearly knocked the gun from his hand. Firing that hand cannon without being familiar with the massive recoil could be quite painful; Zeke knew that all too well. Daejung shouted in anger and gripped the heavy pistol with both hands, then raised it again.
Choonjae remained in place, too frozen by fear to react in time to the huge synth’s lightning-fast movements. 
Adam’s hand moved like a striking viper, lunging forward and snatching Choonjae by the front of his robe.
Daejung fired off three more rounds, but Adam ignored them all.
Choonjae shrieked as Adam snatched him from the ground and headbutted him squarely in the face. The portly man’s nose exploded in a shower of blood, but his screams were cut off as Adam headbutted him again, this time shattering teeth. Choonjae gurgled and whimpered while his son screamed in rage.
Adam casually walked to the edge of the balcony, holding Choonjae by the back of the neck, and slammed the short man’s face against the brick railing. Choonjae’s face crumbled like wet cardboard and stuck to the bricks.
“Fuck you!” Daejung shouted. He fired two more rounds, then threw the empty pistol at Adam as the synth turned and approached.
“Do you have any idea how much ammunition for that pistol costs?” Zeke asked, taking another step to the side.
Daejung drew his own pistol and fired off a dozen rounds in rapid succession as Adam approached. They did little good. When his pistol was empty, he threw it as well, then turned and tried to sprint away.
Adam rushed forward and grabbed Daejung’s collar, then snatched him back. Daejung shouted a string of profanities and kicked the huge synth, but to no avail. The massive synth ignored the barrage of attacks and slammed Daejung facedown on the balcony floor, hard enough to stun the angry man.
With Daejung on the floor, Adam dropped to a knee beside him. He slammed his hand into the man’s back, his fingers digging into the center of Daejung’s back. Searing pain brought Daejung back to consciousness, and he screamed as he frantically tried to scramble away from the pressure on his back, scraping and twisting on the floor.
Adam’s hand twisted and Daejung suddenly went limp beyond a thin, wailing cry. 
“Get ready, Del,” Zeke said. He was sickened by what he saw, but he couldn’t look away. He had to keep an eye on Adam.
With the sound of snapping bones, Adam pulled his hand back. Dangling from his grip was a length of spine with several ribs still connected and a pile of meat. Zeke swallowed heavily to keep from puking.
Adam threw the handful of flesh and bone to the floor and looked up at Zeke. As he stood, he drove his heel down onto the back of Daejung’s head, splattering blood and brains in every direction.
“You’ve got some serious issues, buddy,” Zeke muttered as he backed away. “But the city thanks you for killing its most notorious gangsters. Go ahead, Del.”
Adam took a step toward Zeke, his hardened gaze made even worse by his damaged left eye. Zeke’s heart rate doubled as the synth drew near. Delila was a good shot, but he couldn’t stop his instinct to prepare to flee. 
As Adam reached for Zeke, a flash of light blossomed from his chest, sending a shower of sparks onto the balcony floor. Adam’s movements became shaky, then he stopped moving altogether.
“Good shot, Del,” Zeke said, letting out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding. He walked to where his pistol was lying and retrieved it. “At least that chapter of our lives is over.” Just as he slid a fresh magazine into his pistol, Adam started moving again.
“Do you really think it would be that easy?” Adam said, turning to face Zeke. A fist-sized hole had been burned clear through his chest, right where a heart would be on a human. It didn’t seem to slow him at all.
“Ah, shit,” Zeke said, slowly stepping backwards.
“What’s wrong, Zeke?” Delila asked in his ear. “Oh, no! Why is he still moving?”
“All power systems are triple redundant,” Adam said in a voice that sounded oddly like a mockery of Preston Kerensky.
“I need you to handle this, Del,” Zeke said. He raised his pistol and took aim at the giant synth, but knew it wouldn’t do much good.
“I’m just waiting on this fucking rifle to recharge!” Delila said. Her curses were nearly loud enough to drown out Zeke’s terrified thoughts.
“I’m going to kill you like I killed Kedric,” Adam said as he stepped closer to Zeke, flexing his hands.
“There, finally!” Delila exclaimed.
Adam suddenly shifted backward, and a bolt of light flashed through where he had been standing.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Delila groaned.
“Did you just miss?” Zeke asked as he fired off three rounds at the synth. Adam treated them as little more than a minor annoyance.
“Shit, I’m sorry!” Delila said. “Get the hell out of there!”
Zeke took another step backward, and his boot heel struck the low brick railing surrounding the balcony. He swung his arms almost comically in an attempt to keep his balance, but found himself falling backward.
“Zeke!” Delila shouted. 
The thick bushes might have broken Zeke’s fall, but they left him covered with cuts and scrapes. He scrambled to his hands and knees, looking for his pistol. His ankle hurt like fire. Sprained, or worse. His eyes passed over multiple corpses and finally caught the bright steel of his pistol beneath some flowers. He scrambled toward it. He knew it wasn’t much use now, but he wanted to feel its metal in his hands. Plus, if this was his end, he’d be damned if he wasn’t going be fighting to his last breath.
“Behind you!” Delila yelled in his ear.
Adam slammed into the ground directly behind Zeke and towered over him.
Zeke shoved a fresh magazine into his pistol, turned, and fired, sending rounds straight into Adam’s face until the gun was empty. By sheer luck, one of his bullets struck Adam in his already-damaged eye. Adam’s face twisted in a snarl, and he lunged forwards, grabbing Zeke’s ankle in a crushing grip.
Adam’s shoulder exploded in a blinding flash of light and rained sparks onto the grass beneath him. He took a bewildered step back, staring at the spot where his arm used to be.
“Get the fuck out of there, Zeke!” Delila said.
The synth’s hand was still clasped around Zeke’s ankle, so he kicked the arm away. Zeke tried to scramble to his feet, only to fall back to the ground. Searing pain lanced through his ankle. Running was out of the question, but Zeke pushed himself back up. Time to see how fast he could hobble.
“Look out!”
Zeke fell face-first onto a flower bed and felt himself being dragged backward. He looked back and saw Adam gripping his ankle with his remaining arm.
“I guess I must thank you, Ezekiel. You have taught me something new today. You have taught me anger.”
“Zeke!” Delila shouted in his ear.
“Ah, shit,” was all Zeke had time to say.
Adam swung Zeke around like he was made of straw, slamming him against the brick of the house. Zeke barely had time to wrap his arms around his head, which was the only thing that kept it from being split open against the bricks. It did little to help the rest of his body.
Zeke fell limply to the ground as Adam took a step closer. The giant synth glared down at him. Sparks occasionally flittered from the hole in his chest or from his stump of an arm, but he still moved normally. 
Zeke took a deep breath, knowing this was the end. He could barely lift his head, much less flee or fight. Refusing to give up, though, he drew his knife.
“Delila,” Zeke said, his voice hoarse. “I love you so much. Tell Amelie I love her as well.” Zeke raised the knife, hoping he could work it into Adam’s damaged chest and somehow short the synth out.
“Keep listening, Delila,” Adam said. “You get to hear your lover die.” He knelt in front of Zeke and reached for his head with his one remaining arm.
“Tell her yourself, Zeke,” Delila said.
Another flash of light blossomed at Adam’s throat, blowing a hole clear through. Adam’s movements became erratic, and he collapsed forwards. 
Zeke barely managed to scramble out of the way before Adam fell onto the ground. His head, pinned beneath his chest, was only attached by a few wires and scraps of metal. His functioning eye turned and focused on Zeke, who was lying on his back, breathing hard.
“I gotta admire your tenacity,” Zeke said as he crawled back towards the synth. “But you fucked with the wrong person.”
Adam’s face twisted into a scowl, but his body didn’t move beyond a few small twitches. Zeke raised his heavy pistol over his head and struck down with all his might, snapping the wires connecting Adam’s head to his neck. The synth finally stopped moving.
“Are you okay, Zeke?” Delila asked.
“Not really,” Zeke said as he pulled himself toward the side of the house.
He sat with his back against it, closed his eyes, and tried to forget about some of his pain. There wasn’t a single part of his body that didn’t hurt, but that paled in comparison to the pain of losing Kedric. At least it was finally over.
“Zeke?” Delila asked cautiously.
“Yeah, I’m okay, honey,” he replied. He opened his eyes and watched the sky fade from red to orange as the sun illuminated the smog over Luckhaven. “But we have to talk about your aim, Del.”
She made a strangled sound. “You try to hit a moving target at more than a kilometer away!”
“Tell that to my ankle,” Zeke said, coughing out a laugh as he pulled up his pants leg and lifted his foot. It was already a swollen mess, but he didn’t think it was broken. “At least I’m alive. Still alive,” he sighed.
“It’s good to see that bastard dead,” Delila said. “Or, shut down. Or…I don’t know.”
“Yeah, I agree.” Zeke reached into his pocket and pulled out his holophone. “You know, I remember the first time I ever had to go to Masaru. He told me he hoped I didn’t become a repeat customer.”
“So much for that,” Delila said over the sounds of her latching the gun case. “I’ll be there in five minutes tops.”
“Okay, honey,” Zeke said, then dialed a number on his holophone. Moments later, Xander Kinnear’s head appeared, looking smug as usual
“Why are you calling me? This had better be very fucking important,” Xander said.
“We got what you wanted,” Zeke said in a tired voice. He hated talking to this man.
“Then Switch should have called me. I don’t need lackeys calling—”
“Switch is dead. This new technology you wanted went on a killing spree. Killed a lot of people.”
Xander paused briefly before answering. “Bring it here. I’ll let security know to admit you. And hurry.” With that, he ended the call. No apology. No remorse.
“I really hate that guy,” Zeke muttered as he put his holophone away. He looked down at Adam’s head. The synth’s face was frozen in a scowl that left his teeth bared. With another sigh, Zeke leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes as he waited on Delila.
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Anyone that visited Nadir would be hard-pressed to find any evidence that a massacre had occurred there only a few days prior. The entire nightclub had been scrubbed clean and any damage to the building fixed.  
A new doorman had been hired—a giant of a man named Braxton, whom Zeke noticed carried a pistol, unlike Jack. There was a certain darkness about Braxton that Zeke didn’t quite trust; he was used to Jack’s quiet professionalism.
Geneva stood behind the bar, shooting nervous glances at the entryway between customers.
Whereas in previous times Nadir was always filled with fixers and runners talking biz, only a dozen or so people sat at booths or at the bar. 
Adam had killed thirteen people when he rampaged through the club looking for anyone connected to Zeke. Although the synth was out of commission, it would be a while before people felt comfortable coming back to the club.
It would also take Zeke a while to get used to wearing his pistol inside Nadir. That was one of the changes Pascal and Seiwa had made since the attack. Not that handguns would have made any difference against the armored synth, but at least now people felt like they might have a fighting chance.
Zeke usually would have grabbed a glass of bourbon, but instead limped straight toward the back of the nightclub, to where Pascal and Seiwa sat quietly conversing. 
Delila walked next to him. Purple bruises still marred her beautiful face, but her gaze was level and strong.
Zeke wasn’t in much better shape; his side was a mass of bruises, and his broken rib still pained him with every breath. For that matter, there wasn’t really any part of him that didn’t hurt. The QuickHeal helped, but even that took time.
“Let them approach, Yavin,” Seiwa said.
Standing two meters in front of the table was a tall man with a swarthy complexion. He was dressed from head to toe in unrelieved black and stood there like a statue. At Seiwa’s command, he nodded and stepped aside.
“Thanks, Yavin,” Delila said as they passed by. 
Yavin eyed them both with suspicion as they approached the table. He looked at everyone that way.
“Please, sit,” Pascal said, gesturing to the two chairs placed at precise angles in front of the table. Zeke and Delila both sat, and Geneva appeared out of nowhere with glasses of water for them both. Nothing else was allowed while talking to the king and queen of the underworld.
Receiving a phone call from the top fixers in Luckhaven was not something Zeke had expected, especially after Adam slaughtered so many people. 
“Are you both healing well?” Pascal asked, his French accent barely noticeable after so many years in the United States.
Zeke raked his fingers through his hair. “I guess you could say that.” He didn’t feel like talking about all the pain he was in.
Seiwa placed her hand on Pascal’s shoulder, stopping his next words. “We want to offer our condolences. We know Kedric was like family to you both.”
“Thanks,” Zeke said, shifting uncomfortably. That was another topic he didn’t feel like discussing.
“We need to talk about what happened,” Pascal began.
“We know it wasn’t strictly your fault,” Seiwa interjected.
“You’re goddamn right it wasn’t,” Delila said, crossing her arms.
Zeke winced. Talking that way to two of the most powerful people in the city wasn’t something most people would recommend. He looked over at Delila and tried to will some manners into her. It didn’t work.
“Zeke tried to warn Switch, but that man was too stubborn and ignored it. All of you would be dead if it wasn’t for Zeke and I risking our lives to put an end to that synth.” Delila’s cheeks were flushed with anger.
Seiwa fixed her with a hard glare. “Girl, you could go far in life if things keep going well for you. But first, you need to learn some manners and remember who you’re talking to.
Delila’s face went from anger to embarrassment, but she stayed silent.
“Good,” Seiwa said pon seeing that Delila was capable of holding her tongue. “As I was saying, we know this wasn’t strictly your fault, but some people are going to view it as such. There’s just no way around that. It was your run that went awry, so they’ll blame you. We know the truth though, so that’s all that matters.”
“Let’s move on,” Pascal said, smoothly picking up where his partner left off. “I was just curious if you’d heard anything about Yuri recently.” His tone was casual.
Delila leaned back in her chair and laced her fingers across her stomach. “No. Should I have?”
“So you’re saying you don’t know anything about what happened to him about a week ago?” Seiwa’s eyes were hard, but her gaze rolled right off of Delila.
Delila leaned forward and grabbed the glass of water in front of her. After taking a sip, she calmly set it back on the table and met Seiwa’s gaze. “If you’re referring to the man that tortured and murdered my friend, as well as countless other innocent women, then my answer is no. No ma’am. I haven’t seen him lately, and I hope I never see him again.” Her face was as smooth as a statue and gave away about as much.
The corner of Seiwa’s mouth moved in the barest hint of a smile. “His body was cut up pretty badly. Someone practically chopped his penis off with a cleaver.” Next to her, Pascal winced, and shook his head. “Do you know anything about this, Zeke?”
Zeke shrugged. “Not a thing. Who could have imagined he was the Luckhaven Butcher, though? Sounds like Yuri messed with the wrong person.”
“It definitely sounds that way,” Delila added. “Perhaps he should have stuck to his job instead of killing innocent women on the side as a hobby. This is just a wild guess, of course, but I imagine he would have lived longer.”
Pascal shook his head at the comment. “You need permission to do these things,” he said in a firm tone. “Had we known he was such a man, we would have given it. But, c’est la vie,” he said with a sigh.
“We took care of Choonjae and Daejung for you as well, so we’d like to collect the bounty,” Delila said without missing a beat. 
Seiwa and Pascal stared at her for a moment, then Pascal burst out into laughter.
“Yes, we heard about that,” Seiwa said. “It seems you're picking up your lover’s propensity for destruction. Perhaps you should take after Amelie more and Zeke less.” She pulled out her holophone and gestured above it a few times, then swiped her hand towards them. Both Zeke and Delila’s holophones chimed. “I’ve sent you both the bounty. I guess I should thank you as well. I don’t think Horangi will ever bother us again.” There was a twist to her lips that suggested she was privy to certain information that others weren’t.
“Is that so?” Zeke asked, picking up on her tone. “New leadership taking things in a different direction?”
Pascal nodded. “The person taking over is someone we’ve known for quite some time. Things should be considerably different from now on. Although I would still recommend avoiding Koreatown for a long time.”
“No worries there,” Zeke replied. “Anything that reduces the conflict in this city is a good thing.”
“Agreed. When we all play by the rules, it makes everyone’s lives easier,” Seiwa said. “You two are free to go. We may need you in the near future, so stay available.”
“Will do,” Zeke said as he stood. He winced at the pain in his side and waved Delila in front of him. She got up and strode away as if nothing in the world was bothering her.
“You gotta watch that mouth of yours,” Zeke said quietly, leaning down so she could hear him. “I think you get a bit of a free ride because no one wants to hurt such a pretty face, but you gotta be careful.”
Delila glared at him momentarily, then shook her head. “I know. I’m sorry, I just can’t help it sometimes. I think you’re rubbing off on me. Did you catch the last thing Seiwa said to us?”
“Impossible to miss,” Zeke said as he approached the bar, where Amelie was waiting. “I almost thought this fiasco was going to end our careers, but turns out we’re gonna be working for the top dogs now.”
“I want to lay low for a while, though,” Delila said. She leaned forward and embraced Amelie tightly, holding her for a moment.
“So, how did that conversation go?” Amelie asked, then leaned down and kissed her girlfriend.
“Looks like we might be working for them soon,” Zeke said, grabbing the stool next to Amelie. When she finished with Delila, she leaned over and kissed Zeke as well. 
Amelie placed her hand along Zeke’s jaw. “You poor thing. You’re wincing at every step.”
“Yeah, I’ll heal soon though.” Zeke shifted on the stool. 
“We need a vacation,” Delila said to Amelie. 
“Can we wait for your bruising to heal first?” Amelie said, tracing a finger over Delila’s cheek. “I don’t want people thinking I hit you.” She barked a laugh, but her comment was serious.
“Please,” Delila replied. “Where do you guys want to go?” She thought for a moment. “Where was Kedric from?”
Zeke chuckled. “Montreal.”
Amelie blinked. “He was Canadian?”
“Yeah.” 
Delila’s brow furrowed. “How did Pops even make it to the United States? Immigrating here is nearly impossible, even from Canada. How did he make it across the wall, and through the guards?”
“He never technically immigrated,” Zeke explained. “He greased the right palms and took over someone’s identity when he was in his early twenties.”
“So, Kedric wasn’t his real name?” Delila asked.
“Nope.”
“What was it, Zeke?” Amelie leaned forward as she asked.
Zeke shrugged. “Beats me. He told me the story once when I was young and didn’t bring it up again. All I know is that he came from Montreal. But,” he added, “if we’re talking about going on vacation somewhere, I’d rather go somewhere warm. We’ve been together a year and I still haven’t seen either of you in a bikini.”
“Do you think you could handle both of us in bikinis?” Amelie asked, putting her arm around Delila and pulling her close. Delila smiled and kissed her girlfriend’s cheek.
“I’m willing to try. Let’s all get out of here and think of where to go. Are you done tonight, Amelie?”
She nodded. “Yeah. I wasn’t doing too much anyways, mostly just waiting on you two.” 
The three of them got up and left the nightclub. Amelie slipped her hand in Zeke’s and held it tightly as they walked through the parking garage to Zeke’s car. 
The drive home was quiet. The loss of a loved one weighed too heavily on Zeke’s mind to make any of his usual quips. He stayed silent while Amelie and Delila discussed different beaches around the world.
When they returned to Zeke’s condo, they all kicked off their shoes and relaxed for a moment. Zeke limped into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle and three glasses. 
“Let’s have a drink. For Kedric.” He knew Delila didn’t drink, but he felt it was appropriate. 
The two women nodded and came toward Zeke. Unshed tears glistened in Delila’s eyes.
Zeke motioned to the sliding glass door and Amelie pulled it open. He poured two fingers’ worth of cognac into two glasses, and just a splash into the third. Even seeing the drink tugged at his heart strings. He grabbed the glasses and walked out to the balcony, where Amelie and Delila were already standing.
“Thanks,” Amelie said, accepting the glass.
Zeke handed the glass with only a tiny amount of cognac to Delila. She eyed it warily and brought it to her nose for a smell.
“What is this?” she asked.
“V.S.O.P. Kedric’s favorite cognac,” Zeke said, staring down into the amber liquid. He had bought this particular bottle as a gift for Kedric’s forty-fifth birthday next month. He would have loved it.
“Huh,” Delila said, raising her glass. Amelie and Zeke tapped theirs against it.
“To Kedric,” Zeke said.
“To Kedric,” Amelie and Delila echoed.
They all sipped their drinks. Zeke held it in his mouth for a moment, taking in the warmth of the flavors before swallowing. Amelie smiled as she enjoyed hers. Delila’s face contorted and she coughed. For a second, Zeke thought she was going to gag.
“How did he drink this?” she asked.
Both Amelie and Zeke laughed.
“Same way he did everything else in life,” Zeke said with a sad smile. “With a grin for those he loved and a glare for everyone else.”
They stood there in silence, Amelie and Zeke slowly enjoying their drinks, Delila staring into her glass.
“So, what do we do now?” Amelie asked.
Zeke leaned on the railing. A drop of warm water struck the back of his hand. He felt the air pressure release as raindrops feel to cleanse the city. A warm, rich scent of dirt and humidity rose around them. 
“All we can really do is keep his memory alive.” Zeke swirled his glass, watching the amber fluid hug the sides. “We can tell stories, so we don’t forget him. All those precious moments we spent together.” A tear slid down his left cheek; he had no tear duct on his right eye, so crying would forever be a one-sided event. “Sadly, all those moments will be lost in time.”
Zeke looked up as more drops of rain fell on his face. He stayed on the balcony, letting the warm rain hide his tears. Right now, he wanted the rain. Amelie leaned against the glass door. Delila made no move to leave the balcony either, and she wiped her eyes.
Delila reached out and placed a hand on Zeke’s shoulder, offering him a sad smile. Zeke looked back at her and tried to smile, but he felt his face harden.
“Ultimately, I know who to blame,” Zeke said after a moment, looking down at the drops of rain beading on the metal of his right knuckles. “I know who to blame for all of these problems. Mark my words, Del, I’m going to get my revenge.” He looked up into her beautiful green eyes. “And he’ll never see it coming.”
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The full moon beamed down onto the city of Luckhaven, offering gentle illumination that paled in comparison to the advertisements and street lamps that made the city glow in various shades of sickly yellow and neon pink. Oily water from an earlier rain filled potholes in the streets and reflected the light just as well as the cracked windows in storefronts did. While the rain had cooled things off a few degrees, it had also ramped the humidity up to borderline sauna levels. 
Having been born and raised here, Zeke was as used to the sweltering heat as a person could be. A lifetime of burning summers and damp winters—that were winters in name only—made it where Luckhaven’s weather was like home. Even still, the air felt like a sweaty handshake.
“How do you like it?” Amelie asked, walking next to him on the broad sidewalk.
Zeke grunted in reply and looked down at himself. After so many months of suffering through the necessity of wearing a light jacket to conceal his massive pistol, wearing only a loose-fitting t-shirt felt…strange. He felt half-naked and unarmed.
“It’ll definitely take some getting used to,” Zeke said, unconsciously touching his waistband, where a slimline pistol was holstered. “With this weather though…. Yeah, thanks again, Amelie. This is a lot cooler.”
“You’re welcome,” Amelie said with a smile as she looped her arm through his. Together, they strode down the sidewalk through a crowd of people.
Amelie had been the one to push for the change. Zeke had no problem carrying his pistol in an underarm holster, but Amelie finally told him one day that he looked silly wearing a jacket in the hot weather and that it was obvious he was carrying. That discussion had ultimately led to his current setup.
“I just hope this thing has enough stopping power,” Zeke muttered to no one in particular as he scanned his surroundings as if he expected someone to be watching him. It was an unconscious habit that he would likely never break. Long lives were built on safe habits.
“Oh, stop worrying so much,” Amelie said with a laugh. “You probably have a backup and at least two knives on you as well. I’ll bet you’re grateful that hand cannon isn’t banging against your ribs anymore.”
“Yeah, actually,” Zeke couldn’t help but agree. That part was a welcomed change; his ribs still ached from time to time after his fight with that damn synth, and having his .60 SKM holstered next to them had been incredibly uncomfortable. But when things got hairy, few things packed the firepower of that massive pistol. It was sort of a double-edged sword.
“So, you think she’s going to like her birthday present?” Amelie asked after a few minutes of silence.
“I think she will. I mean, I certainly plan on enjoying the hell out of it.” Zeke smiled.
“I guess it is sort of a gift for all of us. But come on, Zeke. You’re just excited about seeing us in bikinis,” Amelie said, giving his arm a playful squeeze.
“Guilty as charged,” Zeke said with a laugh. “And I’m not even remotely ashamed of that. I’m the luckiest guy in the world to have you two beauties in my life.”
Amelie leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. Her face was all smiles. “I guess I’m pretty lucky to have you two as well.” She leaned her head against his shoulder but stumbled after a few steps and let go. They settled for just holding hands.
Much of the area was bathed in shadow due to the massive skyscraper in front of them that blocked the sun. Whenever Zeke was near the Carmenta Group Headquarters, he found his thoughts inevitably going to a dark place. Memories of torture and desires for revenge battled for prominence in his mind.
“Ah, Zeke!” Amelie snatched her hand out of his and flexed it a few times. “Careful there.”
“Shit, I’m sorry, Amelie,” Zeke said. He offered her his elbow again, and after a sharp look she slipped her arm through his.
“You have to let go one day, Zeke,” she said. “All those old memories will eat you up inside.”
Zeke took a deep breath. “I know, I know,” he said as he glared at the building. “Guy’s the richest man in the world. It’s not like I’d be able to actually do anything to him anyways. Politicians can’t even touch that guy.”
“Exactly. He’ll be surrounded by guards at all times. I get that you want revenge, Zeke, and I totally support that. But in this case, it’s just not realistic. You have to move on.”
“I should just have Delila do it,” Zeke muttered, and Amelie laughed.
“That woman would somehow find a way. She’s as stubborn as she is sexy.”
“Damn,” Zeke said, stopping suddenly. “She is sexy, isn’t she?”
Delila stood a few meters in front of them, facing away as she looked around for them. Her black skirt ended just above her knees and highlighted rather than flaunted the curve of her hips and round backside. A matching vest left her arms bare and struggled to contain her large breasts. She flipped her dark, wavy hair over a shoulder and scanned the crowd with her emerald green eyes. When they fell upon Zeke and Amelie, they brightened as she smiled.
“Yes she is,” Amelie agreed. She stared at Delila almost hungrily as the shorter woman approached them.
“Hey guys,” Delila said in her high-pitched voice as she pulled them both into a group hug.
“Happy birthday, beautiful,” Zeke said, kissing the top of her head.
“You look absolutely lovely,” Amelie said, taking a step back while Delila spun in a circle. “I could just eat you up.”
“Oh, that sounds like fun,” Delila said with a wink. “I’m going to hold you to that one. Come on.” She moved toward the restaurant and Zeke and Amelie followed. He held the door for Amelie. 
Himari Ramen had been Delila’s idea. While there were better restaurants around, this was the first place she and Zeke had ever gone to, more than a year ago when they very first met. It brought back a lot of mixed feelings, but also a lot of happiness when they remembered how far they’d come in that time.
A Japanese woman in a tacky imitation of traditional clothing bowed from behind a small stand when they entered and asked how many.
“Three please,” Delila said
“Follow me, please,” she replied with a slight bow, then turned and went deeper into the restaurant.
The three of them followed, with Delila in front and both Zeke and Amelie checking out her butt as she walked. It could have been Zeke’s imagination, but it seemed like those skirts she often wore got a little tighter each time he saw her in them. He certainly wasn’t complaining. Delila’s ass was the thing of dreams.
The hostess seated them at a table toward the back of the restaurant. Delila sat on one side and Zeke and Amelie on the other, facing her.
“So, Delila. You feel any older?” Zeke asked as they settled on their benches.
“I dunno,” she replied, feigning intense concentration. “Feel any dumber for asking that question?” She grinned and Zeke laughed. “No, every day feels the same to me. And I don’t mean that in a bad way.” She held out both of her hands and Zeke and Amelie reached across the table and took them. “I love every day we spend together. This last year has been really amazing. Well, it’s been adventurous, that’s for certain, but life with you two has been amazing.”
“Thanks, love,” Amelie said. She looked over at Zeke and smiled.
Zeke cleared his throat. “So, since it’s your birthday and all, I figured now is a good time to tell you about your surprise. It’s something Amelie and I planned together.”
Delila gave them an excited smile. “Did Amelie finally buy that strap-on? Oh, I’m excited. You guys can stuff me like a Thanksgiving turkey!” Good ol’ Delila, always with a joke ready to go.
Amelie laughed, but it was Zeke that spoke. “After so many hectic months, we’ve decided that it’s finally time we all take a vacation together. Somewhere warm, with palm trees and white beaches and blue water. Somewhere peaceful.”
Delila’s smile grew bigger with every word. “Are you going to make me ask?” She bounced in her seat excitedly.
“We’re all going to Belize for a week,” Zeke said with a grin.
Delila reached out and took his hand in both of hers. “You just want to see the both of us in bikinis, don’t you?”
Zeke shrugged. “Who wouldn’t? You’ve got an ass that could make a blind man stare.”
A slender, pretty waitress with shoulder-length hair stepped up to their table. “Hello, and welcome to Himari Ramen. Can I get you something to drink?”
“Just water for me,” said Delila. 
Zeke looked over at Amelie. “Yeah, for us, too. Three waters.”
When the waitress left, Delila pulled Zeke’s hand up to her mouth and kissed the back of it. “Thanks, honey. I’ll make sure I wear a g-string the whole time, just to show my appreciation. So, when do we leave?”
“Three weeks from now,” Zeke said. “I bought the tickets yesterday. We’ll be staying on the beach—”
“Delila, I can’t wait to show you pictures of this place,” Amelie said, cutting him off. “It’s the most precious little cottage, right on the beach. There are three palm trees in front, with a huge hammock that’ll hold all three of us. Oh, it’s going to be so much fun.”
“Here are your drinks,” the waitress said as she set three glasses of water on the table. “Have you decided on something to eat?”
“Ah, shit,” Zeke said, grabbing the menu. “I haven’t even looked yet. Do you have any specials?”
The pretty waitress smiled and her cheek dimpled. “Actually, tonight we have pan-seared Meat 2.0—”
“No!” The three of them said at once, and the waitress jumped.
“Sorry,” Delila said. “I’m, uh, a vegetarian. I’ll just take the udon bowl, with the egg please. Real egg.”
“Same,” said Zeke. No use overthinking it, all the food was good here.
“I’ll take the Himari Ramen with the egg,” Amelie said, then gathered up the three menus and handed them to the waitress. 
“Okay, it should be out in about ten minutes,” the waitress said with a slight bow. She turned and hurried away.
“So, where were we?” Zeke asked.
“You were dreaming about Delila’s ass in a bikini,” Amelie said.
“Aren’t you all, though?” Delila asked.
“Good point,” Zeke replied.
“So, speaking of asses in a bikini,” Amelie said, twirling her water glass on the table and watching the rings it made. “There’s a particular ass I haven’t seen in a while, and I was thinking of calling her. Maybe inviting her along, if you two are okay with it.”
Delila’s face brightened up. “Are you talking about Sydney?” she asked. “You showed me her picture once. She’s so gorgeous.”
“You two used to date, right?” Zeke asked.
“Yeah, before we all got together,” Amelie said. She sounded oddly hesitant, almost afraid. 
Zeke put an arm around Amelie’s shoulders and kissed the side of her head. He felt some of the tension melt away from her.
“Things were great for a while,” Amelie continued. “Really great. But our schedules didn’t line up and our work kept us away from each other. When we went two weeks without seeing each other at all, we finally had to sit down and have a serious talk. We really cared for each other, but it just couldn’t work out. We left on good terms, but I don’t think we’ve ever stopped missing each other.”
“But now things are different,” Delila said.
“Yes,” Amelie agreed. “Things are different. Better.” She looked over at Zeke. “Looks like you’re getting your own harem of beautiful women, champ.”
Zeke laughed. “I certainly have no complaints. I know Sydney a bit. We’ve worked together in the past. I like her. She’s….”
“Hot,” Delila said.
“Well, I was going to say easy to get along with, but that works as well,” Zeke said. “Her hacker friend, though.”
That sent the mood plummeting like a car driving off a cliff. 
A hacker that went by the name Tinge had been trained by Sydney, and helped Zeke with a job he did months ago. He was killed by a prototype combat synth when the job went south. The synth had fried Tinge’s central nervous system remotely. While it wasn’t Zeke’s fault, he still felt some measure of guilt. It had been his job they were on when it happened, so he felt somewhat responsible.
“I see those thoughts in your eyes,” Amelie said. “Stop it. She knows it wasn’t your fault, Zeke, and she doesn’t blame you. Although I think she would jump at the chance for revenge.”
“Wouldn’t we all,” Delila said. Her voice held a touch of sadness.
They lost another person that day, someone very close to them all. Kedric. While not related by blood, he had rescued Zeke from the streets more than a decade ago and raised him as his own. He had been the closest thing Zeke had to family. But that same synth beat Kedric to a pulp and threw him from a balcony while Zeke watched, unable to help. It was something he would never forget.
“Let’s steer back to happier things,” Amelie said. “How do you two feel about me inviting Sydney with us to Belize? And be honest. This relationship of ours works because we’re open with each other about everything.”
“From how you’ve described her, she sounds really great,” Delila said. “She’s beautiful, too. I’m all for giving it a try. Let’s all take her on a date and see how we feel. Zeke?”
“I think I’d have to be an idiot to say no,” Zeke said.
“Well, are you an idiot?” Delila asked with an eyebrow raised.
“Of course not,” Zeke said. “Look, as long as she won’t mess with our relationship, if you think she’ll be a welcomed addition, then I’m okay with trying it out. Or, uh, trying her out. You know what I mean. I just don’t want to risk what we have. This is something special. So yeah, as long as you think she’s okay with that.”
Amelie smiled up at him. “I’ll give her a call tonight, then.”
Their food came a few minutes later, and they all dug in. This was one of those simple restaurants with simple food that Zeke would never tire of. He tried not to overdo it, but he felt like he could eat here every week and still enjoy it.
“So what’s going on next in our happy little world of crime?” Delila asked after swallowing a mouthful of udon noodles. “Have you heard anything from Pascal and Seiwa yet?”
“Yeah,” Zeke replied. “They told me to be ready, as they have something big coming up soon. Something to test us, to make sure we can operate at their level.”
“Ugh. The last thing I need is more testing.” Delila stirred the last of her noodles with her chopsticks.
“Wow, so it’s really happening, then,” Amelie said. “You guys are moving up to the upper echelon. And here I am, trying to peddle black market dick pills.”
“You’re really helping people in a hard situation,” Delila quipped.
“Hopefully you don’t have any stiff competition,” Zeke said.
“Yeah, or I’ll really get shafted,” Amelie said, feigning concern.
Delila’s laugh suddenly turned into a frown. “Oh no.”
“What?” Zeke asked.
“It just dawned on me that we’ll have to completely change our schedules and get used to daytime for this vacation.”
“Huh,” Zeke replied. “I guess I hadn’t really given that much thought. Eh, give it a week or two and your body will adjust. Maybe some coffee.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” Delila said. “I guess we could just go to the beach at night, but that’s no fun. I want that sunshine.” She looked down at the pale skin on her arms. “I’m like a ghost over here. I should probably invest in some sunblock.”
“Did Pascal or Seiwa tell you what your next job might be? Or give any hints?” Amelie asked. She was excited to learn more about the type of work Zeke and Delila would be doing.
“Nah,” Zeke replied. “Not all fixers are like you, honey. Most like to wait until they have everything in order and then dump it on their runners, instead of preparing them a day or two ahead of time. All they told me was that it was big.”
“You’re welcome,” Amelie replied with a smile. 
“Alright, let’s get out of here.” Zeke waved down the waitress when she came into the area and requested the check. She brought him a scanner a few minutes later and he waved his wrist over it to pay.
“So what now?” Delila asked as she slid off the seat. “We’ve had a lot of free time lately. It feels kinda odd.”
“At least you get to enjoy living on that fat paycheck you got from your last job,” Amelie said.
“Yeah,” Zeke said quietly. “Xander Kinnear might be the world’s biggest scumbag, but he pays well.” He grabbed Amelie’s hand and pulled her behind him as they walked out of the restaurant. 
“I need to go shopping,” Delila said when they were standing on the sidewalk. “I don’t own a swimsuit.”
“How can you live in southern California and not own a swimsuit?” Amelie asked as she wrapped an arm around Zeke’s waist.
Delila walked up to the taller woman and slipped her arm through Amelie’s. “You should know the answer to that by now, Amelie. Orphanages don’t exactly send people on vacations to the beach.”
“Ah, that’s a good point.”
“They gave us barely adequate food, lodging, and education; just enough to get by, legally, until they could dump us on society and wash their hands of us.” Delila shook her head. “Too many kids don’t make it when they get out.”
Amelie reached down and slapped Delila on her round bottom. “And yet, look how you turned out! I don’t think I’ve ever seen an assassin with an ass like yours.”
Next to her, Zeke laughed. “Come on, ladies. Let’s head back home.”
“So eager to give me that present, are you?” Delila asked, wiggling her eyebrows.
“You know me, baby. I’ll give you the most exciting three minutes of your life.” Zeke strutted a few steps.
“Three minutes? Zeke, you must have learned some new techniques or something,” Amelie said as she wrapped both arms around Delila and laughed with her. 
Hand in hand in hand, they strode down the wide sidewalk to a nearby parking garage, where they split up. Delila spent plenty of time kissing them both quite thoroughly, then left to find her car. Zeke and Amelie went to his Aegis MR-1, on the top floor of the parking garage.
“I should get a car one of these days, so you don’t have to drive me everywhere.” Amelie squeezed Zeke’s hand and smiled up at him as they approached the back of his car. “Although having my own personal chauffeur is nice at times.”
“I don’t mind driving you around, darlin’,” Zeke said.
Amelie used her grip on Zeke’s hand to pull him close. She placed her hands alongside his jaw and they stood there for a moment, kissing each other passionately. Zeke wrapped his arms around her small waist and held her close. Afterwards, Amelie lay her head on his shoulder and smiled contentedly. 
“What was that for?” Zeke asked.
“Oh, nothing,” she replied. “I just love you, that’s all.”
“You sure? You’re not trying to lure me into some shadowed corner so you can take my wallet?” Zeke asked, feigning suspicion. 
“You’ve got me all figured out,” Amelie said with a sigh. “I’m just here to shoot you and steal your kidneys.”
“Where’s your gun eh? Is it here?” Zeke tickled her left side. “Here?” He tickled the other, and his hands went up and down her ribs as she laughed and slapped at him, trying to fend him off.
“Alright, I guess I’ll trust you for now,” Zeke said, scooping Amelie up in his arms. “Let’s go home, honey.” He walked two steps to the passenger side of his car and set her back down. She laughed.
After closing the door for Amelie, Zeke went around to his side of the car and hopped in. He turned the car on and backed out, then wound his way down the ramps until he finally came to the bottom level. When he went toward the exit, he saw the street ahead was filled with cars, blocking the way.
“That’s so typical of here,” Amelie said, reaching for the radio. She flipped through a few stations, her frown deepening at each one. Even the station playing a Power Rob song couldn’t hold her for more than a few seconds. “I guess I’m just not in the mood for music tonight,” she said and set it on a public news station.
“—the investigations against Xander Kinnear, CEO of Carmenta Group, continue.”
Earlier today, Police Chief Dallas Johnson spoke at a press conference.
“No one is above the law in this city, and my department will ensure—”  
“The news is always so depressing these days,” Amelie said, turning the radio off. 
“I can sing for you, if you’d like,” Zeke said. He cleared his throat and opened his mouth to sing a tune, and Amelie placed her hand on his arm to stop him.
“I don’t think my pain tolerance is that high, Zeke. I have a better idea,” she said, giving him a sultry look. “Why don’t you tell me all the things you’d like to do to me when we get to Belize.”
“Hmmm, good one,” Zeke said. “I’m gonna do all kinds of things to you. I’ll probably open the door for you. I’ll buy you a drink or three. Maybe put some sunscreen on your back.”
“Zeke,” Amelie groaned.
“I’ll remind you to brush and floss after each meal, and to eat all your vegetables,” Zeke continued. “I’ll make you some coffee in the morning. No, scratch that. Neither of us drink coffee.”
She punched him in the shoulder, then they both laughed. “Well, at least I have Delila,” she mused.






  
  2


The faint remnant of a breeze made its way down the wide street, offering a slight respite from the morning heat. Cordell raised his thickly-muscled arms and let the wind blow through his clothes, laughing when a woman on the sidewalk had to duck beneath his hand. She muttered several curses at him, but he paid her no mind and continued walking.  
The breeze lifted his mood and he walked with a light step down the broad sidewalk. Sometimes he thought about moving farther north, where the heat wouldn’t be as much of a problem, but life was too good for him here to leave. Year-round high temperatures were a small price to pay for the amount of money he made, especially considering the ways he was able to earn it. No regular job would let him be this violent. After hitching the small duffel bag up on his shoulder, he stuffed his hands in his pockets and continued his trek.
Off in the distance, a group of police officers stood in front of the local district station, talking and wasting time as the pigs often did. Cordell kept a careful eye on them as he slowly approached. One mistake and they would ruin his plans. Xander wouldn’t stand for failure. He had a tendency to punish failures rather harshly. Cordell had the scars to remind him of that.
He stuck a cigarette into his mouth and lit it, then took a deep drag. It wasn’t often that he smoked these days, but on occasion when he was annoyed he would light up. The smoke helped calm his nerves and gave him something to do, so it wasn’t so obvious he was watching the cops on the sidewalk in front of him. It was an unbeatable way to pass time.
The sidewalk was filled with people as usual, which helped disguise his actions. Luckhaven was bustling with activity day and night; people of every color and creed walked by, looking plain and nondescript or outfitted with neon hair and cybernetic limbs. The only thing they had in common was how they all refused to meet Cordell’s gaze and steered clear of him. Several of them made exaggerated coughs and comments about his smoking. He ignored them.
Cordell was exceptionally tall, standing head and shoulders above everyone else. On top of that, while he had never been a small man, his boss had paid for additional muscle tissue to be surgically grafted onto him, so every part of him was practically bulging. It was a procedure that had seen some popularity years ago, but had largely fallen out of favor due to the risks. It required regular exercise, surgeries, and drugs to maintain, but it was worth it. Twice in his life he had met someone as tall as him, but he had never met his equal when it came to strength. That often came in handy.
He preferred to avoid wearing things like sleeves. Luckhaven was simply too hot most of the time, but he also liked to show off a bit. The way people stared at him made him chuckle. When they caught a glimpse of his hard gaze, they tended to hurry away. The smart ones did, at least.
One man strode down the sidewalk towards Cordell with his eyes down on his holophone, laughing as he talked with someone. He ran straight into Cordell, who didn’t even slow down. The man fell to the ground and yelped as Cordell kicked him out of the way. People averted their eyes even more than usual and hurried away.
Violence wasn’t something that bothered Cordell. On the contrary, violence was like an old friend that he enjoyed spending time with. He didn’t go out of his way to seek it, but he never shied away from it.
Most of the tasks he did for his boss involved threatening or harming people—both, when he was lucky—so being a hard man was a requirement. Most people had a natural hesitation when it came to violent acts, but Cordell had gotten over that decades ago. When it came to hurting people, very few were better at it than Cordell.
The group of pigs in front of the police station finally broke up and went in different directions, so Cordell tossed his cigarette on the sidewalk and picked up his pace. The fewer of them he had to deal with, the better. Especially on a day like today. All it would take was one of those bastards actually doing their job for once and everything would be ruined. 
Fortunately, the cops in Luckhaven were notoriously corrupt. Lazy, as well. The rare times they tried to investigate things they shouldn’t…. Well, that was where Cordell came into play.
He pulled the glass front door to the police station open and strode in. As usual, most of the chairs in the expansive room were filled with degenerates or people wanting to talk with the police about some stupid issue. Cordell ignored them all and walked straight to the front desk, where a middle-aged woman was studiously typing away at a computer. Her name tag displayed only her last name, Barlowe.
“Good afternoon, sir. May I have….”
Her voice trailed off as she looked up and saw Cordell. It wasn’t his size that stopped her; there was recognition in her eyes. She knew exactly who Cordell was, and more importantly, she knew the type of things he did and who he worked for. If she recognized Cordell, there was a good chance she was on Xander’s payroll. She licked her lips nervously and leaned forward.
“Should I leave?” she asked in a whisper.
“If you’re smart, Officer Barlowe,” Cordell replied quietly with a smile that unsettled her. “Now, I’m going to have a seat in the waiting room. When I get up and leave in a few minutes, you’ll want to make sure you’re gone.”
She swallowed heavily and nodded. After a deep breath to calm herself, she addressed Cordell in a louder, more professional voice.
“Just wait over there, sir. An officer will be with you as soon as possible.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Cordell said with a toothy grin as he rapped his knuckles on the desk. He turned and strode into the waiting room, where he found a seat near the door and sat. The duffel bag that he had been carrying went onto the floor, and he pushed it beneath his chair with his heel to keep it out of the way. Fortunately, police stations in Luckhaven were often too busy to notice things like that.
Being in places like this made him itch. He had spent his share of time in jail in his earlier years, before he learned how to ditch the cops and before he started working for a man that ensured he never got convicted of anything. Police stations just brought back memories of his youth, mostly. Getting arrested for graffiti when he was twelve. Getting arrested for murder when he was fifteen. Good times.
“You got a fucking problem?” Cordell calmly asked the man sitting across from him, who had been staring at him. The man immediately shook his head and looked down, then shifted his body so that he was facing to the side instead of towards Cordell.
Cordell chuckled quietly and looked back at Officer Barlowe, who had her finger pressed behind her ear. She appeared to be arguing with someone. From where Cordell was sitting, he could see sweat beading on her forehead. Her voice was barely audible in the waiting room.
“I’m sorry, Daniel. I left it in my car. Yes, I know I fucked up. Just cover the front desk for a minute so I can get it. I’ll be back in no time.” She looked up at Cordell, her face lined with worry. He responded by giving her his best grin. His smiles always seemed to unsettle people, often more than his threats. That grin was one of his favorite tools to use on people. Especially when they knew bad weather was coming. And today, Cordell intended to make it rain blood.
Cordell looked around at all the losers sitting in the waiting room. They were all pathetic and downtrodden, the pond scum of the city. In the toilet of society, he was surrounded by shit stains. A group of kids—probably in their early twenties, so still kids as far as he was concerned—sat there with sullen looks on their bloodied faces. Cordell idly wondered what they were in there for and what fight they lost. An older man stared at the window while picking at sores on his face and occasionally twitching. Two scantily-clad women with smeared makeup talked in hushed tones. Track marks covered the insides of both of their arms.
There was a screen on the wall displaying the latest news, so Cordell watched it for a moment. Another record heat wave in India was killing people by the thousands. The same thing was happening in the Amazon Savanna. It sometimes amazed Cordell that a massive forest used to be there. Meat 2.0 stocks were up, which didn’t surprise him at all. The handful of shares he owned were going to pave the way to a comfortable retirement at this point. Construction efforts were already underway in three different states to expand the business. Last year was another record year for homicides in Luckhaven, and so far this year was even worse.
“Thanks, Daniel. I owe you one,” Officer Barlowe said to a coworker that had just arrived. The look on his face was pure annoyance as he sat in her place and glared at her back. Officer Barlowe hurried out the front door, pointedly ignoring Cordell.
After another few minutes of watching the degenerates around him, Cordell stood and lumbered to the front desk. Officer Daniel was muttering under his breath while typing away at a console. He looked up warily when he saw Cordell approach.
“Can I help you, sir?” he asked in a voice that made it clear he didn’t want to help at all.
“I’m just going to come back later when you’re less busy,” Cordell told him politely.
The officer shrugged. “Okay, suit yourself,” he said, clearly not caring.
Cordell grinned at him, then turned and strode out of the building. No one seemed to notice the duffel bag he had left beneath his chair. The light gray coloring helped it blend in. That was a valuable tactic he had learned long ago.
He began to whistle a nameless tune as he made his way down the broad sidewalk, slapping a heavy palm against his thigh in rhythm. A few people eyed him curiously, the whistling giant that he was, but they all moved out of his way. His mood was high; even the heat didn’t bother him.
Once he reached the next intersection, he rounded a corner, still whistling, and calmly pulled his holophone out of his pocket. A smile began to spread across his face as he gestured several times above his phone. This was always his favorite part. His heart pounded with excitement as he made a pinching motion and tapped a small button.
A concussive roar echoed through the street behind him, immediately followed by screams and shouts. Still smiling, Cordell turned and walked back around the corner, ignoring the people shouting and running past him. Debris covered the sidewalks, and every building in the area had some level of damage to it. A cloud of smoke and dust filled the area and people called out for the fire department, for an ambulance, for help of any kind.
Cordell approached the remains of the police station, unable to hide the smile that had plastered itself on his face. A small section of the building had somehow escaped complete obliteration during the blast, but as Cordell approached it fell heavily, sending torso-sized chunks of concrete onto the sidewalk and street. Cordell stood there for a moment with his arms crossed, admiring his handiwork with a satisfied nod while people screamed all around him. Their voices were like a song to his ears.
An armored police car was lying upside down in front of the remnants of the building, on what used to be the sidewalk. An officer crawled from one of the shattered windows, trying to drag himself to safety with one of his arms little more than a bleeding stump. Judging by the trail of blood he was leaving, he didn’t have long. Another officer, or at least part of him, was in pieces next to the crumbled car. The crawling man saw Cordell approach and struggled to his feet, tripping twice in the process.
The officer stumbled towards Cordell, clutching at the bleeding stump where his right arm used to be. He staggered, and Cordell rushed forwards and caught him so that the bleeding stump didn’t soil his clothing. Cordell recognized the man immediately; it was the district chief. He must have arrived right before the bomb went off. 
This was a stroke of luck so strong it left Cordell feeling giddy. High-ranking officers were usually issued armored cars since they often became targets in this city. Looks like the chief’s had failed to do its job. Cordell’s bomb had been rather large, so that was to be expected.
“Hello there, Chief Johnson,” Cordell said, holding the dying man. Blood spurted from the man’s stump onto Cordell’s pants, soaking them.
“Send for help,” the police chief wheezed. “We need…we need help. Ambulance. So many people….”
Cordell held Chief Johnson tightly and pitched his voice low, for their ears alone. “What you need is to understand that some people are to be obeyed,” he explained. “When Xander Kinnear tells you to back away from an investigation, you should listen.” The chief’s eyes went wide right as Cordell’s hand moved to the back of his neck. With a single sharp motion, he snapped the pig’s neck like it was a kitten’s.
The thrill of murder made Cordell’s hair stand on end. There was simply no substitute for the feeling of taking a life. After the joy of the kill faded, Cordell clutched the body to his chest and raised his voice. “Help!” he called out. “Can anyone help this man?” He put on his best attempt at a worried expression.
Another officer stumbled up to him, his face a mask of blood and ash. His uniform was torn and burned, but his eyes were still sharp. He recognized the police chief immediately and set off on a string of curses.
“Shit, it’s the chief!” He pressed a finger to the radio on his chest. “I found the chief. Someone get a goddamn ambulance down here!”
Cordell passed the body over to the other officer and took a step back, wringing his hands in mock worry. He asked them several times if he could help, knowing they would wave him away, which they did. When he was far enough from them, he turned and strode away, his face all smiles.
“Looks like my work here is done,” he said to himself as sirens filled the air. He wiped his bloodied hands on his pants and swaggered down the sidewalk.
There was a natural order to things in this world; some people were at the top of society and some lived at the bottom, smothered beneath the weight of their own patheticness. Cordell’s boss, Xander, paid large sums to keep things that way. Occasionally, for whatever reason, people sought to right some perceived wrong and disrupt Xander’s carefully laid plans. Cordell enjoyed fixing such situations.
Xander wouldn’t have to worry about any more sanctimonious police chiefs for a long, long time. This sent a message that even a deaf man could hear. And if anyone were stupid enough to try? Well, that was just job security for Cordell.
Cordell shoved his hands in his pockets and whistled something light as he strode down the broad sidewalk. People rushed in the opposite direction, eager to see the source of the smoke, noise, and chaos. Some stared at the blood on Cordell’s clothing.
His heart was light and his mind at ease. Killing always put him in the best of moods. He savored the moment for as long as he could; there wouldn’t be any killing for a while. Well, a while for him. There was still that senator to deal with.
But that would have to wait a bit. Right now he had other things to think about. More specifically, there was a man that needed to finish a job, and Cordell was there to hold him to it. 
He wished he could have enjoyed the smell of burning bodies and concrete for a while longer, but time was short, and he had people to kidnap.
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Zeke grabbed the piece of steak with a set of tongs and turned it on its side, letting the hot pan sear every surface of it. The filet was real beef, not lab-grown, and it had cost him a fortune. But, he wanted to treat the special ladies in his life, so it was worth it. 
Once the entire outside of the filet had been seared, he turned the burner off and set the steak on a cutting board to cool. Next to that was a sheet of plastic wrap, upon which he had carefully woven thin slices of bacon—again, real bacon, nothing lab-grown. And definitely not Meat fucking 2.0.
While the steak cooled, he threw a double handful of finely chopped mushrooms in a dry pan and tossed them over high heat. After a minute or so, the water began seeping out of the mushrooms and boiling off. A few minutes of that and Zeke shut off the burner and scraped the mushroom bits onto the lattice of bacon, then smashed them with a spatula and spread them around.
The steak was reasonably cool now, so he grabbed some coarse-ground mustard and spread it liberally on all sides. Once the steak was covered, he set it in the middle of the mushroom-coated bacon and rolled it up, using the plastic wrap to compress it and ensure proper coverage on all sides. 
“And now for the good part,” Zeke said, laying a sheet of puff pastry on his cutting board. After giving the steak-mustard-mushroom-bacon ball a good squeeze, he pulled the plastic wrap off and set the meat in the center of a sheet of pastry dough. That was rolled up as well, until he had a ball of dough-covered filet the size of both of his fists put together. That went into the oven for twenty minutes, and made his entire condo smell like pure happiness.
He grabbed his phone and checked it for any missed calls or messages. There were none. Delila and Amelie should have come back already; they had gone to Amelie’s old apartment to get the last of her things to bring them to Zeke’s condo. Her lease was up and after a year and a half, she was finally comfortable enough to let go of her old place and fully move in, as she put it—although she hadn’t slept in her old apartment in six months. Really, it was just minor storage at this point.
Zeke didn’t want to bother them, but he tapped Amelie’s name to call her. It rang and rang, but she didn’t answer. He tried Delila’s phone, but she didn’t answer either. They were probably just busy, or knowing them, getting busy. It wouldn’t be the first time they were an hour late to something because they lost track of time in each other’s arms. The thought made Zeke smile.
Ten minutes later, he tried calling them again. Still, no answer. That wasn’t like them, so he sent them a message.
Hey, just checking in. Got a surprise for you two when you get back.
After thirty minutes, Zeke sat down to dinner by himself. A mixture of emotions ran through him; beef wellington was a culinary masterpiece, even when he made it, but he was starting to get worried about his girlfriends. His condo was eerily silent without Delila’s high-pitched laughs or Amelie’s sultry alto.
His phone rang, and he snatched it up in a millisecond. It was Seiwa.
“Hey, Seiwa. How can I help you?” He tried to keep his voice calm.
“Good evening, Zeke. It’s time for you to get ready. We have a job for you.”
Even being worried about his girlfriends couldn’t stop his smile. “Let me just get in touch with Delila and I’ll—”
“Don’t bother with that,” Seiwa cut in. “This job is for you and you alone. Come into Nadir and I’ll fill you in.” With that, she ended the call.
That was a bit odd, but nothing truly out of the ordinary. Zeke put the remaining food in the fridge and washed the pans, then went to his desk to gather his things. He sent another message to both of the girls.
Got a call from Seiwa. Heading to Nadir to get the detes. Meet me there.
He slipped his phone back into his pocket, then gathered his things. His pistol—the new, smaller one—and its slimline holster slid inside his waistband and was completely concealed with nothing more than a loose-fitting shirt. Amelie had been right on the money on that one. Much better than a jacket in summer.
Zeke grabbed his keys, gave his condo one last look to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything, then left.
There was really no telling what kind of job Seiwa had for him. She and Pascal generally dealt with high-level stuff; international smuggling agreements, government deals—they had their hands in some serious stuff. He tried to imagine what he might be doing as he rode the elevator to the parking garage, but this was his first solo gig with such a senior fixer. Whatever it was, he was prepared.
The elevator doors opened and Zeke strode out onto the stained concrete. A car zoomed by on its way out of the garage, nearly hitting him. He gave it the finger and kept walking. 
When he got to his car, he pulled his pistol out of his waistband—sitting with it was quite uncomfortable—and tossed it onto the passenger seat as he slipped behind the wheel. Delila and Amelie were okay. They were both strong women, more than capable of taking care of themselves. They were fine.
He needed something to take his mind off of them, so he told his car to drive and began flipping through his contacts. At times like this, he used to call Kedric. A pang of sadness stabbed him in the heart as he felt his father’s loss all over again. 
Another wave of sadness crashed into him as he continued staring at the contacts on his phone. He hadn’t updated them in months. A disturbing amount of the names in his phone belonged to dead people—people that had been killed by Adam, that horrible prototype synth that had raged through the city, looking for Zeke.
Geneva was a friend and would certainly talk, but he had never actually called her before. It might come off as odd, him whining the first time they talked on the phone. No sense in that.
Switch was dead. Frank was dead. Farad was dead. Even the Inspector was dead, and everyone had thought that man was unkillable. He got to Sydney’s name and breathed a sigh of relief at finally coming across someone still alive. Her number was almost completely sequential and made him chuckle at how memorable it was. He tapped her name and his phone began to ring.
Four rings later, Sydney answered. A hologram of her beautiful face appeared above Zeke’s holophone.
“Zeke, what a pleasant surprise. How are you?”
“I just have a lot on my mind and need someone to help me drown out all the static.”
“Well, that’s an odd way to start a conversation,” she said, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Did you want to talk about what’s on your mind?”
“Eh, it’s nothing major.” Zeke took a deep breath and let it out. “Did Amelie call you?”
“Earlier today, yeah. Why, is everything okay? You sound kind of weird, Zeke.”
Zeke pursed his lips. “Did she ask you about the trip?” Amelie had mentioned she was going to, but Zeke wasn’t sure if she had gotten around to it yet.
“Yes, and I called her about an hour ago to let her know that I was coming with you guys. She didn’t answer, so I left a message. Thanks, by the way. I’ve never been to Belize.”
Zeke nodded, not sure what to say. Perhaps calling her had been a mistake.
“Zeke, what’s going on?” Sydney asked softly.
“Ah, it’s nothing. I’m just being paranoid. Haven’t heard from either of them in a couple hours and they didn’t answer my messages.” He laughed. “I know they’re fine, I just have this nagging feeling that I can’t get rid of.”
“I’m sure they’re fine. If anyone can take care of themselves, it’s Amelie and Delila. Speaking of which, I’m excited to finally meet her. Delila, that is.”
“Did you set something up?”
“Yeah,” Sydney said with a smile. “She and I were going to meet up at a local cafe and get to know each other a bit.” She paused for a moment. “You’re aware of what all Amelie asked me, right?”
“Pretty sure, yeah.”
“Amelie wanted to know how I felt about joining the three of you, not just to Belize, but in a relationship.”
Zeke nodded. “Yep, that’s exactly what I thought. She asked me about it the other day when we all went out to eat.”
Sydney leaned her head to one side. “And just how do you feel about it?”
Zeke ran his fingers through his hair. “Well, as I said to Amelie, I’d have to be an idiot not to be excited. I mean, you’re as beautiful as they come, Sydney, and I’ve always liked talking with you, although we haven’t done a ton of it. Hopefully that’ll change and we’ll get to know each other and get along really well.”
“Look, I’m just going to ask you straight out, because I hate beating around the bush. Do you like me, Zeke?” Her voice held a note of expectation.
Zeke thought of making a joke at that moment, something to make her laugh and diffuse any tension, but decided against it. “How could I not? I think you’re great and I’d love to be closer to you. The girls and I just have a sort of…non-standard arrangement, and I want to make sure you’re okay with it all.”
“Well, I obviously am if I’m agreeing to go with you three to Belize. Although I’ll wager Amelie just wants to see me in a bikini again.”
Zeke burst out laughing at that comment. “I’m sure she is, and you know what? So am I.” Some of his tension melted out of him. “We should all meet up soon and just chat over a glass of wine or a beer or something.” It suddenly dawned on him that it was midnight and she was wide awake. “Wait, are you not watching your sister’s kids any more?”
“Nope, she got everything together and has a proper babysitter again. So, I’m all free.”
“Well, how convenient is that! Let’s all meet up, the sooner the better.”
“Yes,” Sydney said with a smile. “How about later tonight?” She sounded excited.
Zeke rubbed his chin. “That might work. I’m on my way to Nadir right now to talk with Seiwa. I’m not sure how soon after that I’ll be prepping for my next job, but I can let you know.”
“Please do,” Sydney said.
“Okay, well I’m pulling up in front of Nadir now, so I’ll talk to you later.”
“Bye, Zeke.”
Zeke ended the phone as his car pulled into a parking space.
“Alright,” he said to himself, rubbing his hands together. “Time to make some money.”
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Braxton stood in front of the doors to Nadir as usual with his thick arms crossed and his customary frown taking everyone in. He was not a particularly charismatic man, or even nice, really, but he was as solid as a mountain. Hard to ask for much more from a doorman. Especially for a place like Nadir. 
“Evening, Brax,” Zeke said as he approached the giant. “Pistol inside my waistband.” He raised both arms.
Braxton’s left eye glowed red as he scanned Zeke, briefly pausing at his pistol. When he was done, he jerked his head toward the door and stepped aside. Zeke pushed the door open and entered his second home.
He never grew tired of the red-and-black theme the club utilized, nor did he ever tire of the music. Lately he had noticed a marked improvement in the quality of the songs played; Kedric would probably joke that Pascal finally started to like decent music. Zeke walked to the bar, where Geneva was standing, wiping the bartop with a cloth.
Her hair was the color of bubble gum this week. Loose pink curls flowed halfway down her back and framed a nearly perfect face. As usual, she wore those tiny mirrored glasses that just managed to conceal her eyes. Her bodysuit today was dark green, in sharp contrast to her hair, although it clung to her every curve and left very little to the imagination. She swayed over to Zeke and leaned her elbow on the bar in front of him.
“Hey there, handsome. Thanks for coming to see me.” She gave him a big smile.
Zeke laughed. “Yep. You’re the only reason I ever come here, Geneva. You found me out.”
She grinned and straightened up. “You want your usual?”
Zeke shook his head. “Nah. Talking with Seiwa in a minute, so let me just get a glass of water.”
“Sure thing,” she said as she grabbed a highball glass and filled it with ice. Her soda gun filled it with clear, cold water and then she set the glass in front of him. “Take it easy with that stuff.”
“Yeah, I’ll go slow,” Zeke said, taking a sip.
“Where are your better halves?” Geneva said, then paused. “Wait. Where are your better thirds?”
Zeke ran his fingers through his hair. “Ah, they’re over at Amelie’s, boxing up the last of her stuff and cleaning the place so she can end her lease. Landlord is kind of a dick so she told me they’d be there cleaning for a while.”
Geneva leaned both elbows on the bar and laid her chin in her hands. “Poor Zeke. All by his lonesome, with no woman to guide his way.”
“Yep.” Zeke took another sip of water. “We can’t all be lucky enough to have someone like you, Geneva.”
Geneva smiled and looked over Zeke’s shoulder. “Pascal and Seiwa aren’t talking with anyone right now. You’re probably safe to head over there.”
“Thanks, love,” Zeke said. He turned away, then stopped and glanced back at Geneva. “Hey, Geneva.”
“Yes, Zeke?”
“What color are your eyes?”
Geneva watched him for a second, chewing her lip as if thinking. Zeke thought she was just going to smile and turn away, but she leaned forward and finally answered.
“Blue.”
She raised her glasses, just enough for Zeke to see.
Her eyes were the clearest blue Zeke had ever seen, like a sky without clouds or pollution. They caught the lighting in the club and reflected it like a sea of perfectly calm water. There was a certain blankness to them that became clear as Zeke studied them. Her eyes stared at nothing, focused on nothing.
“You’re blind,” Zeke said without thinking. He silently cursed his loose tongue. She was the last person he wanted to offend. Fortunately, she didn’t seem to mind.
She lowered her glasses and settled them back into place. “Yeah. Since birth. With my glasses though, I see better than you do. I’ll thank you for not sharing my little secret with anyone. It’s not good for tips. And before you even think of saying anything, I don’t want any sympathy.”
Zeke nodded. “Well, in that case I’ll just tell you—truthfully—that you have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.” He winked at her and raised his glass. “Until next time, gorgeous.”
Zeke walked calmly across the nightclub, sipping his water on occasion. He slurped a piece of ice into his mouth and chewed it as he walked past the other fixers and runners. He stopped in front of Yavin, Pascal and Seiwa’s newest bodyguard. The heavyset man blocked Zeke’s path to the fixers, and gave no impression that he intended to move.
“You can let him pass, Yavin,” Pascal said.
Without expression, Yavin took a step to the side. Zeke walked by and approached the table.
“Please, sit,” Seiwa said, gesturing toward the two chairs in front of their table.
“Don’t mind if I do,” said Zeke as he grabbed one and plopped down. “So, lay it on me, boss.”
Pascal smiled faintly. “You might not be so enthusiastic when you hear what the job is.”
Zeke straightened up. “Well, whatever it is, I’ll get it done. If nothing else, my past shows that much.”
“We have no doubts as to your skill and determination,” Seiwa explained. “But this job is a serious one, from a very high-paying customer. You’re going to be traveling internationally.”
Before Zeke could ask where, Pascal picked up where his partner left off.
“You’ll be traveling to Seoul, South Korea. Your target is Sanghoon Park.”
Zeke stared at them both for a moment. “So this is an assassination?”
They both nodded.
Zeke hadn’t assassinated anyone in years. Not formally, at least. That it was coming from these two meant this guy was important. 
“Why does that name sound so familiar?” Zeke asked.
It was Seiwa that answered. “Sanghoon Park is the CEO of JinShil Corp. Congratulations,” she said, leaning back and crossing her arms. “It looks like you’ll get a bit of revenge after all.”
JinShil was the company that had produced Adam, that murderous synth that killed Tinge and Kedric and nearly Zeke as well. The synth had turned Nadir into a bloodbath in his search for Zeke. Being able to kill one of the men most responsible for the synth wouldn’t bring back Kedric, but it would be a good first step toward some semblance of justice.
Zeke leaned forward and set his glass of water on the table. “So, when you said a high-paying customer, I have a feeling I know who you’re talking about.”
“Are you sure about that?” Pascal asked.
“Pretty sure,” Zeke replied. “Xander will do anything to get a leg up on the competition. JinShil is the only company in the world advanced enough to eat into his profits, and after that fiasco involving the synth I imagine there’s some anger on both sides.”
“You’re a sharp man, Zeke,” Seiwa said approvingly. “I just hope your aim is as sharp as your mind.” She pulled out her holophone and made several gestures above it, then swiped toward Zeke. His phone chimed in his pocket. 
“So, I just fly over to Korea and shoot Park, then fly back?”
Pascal nodded. “In short, yes. Obviously a job of this caliber is much more in-depth than that, but the flights are set up to make this a very quick job. We poured a lot of effort into making this as quick and straightforward as possible. Our customer informed us he has a contact in Seoul that will meet with you and guide you to the location. He will also provide the appropriate weapons. Sanghoon is a man that sticks to a very strict schedule and rarely veers far from it, so this shouldn’t be overly difficult for a man of your ability.”
Zeke nodded. “When do I leave?”
Seiwa picked up her phone. “In about thirty hours. So, go ahead and say your goodbyes and pack a bag. I sent you your tickets.”
Straightforward and to the point. Just how Zeke liked things. He grabbed his glass of water and stood up. “It’ll be done.”
Seiwa spoke up. “Oh, and Zeke? Our customer is on edge lately. He may have someone accompany you. Call it insurance. Don’t take it personally; if it happens, it’s his doing, not ours.”
“I’ll make sure I’m as charming as can be,” Zeke said, flashing them a toothy grin. He turned and left the table, giving Yavin a wide berth as he walked past.
Assassinating Sanghoon Park. He downed the last of his water and set the glass on the bar, so deep in his thoughts that he forgot to say goodbye to Geneva. Zeke shoved his hands in his pockets to keep them from shaking.
As soon as he stepped outside, he took several deep breaths. Since the night he lost his father, he had dreamed of revenge, but with every passing hour it felt more like an unrealistic fantasy. He had given up on his desires for vengeance, no matter how it burned. 
But now he had a chance to put a bullet through the head of the man ultimately responsible for creating Adam. He would rather strangle Xander Kinnear with his bare hands, but this would do. This would absolutely do. 
Zeke hurried down the sidewalk toward his car, barely seeing his surroundings due to the speed at which his mind was racing. How would he do it? A silenced gun in a crowd? A high-powered rifle from long range? A poisoned knife in the dark? He pulled out his holophone and quickly went through the information Seiwa had given him.
One round-trip plane ticket to Incheon international airport. He would be leaving Seoul only five hours after arriving, so they had this down indeed. A contact that he was supposed to meet when he got there. The contact would provide additional details upon arrival as well as the weapon and transport him to the site of the assassination.
It seemed rather easy for a crime of this nature, but then again he had to remind himself that he was in the big leagues now. They probably spent a month setting this up so that Zeke could swoop in and pull a trigger. It only seemed right that this would be so easy. Well, comparatively speaking.
It was time to get ready. First, he needed to tell Amelie and Delila what was going on.
Zeke grabbed the handle of his car door and pulled it open, then slipped into his car. After turning it on, he directed his car to travel to Amelie’s apartment. It zipped out of the parking garage and pulled onto the street, where it immediately got stuck in traffic. Zeke groaned loudly.
As soon as he had traveled far enough to come adjacent to an alley, Zeke grabbed the wheel and took over. He hurried down the narrow pavement, barely avoiding piles of trash and a few junkies, and set himself to making his way to Amelie’s place via side streets, alleys, and the occasional parking lot.
“Come on, guys. I’ve got shit to do,” Zeke grumbled at the car in the right lane that suddenly stopped and put on their left indicator. He hammered on his horn while the driver slowly pushed his way into the left lane, then sped by.
Zeke was a mixture of anxiousness and excitement as he weaved through traffic and made his way across the city. Amelie didn’t live far, so it only took him about 20 minutes.
When he pulled into her parking lot, a few men—shady-looking characters, all—were in the process of piling into a large van. The driver stomped on the accelerator, leaving two black streaks on the pavement as he sped away.
“Watch it, asshole!” Zeke shouted as the van almost struck his car. “Man, people simply do not know how to drive in this fucking city,” he grumbled as he pulled into a parking spot right next to Delila’s car. She still had the same old piece of junk, even though she made good money these days. Zeke had mentioned getting something better, to which she replied that she wanted to save her money.
Zeke hopped out and went over to his girlfriend’s car. He circled it, seeing nothing suspicious. Amelie and Delila were pretty notorious for spontaneous lovemaking that resulted in them losing track of time. He wouldn’t be surprised if he walked in on them naked and napping in each other’s arms. It wouldn’t be the first time.
Amelie had added him to the security list long ago, so the door to the apartment building unlocked when he waved his wrist over the security scanner. He pushed the door open and made his way down the hall. 
Ever since the incident in the Ruby Blossom Hotel, Zeke had avoided elevators. His stomach lurched at the thought of riding one, especially for anything more than one or two floors. Fortunately, Amelie lived on the third floor, so a quick jog up the stairs had him there in no time. 
Finally, he arrived at apartment 304. He knocked twice and the unlatched door slowly pushed open. With his mind racing as it was, he hadn’t even noticed that it wasn’t closed all the way. Safe habits led to long lives, so he pulled his pistol from its holster, put his thumb on the safety, and pushed the door open all the way.
A chair had been set in the center of the living room, right in line with the front door, and a man sat upon that chair. His dark hair was slicked back and he lounged on the chair with one ankle over the other knee. A pistol lay on his lap, but upon seeing Zeke’s gun he slowly raised both hands.
“Ezekiel,” he said, his voice light. He sounded as if he were addressing an old friend.
“Why do people always call me that when they have bad news?” Zeke said, irritated. “Where the fuck are Amelie and Delila?”
“Hey, why don’t you put the gun down so we can talk?” the man asked.
“Who the fuck are you?” Zeke demanded.
The man smirked at him. “Calm down, Zeke. What’s more important than my identity is the man that I work for. I’m sure you can guess who I’m referring to. Well, he’s gone through the trouble of having you hired for this job, seeing as you’re one of the best, and he just wants to make sure you stay focused. You’ve caused him a good bit of trouble over the last year, after all. We’ll call this insurance.”
“Xander,” Zeke growled. “What the fuck is going on here? Where are my girlfriends?” He raised his pistol from the man’s chest to his face and took a step closer.
“Listen, Zeke,” the man continued, not at all bothered by the gun in his face. “You’ll see your ladies again, you just need to play ball. And come on, put that thing away. We can’t talk business with you waving a gun around.” He took a deep breath and crossed his arms. “Amelie and Delila are safe, totally safe. Whether or not they stay that way is up to you. Now, you’re going to cooperate, right?”
Zeke pulled the trigger, spraying the man’s brains across the wall behind him.
“Wrong.”
Zeke ran to the man’s corpse and hastily rummaged through his pockets. Some cash, which he quickly grabbed out of instinct. The man’s pistol went inside his beltline, and the extra magazine in his pocket. Nothing in the man’s wallet gave Zeke any clues.
“Fuck, the van!” Zeke suddenly remembered the van that had fled so rapidly when he pulled in. Amelie and Delila were likely in there. He grabbed the man’s holophone and shoved it in his pocket, then turned to leave the apartment. 
Sydney was the best hacker he had ever known. If he brought her the holophone, she would be able to break into it and glean any useful information from it. He’d call her as soon as he got to his car. Pascal and Seiwa as well, so they would know how things had turned south before they even began.
After slipping his pistol in its holster, he pulled the front door open to leave the apartment. This was a nice place, so a gunshot was likely to bring cops within minutes.
As soon as he stepped into the hallway, he ran straight into a thick-bodied man with his shirt unbuttoned halfway down his hairy chest. The man had close-cropped hair and a thick mustache, as well as a crooked nose and the scarred knuckles of a brawler. Behind him, Zeke just caught a glimpse of a second man, much larger, walking toward them.
The man in front of Zeke opened his mouth to say something, but before he managed to spit out any nonsense Zeke had already struck. Zeke had survived as a child on the streets of Luckhaven for a year before Kedric rescued him. After that, he trained Zeke as a boxer, so if there was one thing Zeke knew how to do it was fight.
Two quick left jabs to the mouth caught the man off guard and set Zeke up for a hard right hook. His metal knuckles struck the man square on the jaw and he staggered back. Zeke flexed his left hand—knuckles on skull was a good way to break something. He had to be careful. 
The man shook his head and glared at Zeke.
“You’d better be real fuckin’ glad I got orders not to kill you,” he growled.
Zeke snatched his pistol out and pumped two rounds into the man’s chest, sending him to his knees. A third bullet took part of his skull off.
“Yeah,” Zeke said. “I’m real glad.”
He looked up right as a giant approached him. 
While Zeke was tall, this man stood a full head taller, with enough grafted muscle to nearly make him look squat. Bowling-ball shoulders and a neck as thick as Zeke’s thigh were balanced out by legs the size of Zeke’s waist. He looked almost like a caricature of a muscle-bound man rather than a real human, but the deep glare on his face brooked no nonsense.
Zeke knew this man all too well. He was the man that had tortured Zeke and mutilated him for a day and a half. He was the reason Zeke now had a cybernetic arm. Cordell was his name, and Zeke smiled as he realized the gift of vengeance was coming a little sooner for him. He raised his pistol at the hulking brute, but Cordell’s hand snatched forward with a loud pop.
Thick, acrid smoke immediately filled the hallway. Zeke tried to aim at Cordell, but couldn’t keep his eyes focused. They burned, along with his nose and mouth. The hallway swam and spiraled, and Zeke reached out to steady himself against the wall. He coughed and nearly staggered. 
“Long time, no see, Zeke,” Cordell said. “Let’s get this over with.”
His fist slammed into Zeke’s stomach, lifting him from the floor. Zeke landed in a heap and struggled to catch his breath. The last thing he saw was Cordell approaching, hands on hips, before everything went dark.






  
  5


The harsh scent of smelling salts brought Zeke fully awake in a heartbeat. His eyes snapped open, then squinted at the bright overhead light that stabbed at his retinas like a knife. His fight response kicked in and he tried to move, but found himself unable. Looking down at himself, he realized he was tied to a table.  
The exact sort of table Cordell had tied him to a year ago, when he tortured him for a day and a half.
Zeke’s heart pounded in his chest and he strained against his bonds. Other than a general soreness in his gut, he seemed unarmed. That was one positive. 
While his legs and left arm were useless against the thick straps that held him in place, his cybernetic arm was much stronger. He flexed it as hard as he could, struggling to raise his arm. Pain stabbed in his shoulder, where the limb attached to and integrated with his body, but he kept trying. The straps refused to budge. He finally admitted defeat and lay back, then looked around the room.
Three men sat in the room, making raucous jokes. They stopped when Zeke leaned his head up and looked around. One of them stood and approached.
He was a solidly-built man, with thick arms as well as a thick waist. While his hairline showed the effects of age, no gray streaked his dark hair or his short beard. Close-set black eyes as cold as the expanse of space watched Zeke without pity. He wore simple worker’s clothes, like a man that did construction, although he was much too clean. An ever-present grin was plastered on his face, but it never touched those cold eyes of his.
“Well, good morning, sunshine,” the man said as he approached the table. He stopped next to Zeke, looking down at him with that insufferable smile. “Your outburst in the hallway did a very good job of proving to us that we were right in collecting your little girlfriends. You see, Zeke—may I call you Zeke?”
“Fuck you,” Zeke growled.
“I’m going to take that as a yes,” the man continued. “You can call me Darius. But as I was saying, you have a little problem, Zeke. You’re a loose cannon. Sure, you’ll get the job done, but you have a habit of causing my employer a lot of headaches. In fact, you gave my predecessor Tobias quite the headache, as I understand it.” Darius chuckled at his joke.
Tobias had been the head of a Carmenta Group hit squad. He was responsible for the slaughter of three runners, and afterward helped track down Zeke. Later, Zeke had found himself squaring off with the man and finished things by blowing the top of his head off with his pistol.
The door opened and a massive brute of a man swaggered in. Cordell. He ducked his head under the door frame and stepped into the room, then walked right to the table where Zeke lay. His face was all hard planes and stony angles, but he grinned as he saw Zeke strapped to the table.
“Well, this brings back memories, doesn’t it?” He reached down and grabbed onto Zeke’s wrist. With his other hand he grabbed one of Zeke’s fingers and slowly bent it back. 
“Get the fuck off me, you goddamn lunatic!” Zeke shouted, struggling against his bonds. His heart thrashed inside his ribcage. It was happening again. These bastards were going to torture him again.
“Yeah, I guess he needs these hands, doesn’t he?” Cordell asked Darius. With a sad smile, Cordell released Zeke’s hands. 
Zeke let his head fall back against the table. His heart still pounded at the thought of being tortured. 
Cordell crossed his thick arms. “Maybe if I’m lucky, I’ll get to finish what I started, so long ago.” With a chuckle, he slowly walked away from the table. He grabbed a nearby chair and sat in it, then pulled a small knife from his pocket and began cleaning beneath his fingernails.
“Sounds like you’re really popular around here,” Darius said. “That’s my boss’ problem with you, Zeke. You’re good at what you do, no one can deny that. Probably one of the best runners in the business, with a reputation as being solid and dependable. That’s why he asked for you for this job in the first place. But you’re also a bit on the wild side. Unhinged. Unpredictable. After that shitshow with the synth the other month, my boss has decided to give you a chance to clear your reputation.” He looked back at the other men and laughed. “Of course, he’s also taking care of the competition in the process. Hard to find a better deal than that.” They all chuckled at that.
“You think you can threaten me into doing your dirty work?” Zeke growled. He looked forward to tearing Darius’s face off. He was going to find a way to do it, no matter what it took.
Darius leaned forward. “That’s the thing, Zeke. I know I can threaten you into getting this done. Although let’s be honest here; I shouldn’t need to threaten you at all. With how good you are at this shit, I imagine you can just pop over there and take care of this, then arrive back in Luckhaven and grab your money. Like I said, no one doubts your ability. It’s that wild side of yours we need to control. We can’t have any slop in this job; it needs to be perfect.”
“And so you kidnapped my girlfriends in case things go wrong with this job, right?”
Darius smiled and tapped Zeke on the head. “Now you’re using that brain of yours. I just hope you understand that we mean you no harm, Zeke. Really.” He struggled not to smile, but suddenly broke out into a laugh. 
Zeke would have spit on him, but Darius suddenly took a step away. He went over to the two men sitting against the wall and said something quietly to them. They nodded and stood up, then exited the room through the door. Darius shoved his hands in his pockets and turned back to Zeke, all smiles.
“You’re wanting to retire soon, aren’t you, Zeke? Leave the life of crime and go somewhere quiet?”
Zeke needed to do something, anything. He needed to break out of these restraints somehow, although even Cordell likely couldn’t break the thick nylon webbing. Zeke looked down and started twisting his wrist, then flexing his arm again. 
“You’re not going to break out of here, Zeke,” Darius explained as he approached the table. He sat on the edge, next to Zeke. “Here’s what’s going to happen: You’re going to fly to Seoul, and to make sure you behave, Sam and Eric are going with you. Those were the two fine gentlemen you saw seated against the wall a moment ago. When you get there, I have a guy named Jeremy that’ll be waiting for you. He’ll set you up with everything you need to get the job done in a matter of minutes. Once Sanghoon Park is confirmed as dead, you’ll fly back to Luckhaven, collect your payment and your girlfriends, and hopefully we won’t have to see each other again. Now, doesn’t that sound easy?”
Zeke glared at the man, wishing he could kill him with the sheer force of his will.
“In the end, I really gotta thank you, Zeke. You’re doing me a service here. Ever since that madman synth fucked things up so badly, my boss has been a bit of a bear to work with. Sanghoon Park has always been a thorn in Mr. Kinnear’s side, but since we took his precious little invention away, he’s been causing all sorts of trouble. Legal issues, sabotage to disrupt our supply chain, you name it. The way I see it, Zeke,” Darius leaned in closer. “You do this and you’ll be a goddamn American hero. You should get a medal for it. Maybe a holiday named in your honor.” He gave a little chuckle.
Darius slid off the table and stood. “But once again, I just want to make sure you understand the price of failure. That’s what’s really important. Okay, guys,” he said, and the door opened.
The two men, Sam and Eric, pushed wheelchairs in front of them as they entered. Amelie and Delila sat in the wheelchairs, wrists and ankles tied, mouths gagged. Tears streaked their faces, but Zeke couldn’t see any visible wounds on them.
He lunged up as far as his restraints would allow. Renewed anger, hot and sharp, flooded through his body.
“I’m gonna kill every single fucking one of you!” he grated at Darius. “You mark my words. You messed with the wrong guy.”
Darius clapped his hands and smiled. “Oh, anger, I like that! Just try to make sure you put all that anger and passion into your job, okay?” He walked over to Amelie and reached out for her. She saw his hand and jerked away, but Darius leaned in and caressed the side of her neck and her cheek with his fingertips. “So pretty,” he said, and the words felt filthy, like they came from a sewer instead of a mouth.
“Don’t you fucking touch her!” Zeke shouted.
Darius pulled a knife and held it near Amelie’s face, still with that insufferable smile on his face. “Just make sure you do your job, and everything will be fine, Zeke. Do that, and you’ll get your girls back. If you deviate, though, you’ll still get them back, but they’ll be in pieces.” He leaned closer to Amelie and she tried to pull away from him. “You have such a beautiful face, ma’am. I’d hate to have to cut it off because your boyfriend didn’t follow instructions. Don’t you want him to follow instructions?”
Amelie looked at Zeke, then at Darius and nodded. Her eyes were wide open with fear and tears still leaked onto her cheeks, but a fire of pure rage burned within that glare of hers.
“Don’t worry, love. Zeke’s a smart guy. He’s gonna do everything he’s told, and then we’ll all throw a party together. Sound good?” Darius patted her on the cheek, then straightened and turned back to Zeke.
On advice from Amelie, Zeke had buried his burning desire for revenge. He had focused on just moving on with his life. Now, it all came back with reinforcements. No one could touch Amelie and Delila and get away with it. No one. After this, he vowed to tear every single one of them apart. Darius stepped up to the table and pulled something out of his pocket.
“Alright, Zeke. It’s almost time for us to get started, which means it’s time for you to take another nap.” He raised a small device and sprayed Zeke in the face with it.
Everything went black.
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When Zeke woke up, he was in the back seat of a large sedan, crammed between Cordell and Darius. To say he was uncomfortable was the understatement of the year.  Handcuffs kept Zeke from trying to kill them both. Barely. 
“How was your nap?” Darius asked as he crunched on a shiny red apple. He chewed noisily in Zeke’s ear.
Zeke tried to work some of the stiffness from his jaw. It felt like one of them had punched him after he passed out. 
“Not bad,” Zeke said. “I had a dream where I rammed a knife into the top of your skull.”
Darius took another bite of apple. “Man, I love these things. Sounds like a rather interesting dream. Shame it’ll never happen.”
Zeke shifted uncomfortably. “That’s great and all, but who’s bright fucking idea was it to stuff us back here with Cordell? This guy takes up half the seat by himself.”
“Aww, princess,” Cordell said. “Do you need a back rub?”
Zeke shook his head. This ride simply couldn’t be over soon enough.
Fortunately, he only had to put up with another five minutes of Cordell’s massive width and Darius’s loud chewing before the vehicle pulled to a stop in front of a huge building. Another car screeched to a halt behind them.
“Alright, gentlemen. Welcome to the airport,” said the driver as he pushed the button to unlock the doors.
Darius pushed the door open and slid out, then gestured for Zeke to follow. He did, with a bit of unwelcomed help from Cordell. 
Once Zeke stood on the sidewalk, Darius removed his handcuffs and manacles. The doors of the car behind them opened and Sam and Eric stepped out, both giving Zeke hard stares as they approached. 
Eric was a tall man, taller than Zeke but not as tall as Cordell, with gray hair and a gray beard, both trimmed short. His eyes were dark blue above a nose made red from broken veins. He was a slender man, but moved like a predator. He wore a stylish casual suit.
Sam, on the other hand, was short and round. His dark eyes had a haunted look, and his mouth was twisted in a permanent sneer. His black hair was long and tied at the nape of his neck, and matched his patchy goatee. Just jeans and a t-shirt for Sam, and both of them wrinkled.
“Like I said, Sam and Eric here are going to accompany you and make sure you don’t try anything stupid. And Zeke,” Darius took a step closer. “Please don’t try anything stupid.” He tossed his apple core onto the sidewalk and moved back to the car. 
Eric looked down at Zeke with cold blue eyes while Sam’s mouth quirked into a grin.
“I think we’re going to get along just fine, aren’t we?” Sam said, clapping Zeke on the shoulder with more force than necessary.
Zeke’s stomach boiled with anger and lava flowed through his veins. The urge to kill was overwhelming, but trying anything before the exact right time would be a disaster. He had to plan this and make it perfect. A cold, calm slaughter.
“Yeah, buddy,” Zeke said to Sam. “We’re gonna get along great.” His tone made it clear he felt the opposite way.
“Alright, move it,” Eric said, shoving Zeke down the sidewalk.
Zeke stumbled a few steps, then turned and glared at Darius as the man closed the car door. “You haven’t seen the last of me, Darius,” Zeke growled.
Eric loomed threateningly while Sam pushed him again. “Come on, asshole. Get moving.” Sam said.
“Zeke?” Darius shouted, leaning out the car window. “I’m counting on it, Zeke.” With that, the car sped away, followed by the second one.
“Had you cooperated from the beginning, you’d have your stuff with you,” Sam said as they entered the airport terminal. “Maybe if you’re lucky, Jeremy will have a spare toothbrush. He’s the guy you’ll be meeting with after you land in Korea.”
“Maybe we can help him, since he’s going to do exactly as he’s told,” Eric said with a warning glare.
“Yeah, I guess I’m feeling pretty nice today,” Sam said, chuckling in the way that disturbed children did while pulling the legs off of spiders.
They led Zeke to the security area, where they waited in line. Zeke looked around at the crowd, at the airport, at the officers. He could snatch one of their weapons and kill both Sam and Eric before they could call anything in, but the rest of the officers would gun him down on the spot. Asking the officers for help wouldn’t work either, as Eric or Sam would just call Darius and tell him. There had to be a way out of this before he got on the plane. Once he left the country, things would get much more difficult.
“How do you like working for Xander?” Zeke asked. “Having the richest man in the world as a boss must be interesting. Especially when he’s a scumbag.”
“It’s pretty great, not gonna lie,” Sam replied. “He’s got the power and money to make things like this go smoothly. You’ll see. Here we go.” He pointed at the security gate.
“Alright, time for me to part ways. I’ll phone in once the plane takes off.” Sam reached in his pocket and pulled out his holophone, then gestured several times above it. “I’m gonna send you a few bucks, Zeke, so you can enjoy a beer when you get to Seoul. It’ll give us more time with Amelie and Delila.” He smiled, and Eric laughed with him.
“Shame I don’t have my phone on me,” Zeke said.
“Well, in that case I guess Eric will enjoy the beer while I enjoy Delila.” Sam showed his teeth in a cruel grin.
“You’re a real funny guy, aren’t you?” Zeke asked.
Sam gave him a greasy smile in reply.
“I like you, Sam,” Zeke said flatly. “I like people with a good sense of humor. That’s why I’m going to kill you last.”
Sam’s smile faltered and slipped into a glare. 
“Get moving,” Eric said, shoving him toward the security gate.
As they approached the security gate, Eric spoke up again. “Don’t let them scan your retinas. We know you aren’t in the database. Tell them you have an eye infection.” He handed Zeke an identification card. Zeke’s own identification card, but with the name “Marcus Paul” on it. Odd name.
Zeke took the card and stepped up to the security officer. The officer brought a hand-held scanner up to Zeke’s face, but Zeke ducked his head.
“Sorry man, I’ve got an infection going on in my eyes. It messes with the scans.” He passed his new ID card to the security officer, who scanned it instead. The officer nodded, and Zeke moved forward. Eric came behind him, and had no problem with the eye scanner.
With a glare, Eric grabbed Zeke by the arm and pulled him toward the appropriate terminal. Zeke yanked his arm free and settled into a fast walk next to the man. There had to be a way to get rid of this bastard. An idea blossomed in Zeke’s head.
“Hey, let’s go there,” Zeke said, pointing at a small store near their terminal. “I wanna take you up on that offer of a toothbrush.”
“Are you fucking serious?” Eric asked. He looked like he wanted to do something rather violent. “Do you really think I’m going to spend a single dollar on you?”
“Look,” Zeke explained. “It’s a 13-hour flight, and overnight. So unless you want to wake up next to me and deal with my morning breath, I’d suggest spending a few bucks. Come on, you stingy bastard.”
Eric’s eyes narrowed. “Fine. But make it quick.”
Zeke hurried through the store and grabbed a toothbrush, a small tube of toothpaste, and a pack of sleeping pills. “I have trouble sleeping on planes,” he explained when Eric asked about them. He also grabbed a dark blue hat, pulled the price tag off, and slipped it on his head.
Supplies in hand, they made their way through the terminal to their gate. A crowd of people filled the area, standing room only.
“What seats do we have?” Zeke asked.
“Twenty-nine A and B,” Eric said, glancing at his holophone. “I get the window seat.”
“Fine with me,” Zeke replied.
They waited near the gate until the employees started calling for boarding groups. Zeke and Eric were halfway through the line and slowly moved forward.
“Any baggage?” asked a pretty lady, scanning digital tickets.
“Just him,” Zeke said, pointing at Eric.
Eric attempted a smile and scanned his holophone again. The woman handed them their boarding passes and they walked down the tunnel toward the plane. Eric leaned down to speak to Zeke.
“Open your mouth again and I’ll nail it shut.”
Zeke struggled not to smile. Pissing off people like Eric was one of his favorite pastimes. 
They continued down the tunnel until they got to the plane. While Zeke had hoped he could have avoided this, at least he had a plan.
“Hello, and welcome aboard,” a flight attendant said as they boarded the plane.
Zeke gave her a smile and made his way down the aisle, slowly progressing behind the line of people until he got to row twenty-nine. There, he stepped aside and let Eric slide in first, so he could get the window seat.
Now, Zeke just needed some patience. A lot of patience. Not the easiest thing in his situation, but his will was like iron.
Unsurprisingly, Eric was one of those assholes that took up the entire armrest. Fortunately, the seat on the other side of Zeke was occupied by a small woman in her later years. The inflight movie sucked, as well—some tired story about a man and his dog overcoming all odds. Zeke paid it no mind and waited for the right time.
After two hours, things finally started working his way.
The flight attendants started at the front of the plane and pushed a cart, row by row, filled with drinks down the aisle.
“Finally,” Zeke said, rubbing his hands together. He pulled the pack of sleeping pills from his pocket and turned to Eric. “Hey, man. Buy us some drinks when she comes around. Once you guys give me my holophone back, I’ll repay you double. For the toothbrush and all, too.”
Eric eyed him warily, but finally nodded. “What do you want?” he asked.
“Whiskey. Bourbon, if they’ve got it.”
The flight attendants finally came near. The one that spoke to Zeke was a pretty thing in her twenties with blonde hair tied up in a bun. Her bright blue eyes twinkled as she smiled, somehow still as friendly as could be after dealing with so many passengers.
“Would you like something to drink, sir?” she asked.
“Can we get two bourbons?” Zeke asked, pointing a thumb at Eric.
“Of course, sir,” she said, and started rummaging through her cart for the good stuff. 
“I hear that blueberry seltzer is fantastic, Zeke said to the lady seated next to him.
The older woman pursed her lips in thought. “Oh, really? I’ve never had one of those. Ma’am, can I have the blueberry seltzer?” 
The flight attendant produced two small bottles a moment later, and passed them to Zeke along with two plastic cups. After that, she handed a can of seltzer to the old lady next to Zeke. Eric leaned over Zeke and held his holophone up and the flight attendant scanned it to pay.
While Eric leaned over him, Zeke took a handful of sleeping pills and ground them up in his cybernetic hand. He dropped the powder into one of the cups, then covered it with bourbon. He swished the liquor around in the glass, ensuring it was dissolved by the time Eric leaned back in his seat and accepted the drink.
“Cheers,” Zeke said, offering his cup. “To this job going smoothly, without any hiccups, and being back in the states in no time.”
“Yeah, I’ll drink to that,” Eric said, downing his bourbon in one gulp.
Zeke did the same. He tried to keep from tapping his feet or otherwise twitching, but his blood pressure felt like his veins were going to pop. This had to work. It would be a risk, but it had to work. 
“Nature calls.” Zeke excused himself half an hour later, squeezing past the old lady next to him, then made his way down the narrow aisle. When he arrived at the rear of the plane, he went to the bathroom and did his business, then stepped out and looked around. He went past the bathrooms and found the nearest flight attendant.
“Excuse me,” he said, and she turned around. It was the same pretty blonde woman from earlier. Amy, according to her name tag.
“Do you need something, sir?” She had one of her shoes off and was rubbing her heel.
“Can I get a blanket please? I’m pretty tired, and a little chilly.”
“Sure thing.” She reached into a latched cabinet and withdrew a neatly folded blanket, then handed it to him.
“Thanks,” Zeke said. He waited a few moments in the aisle, then made his way back to his seat.
After squeezing past the old lady, he slid back into his seat and reclined it. He unfolded the blanket and covered his legs with it.
“Huh,” Eric said, looking down at the blanket. “I forgot they still give those out.”
“You want mine?” Zeke asked, grabbing it in both hands.
Eric thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah.” He covered a jaw-cracking yawn with the back of his hand.
Right as Zeke was handing the blanket to Eric, an announcement came over the speakers.
“Good evening, folks, this is Captain Jefferson. We’re about three and a half hours into our thirteen-hour flight, and we’re going to be dimming the lights in a few minutes so you can get some sleep. Our flight attendants are here if you need anything, and as always, thank you for flying with—”
“Finally,” Eric grumbled, pulling the blanket up to his chest. He gave Zeke one last suspicious glare, then leaned his head against the wall and fell asleep. “Don’t even think of trying anything,” he muttered.
Zeke smiled. The sleeping pills and bourbon should have him in a deep sleep in no time. Shame he couldn’t have just poisoned the man, but this would work as well. Now, he just had to wait for the perfect opportunity.
A few minutes later, the lights dimmed. It wasn’t pitch-black or anything, but it was dark enough to hide what Zeke planned on doing. Mother nature would do her thing soon enough.
It took another two hours, but the lady next to Zeke finally got up from her seat and made her way down the aisle toward the bathrooms. Zeke grinned, then turned to Eric.
Eric was in a deep sleep, occasionally snoring softly. Zeke had to move quickly. He looked around himself. The people seated in the row behind him were all asleep. The row across the aisle, as well. 
Zeke reached over to Eric, his hands hovering a centimeter above the man’s face. He took a deep breath, and grabbed him; Zeke’s left hand on Eric’s chin, and his right hand on the back of Eric’s head. Eric mumbled in his sleep, but Zeke twisted as hard as he could. The strength of his cybernetic right arm made it easy, and Eric’s head twisted halfway around with an audible crack. Zeke quickly moved his head back so that it was facing forward, and brought the blanket up to Eric’s chin. Finally, he removed his hat—the blue one he had stolen in the airport—and placed it over Eric’s face.
Zeke settled back into his seat and tried to get comfortable. At least he wouldn’t have to worry about Eric anymore. He reached into Eric’s phone and withdrew the man’s holophone, then used Eric’s thumb to unlock it. 
Zeke scrolled through the messages and all the data on the phone. There was a lot on there that could help him. He used Eric’s thumbprint one last time to add his own to it, then searched for the man’s banking app. With a grin, he transferred Eric’s money into his own bank account. Served him right for being such an asshole.
Zeke decided to catch up on his sleep for the remainder of the flight. There was little else he could do at the moment, after all. He settled back on his chair and took a nap.
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People tend to empty their bowels shortly after they die. 
That was something Zeke was reminded of just before the plane landed. Fortunately, Eric’s corpse had the decency to hold off for most of the flight, but eventually let loose. The smell was quite awful. Zeke tried his best to imply it came from the row behind them.
As soon as the plane landed and the seatbelt sign turned off, Zeke politely pushed past the elderly woman next to him—with apologies, of course—and hurried down the aisle, slipping past all the people trying to get their luggage. Quite a few of them cursed at him, and one man stood in place, refusing to let him pass. The strength of Zeke’s cybernetic grip on that man’s wrist made him think twice. As he approached the front of the plane where the flight attendants could see, he stopped and waited in line, slowly filing out. Best not to draw any extra attention to himself.
There were few things that could be worse than landing in an international airport with a corpse. Especially a corpse that had just shit itself. Zeke’s only saving grace was that he flew under an alias. Still, it was problematic to say the least.
Exiting the plane and walking up the tunnel to the airport terminal only took a matter of seconds, but it felt like hours. He pulled out Eric’s holophone and dialed Sydney’s number, thankful that it was so easy to remember.
She didn’t answer.
Someone screamed back on the plane. Then a second person. He sent a message to Sydney saying it was Zeke, then called her again. This time, she answered after the fourth ring.
Her hair hung in loose waves and she stifled a yawn with a slender hand.
“Zeke? Why are you using someone else’s phone? Some guy named Eric,” she asked.
“I’ll explain later, Sydney. This is an emergency, with a capital I’m-fucked. Are you near your setup? Or any computer, for that matter?”
“Yeah,” she replied. “I’m home. What’s going on?”
“Okay, I promise I’ll explain, and if I get through this I’ll pay you with whatever I can. I’m in Seoul right now, in the airport. Incheon international.” He suddenly thought of the people around him, and turned the hologram off. He pulled the phone up to his ear. “I need you to get into their security server and erase me from any and all cameras. Same with Luckhaven about thirteen hours ago.”
“Uh, that’s a pretty tall order with no warning,” she replied, sounding rather annoyed. “You’ll definitely be paying me for this one.”
At that moment, Eric’s phone chimed. Zeke looked down at it and saw a message from Sam.
Let me know when you land. Darius keeps pestering me.
At the same time, a message came through from someone named Jeremy.
I’m waiting in baggage claim 4. Blue t-shirt.
When Zeke brought the phone back up to his ear, he heard Sydney typing. 
“So, how long do you think it’ll take?” he asked her.
She replied after a moment. “Zeke, I just want to emphasize exactly how lucky you are. If we didn’t smuggle things from Seoul to Luckhaven on a regular basis, you would be completely fucked. Even I wouldn’t be able to get in there and erase footage of you for probably a solid day or two.”
“So you can?” Zeke asked excitedly as he hurried through the terminal.
“I have fake employees on each airport’s respective domains,” Sydney explained. “Getting domain admin is pretty easy from those. It should be done within half an hour. Hopefully that’s enough time for you.”
“Thanks, Sydney. I’m going to make this up to you. Let me call you back in a few.”
“Okay, Zeke. Stay safe.”
Two security guards ran in the opposite direction as Zeke, heading toward the gate from which he had left. Zeke quickly stepped into a tourist shop and grabbed the first shirt in his size. It was a pink t-shirt with a anime character on the front. He paid with Eric’s holophone, then hurried to the nearest bathroom. Once there, he stepped into one of the stalls and pulled his black shirt off, then pulled the tags off of the new shirt and put it on. He checked himself in the mirror and laughed.
“Pink-clad assassin,” Zeke muttered to himself as he stepped out of the bathroom. On his way out he stuffed his old shirt into the trash can. He pulled Eric’s phone from his pocket and sent a message to Jeremy.
He’ll be down there in a few minutes. Idiot’s wearing a pink t-shirt, you can’t miss him. I’m gonna go catch some hookers and I’ll meet up with you later.
Hopefully that would sate Jeremy for the time being. Remembering the other message, he sent a reply to Sam.
Plane just landed. Everything’s going smoothly so far. He’s cooperating. Tell Darius to relax.
Zeke continued to follow the signs overhead as he made his way through the airport. A group of policemen hurried by in the opposite direction. Zeke’s jaw clenched as he realized how close he was to all of this being ruined. The sooner he could get out of here, the better.
He pulled out Eric’s holophone and dialed Sydney again. She answered after the first ring. Her hair was tied up this time, and she was focused on her keyboard.
“I’m taking care of it now, Zeke, don’t worry.”
“I never worry with you, Sydney. I just wanted to give you a better explanation of what was going on.”
“Okay, hit me with it.”
Zeke took a deep breath and opened his mouth to speak, then decided to turn the hologram off again. He brought the phone up to his ear and covered his mouth with his other hand. “I’ve been hired to assassinate someone here in Seoul. Someone big. Xander Kinnear is paying Pascal and Seiwa for this. Only, to make sure everything goes smoothly, he’s had his goons kidnap Amelie and Delila as a sort of insurance. I don’t believe Pascal or Seiwa are any part of the kidnapping.”
“What?” She asked in disbelief.
“Yeah, I’m in a shit situation. And I gotta play ball, or else they’ll kill my girls.”
“Zeke,” Sydney sounded flustered now. “What the hell? Why would they do that?”
“Because Xander values money more than he values humanity,” Zeke replied. “He truly doesn’t care if he hurts people. Remember, this is the same guy that had me tortured for sticking my nose in his business a year ago. He just wants me to murder the competition.”
“Wait, who is your target?”
Zeke grunted a laugh. “Sanghoon Park. The head of JinShil Corp.”
Sydney made a strangled noise. “What?”
Zeke went on. “Don’t get me wrong, I plan on killing the bastard—it’s the least I can do for all the carnage his synth caused and the people we lost. But after that, I’m hunting down every single one of these fucks and making them pay.”
“I’m here with you, Zeke,” Sydney said without hesitation. “Every step of the way, I’ll be here with you.”
“I knew I could count on you, Sydney,” Zeke said. He considered making a joke about her really earning her ticket to Belize, but decided now wasn’t the best time for jokes. “I’ll call you later. I’m about to meet up with my contact here.”
“What was all that about the security cameras on the airport? What did you do? You never told me.” She was still typing in the background.
Zeke paused for a moment. “They had a guy fly with me, to make sure I didn’t try to escape or change the plan or anything. I killed him on the plane. I’m talking on his holophone right now.”
“Good,” Sydney replied. “Although that means he’ll be on the news. Shit. I’m going to have my work cut out for me, making sure that story doesn’t get out. Or if it does, that no one knows his name. Time for me to get to work. I’ll talk to you soon.” With that, she ended the call.
Zeke slipped the holophone into his pocket and hurried toward the baggage claim area. When he got there, he pushed through the dense crowd of people as he looked for the fourth reclaim carousel. 
A crowd of mostly Korean people filled the area, although none were at Zeke’s carousel yet; he had arrived before anyone else from his flight. An older man wearing a shirt celebrating Korea’s reunification bumped into him, and immediately apologized.
Zeke slipped through the crowd and saw a tall man in a blue shirt. He was American, that much was clear from first glance, with short blonde hair and brown eyes. That must be Jeremy. He stood there with his arms crossed, right in everyone’s way. He wasn’t a particularly large man, only slightly heavier than Zeke.
Zeke walked up to him. “Hey, you Jeremy?”
Jeremy looked at Zeke and nodded. “Yeah. Where’s Eric?”
Zeke shrugged. “He kept telling me about the hookers here and how excited he was. I believe the way he described it was he’ll be up to his neck in poontang until his flight home.”
Jeremy rolled his eyes. “Typical. He’s probably heading to Itaewon. That’s fine, we don’t need him anyways. Come one, let’s get this done. Time’s short. Nice shirt.” He laughed and jerked his head to the side and Zeke followed.
Together they passed through baggage claim and made their way out of the terminal. After crossing a road, they walked toward the parking lot. Jeremy didn’t say much, and answered most questions with little more than a grunt. Zeke hated him almost immediately. On a whim, he pulled out Eric’s holophone and switched it to silent.
When they got to Jeremy’s car, he directed Zeke to get in. He turned the car on and started explaining the details of their mission.
“Go to saved location one,” he told the car, then continued. “Okay, so here’s the deal. Sanghoon Park has a meeting this afternoon with some execs from…. Well, I don’t know who they work for and I don’t care. What matters is that he’s going to be in a conference room in a nearby hotel for this.”
“Why not in his own building? Is something going on?” Zeke said.
“Yeah. I think he’s meeting some new clients, or trying to win over potential ones,” Jeremy explained. “So they’re in a high-end conference room in a hotel building, with some fancy food catered and all that. My guess is these guys are potential buyers. The reason this is important is twofold. First, we actually know his schedule, which helps immensely. And second, the room has panoramic windows. Excellent view of the Han River. From our vantage point, it’ll be an easy shot.”
Zeke thought for a moment. “I’m guessing we’re heading there right now?”
Jeremy nodded. “You guessed correctly, mister pink shirt. I already have everything we need in the trunk. You’re doing the job, then I’m getting you right back on a plane back to the states.”
Zeke barked a laugh. “Man, you guys are quick. No wasted time, eh? Just in and out.”
“You’re not here on fucking vacation, Zeke. You’re here to kill someone,” Jeremy growled.
Zeke thought on that sentence for a bit. “Oh, don’t worry. I know.”
They continued over a bridge, and where the bridge met with land on the far side gave Zeke an idea. He tucked it away for later, when he would need it. For now, he had to focus on the task at hand.
Jeremy busied himself with staring at the buildings through his window, so Zeke pulled Eric’s phone out and sent a quick message to Sydney.
I’ll be able to call soon.
She replied almost immediately.
I’m just glad you’re safe.
She punctuated the statement with a few hearts, which brought a smile to Zeke’s face. Looks like Amelie had the right idea, wanting to bring Sydney into their little family. 
“So, how’s this going off?” Zeke asked as they entered downtown Seoul. Towering skyscrapers lined each side of the street, with more cheap plastic signs and advertisements than he could count. People filled the sidewalks, and cars clogged the streets even worse than in Luckhaven. Traffic moved at a crawl.
“Simple,” Jeremy said, turning a corner. “We’re going to the building next to him, and you’re going to vaporize his head. I told you, this job is already put together. We’ve been working on it for weeks, so you can just step in and do your part.”
Zeke suppressed the urge to groan. Based on that comment, he had an idea what was going to happen. And he knew exactly how he was going to get them back.
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Cordell pushed the truck door open and stepped out onto the street. He didn’t fit too well in most vehicles, but this rental truck was large enough that he had actually been quite comfortable. That was a rare luxury. His trip from the airport to his current destination had been an enjoyable one, made even more so by the truck’s excellent stereo. Overall, a great way to start the night. 
A luxury car was parked in the driveway. He strolled up the driveway and pulled a small device from his pocket. After opening the charging port on the car, he plugged the device in with an audible click. Several lights flashed, then it began to go to work.
With a satisfied nod, Cordell moved toward the house’s front door. It was a nice house, probably more than two hundred years old and three stories high, made from brick. Cordell wouldn’t mind something like it for himself, though with a few modifications. Weighing two hundred kilograms tended to alter daily activities a bit.
He knocked firmly three times and waited. Patience wasn’t something that came naturally to him, but it was required for this job. Over the years he had gone from antsy and irritable to a man that could outwait a rock.
Eventually the door opened and a gray-haired man stood there, looking wide-eyed at Cordell.
“Jim!” Cordell exclaimed, taking a step forward and pushing his way into the house. “It’s so good to see you, Jim. How’s the family?”
“What the—get out of here! Martha, call the police!” Jim staggered back a few steps, looking around. His eyes went to a baseball bat leaning next to the door jamb.
Cordell drew a pistol and leveled it at the man. “Uh-uh, that can’t happen. Tell her everything is okay.”
Jim glared at Cordell but finally raised his voice and called out. “Nevermind, everything is okay, Martha! Go back to sleep.”
“Very good, Senator Talmonth,” Cordell said. “Why don’t you have a seat over there?” He pointed with his pistol at the couch. 
Jim kept his eyes on Cordell’s gun and slowly walked over to the couch. He sat stiffly, eyes filled with anger and concern. Cordell sat in a chair across from him.
“Look, just let me get my wallet and you can be on your way. No one needs to get hurt,” Jim began. He stopped when Cordell laughed.
“Ah, you misunderstand me, Jim. I’m not here for your money. Although perhaps we could have a little discussion about the topic of money. Like, for example, why you wouldn’t accept it when my boss offered you a rather substantial sum.”
Senator Talmonth’s brows lowered. “Because I’m not for sale, that’s why. Money in politics has done a good job of ruining this country. Far too many of my colleagues are practically owned by lobbyists and corporations, but not me. I work for the American people.”
Cordell set his pistol on his lap and clapped his hands. “Bravo, senator! Excellent speech. I admire your steadfast honesty and dedication to your constituents. Really, I do. Unfortunately, I’m in a different business. When Mr. Kinnear sends me to do something, it’s usually to deal with someone that wouldn’t listen.”
“So you think you’re going to threaten me into accepting his bribe?” Jim asked, his face screwed into a scowl. “Since apparently you’re fucking deaf, I feel I need to repeat what I just said. I’m not for sale.”
Cordell shook his head. “You should be. Life would certainly be easier for you if you were, and your bank account would thank you.” He sighed. “Instead, now I’m here and things have to be considerably less pleasant.”
Senator Talmonth’s posture slumped as he realized what was going to happen. Cordell loved that part; that very moment when a person realized that he was there to kill them and they couldn’t escape.
“Can I make a request?” the aging senator asked. His voice had lost some of its vigor.
“You can always make a request,” Cordell replied.
“Not in front of my family. Do it outside. Preferably somewhere where they won’t see my body. I don’t want my son to see it.”
Cordell looked down at his pistol, then back at Jim and feigned surprise. “Oh, you think I’m going to shoot you? No, I’m not going to shoot you, senator. As long as you don’t try anything stupid, at least.”
At that moment, a woman walked into the living room. She was a few years younger than Senator Talmonth, with graying hair and sharp eyes. She was still quite pretty for her age. She held a robe closed with both hands, and her eyes went wide when she saw Cordell seated in the chair with a gun.
Cordell pointed the gun at her. “So, you must be Martha! Have a seat, Martha.” Cordell pointed with his gun at a spot on the couch next to the senator. She nodded and shuffled over, her face a mask of barely reigned-in panic.
When she sat next to her husband, she immediately hugged him tightly and let out a sob. He took her hand in his and whispered to her to stay strong. Cordell decided to let them have that moment. It would make the rest of this so much more fun, if they held onto hope.
“What do you want?” Martha asked, her eyes on the gun.
“Me? Not much. My boss, though, he wants some things. He wanted Jim here to accept some money and vote on a few recently proposed bills, but it appears Jim can’t be bought. So, I’m here to punish him.”
“Are you going to shoot us?” she asked.
Cordell gave her a toothy grin. “I would prefer not to. In fact, I have a much better idea; how about you two grab your son and go for a little drive. I’ll just mess some things up here. You won’t have anything else to worry about.” Technically, it wasn’t a lie.
Martha nodded. Her eyes were still glued to Cordell’s pistol. “As long as you’re not going to shoot us. I’ll go get our son,” she said, pushing herself off the couch.
“Don’t try anything stupid, Martha,” Cordell said, following her with his pistol.
She hurried from the living room and raced up the stairs.
Cordell turned back to Senator Talmonth.
“I just hope you’ve learned from this ordeal, Jim. It’s good to stand your ground at times. Really, it is. Just not against my boss. You should be more like your colleagues sometimes.”
Senator Talmonth’s face darkened. “My colleagues are scumbags and cowards that have sold out the American people. You can threaten me and wave your gun all you’d like, mister. But when I became senator, I swore an oath, and I intend to keep that oath.”
Cordell gave him his best grin and waited patiently until Martha came back into the living room, holding the hand of her son. He was a boy of around eight or ten or so, and rubbed his eyes while complaining about how late it was. Cordell lowered his pistol. No need to scare the child unnecessarily. Screaming kids were always problematic, so best to avoid that.
“Very good,” Cordell said. “Now, let’s all go outside. You folks just go for a little drive, okay? This will all be done before you know it.”
Martha kept herself between Cordell and her son as she walked toward her husband. Together, the three of them made their way to the front door.
“What's going on? I’m tired,” their son said.
“We’re just going to take a short drive,” Senator Talmonth told him. “You’ll be back in bed soon, buddy.”
“Touching,” Cordell said. “Go on. Out the door.”
The senator glared at Cordell as he held the door for his family. Martha stifled another sob as they hurried to the car parked in the driveway.
Cordell couldn’t wipe the grin off of his face. He was so excited for this part. His pulse quickened.
“That’s it. Go ahead,” he told them as they opened the car doors and got inside.
Cordell pulled a remote from his pocket, roughly the size of his holophone. Once they were all inside the car, he pressed a button, locking the doors. Surprise flashed on Jim’s face as he grabbed the car door and pulled. It didn’t budge. Cordell slowly approached them.
“You see, Jim, my hope is that whoever takes your place will remember this. He’ll see you were stupid enough to try to investigate my boss. No one fights against Mr. Kinnear and wins. You should have been smart enough to know that, but….” He trailed off and shrugged. “No worries. We have a solution for that.”
Cordell pushed another button on the remote and Senator Talmonth’s car turned on. From within, Martha began to panic. She screamed, and Jim reached over and tried to calm her. Their son began to cry in the back seat.
“And, here we go,” Cordell said, using the remote. The car backed down the driveway slowly, with Cordell walking next to it. It took him a couple tries to get the car to pull onto the street correctly, but soon it sat there, ready to go. 
Notably, none of the Talmonths wore their seat belts. Oh, Martha certainly tried to fasten hers, but it wouldn’t latch. In a few minutes, they would learn that their airbags didn’t work either.
“You live on such a wonderfully straight road,” Cordell said as he stepped next to their car. Martha and their son were openly crying, while Jim tried his best to calm them. Cordell could see the look in his eyes, though. Jim knew they were all going to die.
“Xander Kinnear sends his regards!” Cordell told them with a polite wave. 
With the press of a button, their car rocketed forward at full throttle. Them living on such a straight road did have a major advantage; it allowed their car to reach very high speeds in a short period of time. Unfortunately, the steering wheel didn’t work, no matter how much Jim twisted it. Cordell wished he could have seen the looks on their faces right as they crashed into a telephone pole at more than two hundred kilometers per hour.
After pressing another button, the small device he had attached to their car exploded. It wasn’t particularly powerful, but it was enough to ensure there were no survivors. 
He hopped into his rental truck and watched through his windshield for a moment as flames slowly spread across the outside of Senator Talmonth’s car. Smoke began to billow from the interior, pouring out from the shattered windows. When the battery caught, it would be hard to put out.
Satisfied with his work, he turned the truck on and left. It really was quite nice. He would have to consider getting one soon. His own truck was a few years old and ready for replacement. 
Cordell smiled as he drove toward the airport. He needed to get back to Luckhaven quick. His next task involved a man he had wanted to kill for quite some time.
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Jeremy pulled his car down a ramp that led to a parking garage at the base of a skyscraper. A thick steel bar blocked the way. He pulled up next to a small terminal and scanned a badge. After a beep of confirmation, the bar lifted out of the way. He continued into the parking garage, slowly passing through the rows of cars, until he reached the back. 
“Okay, get out. Time to get this done,” he said as he stepped out of the car.
“Are you finally going to fill me in on the details now?” Zeke asked as he did the same.
“Yeah, I guess,” Jeremy grumbled. 
Zeke couldn’t help but think that Jeremy was the least charismatic person he had ever met.
They met at the rear of the car. Jeremy opened the trunk and withdrew two sets of coveralls, one of which he threw at Zeke.
“Put this on,” he instructed.
Zeke stepped into the coveralls and pulled them on over his clothes while Jeremy did his best to explain what was supposed to happen.
“We’re on the maintenance crew,” Jeremy said as he pulled two toolboxes from his trunk. He set one in front of Zeke. “Your plasma rifle is in there. No one really watches too closely what maintenance does. We can go wherever and people just assume we belong there.” He clipped a badge on the front of his coveralls and handed Zeke one.
“Marcus,” Zeke said, tracing his finger over the name embroidered on his coveralls. “I knew a guy named Marcus once.”
“No one cares. Put this on,” Jeremy said, handing Zeke a hat.
Zeke put the hat on as Jeremy pulled out a similar one and put it on. The hat projected new features onto Jeremy’s face. The differences were subtle, but made him look like a completely different person.
“Alright, let’s do this,” Jeremy said, grabbing his toolbox. 
Zeke reached down and grabbed his toolbox, then waited on Jeremy to lock his car. Together, they crossed the parking lot and entered the bottom floor of the luxury apartment building. 
“Just look like you belong here,” Jeremy said quietly as they crossed the lobby. “People will almost never question you if you just look like you belong. Probably the most valuable lesson I’ve ever learned.” He stopped in front of the elevators and pushed the call button. 
A bead of sweat ran down the middle of Zeke’s back. He reminded himself that he had a different face and an alibi, but the seriousness of this situation was really starting to set in. It was a rare thing indeed that he felt any type of cold feet before a job, but he was in a foreign country and the loves of his life had been kidnapped. So needless to say, he was not in his usual headspace.
“Here we go,” Jeremy said when the elevator doors opened.
They both stepped onto the elevator and Jeremy pressed the button for the forty-fifth floor. Fortunately, they were the only ones on the elevator. The doors closed and it began to ascend.
Zeke set his toolbox down and rolled his neck in a circle, doing his best to loosen a few knots. 
“I’m assuming you’re a good shot with a rifle,” Jeremy said. “They wouldn’t have hired you otherwise.”
“Yeah,” Zeke said. “I’d place myself solidly above average.” He squatted down a few times and touched his toes. He wanted his body warmed up and ready to go for what he was planning. Plus it helped take his mind off of the fucking prick in the elevator with him.
“Good, because it goes without saying that you only get one shot, then we have to hurry the fuck out of here. And if you fuck this up, I’ll be dealing with you.”
“I figured that much,” Zeke said, taking a few deep breaths. He rolled his head one way, then the other.
The elevator chimed as it reached the forty-fifth floor. After the doors opened, they both stepped out into a room with concrete walls that held giant breaker panels, air conditioning units, and all the rest of the shit maintenance crews kept out of sight. They weaved around a work table and made their way to a heavy steel door that led to the roof. Jeremy pulled out his holophone and checked the time, then nodded.
“We’re right on time. Go ahead and get your rifle ready,” Jeremy said as he set his toolbox on the floor and opened it.
Zeke opened his toolbox and looked inside. It held a plasma rifle broken down into three parts. He grabbed the stock and held it in one hand, then slid the receiver in until four pins clicked and held it into place. Then, he retrieved the heavy barrel from the bottom of the toolbox and slid it into place, twisting it until it locked. A scope was in the bottom of the toolbox as well, so Zeke grabbed that and slid it into place, then twisted the thumbscrews until they were tight.
Jeremy, on the other hand, pulled a small backpack from his toolbox as well as a pistol. After that, he grabbed a small white cloth and threw it to Zeke, who caught it mid-air.
“Make sure you wipe your fingerprints off of everything you touch. Don’t be a dumbass and get caught,” Jeremy said as he slid his arms through the straps of the backpack.
“What’s that?” Zeke asked.
“This,” Jeremy said as he hefted the pistol. “This is to make sure you do your job.” He jerked his thumb toward the backpack. “And this is a parachute, in case things go tits-up and I need to escape.”
“No parachute for me?” Zeke asked, although he already knew the answer.
“Nope. So I guess you’d better focus.” He raised his security badge and swiped it in front of the door, then pulled it open. “Let’s get this done and get the fuck out of here.”
Zeke turned the rifle on and waited a moment for the lights to indicate a successful self-check, then nodded. He went through the door with Jeremy in tow. A set of stairs was ahead, and he hurried up them. The door at the top of the stairs led onto the roof. 
Zeke pushed the door open and stepped out onto the roof. The moment his foot touched the surface, a gust of wind knocked him to the side. He closed his eyes and tried to will his heart rate below two hundred.
“What’s the matter, you afraid of heights?” Jeremy asked, moving onto the roof behind him.
“Yeah, actually,” Zeke said. “And gusts of wind when I’m on top of a building don’t help.”
“Aww, poor baby. Over here,” Jeremy pointed to one side of the roof with his pistol. “You should have a clear shot from there. I’ll tell you where to look.”
“Why don’t you just shoot the man?” Zeke asked as he followed Jeremy to the edge of the roof, where a waist-high railing kept them from falling over the edge.
“Because I’m not a good shot, like you are,” Jeremy said. “I’m just the security guy. Down.” He pointed to the floor with his pistol.
Zeke grunted and lowered himself to the surface of the roof, into a prone position. He studied the building next to them, a massive hotel that stood half a dozen stories higher than them. 
Jeremy knelt next to him and pointed at the hotel, towards the top. “You see those big ass windows, two floors from the top?”
Zeke squinted against the sunlight. “Yeah, I see ‘em.”
“Keep your eyes focused on the left one. Park is in there.”
Zeke pulled the rifle against his shoulder and put his eye against the scope. The panoramic window of the hotel leaped into view and he slowly swept the rifle from side to side, trying to catch a solid view of the room. 
A dozen men in expensive suits mingled in that conference room, many with glasses of champagne in hand. One man kept gesturing towards a screen on the wall, upon which a video was playing, showing graphs and charts. Two others stood there, nodding appreciatively. 
“I guess now would be a good time to ask what Park looks like,” Zeke said. “I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen the man before.”
“Dipshit,” Jeremy grunted. “Everyone in that room probably looks thirty years old and in perfect shape. Look for a pudgy sixty-year-old.” He scoffed. “You should have fucking known that much.”
“Maybe someone should have told me,” Zeke muttered.
Zeke found him quickly enough. He was half a head shorter than everyone else, and balding at that. Small glasses perched on his nose, and his belly pushed the waist of his suit out considerably. Also of note, he had a hard glare, visible even through the scope. The man looked to be trying to stare holes through everyone.
“Found him.” Zeke placed his finger on the trigger. He heard Jeremy rack the slide on his pistol and looked up.
Jeremy was pointing the gun right at Zeke’s head.
“Just making sure you don’t back out,” Jeremy said with a shrug.
“Yeah, no pressure or anything,” Zeke said as he put his eye back to the scope of the rifle. He found Park again and steadied the rifle.
Sanghoon Park’s glare swept the room and the man took a step toward the window. Perfect. He clasped his hands behind his back and looked at the city below, then brought his gaze to the roof of the apartment building next door, right where Zeke and Jeremy were.
Fuck.
Sanghoon’s eyes widened and he opened his mouth to say something. His hand raised and he pointed at Zeke.
Zeke squeezed the trigger.
The rifle made a faint humming noise. There was no recoil, but the side of Sanghoon Park’s head vaporized in an instant, sending a mist of blood across the walls and ceiling. A small hole had been burned into the window in front of him. Chaos enveloped the room as people realized what had just occurred. People screamed and ran, struggling to leave the room. One man pulled out his holophone and began dialing, probably calling the cops.
“Time for us to leave,” Zeke said, shuffling further away from the edge of the roof. He looked up and saw Jeremy holstering his pistol.
“Is he dead?” Jeremy asked, holding out his hand.
“Yep. Just like you wanted,” Zeke said as he handed over the rifle.
Jeremy put the rifle to his shoulder and looked through the scope. A moment later he gave a satisfied grunt and lowered it.
“Yeah, he’s dead alright. They’re really freaking out over there. Time for us to get the hell out of here.” Jeremy lowered the rifle and reached for his pistol.
Were Zeke a more honorable man, he would have given Jeremy an opportunity to fight fairly, or perhaps escape. If they hadn’t kidnapped Zeke’s girlfriends, he would have worked with the man. Talked to him, appealed to whatever sense of humanity he had within. Figured out some deal that might have satisfied them both.
But things were very different.
As Jeremy lowered the rifle, Zeke’s right hand lashed out, striking like a cobra. His fist struck Jeremy right in the throat. Before Jeremy even had the chance to wheeze, Zeke’s left hand grabbed the front of the man’s coveralls and snatched him forward. Zeke slammed his head into Jeremy’s nose, splattering it in a shower of blood.
Jeremy fell to the floor, clutching at his throat and struggling to breathe. He reached for his pistol, which had fallen after he had been hit, but Zeke kicked it and sent it skittering two meters away. His hand was still on the rifle, so he tried to raise it and point it at Zeke, but Zeke snatched it out of his hands.
“You really think you can fuck with Amelie and Delila and I won’t do something about it?” Zeke asked as he stepped over to grab Jeremy’s pistol. He grabbed it and knelt down next to Jeremy, pointing the pistol in his face.
“Hard to breathe, huh?” Zeke asked. “Maybe you should make better life choices, Jeremy. You wouldn’t find yourself in this position if you hadn’t been part of this plan to fuck me over. Give me your holophone.”
Jeremy finally managed two wheezing breaths. When he didn’t move, Zeke placed the barrel next to the man’s temple. After a moment, Jeremy reached into his pocket and withdrew his phone, then handed it to Zeke.
“Isn’t that better?” Zeke asked after Jeremy took another few choking breaths. “Unlock your phone.” He held the phone out and Jeremy placed his thumb on it. Zeke quickly went through and changed the password on the phone.
“They’re…gonna kill…your women,” Jeremy finally managed to say between gasps for breath. 
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Zeke said. “And you’re going to help me with that. Whoever your point of contact is, send them a message telling them I completed the job and you’re taking me back to the airport.”
“If I do that, will you let me go?” Jeremy asked, receiving the phone from Zeke. He looked up at Zeke like a wounded dog.
“Yeah, I’ll let you go,” Zeke said coldly. He watched as Jeremy sent the message, then handed the phone back. “Take the parachute off. You won’t need it.”
Jeremy coughed and eyed Zeke warily, but removed the parachute. He muttered under his breath about how much his face hurt the entire time. Blood from his shattered nose covered his mouth and neck.
Zeke heard the faint yet unmistakable sound of sirens approaching in the distance. Looks like cops were fast in this country. He wasn’t quite sure how far away they were, but he knew his time just ran out.
“Fuck!” he shouted. “Okay, time for plan B.” He stuffed the pistol in the pocket of his coveralls.
Seeing this, Jeremy relaxed a bit. He let out an audible sigh, although with his damaged throat it came out as a hoarse wheeze.
“It’s gonna be tough, getting away from the pigs here,” Jeremy said. “There are a lot of them, and they’re quick bastards.”
“Yeah, I’ll have my work cut out for me, that’s for sure,” Zeke said, squinting as he tried to pinpoint where the sirens came from. “You’ll be fine, though.”
Jeremy turned and looked a question at Zeke. In reply, Zeke struck him square in the face, sending Jeremy staggering back with a bloodied gash on his forehead.
“Ahh!” Jeremy yelped as he backed into the railing. “What the fuck, man?”
Zeke punched him in the gut as hard as he could, doubling him over. Jeremy’s arms flailed, trying to fend off Zeke’s blows. Zeke slapped his hands aside and punched him in the side of the head, crumpling the man against the railing. When Jeremy hit the roof, Zeke kicked him square in the stomach.
“Here’s a bit of advice,” Zeke said, kneeling next to Jeremy. “If you fuck with me or my women, you can expect me to hit back. Hard. And news flash, dickhead: I’m far more ruthless than any of you.”
Jeremy writhed on the ground, struggling to breath. Zeke placed his boot against Jeremy’s hip and pushed, hard, sending the man’s legs over the edge. Jeremy’s eyes snapped open and he grabbed onto the railing. Only his grip kept him from plummeting to the ground.
Zeke bent down and grabbed onto Jeremy’s wrist. He squeezed, the strength of his cybernetic hand crushing the bones in Jeremy’s wrist. Jeremy screamed in pain, but managed to hold on.
“Zeke!” Jeremy shouted, looking at the ground beneath him wild-eyed. “You said you were going to let me go!”
Zeke savagely pulled Jeremy’s other hand from the railing, so that he was the only thing holding Jeremy up. He looked him dead in the eyes. “You’re right,” Zeke said, and let go.
Jeremy screamed as he slid down the short, angled portion of the roof, then fell over the edge. Zeke didn’t stay to watch. He pulled the small cloth from his pocket that Jeremy had given him earlier and started rubbing down the rifle and the toolbox, removing any trace of his fingerprints from them. That done, he grabbed the parachute and strapped it on.
“Why do I always find myself in these situations?” Zeke asked himself as he stepped up to the railing. At least this time, he had a parachute. He had never used one before, so he hoped the learning curve wasn’t too steep. He reached back and made sure he felt exactly where the ripcord was.
Shaking his head at his own stupidity, he placed a boot on the railing and tried to ignore how much his head swam at the drop before him. Flashing lights on the street reflected in windows as police vehicles surrounded the area. 
He took a deep breath and jumped.
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The wind rushed in Zeke’s ears almost as loudly as his own heartbeat as he raced toward the ground. He pulled the ripcord and the canopy fluttered for a few terrifying seconds before finally catching. Zeke’s heart tried to beat its way out of his chest, but he forced himself to breathe calmly—well, mostly—and grab the brake loops. 
He pulled on the loops in turn, steering him side to side between buildings. The ground still rushed at him dangerously fast, but there wasn’t much he could do about that. Zeke focused on steering the parachute away from the building, and more importantly, away from the police. 
The cops were centered around the entrance to the apartment building, so Zeke focused on getting as far away from there as possible. He flew between buildings, over crowds of people pointing with excitement, and crossed as many side streets as he could. It was a breezy day, so block by city block passed beneath his feet as he sped south.
The ground was rapidly approaching, and Zeke suddenly realized he didn’t know how to land. Sure, he had seen videos before, but that was nothing compared to actually doing it. His luck, he would hit the pavement and break a leg.
A terrible idea blossomed in his mind and he decided to go with it. Pulling on the left brake loop, he steered himself over the busy street. Traffic was busy enough that the cars weren’t going too fast—roughly the same speed as him. He guided himself right on top of a small delivery truck and miraculously landed in the bed. That had been much easier than he had feared.
Of course the moment the driver realized someone had parachuted into the bed of his truck, he slammed on the brake pedal. Zeke flew forward and collided with the cab, nearly bashing his face against the metal. He tumbled like a piece of trash in the wind, and the parachute settled over the truck, blanketing them all in near darkness. The car behind them didn’t stop in time and crashed into the truck, nearly sending Zeke flying out of the bed. 
He hurried unfastened the parachute, fumbling with the straps. After that he double checked his hat, making sure his disguise was still active. All around him, voices shouted, but Zeke didn’t speak Korean. He had to make sure no one was calling the police, so he pulled Jeremy’s holophone out as he fumbled with the parachute.
“Translate that into English,” Zeke said, holding the phone up so it could catch all the shouts. He hurried out of the bed of the truck while the phone translated.
“What the fuck is wrong with you? Fucking idiot! You son of a dog. My truck! Fuck your—”
“Okay, that’s enough,” Zeke said, finally breaking free of the parachute. Traffic had screeched to a halt, so he ran between cars, trying to put precious space between him and the growing crowd of people surrounding the parachute. His pistol banged around in his pocket, colliding with his hip at every step.
The cars were stopped at a red light, which meant Zeke was able to sprint to the front line. A taxi sat there, waiting for the light. Zeke pulled the rear door open and slid inside. The driver immediately began cursing at him.
A young woman sat on the back seat and yelped when Zeke entered. He held up his hands in a calming gesture, but made his intentions clear.
“Get out,” he said in a voice that brooked no nonsense.
She complained rather loudly, but opened the door and ran.
Zeke grabbed Jeremy’s holophone again. “Translate this into Korean,” he said to the phone. “Let’s go to the airport. Now.”
He held the holophone up so the driver could hear it.
“Bihangi-eh gaja,” the phone said. “Jigum.”
The driver turned around and glared at him. Zeke pulled out his pistol and made it clearly visible, but didn’t point it at the driver. He had the phone repeat the message, and then added “I’ll pay you,” to sweeten the deal.
The driver glared at him, but nodded. He slammed his foot on the accelerator, not waiting for the light to turn green. He swerved between a few cars that blocked the intersection, hammering on his horn the entire time, and they were off.
“Tell him to drive fast and I’ll pay double,” Zeke told Jeremy’s holophone, and it translated the message for him.
The driver kept shooting wary glances in his rearview mirror, but he raced as quickly as possible through the crowded city, using driveways, alleys, and sometimes even the sidewalk to avoid other cars. 
Zeke allowed himself to relax just a bit. Park was dead, so his job was done. Now it was time to get back to the states and get his girls back. He pulled out Eric’s phone and dialed Sydney’s number. After a few rings a hologram of her appeared above the phone.
“Zeke, give me an update. Since you’re calling me, I’m assuming you’re okay.” She was staring at something in front of her. Probably a computer monitor.
“I guess you could say that,” Zeke replied. “I just parachuted from the top of an apartment building.”
Sydney paused for a moment and looked down at the holophone. “What?”
“Yeah. The job is done, though.” That would lighten her mood at bit, at least.
Sydney sighed heavily. “So, Park is dead?”
“Yep.”
“At least there’s that. May he rot in hell. Anyways, I took care of the cameras for you at the airport.” She went back to typing.
“Oh, perfect,” Zeke said. “Because I’m heading back there right now. I guess you could just consider it job security, right?”
“I’d laugh if your life wasn’t on the line,” she replied, then reached up and gestured in front of her monitor. “Okay, so what are we doing now? I can loop the security cameras if you tell me what terminal you’re heading to, and what flight.”
“Let me check real quick,” Zeke said as he pulled the holophone down and began checking messages and emails. He found the tickets for his flight into the country, and right next to that he found his flight out of Korea. He quickly relayed the relevant information to Sydney, and she got to work.
“They really didn’t give you much time, did they?” Sydney asked with a chuckle.
“Yeah, it’s not a vacation, or so I was told. They had a guy there with me, making sure I completed the job, as if I needed any extra incentive. I think he was planning on shooting me once I was done.”
“Huh. What did you do with him?”
“I let him go,” Zeke said. “I took care of fingerprints too, don’t worry. Although I don’t have any fingerprints on my right hand, which makes that easy.”
“Aren’t they going to find out their guys are dead?” Sydney asked.
Zeke smiled. “I have both of their holophones and I’ve been sending messages from them. It should be good enough for a day or two, long enough for me to get home and save the girls.”
“You’d better save them,” Sydney said, her face suddenly serious. “I’m finally getting a second chance with Amelie. I can’t lose her again.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll do whatever it takes,” Zeke replied. 
“I guess I’d rather not lose you and Delila before I even get to know you, so you know…. Don’t die, Zeke.” Her lips curved into a sassy smile.
“Working on it. I’m paying this taxi driver double to get me to the airport as quickly as possible, and I think he’s broken every traffic law in existence.” Zeke grunted as the driver jerked the car to the side to avoid a rickety motorcycle clogging the lane.
“Well, tell him not to wreck.”
“Unless wrecking is somehow faster. No telling, with how this guy drives.” Zeke chuckled. “Okay beautiful, I’m gonna need a ride when I arrive back in Luckhaven. Think you can pick me up?”
Sydney smiled. “Zeke, I can always give you a ride.”
Despite the situation Zeke was in, he grinned. Sydney was alright. “We’ll discuss that when I get back to the states. For now, I’m going to let you go. I’ll call you when I land in Luckhaven.”
“And then we’re going to go get your women back. Sorry, our women.”
“Exactly.” Zeke told her goodbye and ended the phone call. 
The taxi raced across a large bridge and Zeke got an idea. He still had the pistol in his hand, and he definitely couldn’t bring that on the plane. He pulled the cloth from his pocket and gave it a thorough rubbing, removing any trace of fingerprints—although he had only held it with his right hand, which didn’t have any.
When the driver swerved into the right lane to pass someone, Zeke rolled his window down and threw the pistol as hard as he could. It sailed through the air, going far beyond the edge of the bridge to splash into the cold water below. One less piece of evidence to worry about.
The taxi driver was still driving like a bat out of hell, so it didn’t take them long at all to arrive at the airport. A forest of signs, most in Korean and English, hung above the road and on each side, guiding us to the right area. Zeke leaned forward and pointed to a small road, and the driver sped down it. 
He finally slammed on his brakes, locking up all four tires and nearly sending Zeke through the windshield. When the car came to a stop, the driver sat there, white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel, breathing heavily. Zeke held Jeremy’s holophone up and shook it, and after a moment the driver nodded and raised his payment terminal. 
Zeke considered for a moment what would be a good payment for having him race across the city and to the airport like this, then doubled it. Then doubled it again.
The driver’s eyes widened when he saw how much Zeke had paid him. He spoke quickly, bowing his head several times. Zeke didn’t know the language, but the thanks was clear. He leaned forward and patted the man on the shoulder, then pushed the door open and hurried out of the car.
“Time to go home,” Zeke muttered to himself as he stared at the airport. He realized he was still wearing the coveralls, so he pulled them off as he approached the entrance to the building and tossed them in a trash can next to the door.
Other than the clothes on his back—that damn pink t-shirt—all he had was a fake ID in his front pants pocket and a toothbrush and small tube of toothpaste in his back pocket. And the hat on his head that changed his face. And the stolen holophones. It would have to be enough.
Let me know when he boards the plane, a message said on Jeremy’s phone.
Zeke stared at it for a moment, then replied.
Will do.
With his ticket already on Jeremy’s holophone, he made his way straight to the security station. There, he squinted his eyes, coughed a few times, and gave them the same line about an infection as he had in Luckhaven, and they begrudgingly scanned his fake ID instead. 
Zeke strolled through the airport surprisingly at ease. Things were going well so far; he reminded himself that the richest man in the world was behind this assassination job, so of course it had been planned to perfection. Not a single hitch, other than of course the men that had kidnapped his girlfriends.
He walked through the terminal and stopped by an overpriced tourist shop. This pink t-shirt had served its purpose and it was time to get something less…atrocious. His options at this store weren’t much better, ranging from more anime characters to some shit in Korean he couldn’t read to the most touristy thing available, a shirt with “Seoul, Korea” in bold letters on the front. He finally went with a t-shirt with a cartoon character on front, simply because it was the only black t-shirt available.
Zeke walked to the bathroom with his new t-shirt in hand. He stopped by a stall and pulled it on, then went through Eric’s holophone again. Zeke found the plane tickets in his phone as well, noting that there were two of them.
Of course there were two tickets. Eric wasn’t on vacation either, he was just there to ensure Zeke landed. Zeke sent another message to Darius from Eric’s phone.
At the terminal, waiting for the plane. Everything’s going as planned.
Only a few seconds later he received a reply.
Glad you pulled your dick out of a hooker long enough to do your fucking job.
Zeke quickly scrolled through previous messages, examining common words and phrases Eric used. The dude seemed to really love his hookers.
Yeah, what can I say? Good way to spend some time.
That should do the trick. 
Zeke slipped the phone back into his pocket and adjusted the hat on his head. A small eatery stood about fifty meters from his gate and he had some time, so he decided to stop for a meal. He hadn’t eaten since last night, and the thought of some Korean food was really appealing.
Of course, since Zeke was looking forward to trying something authentic, this little restaurant was about as touristy as they came. He wound up ordering perhaps the most stereotypically American thing possible, a burger and a beer. Ah well. It hit the spot. At least the burger had a bit of a teriyaki flavor to it.
He watched the crowd as he ate his food. His flight departed from the gate right next to the one he had arrived through. Security guards patrolled the terminal in twice the number as when he had arrived.
The news came on several nearby screens, so Zeke grabbed his beer and approached the one that was in English.
“Authorities have still not identified the body of a man that was found—”
The news story suddenly froze in place and grew pixelated. Anyone else would assume network issues, but Zeke knew it was Sydney earning her paycheck. Shit, he was going to have to pay her quite a lot for this. She was really saving his ass. He pulled out Eric’s holophone and sent her a quick message.
Thanks again.
She replied with a heart.
Zeke’s plane began boarding, and he hopped in line. He had the window seat, this time. The kid in him was happy, since he’d get to see an aerial view of Luckhaven as they approached. The adult in him grumbled, as he’d have to push past two people if he wanted to leave his seat to use the bathroom.
He did his best to settle his mind and relax. It was going to be a tense flight; not even Sydney could change that. And as soon as he landed and got out of the airport, all hell was going to break loose.
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Sunlight glittered over ocean waves as Zeke’s plane flew over the west coast. Sandy beaches quickly gave way to the sprawling mansions of those that could afford to live on the coast. Mansions gradually became suburban houses, and houses became towering apartment buildings as they flew over Luckhaven. 
The plane finally touched down, and Zeke breathed a sigh of relief. Everything was going well, he reminded himself. Delila and Amelie were fine, and he was going to save them. The three of them would take Sydney out to dinner in the next day or two, and everyone would have a great time. In a few weeks, he’d be watching three asses in bikinis on the beaches of Belize. Life would be good.
But first, he had some people to kill.
Zeke patiently stood on the center aisle, waiting on everyone in front of him to get their carry-on bags and get off the plane. They took forever. 
One man, who had spent the better part of five minutes struggling to cram his oversized bag into the overhead compartment, now yanked and heaved on his bag which was of course stuck. He cursed and pulled until there was a loud pop, then his bag finally came free. He looked at the overhead compartment, which now had a broken panel, and scoffed, then walked up the center aisle. 
What an asshole.
As soon as Zeke exited the plane he pulled out Eric’s phone and sent Darius another message.
Just landed. Want me to let him go or bring him to you?
He felt he was taking a risk with that text, but he didn’t know what else to type. He dialed Sydney’s number.
“Hey, handsome,” she said as she answered the phone. “Glad to be back in the states?”
“Glad to be closer to my girls,” Zeke said. “Can you come get me?”
“I’m already waiting out front,” she said with a smile.
“You’re the best,” Zeke replied. “I’ll be out as soon as I can make my way through this terminal.”
“Okay, I’ll see you in a few. I’m in a blue sedan.”
Zeke ended the call and picked up his pace until he was jogging through the airport. With the hat projecting a new face onto his, he wasn’t worried about anyone recognizing him. The stupid anime character on his shirt probably helped as well—he preferred plain clothes, no logos or images.
Having no baggage helped speed his path, although the grainy feeling in his mouth reminded him of the toothbrush in his back pocket. Zeke hurried to the nearest bathroom and spent a few minutes brushing his teeth and washing his face. He ran his fingers through his short black hair, ensuring it looked properly messy, then left the bathroom.
He pulled out Eric’s phone and sent a message to Sam.
Just landed. All went well.
Zeke jogged past the baggage claim area and pushed through the front doors. The Luckhaven airport was huge, so it took him some time to find the blue sedan parked next to the curb. There was no mistaking Sydney’s blonde hair through the windshield.
Zeke ran up to her car and pulled the door open, then hopped in the seat. He grabbed the seatbelt and fastened it, then turned to Sydney.
“Get the fuck out of my car, asshole,” she growled. She held a pistol mere centimeters from Zeke’s face.
“Woah, Sydney, it’s me!” Zeke said, leaning away from the gun. Her finger was on the trigger and the look on her face said she wouldn’t hesitate to fire.
She pulled the gun back slightly and glared at him. “Who the fuck are you and why do you know my name?”
Zeke suddenly burst out laughing. His hat. Of course she wouldn’t recognize him. He slowly reached up and removed his hat, then set it on his lap. 
Sydney’s angry expression faded and she laughed along with Zeke. Color stained her cheeks. “Sorry I almost killed you. You probably should have taken that off before getting in my car, though.”
“Yeah, you’ve got a good point there,” Zeke said. “Thanks for not shooting me. Can you take me to my place?”
“Of course!” She opened her center console and slid the pistol within a hidden compartment, then closed it and grabbed the wheel. “Let’s get your women back so they can be my women, too.”
She tossed her blonde hair over a shoulder and gave Zeke a smile. Her beauty was like a glass of water in a desert. Big blue eyes looked Zeke up and down, and her full lips begged to be kissed. Leggings hinted at her long, toned legs, and she wore a baggy shirt that hung off one shoulder. She hit the accelerator and her car sped away, weaving between others. Several cars honked at her, but she ignored them all.
“So, get me up to speed on the situation,” Sydney said without taking her eyes from the road.
Just then, Darius responded to Zeke’s earlier message.
Yeah, but in a few hours. Get some food first. We’re just dealing with some other bullshit, then we can handle this.
Zeke hefted Eric’s holophone. “Eric. He was supposed to accompany me on both flights. He’s dead.” He pulled out Jeremy’s holophone and held it up in his other hand. “Jeremy. He made sure I went through with the assassination. Also dead.”
Eric’s holophone chimed and Zeke checked it. Sam had responded.
Good. Meet me at the mall, we’ll eat something before we bring him in. I gotta meet a guy over there anyways. Selling some passports.
“Looks like Sam wants to meet me at the mall. Let’s hurry to my place so I can get a few things, then head over there. That okay?”
“I’m on it,” Sydney said as she sped through traffic.
“Don’t you need my address?” Zeke asked, holding onto his seat.
“Nope. Already looked it up earlier.” She briefly smiled at him. “I come prepared, Zeke.”
Zeke was a fast driver at times, but the way Sydney drove made him wonder if he would be able to keep his food down.
“Well, if this doesn’t work out,” Zeke said, clutching the oh-shit-handle on the car, “looks like you can always start a career racing cars.”
Sydney laughed. “I already do that on the side.”
“What, race?”
“Yeah,” she said with a nod. “I go autocrossing at least once a month and try to book track days at Blue Rock Raceway a few times per year.”
“In this?” Zeke slapped the dashboard.
“Uh huh. I upgraded the springs, shocks, and swaybars. You may have noticed a lack of body roll.”
As if to punctuate that statement, she turned right at an intersection without slowing. Zeke felt like his guts were trying to exit the left side of his ribcage. She hit the accelerator again and the car rocketed forward.
“Hey, as long as we arrive there in one piece, do whatever,” Zeke said, though he silently hoped she didn’t wreck. A car wailed on its horn as she sped around it. “Oh hey, this alley up here is a shortcu—”
Sydney slammed on the brakes, hard enough that Zeke thought he might snap the seatbelt and fly through the windshield, then tossed the car to the right. She raced down the alley, paying no mind that it was only centimeters wider than her car.
“Come on, Zeke. You’ve got that Aegis. You should be used to fast cars by now.”
“I’ll take you in a straight line, and definitely top end,” Zeke began, then held on tight as she exited the alley and jerked the wheel, sliding onto the street. “I think you’ve established that you’ll leave me in the corners.”
She stomped on the brakes again, then pulled into the parking garage beneath Zeke’s condominium at a much more reasonable pace. Zeke let his heart rate drop to something approaching normal as she wound through the levels, then pulled into an open spot. 
“Alright, we’re here,” she said, looking over at Zeke with a grin. 
Zeke shook his head and laughed. “I think you just set a record for the fastest trip across town.” He pushed open the door and hopped out. Sydney exited her side, then walked over to join Zeke. Together, they made their way to the nearby elevator doors. 
“Do you need much?” Sydney asked as Zeke pushed the elevator call button.
“Just the basics,” Zeke said. Her shirt was white, and her nipples were visible beneath. Amelie often dressed in a similar manner, and it was just as difficult not to stare. He looked her carefully in the eye. “Hey, Sydney. Thanks. I couldn’t have done this without you.”
“Of course,” she replied as she reached out and grabbed his hand. “It’s the least I could do.” She let out a deep sigh and looked to the elevator door as it opened. “Amelie was the love of my life, and we ended things because we never saw each other. A healthy relationship can’t exist when you don’t spend any time together.”
Zeke entered the elevator. “Well, now that things are different, hopefully you’ll get that chance.” He avoided mentioning that he wanted her as well; he didn't want to be too forward, not yet. He was still testing the waters, so to speak.
Sydney looked at him and smiled again, then reached out and grabbed his hand again. “Thanks, Zeke. For being okay with all this, I mean. I wanted to see Amelie again, but I don’t want to be a homewrecker.”
Zeke smiled. “That’s certainly appreciated. I love Amelie and Delila quite a bit, and I don’t want anything that’s going to stress them out or cause problems.”
Sydney took a deep breath. “Agreed. I want everything to flow naturally. So, are we trying it then?”
Zeke opened his mouth to reply but the elevator suddenly stopped. The doors opened and Sydney walked out. Zeke’s eyes drank her in; her shirt fell just short of her waist, so he got a clear view of her deliciously round backside in those leggings. She looked over her shoulder at him and smiled; she knew what she was doing. Zeke hurried after her.
“Feels like an odd way to start a relationship,” Zeke said as he reached for his front door. He pushed it open and let her enter first. “Just mutually agreeing in an elevator. Shouldn’t I take you out for dinner or something?” He let the door close behind him.
Sydney turned and faced him, biting her lower lip. “Would this be better?” She grabbed the bottom hem of her shirt and pulled it over her head, then tossed it to the floor. 
Her breasts were full and round, though not nearly as large as Delila’s, and each topped with a pink nipple. She was a tall woman, and slender. Lithe was probably a better word. Her stomach was flat and her waist small. She could have been a model with a body like that.
She stepped up to Zeke and grabbed the front of his shirt, pulling him toward her. Their lips met in an explosion of fiery passion; she was a beautiful woman and Zeke naturally wanted her, but he could feel her lust in every kiss. 
She went to pull his shirt off but he stopped her, so she went after his pants instead. Sydney undid his belt buckle, then whipped the belt to the side in a single motion and let it fall to the floor. Within a matter of seconds she had his pants around his ankles and his cock in her mouth.
Zeke had been half-erect from the moment Sydney took her shirt off. The way she gripped the base of his cock and sucked from hilt to tip sent his blood rushing to his crotch, and he was rock-hard in seconds. Her gag reflex was nonexistent, which she proved repeatedly. 
Zeke reached over and grabbed onto the back of the couch with his right hand, as she was making him feel a bit weak in the knees. She kept at it for a few more minutes, then noticed Zeke gripping the couch. 
“Now there’s an idea,” she said, giving his dick a squeeze.
“Huh?” he replied. Thinking was difficult at that moment.
She stood up and pushed her leggings down, then kicked them off. Giving Zeke a wink, she grabbed onto the back of the couch and bent over, spreading her feet. She looked at him over her shoulder. “Don’t make me beg, Zeke.”
Zeke kicked off his shoes and pants, then moved behind her. He spat on his fingertips and reached between her thighs, rubbing the saliva on her lips, and found her already warm and soaking wet. He took a step forward, lining the head of his cock up with her, and rubbed it around, covering it with her juices. The moment he started pushing in, she pushed her hips back, eager to have him inside her.
Zeke worked himself inside, then grabbed onto Sydney’s slender hips and pulled her against him. Being inside her felt like stepping into a hot tub after a long, hard day. It was everything he needed.
Gripping her hips, he began thrusting into her, slowly at first. Her right hand moved between her legs and she began rubbing her clitoris vigorously. Reading her mood, Zeke slapped his palm down on her pale ass cheek and picked up the pace, giving her long, deep strokes that sent waves rippling across her backside.
Sydney was completely uninhibited and moaned Zeke’s name loudly as he slammed his hips against her backside. She called out for him to fuck her hard, faster, as she rubbed her clitoris.
All of Zeke’s pent-up stress and frustration seemed to melt away, and he focused on the beautiful woman before him. He was like a machine, thrusting into her and using her hips as a handle to pull her back on him. He rammed himself into her hard, then harder, filling the room with the sounds of skin slapping skin.
Sydney bit her lip, stifling her moan, and her legs began to tremble. Her fingers didn’t stop, and soon she was moaning full-throated as she bucked against him.
Zeke felt himself pushed over the edge only moments later, and roared his pleasure to the walls as he filled her with his seed. She pushed her ass against him, taking his full length and gyrating against his hips. 
Zeke practically collapsed over her, kissing her back while catching his breath. She began to move and he pulled himself out of her and straightened up. Sydney turned around and immediately threw her arms around Zeke’s neck and pulled him into a deep, passionate kiss. Zeke held her sweaty body against his, and she broke their kiss and laid her head on his shoulder.
“So, what do you think? Is that a better way to start a relationship than just agreeing in an elevator?”
Zeke held her tightly. She smelled just as beautiful as she looked. No wonder Amelie liked her so much. “I’ll let you know once I can think again.”
They stood there for a moment, holding each other tightly. Sydney finally released him and looked into Zeke’s eyes. 
“I think everyone’s going to be okay, Zeke. Besides,” she added as she bent down and grabbed her clothes, “saving Amelie and Delila’s lives together is a pretty awesome way to start a relationship, don’t you think?”
Zeke chuckled. She had a point. He grabbed his clothes and stepped into them, then went to his desk. The slimline pistol Amelie had talked him into wearing was gone; Darius probably had it.
Zeke reached beneath his desk and pressed a small button. A hidden panel opened in his wall, revealing his prized handgun, the Carmenta Group .60 SKM, along with three mags of ammunition. 
Zeke pulled open a drawer in his desk and dug out his shoulder holster, then shrugged into it. His pistol went in one side, with the spare mags on the other. 
“Wow,” said Sydney as she stepped closer. “What do you plan on doing with that thing, hunting elephants?”
Zeke grabbed his knife, the camp chopper, from the desk and fastened it below the spare magazines. “Life is too short for small-caliber weapons,” he told her.
“You look mildly ridiculous,” Sydney said, leaning her head to one side. 
Zeke ran his fingers through his hair. “Yeah, I know. Amelie had convinced me to wear something smaller. Something easily concealable. I’m not as concerned about that right now.” His jacket was draped over the back of his chair, so he grabbed it and pulled it on. After a bit of thought, he rummaged through his desk and found a small vial of pills. He poured one into his hand, then slipped it into his pocket. That might come in handy later.
Zeke pulled out Eric’s holophone and sent Sam a message.
Be there in a few. Where am I meeting you?
“I’m ready when you are,” he told Sydney. “Hey, you need a gun or anything?”
“I have one in my car, mister forgetful.” She looked down at herself. “Besides, where would I put it?” She had a point.
“I was going to drive, but I think you’ve shown you’re faster.” He checked his pistol and knife one more time. “Let’s go get Amelie and Delila back.”
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Sydney was a bit less reckless this time as they drove to the mall. While she still raced around like a bat out of hell, it was considerably less terrifying than before. Even still, they arrived at the mall in no time. Storm clouds moved in as she pulled into the parking lot, promising nasty weather soon. 
The mall always felt a little odd to Zeke. The big indoor shopping centers had gone out of style many decades ago, nearly a century ago really, but then experienced an odd resurgence in more recent times. People wanted to try on clothes when they bought them, so they came to the mall instead of ordering online. Plus the younger generation loved the retro aspect of it all. The mall was even decorated in neon colors, a tacky representation of the end of the last century.
Zeke checked Eric’s holophone as Sydney pulled into a parking spot. Sam had replied, saying to meet him at Dos Potrillos, a Mexican food joint on the second floor. Zeke had been there before; their chicken quesadilla was excellent, especially for being lab-grown meat.
“So, what’s the plan?” Sydney asked as they walked toward the mall. Fat drops of rain began to fall right as they reached the entrance. 
It was a huge building, three stories filled with stores of every kind. The center of the mall contained tall trees and bushes, a tiny forest in the concrete desert. The roof was paneled with thick glass panes to let in light. There was a big sale this week, with huge banners and ribbons as thick as Zeke’s leg stretching across the entire interior advertising just that.
People of every sort moved around, shopping for clothes, electronics, food, or whatever else. They were mostly young and tacky; it was a popular fad among teenagers to dress like the previous century when coming to the mall. They looked like idiots to Zeke, although he wasn’t exactly the embodiment of haute couture, with his jacket on in the summertime.
“Our plan is pretty simple,” Zeke said as he put the hat on that changed his face. “If he sees me without Eric, he’ll realize something is up and tell Darius. He’s in a restaurant right now—more of a bar, really—selling passports to some guy. I need you to go in there and lure him out.”
“And how do you expect me to do that?” Sydney asked with a raised eyebrow. 
“Just go flirt with him a bit. Tell him whatever you want, whatever it takes. Just get him out of the restaurant and I’ll handle the rest.”
“Why don’t you just go in there and get him?” Sydney asked.
Zeke chuckled. “Because the bartender there keeps a shotgun below the bar. Sam is probably carrying as well, and I wouldn’t be surprised if his buyer is packing also. I don’t want people shooting in a place filled with innocents. Plus, you know, I don’t wanna get shot. That shit hurts.”
“So you want me to get him out of the restaurant, then you’ll disarm him and take over?”
“Exactly,” Zeke said. 
They used an escalator to take them to the second floor, then continued around the walkway toward the food court. On the edge of the food court was Dos Potrillos. They stopped for a moment and watched the entrance. The news played quietly on a screen above them, and something caught Zeke’s attention.
“The body of Senator Jim Talmonth was pulled from the wreckage. Initial reports state that he was killed instantly in the crash.”
Zeke grunted. Sydney looked at him and Zeke pointed at the screen.
“Senator Talmonth had announced more than a month ago that Xander Kinnear had offered him a substantial sum of money, in an attempt to convince him to vote for an upcoming bill. Furthermore, Senator Talmonth stated that he would be sponsoring a new bill, targeting this exact sort of behavior. His wife and son were also in the car. None survived.”
“Cordell,” Zeke muttered.
“Who?” Sydney asked. 
Zeke shook his head. “Xander’s main henchman. When Xander needs someone killed, he sends Cordell. He has some other guys that can do that sort of stuff for him, but for the truly important stuff, he sends Cordell.”
“Should I ask how you know this?”
Zeke raised his right hand and tapped it. “He’s the reason I have this. Well, him and a guy named Tobias. I killed Tobias. If fortune smiles on me, I’ll get my chance with Cordell.”
“And hopefully you fare better than last time,” Sydney said. Zeke looked at her and she shrugged. “What? You just became my boyfriend like thirty minutes ago. I’d rather not lose you so quickly.”
Zeke laughed. Thunder roared outside and Zeke looked up to the glass roof. It was really pouring outside.
“So, what’s this guy look like?” Sydney asked. “Sam.”
“Sam? He’s a piggy little man. Short and round, and he sneers at everyone and everything. He’s got long black hair. Might have it in a ponytail. Greasy skin, uhhhh, and I think a goatee or a wispy beard, I can’t quite remember.”
Sydney brushed her hands over her body and took a deep breath. “Alright, let’s do this.” 
She walked toward the restaurant, swaying her hips side to side, and disappeared inside.
Zeke slowly moved closer to the restaurant and leaned on the railing for a moment as if looking around. He turned to face the restaurant and pulled out Eric’s holophone, pretending to look through it. Instead, he zoomed in with his right eye and scanned the restaurant.
He spotted Sam almost immediately; seated at a table across from a fat man wearing a round hat and a white shirt. They spoke over beers, and Sam reached beneath the table and passed a thick envelope to the fat man. Sam looked around briefly while the fat man examined the contents of the envelope and stroked his mustache. He finally moved where Zeke could see; the envelope contained passports. Forged ones, probably. The fat man finally nodded, then shoved the passports back into the envelope and tucked it inside his blazer. He said something and grinned, then slid a briefcase beneath the table toward Sam.
“Ugh,” Zeke mumbled. These guys were about as subtle and covert as one of those old action movies from last century.
Both men noticed when Sydney walked in, although to be fair, almost the entire bar looked at her. She flipped her hair over her shoulder and took a path to the bar that involved walking past Sam’s table. Right in front of it, she stumbled on something nonexistent and dropped her holophone. With a silent curse, she turned and bent over to pick it up, giving Sam quite the view. Sam’s eyes went wide as he saw her curves laid out before him. Zeke couldn’t blame him. Sydney was quite gorgeous.
A mall cop strolled by, struggling to look important. He gave Zeke a suspicious glare, the same one he gave everyone else. Zeke ignored him and kept scrolling through Eric’s phone. That man had some nasty photos in there. 
“Good afternoon, sir. You doing okay?” The mall cop stepped up to Zeke with his thumbs hitched behind his belt. 
“Yeah, just waiting on a friend,” Zeke said, briefly glancing at Sydney in the restaurant. He thought he felt something wet on his shoulder but paid it no mind. Sydney was talking with Sam now, and gesturing toward the door with a sly smile. Sam looked her up and down and rubbed his chin while nodding. Whatever he said, he was agreeing with her.
“Hey, be careful. The roof leaks sometimes when it rains this hard,” the mall cop said, right as several drops of water fell onto Zeke again. 
The water struck him right on top of his ear, and he yanked off his hat and cursed. He wiped his wet ear on the sleeve of his jacket and looked up, grumbling as another drop of water leaked from the roof and fell onto his shoulder. He took a step to the side to avoid any further droplets.
Sam walked out of the restaurant right at that moment and locked eyes with Zeke. The look on Sam’s face when he saw only Zeke standing there without Eric suggested he realized exactly what was going on. Everything seemed to move in slow motion.
Sam fumbled through his pockets and pulled out his holophone with one hand and a small pistol with the other. Sydney slapped his hand, the one nearest to her holding the holophone, sending it sliding across the floor. He shoved Sydney out of his way and raised his pistol at Zeke.
The mall cop had pulled out pepper spray the moment he saw that Sam was packing heat. He sprayed a line at the short man, only missing Sydney because she had stumbled backward after being pushed. It wasn’t a direct hit, but some got on Sam’s face, causing him to shout in rage. Sam turned and fired a round into the cop’s stomach, sending him to the floor. He shot at Zeke, but Zeke had already dived to the side, and moving targets were damn hard to hit.
Zeke crashed to the ground and rolled, drawing his heavy pistol in the process. People screamed and fled the restaurant. Zeke rushed to his feet, helping Sydney up in the process.
“Fuck, that stuff is horrible,” Zeke said, coughing. Just the residue from the pepper spray burned his lungs and eyes. Behind him, the cop rolled on the ground and screamed.
There were too many people in front of him to consider safely shooting, so he shoved his pistol back in its holster and hurried after Sam. His pistol banged against his ribs with every step. Sydney caught up with him, following in his wake as he shoved his way through the crowd.
In front of them, Sam fired three more rounds behind him without looking. One bullet struck an elderly man in the side of the head, sending him to the floor. People ducked after the gunshots, which made it easier for Zeke to chase after him, although Sam was still far ahead.
Sam ran to the escalators and leaped between them, landing on the smooth metal surface and sliding down. He slid from the polished metal onto the floor in a heap, but quickly recovered and kept running toward the exit.
Zeke followed him onto the metal panel between the escalators. It felt like going down a slide as a kid, except screaming people flanked him on both sides and a madman with a gun was waiting for him at the bottom. Sydney shouted several curses and hopped on behind Zeke.
Zeke tried to keep his feet forward, but started twisting to the side halfway down. When he hit the end of the metal panel, he slid onto the floor, rolling on his side. Sydney slid off and landed on her feet, stumbling a step but running with it. She reached down and pulled Zeke up, and they chased Sam out the door.
“I’m following him. Get to your car and pick me up,” Zeke said as he sprinted for the door. 
Sam fired another round without looking. That man was a danger to everyone in here. The automatic doors slid open and Sam ran through, scurrying through the rain toward the parking lot. 
Zeke pulled out his pistol and took careful aim, but Sam suddenly ducked down a row of cars.
“Fuck!” Zeke shouted. As dense as the parking was here, there was no telling where he went. Zeke hurried to where he had seen pass between cars and tried to follow the man. He didn’t see or hear Sam. He rushed down several aisles, looking each way, cursing the rain that soaked him to the bone.
A yellow sports car suddenly pulled out of a parking spot, speeding right for Zeke. He jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding being run over, and fired three rounds the moment he landed on the ground. One of them struck the back of Sam’s car, but it only caused superficial damage.
Sydney pulled up seconds later. Zeke ran around to the passenger side and yanked the door open, then hopped in. She hit the gas immediately, and Zeke struggled to fasten his seatbelt as she flung the car around corners.
“It’s that yellow car that was just ahead of you,” Zeke said.
“Don’t worry, I see him,” Sydney said, gripping the wheel tightly. “He’s not getting away.”
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Sydney’s car banged over a pothole, but she didn’t slow down one bit. Sam’s yellow sports car zipped ahead of them, weaving dangerously through traffic on the wet pavement. Sydney quickly followed. 
“Center console,” Sydney said, not taking her eyes off the road. “I grabbed his phone after I slapped it out of his hand.”
Zeke grabbed the holophone and grinned. “Perfect. This’ll come in handy once we catch up with him.”
“I’m assuming you’re saying that because you have a plan,” Sydney said, racing against traffic for a moment to pass a slow-driving grandmother in an antique station wagon. Ahead of them, Sam’s car side-swiped another car before speeding away.
“I always have a plan,” Zeke replied. “Sometimes it just doesn’t fully solidify until the last minute.” He pulled his pistol out, but knew he couldn’t risk shooting it in such heavy traffic. Besides the risk of killing innocents, the cops would be on them in a heartbeat. Instead, he focused on scanning through Sam’s recent messages.
Sam’s car was fast, perhaps faster than Sydney’s, but his driving was erratic and reckless. At this rate, he was more likely to cause a wreck than get away from them. He cut people off and sometimes took their side mirrors off, causing people to slam on their brakes and block lanes. It made following him quite difficult.
Sydney whipped her car to the side to avoid a slowing truck. Zeke struggled to hold on; the seats held him in place well enough but the constant side-to-side made it difficult.
At the next intersection, Sam turned right, fishtailing around the corner. Sydney took the more stable route and zoomed into the next lane as quickly as possible, gaining several meters on him.
“Where is he going?” Sydney asked.
Zeke looked around, ensuring he understood exactly where they were driving. “Probably somewhere where he has backup. We need to catch up to him and prevent that from happening.”
“Doing my best,” Sydney said, now right behind Sam.
“Don’t let him turn left here,” Zeke said, pointing at an approaching intersection. 
Sydney floored it, moving up to Sam’s left side. If he tried to turn, he would hit her car and spin out of control. He tried anyway, and once he realized his lightweight sports car couldn’t simply push her heavier sedan out of the way, he turned back to the street and sped away.
“He’s going for the freeway,” Zeke said, pointing at Sam.
“His car is faster than mine, so there’s a chance we’ll lose him if he figures out how to drive that thing,” Sydney said.
Sam’s car zoomed down a nearby onramp, slowly pulling away from Sydney’s. While her car had better handling, on the freeway Sam’s sports car would be able to stretch its long legs.
Sydney swerved around a stream of slow-driving cars and drove on the shoulder for a stretch, her accelerator to the floor. There was just enough traffic to keep Sam from outrunning them, but it looked like things cleared up ahead. They had to act quickly.
“He sucks at driving but that damn car is fast,” Sydney said, her brows furrowed in concentration.
“Germans are great at building fast cars,” Zeke said, gripping his pistol. “Just put me behind him and try to hold things steady.”
Sydney moved around a semi and got in the far left lane, then floored it. Zeke held his pistol, ready to move. Ahead of them, Sam’s car slowly pulled away.
Zeke rolled down his window and leaned out, raising his heavy pistol. Only the strength of his cybernetic arm could hold the huge gun somewhat steady in the two hundred kilometer per hour winds that slammed into him. He closed his left eye and focused with his right, taking careful aim.
“My eyes would be watering so badly if I tried that,” Sydney said.
“My right eye isn’t real, Sydney,” Zeke said off-handedly. He pulled the trigger, sending a bullet into one of Sam’s rear tires. The car swerved to the side, but otherwise looked fine.
“Looks like he’s got airless tires, just like us,” Sydney said. “The damage should cause a bit of extra drag, though.”
Sure enough, Sam’s car stopped pulling away from them. Sydney kept her foot to the floor and they slowly gained on the yellow car. Zeke aimed again, this time just inwards from the same rear tire he had already shot. He sent four bullets into the car, trying to cripple either the suspension or the electric motor. One of these bullets would surely do something.
Sam’s car suddenly lurched to the side as that rear tire locked up, sending him sliding at high speed. Sydney slowed, maintaining a safe distance. Zeke pulled back into the car, shoving his pistol in the holster for safe keeping. 
As Sam’s car slid sideways, his window rolled down and he fired at them. Only one bullet came out, digging a trench in her roof. After that, Sam’s pistol was empty.
“I’ll pay for whatever damage is done to your car,” Zeke said. “Don’t worry.”
As Sam’s car slid to a halt, Sydney charged. Sam’s door flew open and the portly man stumbled out of his car, flinging his empty pistol at them. He scrambled to his feet and sprinted away, running off the freeway and into the sparse treeline. 
Sydney slammed on the brakes, angling her car toward Sam. Zeke grabbed Sam’s holophone and shoved it in his pocket, then pushed the door open and ran after him after Sydney’s car came to a stop. 
Zeke ignored his heavy pistol banging against his ribs and pumped his legs as hard as he could, chasing after the chubby man. Sam wasn’t the fastest runner, so it didn’t take Zeke long to be right on his tail. Sam gasped for breath and yelped as he glanced over his shoulder, seeing Zeke behind him. He juked to the side, but Zeke was faster.
Zeke reached out, nearly grabbing Sam by his greasy ponytail, but missed. Sam leaped to the right and ducked behind a tree, pulling a branch down behind him.
Zeke had to dodge the branch as it rebounded and struck at him. He hurried after Sam, catching up in no time.
Sam was clearly going to keep weaving through trees, so Zeke reached out with both hands and jumped. He caught onto Sam’s legs and pulled him to the ground. Sam’s face slammed into the dirt and he kicked wildly at Zeke, striking him in the head.
Zeke rolled to the side and blinked away the stars in his vision. Sam had already scrambled to his feet and was hurrying away again, although he was running more slowly this time. Zeke chased after him again, dodging the sparse trees. He shoved Sam forward, causing the fleeing man to stumble and fall face-first onto the ground a second time.
Zeke knelt and planted his knee in the middle of Sam’s back, pinning him to the ground. Sam flailed and fought wildly until Zeke grabbed his pistol and struck Sam across the back of the head with it. 
Sam hollered in pain and clutched at his split scalp as it oozed dark beads of blood. Zeke switched his pistol to his left hand and stood over the man, then reached down and pulled him to his feet with his cybernetic arm. He slammed Sam’s back against a nearby tree and pressed the gun against his face.
“Hey, man, don’t shoot! I’m just doing my job, man. I can get you the people in charge if you—”
Zeke used his grip on Sam’s collar to yank the man forward. Zeke dropped his head and slammed it into Sam’s nose, flattening it to one side. Sam screamed and clutched at his face and Zeke slammed his back against the tree again.
“Shut the fuck up, Sam,” Zeke told him. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to give you your holophone, and you’re going to call whoever it is you report to and tell them that everything is going great.”
Sam leaned forward and glared at Zeke with bloodshot eyes. “Fuck you,” he spat.
Zeke released Sam’s collar and shrugged. He swapped his pistol back into his right hand and raised it high over his head, ready to hit Sam again.
“Woah, woah! Okay, hold on,” Sam said, raising both hands as if they would stop the heavy pistol from breaking something. “Alright, just gimme the damn phone. Fuck, you’re an asshole, man,” he muttered.
“Says the guy that helped kidnap my girlfriends,” Zeke said flatly, pulling out the holophone. “No hologram. Audio only.”
Sam glared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Cordell did the kidnapping. Him and Darius, and a guy named Jason drove for them. See? I can be helpful.” He gave a bloodied smile that was filled with murderous desire.
“So, who do you report to? Darius?” Zeke asked.
Sam looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah.”
Zeke tapped the screen, dialing Darius’s number, and held the phone in front of Sam.
“What do you want?” Darius answered. 
Sam opened his mouth, glaring at Zeke. He closed it as Zeke raised his pistol and leveled it at his face, then nodded. “Just letting you know that all’s good; I just met up with Eric and that Zeke asshole at the mall and got some food. You ready for us to come to you yet?”
“Yeah, go ahead and bring him. Can’t believe he actually pulled off the assassination.” Darius laughed. “Shame I don’t get to spend any time with these bitches. Ah, whatever. See you soon.” With that, he hung up.
Zeke stuffed the phone back into his pocket. Sam suddenly kicked forward, trying to nail Zeke right between the legs. Zeke twisted to the side, taking Sam’s boot on his thigh, then rammed his fist into Sam’s stomach. Sam doubled over in pain, wheezing and gasping for air. Zeke grabbed him and slammed him back against the tree.
“Hey, in case you missed my message the first time, fuck you, Zeke,” Sam growled.
Zeke punched him in the stomach again, sending him to the ground, struggling to breathe.
“Congratulations, Sam,” Zeke said as he pulled out Sam’s holophone. “You just helped me get my girlfriends back.”
“The fuck I did,” Sam said between gasps for breath. “You don’t even know where they are. You’ll need me for that.”
“I already know. I went through your phone on the drive here; it's in your messages from Darius,” Zeke said. He raised his pistol and took aim at Sam’s.
“No, no, wait!” Sam cried out. “Hold on, Zeke, hold on! Okay, just calm down, man.”
“I feel quite calm,” Zeke replied. “Looks like it’s you that’s panicking.”
“That’s because you’ve got a gun in my face, dick,” Sam replied.
Zeke gave him a flat look, then shrugged. He took a step back and took aim at Sam’s head.
“No, wait! Killing me is a mistake, Zeke. A big mistake. I’m not like those other guys. I’m into big stuff, real big stuff. I got connections, man. I can set you up with jobs that’ll have you swimming in money for the rest of your life.”
Zeke stared at him coldly and lowered his pistol while waiting for Sam to finally run out of words.
Sam’s wild eyes rolled as he struggled to think of any angle he could reach Zeke with. “Hey, man, you remember what you said to me at the airport? You said you were going to kill me last. There’s like three more guys involved in this still. You can’t kill me yet, Zeke. I can help you get to them.”
“Yeah, about that,” Zeke said, raising his pistol. “I guess I lied.” He pulled the trigger, blowing the back half of Sam’s head off.
He stood there for a moment, watching Sam’s body twitch as his brains oozed out of his destroyed skull. Zeke took no pleasure in killing these scumbags. He just did what needed to be done.
Zeke shoved his pistol back in its holster as he turned and walked away. Cops would be showing up soon, and he needed to be as far away as possible. He jogged through the thin trees and went to Sydney’s car.
Every one of these bastards that he killed got him one step closer to getting Amelie and Delila back. He pulled the car door open and slipped inside.
Sydney looked around for a moment, noting that only Zeke had returned. “What happened to Sam?”
Zeke looked over at Sam’s car, still lying on its side.
“He lost his head.”
Sydney looked at him for a moment, then grinned and hit the gas. They sped down the freeway, hurrying from the scene of the accident.
“Where to?” she asked.
“Downtown,” Zeke replied, staring at the window. He told himself the girls were still okay. That no one had harmed them. “To the Carmenta Group headquarters.”
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Sydney weaved through cars and ran every red light to get them downtown as quickly as possible, but the sheer size and population of Luckhaven made the trip difficult. Zeke’s stomach boiled and his nerves felt ragged and shot. He wanted to form a plan in his mind, but the truth was that he was walking in blind. 
“Do you need to get anything on the way there?” Sydney asked.
“A bazooka,” Zeke said. He chuckled, but there was no mirth in it. “Maybe a guillotine.”
Sydney looked over at him for a moment, then back to the road. “They’re okay, Zeke. We’re gonna swoop in there and save them, and everything is going to be okay. Then you can finally take me on that date you promised.”
“Is that so?” Zeke asked, raising an eyebrow. “Hope you don’t mind guys with scars.”
Now it was Sydney’s turn to laugh. She cut the car to the right, speeding into a parking garage. “Ready?” she asked as she pulled into a parking place.
“I’m ready,” Zeke said, checking his pistol. He pulled out Eric’s holophone and sent Darius a quick message.
We’re at the tower. Where did you want me to go again?
Hopefully that wasn’t too obvious.
They both stepped out of the car. Sydney somehow managed to hide a small pistol beneath her revealing clothes, and Zeke was armed to the teeth, as usual. He was ready for anything except failure. Eric’s phone chimed.
To the basement, dumbass. Let me know when you’re here.
Sydney reached out and grabbed Zeke’s hand as they walked down the concrete ramp that exited the parking garage. She gave it a squeeze.
“Jesus, Zeke. You’re tense. I know we’re in a shit situation right now, but take a deep breath.”
“Easier said than done, doll,” Zeke said. He kept his head on a swivel, in case Darius had any surprises planned.
“So, has your plan solidified yet?” Sydney asked.
Zeke grunted in reply. “Unfortunately, we’re going in blind, Syd. All we know is that they’re in the basement with Amelie and Del. My only thought is that when I let him know we’re here, he’ll send someone looking for me and Eric. We’ll grab that guy and he’ll lead us to wherever they’re at.”
Sydney pursed her lips. “It’s not a very good plan, but it’s all we’ve got.” She stopped and looked up as they reached the Carmenta Group Tower. “Didn’t expect to find myself here when I answered that call from you the other day.”
“Life has a tendency to be rather chaotic when I’m around,” Zeke replied. “And it’s about to get a lot worse. Perhaps I should apologize.”
“We’ll worry about apologies when this is all over,” she said, flashing him a smile. 
The glass doors slid open and Zeke and Sydney strolled into the massive lobby. A circular fountain took up space in front of Zeke, with sculptures of fantastic beasts all climbing toward a bronze jug that poured out a clear stream of water.
Zeke’s boots reverberated on the marble floor tiles as he crossed the expansive room with Sydney at his side. Together they strode directly toward the elevators, of which there were eight. He pressed the call button, then pulled out Eric’s holophone and sent Darius a final message.
Heading down. B3, right?
It only took Darius a few seconds to reply.
Yes, you fucking idiot.
Zeke hit the button for basement level 3, took a step back, and waited. He looked over at Sydney. “You ready?”
“I believe so. I’m more used to being behind a keyboard, remember,” she replied as she pulled her pistol out and racked the slide. 
“Just stay close and you’ll be fine,” Zeke said. “Be careful going around corners. Listen and look for anything that seems out of place.” Giving her a decade’s worth of advice in thirty seconds just wasn’t going to work. 
The elevator chimed as it reached basement level 3, and the doors slowly opened to reveal a stark white wall and concrete floors.
Zeke stepped out into the hallway. Sydney followed behind with her pistol held ready.
“Just don’t shoot me,” Zeke said as he slowly made his way down the hall. He thumbed the safety off and held his pistol ready. There were no sounds other than the faint hum of distant machinery and the occasional whine of the elevators. 
Zeke kept his breathing steady and quiet as he stepped toward a corner ahead. If he saw Darius around that corner, he would be hard pressed not to blow the man’s head off right away.
As he approached the corner, he pointed to his left and looked at Sydney. She nodded and focused in that direction while Zeke went right. He pulled his pistol close to his chest, so he wasn’t flagging as he crept around the corner.
As soon as he stepped in the hallway, his pistol came out and his finger went to the trigger. Darius stood there with an amused smile on his face.
“Shit,” Sydney said from behind him. 
Zeke turned and saw two men behind them entering the hallway from side doors. They each held shotguns leveled at Sydney. He turned back to Darius and took careful aim at the man’s head.
“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t blow your fucking head off right now,” Zeke grated.
“I’ll give you two reasons, and each one is a shotgun,” Darius said. He clapped his hands while slowly walking toward Zeke.
“I must congratulate you, Zeke. You’ve caused quite a bit of trouble, and to be honest we didn’t even know until a few minutes ago. The building is full of security cameras, as you could imagine,” he explained as if talking to a child. He seemed completely unbothered by the pistol pointed at him.
Zeke clenched his jaw in anger. With everything going on, he had never even bothered to think about all the cameras that would be in the Carmenta Group building. They probably watched him and Sydney walk in and immediately knew what had happened. It was a sloppy mistake.
“I guess I must first thank you for killing Sanghoon Park,” Darius continued. “I’m glad you at least finished the job. Tell me, how did you kill him?”
“Hid on the roof of the next building over and shot him in the head,” Zeke said. “Look, just give me Amelie and Delila and we’ll be on our way. You won’t have to worry about seeing me ever again.”
“And Eric?” Darius asked as if Zeke hadn’t spoken.
Zeke rolled his eyes. “Are you going to ask me about each person I killed? I broke his fucking neck on the airplane. Also, I shot Sam in the face. Are you just going to keep asking me dumb shit or can we finish our business here?”
Darius’s grin deepened. “Oh, Zeke. I’m afraid our business is just getting started.”
A door next to Zeke opened without warning and a giant of a man stepped out. His massive hand clamped down on Zeke’s gun, overpowering his cybernetic arm and tearing the gun from his grasp like taking a toy from a child. Zeke glared pure murder at the man, but felt a tendril of fear take root in his gut. It was Cordell.
“Good to see you, Zeke,” Cordell said with a grin as he tossed Zeke’s pistol to the floor. “I can’t wait to finish what I started more than a year ago.” 
His ham-sized fist slammed into Zeke’s head, knocking him senseless. Before Zeke could recover, Cordell’s massive arms were around his neck, cutting off blood flow to his brain. Zeke struck with his elbows and kicked behind him, but it was like punching a bag filled with gravel. Cordell ignored every hit, and Zeke’s vision finally faded into blackness.
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Stinging pain on Zeke’s cheek pulled him from the depths of unconsciousness. His jaw ached from the blow as well as from Cordell hitting him earlier. 
“Did you just fucking slap me?” Zeke asked, trying to work the stiffness from his jaw. He pushed himself up so that he was sitting on the cold concrete floor. Handcuffs bound his wrists, and manacles kept his ankles together.
Darius stood in front of him with that insufferable grin on his bearded face and crossed his arms. He shrugged. “Had to wake you somehow. Anyways, good morning, sunshine! Welcome to the rest of your life, although there won’t be much of it.”
The moment Darius opened his mouth, Zeke was already tired of dealing with him. Unfortunately, he went on.
“You see, Zeke, I’m supposed to pay you some money. Quite a lot of money, in fact. But after giving it some thought, I’ve decided that this money would be more comfortable in my bank account.”
“Money? That’s what this is about? You’re just being fucking greedy?” Zeke asked, incredulous.
Darius scoffed. “Of course not. You’ve been a thorn in Mr. Kinnear’s side for quite some time now, and I imagine he would appreciate you being gone. My plan was to have Jeremy capture you and have you arrested after you shot Sanghoon Park, but you decided to teach him how to fly. When Eric told me you were boarding the plane back to the states I realized I had to rethink my plan.” He tapped his lips with a finger. “But then again, that wasn’t Eric that told me that. It was you, you naughty little criminal you.”
Zeke would have given almost anything for the man to shut the hell up, but Darius wasn’t quite done yet.
“So here we are,” Darius said, spreading his hands. “I’m taking your money and splitting it up among us.” He looked around the room. Cordell leaned against a wall, idly examining his fingernails, and another man in a sweaty tank top stood near a set of steel tables. “I guess lucky for us, you killed three people. That means more money for each of us. And of course, we’ll take turns with your princesses once Cordell here is done with you. I know Jason here is plenty excited about that last part.”
Behind him, Cordell’s face split into a grin. The hairy man named Jason smiled as he picked up a length of rope.
“You guys wanna go ahead and bring them in?” Darius asked, turning to Jason and Cordell.
“Yeah, boss,” Jason said, then exited through a side door. Cordell followed him.
“We’re really in for a treat tonight, my boy. A real treat, indeed,” Darius said, watching them leave. He turned back to Zeke. “I don’t think you’re going to enjoy it as much, but that’s not really so important. Xander will definitely be happy; he only put up with your shit this long because you made him money. Hell, he’ll probably give me a raise.”
Zeke pulled against his handcuffs. They were on tight, with no wiggle room. He reminded himself that he had managed to survive this far; he would find a way out of this, as he always did.
“Special delivery,” Jason said as he pulled the door open and entered. A bound and gagged Delila was thrown over his shoulder. When she squirmed and struggled, he slapped her bottom hard, bringing a yelp from her.
Cordell entered behind Jason, with Amelie and Sydney over his massive shoulders. He gave Zeke a smile, daring him to react.
Rage filled Zeke and he struggled to get to his feet. He couldn’t do much of anything, handcuffed and shackled, but he would fight as long as he had blood pumping in his veins.
“Easy there,” Darius said, placing his boot on Zeke’s chest and shoving him back. “We’ll uncuff you soon, don’t worry. They just need to get comfortable, first.”
Zeke watched as Jason and Cordell took his girlfriends over to the steel tables. With their wrists and ankles bound, the girls couldn’t do much in terms of fighting back either. A vivid bruise marred the side of Amelie’s face, which turned Zeke’s thoughts ever darker.
Amelie, Delila, and Sydney were each laid on their backs on the steel tables, and their legs and arms were strapped tightly to them. Those tables were the same as the one Zeke had been tortured on so long ago. In fact, looking around he realized this was the very room he had been tortured in. It made his blood run cold.
“I’m gonna kill you in the most painful way imaginable,” Zeke growled at Darius. 
Darius looked back and smiled. “Sure you are.”
Cordell lumbered up next to Darius and looked down at Zeke. “I hope you’re as excited as I am,” he rumbled as he cracked his knuckles against his palm. “I finally get to finish what I started.”
“Yeah, you keep fucking saying that,” Zeke muttered as he tried to keep an eye on everything and everyone. Things were looking bad, for sure, but someone would mess up. It always happened; someone forgot something, overstepped, slipped. Accidents happened, and when one occurred Zeke would strike, hard and fast. 
All three of the women were gagged, reducing their cries to muffled whimpers. Jason pushed on the edge of Delila’s table and it pivoted so that she was at a forty-five degree angle, instead of horizontal. He leered at her for a moment, licking his lips, then crossed his hairy arms and turned to Darius.
“I guess we’re ready here, boss.”
“Lovely, just lovely,” Darius replied, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. He looked down at Zeke and tapped his lips in thought for a moment. “Are you ready?”
“Guess I don’t have much choice,” Zeke said. 
Darius grunted as he knelt in front of Zeke, then pulled a set of keys from his pocket. “Don’t even think of trying anything smart,” he said as he unlocked Zeke’s shackles and tossed them to the side. He put a hand on his thigh and pushed himself up to his feet with a wince, then worked his right leg a few times. Bad knee? Zeke tucked that bit of knowledge away for later.
Darius held a hand out as if offering to help Zeke to his feet. Zeke ignored him and pushed himself up. 
“Alright, nancy boy,” Darius said, jerking his thumb toward the steel door set midway along the side wall. “Time to meet your maker. Hands,” he said, and Zeke held his hands out in front of him. Darius unlocked Zeke’s handcuffs.
Without hesitation, Zeke dipped his hand into his pocket and felt around for the small pill he had slipped in there earlier at his condo. He withdrew it and put it in his mouth, chewed, and swallowed. Darius noticed this and smirked.
“Cordell’s just gonna soften you up a little. Once he’s done, you’re gonna sit there and watch us take turns with your girlfriends.” He abruptly chuckled. “Three of them, three of us. Works out nicely, eh?”
Jason reached out and caressed Delila’s cheek with his finger. “I call dibs on this one.” She jerked her head away from him and glared, her eyes glimmering with rage. Her gag prevented her from saying anything, but Zeke was sure she had a mouthful of curses ready. Amelie and Sydney whimpered, and fearful tears streamed from their eyes. 
As one, all three women turned their heads to watch Zeke. He gave him all a wink and a crooked grin, then turned back to the door. Zeke went there with his back straight and his head high. All he had to do was figure out how to kill Cordell and the rest would be simple. The giant man loomed behind him, grinning maniacally as Zeke opened the door.
The next room was similar, in that it had concrete walls and a concrete floor. Industrial shelves filled with repair materials lined one wall; ceiling tiles, small squares of drywall, and the like. Buckets of paint filled the bottom shelves. Zeke scanned for anything that could be used as a weapon, like a screwdriver, or hammer, but saw nothing.
His heart started pounding in his chest. The pill he had taken was something known as raptor on the streets. It was a dangerous drug with a lot of side effects, but it ramped up pain tolerance, aggression, and several other things to dangerously high levels. It had been developed in secret by a doctor working for a kickboxing coach, and was immediately banned when officials discovered it. As long as Zeke’s heart didn’t explode, he would be ready for whatever Cordell threw at him.
Cordell swaggered into the room and pulled the door shut behind him. He slowly circled the room with that same maniacal grin on his face, flexing his hands.
Zeke kept his distance and raised both fists. The rush from the dose of raptor was just starting to kick in. He hoped it would be enough.
Cordell pulled off his vest and tossed it to the concrete floor, revealing more of his impossibly muscled body. He flexed his arms a few times, then punched at the air in front of him to warm up before moving closer to Zeke.
“I gotta tell you, I’ve been waiting for this for a long time,” Cordell said as he closed in on Zeke. “It never sat well with me that Xander wouldn’t let me kill you.”
Zeke felt a glimmer of hope at Cordell being in such a talkative mood. The more attention he gave to flapping his gums, the less he had to spend on the fight itself.
“Yeah, and I helped bring in a lot of money for your boss,” Zeke said. Cordell’s reach was much longer than his. This was going to be tricky. “If this affects his business, he won’t be too happy with you. You know how Xander values his cash.”
Cordell dropped his fists for a moment and scoffed. “I already called him and told him when you were knocked out. He told me to have fun.”
Zeke lunged in and jabbed Cordell in the stomach with his left fist, then followed it up with all the strength he could put into his cybernetic right hand. Cordell grunted, nothing more. Zeke had to duck beneath a fist that would have broken his neck.
The raptor was really taking hold now. It was a short-lived drug, but intense. Zeke almost felt as if time slowed around him. 
Cordell moved forward and swung a massive fist again. Zeke dodged it as if he had all the time in the world and followed up with a punch of his own. Cordell paid it no mind.
“You can’t hurt me, Zeke,” Cordell said. “You should have figured that out by now.” He dropped his fists and straightened up, then slapped himself on the stomach. “Go ahead and see if you—”
Zeke cut him off and drove his metal fist into Cordell’s stomach as hard as he could, right in the solar plexus. Cordell blew out a chestful of air, then straightened back up.
“Ah, that was a good one!” Cordell exclaimed with a laugh. “I almost felt it! Come on, Zeke, you can do better than that.” He brought his fists up again and slowly approached.
Well, that wasn’t good. Zeke’s only hope was to wear the giant down over time, and hopefully before the other guys got bored and decided to lay their grubby paws on his girlfriends. And before his drugs wore off. 
Zeke began a methodical process of striking when he could, then ducking out of the way. Cordell was fast, but with the help of the raptor, Zeke moved too quickly for the big man to hit him. He landed blow after blow on Cordell’s stomach as the big man slowly drove him backward in a circle.
Reality struck when Zeke realized all of his punches were having little to no effect on the enormous man. Plus, all it would take was one solid blow and Cordell would lay Zeke out. Then the pain would begin. He needed to fight dirty, and as dirty as he could.
“I’m gonna kill you like I did your old buddy, Flynn,” Zeke said, juking to the side to dodge a lethal punch. Flynn had been one of Cordell’s coworkers, a new guy in training. Equally large, he lacked Cordell’s skill and calm demeanor. Zeke had wrecked his knee, then stomped on his throat, killing him.
Zeke bounced backward a few steps, giving himself some space. With a quick glance, he saw the shelves behind him, filled with drywall patch panels and spare ceiling tiles. A broom leaned against the shelf. 
A thought suddenly came to Zeke, and he decided to run with it. He felt like it was his only hope at this point. He brought his fists back up and dashed in, putting all his weight into a punch right at Cordell’s crotch.
The big man’s eyes bulged and he gasped in pain. Zeke immediately turned and grabbed the broom, then swung it two-handed as hard as he could at Cordell’s head.
Cordell brought an arm up and caught the broom as if it were a pillow. He snatched it from Zeke’s grasp, then snapped it over his thigh. With an angry laugh, he threw the splintered wood at Zeke and rushed forward.
“Ah, shit,” was all Zeke had time to say. 
He ducked beneath a heavy punch that slammed into the stacked ceiling tiles behind him. Cordell’s other fist took Zeke in the stomach, hard enough to lift him off his feet. He gasped for breath, but Cordell grabbed him and threw him into the shelves as if he were a child’s doll. Zeke struggled to his feet, but Cordell took two quick steps forward and planted a boot in Zeke’s chest, sending him sliding across the concrete with a broken rib or three. 
Zeke scrambled to his feet, but Cordell had already closed the distance. His fist came down, taking Zeke in the side of the face. Pain exploded in Zeke’s head and stars danced in his vision. He tried to push himself to his feet and fell over. Cordell laughed.
“Are you finally beginning to realize the shit you’re in?” the big man asked, bending down close to Zeke. “Do you comprehend how hopeless it is to even try? You’re going to die, Zeke.”
Zeke swung his fist but Cordell moved his head to the side and he hit nothing but air. Cordell responded with a full-armed slap that sent Zeke skittering across the floor. His face felt like it had been stung by a dozen wasps.
Zeke’s eyes fell on the broken broom handle. The piece closest to him was shorter than his arm and ended in a wicked splinter. He quickly rolled to the side right as Cordell stomped his heavy boot down, narrowly missing Zeke’s knee.
Still dazed, Zeke managed to scramble to his feet and stumble a few steps back from Cordell. He had a chance. He could do this, he just needed to get that broom handle. No man could stand up to being stabbed in the chest. 
He kept his fists up, although he was still dizzy after Cordell’s hits. The raptor in his system was still pumping hot like the sun. Zeke felt the rage in his veins, the sheer fury. He felt like he could tear a man apart with his bare hands. 
Cordell swung again and Zeke ducked, barely dodging it. He kept moving backward, circling back to the broomstick.
It was clear that Cordell was toying with him. If the big man wanted to end things, he would just rush forward and overpower Zeke. Cordell was a man that loved torture, though. He liked to drag things out. He wanted Zeke to suffer.
Zeke needed only a few seconds to grab the improvised weapon, so he dashed forward and jabbed Cordell in the stomach and once right at the beltline. He moved back but this time Cordell was faster. 
His fist caught Zeke on the side of the head, a grazing blow but it felt like being grazed by a train. Cordell’s other hand caught onto Zeke’s shirt, tearing it off as he got a grip on him. He raised his foot and kicked Zeke in the chest, sending him flying backward.
Zeke slammed into the shelves, sending debris and broken ceiling tiles everywhere. He crumpled to the ground, every inch of his body screaming but refusing to give up. He could do this. He wouldn’t let the girls down. 
The splintered broomstick was right next to him. He rolled off a pile of drywall and snatched the broomstick in a white-knuckled grip. 
Zeke tried to will strength into his legs so he could stand, but all he felt was overwhelming exhaustion, even through the raptor. His cybernetic arm was the only part of him that seemed to be functioning correctly. He had to put that to good use if he wanted to survive this. It was time to end this fight. His metal fingers gripped the splintered broomstick tightly.
“Now it’s time for the real fun to begin,” Cordell said as he stepped up behind him.
Cordell reached out and grabbed Zeke’s head from behind, hooked his finger in Zeke’s mouth, and pulled.
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Tears streamed down Delila’s face as repeated impacts and muffled screams came through the door. She flinched when something heavy slammed into the wall, followed by the sound of something crashing. There was silence for a moment, and she began to hope it was finally over, although she was afraid of what that might mean. Was Zeke still alive? He was about as tough as a man could be, and he was a survivor. Surely he had found a way. 
A blood-curdling scream penetrated the door and echoed in the room, pulling even more tears from Delila. She recognized Zeke’s voice. Something heavy slammed into the door a moment later, followed by unintelligible cursing and the sound of flesh striking flesh. Amelie and Sydney cried out in terror, though their cries were muffled by their gags.
For more than a year, Zeke had treated Delila better than she had ever experienced in her life. He had given her hope, a home, and endless love. He had given her a future. And now, she was certain he was dead. She told herself that he was going to make it, but no one could fight against a giant like Cordell and survive. It would be easier to fight a tank bare-handed.
Sickening pain filled her chest, like her heart was being ripped in half. She wanted to vomit. She struggled against her restraints, but couldn’t move. Being tied up, she couldn’t get to the knife in her boot heel.
“Looks like daddy won’t be coming home for supper,” Darius said with a light-hearted chuckle. “I think it’s about time we got started, Jason. Have your fun. I’m gonna give the boss a call and let him know how things are going. I think he’ll be mighty pleased.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and left through a different door in the room.
Jason sucked on a tooth loudly as he turned back to Delila. He grabbed the neck opening of his shirt with both hands and looked down at her body as a smile grew on his face. It was a cruel smile, one that promised violence and pain. He pulled his shirt off over his head and looked down at her body again with sickly yellow eyes. “Oh, I’m going to enjoy you for a long time.” He began unbuttoning his pants.
Delila had dealt with pigs like this before, when she killed Yuri. Men like him enjoyed hurting women; they got off on hearing them scream. No matter what they did to her, she wouldn’t scream or even cry out. She refused to give them that satisfaction.
“Don’t scream,” she said to Amelie and Sydney. “Whatever they do, don’t scream.”
Amelie looked over and nodded, understanding what she meant. Sydney stared at the ceiling as tears leaked down her face.
The door slammed open, but with Jason in front of her, she couldn’t see it. All she heard was the squealing of rusted hinges followed by heavy breathing. She turned her head, trying to get Jason’s pock-marked face out of her vision, but she could still smell his sour breath. He pushed his pants down to his ankles.
Amelie and Sydney were closer to the door, so they were able to see. Both of them immediately began crying out around their gags. Delila felt an icy hand of fear latch onto her spine, but she steeled her nerves.
“I guess you’ve earned a turn with her, Cordell,” Jason said with a laugh, still looking down at Delila’s body. He reached out and grabbed the bottom of her shirt and began pulling on it. “I’m gonna warm her up first, though. Cordell?” When there was no answer, he turned around. Delila could finally see.
Instead of Cordell, Zeke stood in the doorway. Green eyes shone with hot fury from a mask of blood. The left side of his mouth had been torn open and a flap of skin hung down from what used to be his cheek, exposing his teeth and gums on that side. Blood from that dreadful wound covered his neck and chest. 
In his hand was a length of what looked like a broom handle, though it had been splintered and broken, making it into a short spear. Blood soaked it from the sharp end to Zeke’s hand, and black chunks of gore slid off onto the floor. Delila wanted to puke, seeing that.
Zeke’s body was covered with scars; there were two small circles near his navel that looked like gunshot wounds, and countless faint lines crossing his chest and stomach that were visible even through the blood. His right shoulder was a mass of scar tissue where it met his cybernetic arm; it seems even Masaru’s drugs weren’t enough to fade away those old scars. Delila had rarely seen him in a well-lit room with his shirt off. Now she understood why.
“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Jason grumbled. “Like a goddamn cockroach!” Jason bent down and hurriedly tried to pull up his pants.
Face twisted into a scowl, Zeke raised the splintered broom handle and rushed forwards.
Jason raised his hairy forearm to defend himself, and Zeke stabbed into it with the broken broomstick. Jason roared in pain and lashed out with a heavy fist, but Zeke moved back and the blow connected with nothing but air. 
Zeke jabbed the broom handle into Jason’s face, tearing off part of his nose. Before Jason could even scream, Zeke struck again, taking the man in the throat. He struck again and again, stabbing Jason in the face and neck with the piece of wood, ripping skin and flesh with every strike. 
In a matter of seconds Jason had collapsed onto the concrete floor, screaming and trying to cover his face with his hands. Zeke followed, still attacking. He repeatedly stabbed the big man in the face while Jason frantically tried to fight back. Zeke was relentless, never slowing, stabbing him again and again while watching with ice-cold eyes. 
When Jason lay there unmoving, Zeke continued his assault, ramming the piece of wood into his face, even after it was nothing more than a meaty lump with yellow teeth and white bone glistening through the blood.
Delila turned away as her stomach lurched from the sight. This was the side of Zeke that she had only seen once before, when she had been struck by a bullet on a run in Mexico. It terrified her. When Zeke got like this, he didn’t have an off button.
Delila finally managed to twist her gag around so that only a strip of cloth was in her mouth instead of a thick knot. 
“Enough, Zeke,” Delila said, still looking away. Zeke was still stabbing Jason, filling the room with slopping sounds. “He’s dead.”
Zeke finally stood up, although his glare never left Jason’s body. He spat on the fat man’s corpse and turned to Delila, examining her restraints.
He looked like something from a nightmare. His nose was broken, and that was the least of his injuries. Delila wanted to vomit when she saw his face close up; his mouth had been ripped open all the way on one side, exposing his teeth. His face was a ruined mess.
Zeke hurriedly untied her, then moved to Amelie and Sydney and did the same. They were a mess, all of them. 
Delila felt a lump form in her throat as she looked at all of Zeke’s wounds. She grabbed a nearby towel and tried to wipe up some of the blood soaking his body. He gently pushed her away, but she continued. Sydney grabbed a towel as well, and Amelie began to search the room, muttering about finding a first aid kit.
“Darius?” Zeke asked, slurring the name.
“He went that way,” Amelie said, pointing at the door he had used. “He was calling his boss to update him.”
“There’ll be no more fighting if you bleed to death, Zeke. Let me try to help.” Delila mopped up blood from his chest and neck, careful not to get near his face. Hard green eyes met hers and she felt herself shiver. She knew he would do anything to keep them safe, and that was what scared her.
Amelie opened the door Zeke had entered through and peeked out. She disappeared a moment later. 
Fresh blood poured down the side of his face as he opened his mouth, carefully working it. Any softness in his eyes from being next to his lovers quickly faded. 
“I don’t have time to bleed,” he said slowly, wincing from the pain. The words came out slurred and thick. “Come on,” he added, standing up.
Sydney found where Zeke’s things had been stuffed in a cabinet and grabbed them. Her eyes fell on Zeke’s face and she flinched. “Here,” she said, holding them out.
Zeke reached out and took everything from her, holding it in his hands. He pulled his pistol from its holster and stared grimly at it for a moment. He looked like he wanted to say something, but his face hurt too badly.
“Okay, I found a first aid kit,” Amelie said, coming back into the room. She held a large first aid kit in her hands. “Sit down for a moment, Zeke.”
Zeke’s eyes went from Amelie to the door where Darius had left and back, and he grunted. 
“Sit,” Amelie said firmly. She set the first aid kit on the table and opened it. It was an extensive one and contained more than Delila was used to seeing. Amelie rummaged around and finally produced a small, hand-held device.
“Just relax for a moment, Zeke. I’m afraid this is going to hurt quite a bit.”
Zeke sat on the nearest table, angled so he could see the doors. He still clutched his pistol. Delila busied herself with trying to clean all the blood off of him. She found something small, white, and shiny, and realized it was part of a tooth. Probably Cordell’s tooth, as Zeke’s were all still there, amazingly enough. She flung it away as if it were made of bees.
Amelie lifted Zeke’s skin and held it in place while dragging the small device along the tear. Zeke winced and sucked in breath through his teeth, but kept his head still as she worked. Thirty seconds later she lowered her hands.
Where Zeke’s mouth had been torn open, it was now mostly repaired. There was still a wicked red line surrounded by angry flesh, but his cheek was in one piece and he could open his mouth somewhat normally again. Masaru could fix it up later, but at least now Zeke didn’t have to worry about bleeding to death.
“Thanks,” Zeke said after a moment, still clearly in pain.
“Don’t thank me yet,” Amelie said hesitantly. “I need to straighten your nose.”
Zeke sighed. “Just get it over with.” He closed his eyes.
Amelie reached out and pinched the bridge of Zeke’s nose, then pushed it back in place. Zeke gasped in pain and let out a string of profanity.
“Sorry,” Amelie said. “I know there’s no pleasant way to do that.”
“Ahhh,” Zeke said. “I think I’d rather have my mouth ripped open again.” After a few deep breaths, Zeke slid off the table and immediately winced, clutching at his side.
“Are you okay?” Delila asked. “Sorry, probably a dumb question.” Of course he wasn’t.
“Broken ribs,” Zeke said, hefting his pistol and moving toward the door. “I seem to be collecting them.” His words still came out thick, but after the beating he had just taken, that made sense. 
It hurt Delila to see him suffering so. Zeke’s iron will would power him through anything, but he looked like a nightmare. The man was likely to run himself to death if they couldn’t rein him in a bit.
“Thanks for coming to get us,” Delila said, reaching out for Sydney. 
The tall blonde woman slipped her hand in Delila’s and gave it a squeeze. Sydney had such a beautiful smile. 
Amelie set the first aid tool down and walked up to them, then embraced Sydney tightly. “It’s good to see you again,” she said quietly, looking into Sydney’s eyes.
Sydney leaned forward and planted a soft kiss on Amelie’s lips and gave her a quick hug, then turned her attention back to Zeke. “We’re not out of this yet, honey. Darius is still out there, Zeke. You need to be careful.”
“Need? I need a drink,” Zeke said. He shook his head slowly. He looked exhausted.  “Actually, scratch that. I need a job with a retirement plan. This one doesn’t even have medical insurance.” He chuckled, but it sounded forced. He stood in front of the door and raised his pistol, staring at it for a moment as if thinking deeply.
The door flew open and Darius stepped in. He caught Zeke off guard and slapped at his massive pistol, sending it to the floor. Zeke cursed and punched Darius in the face, sending him staggering back.
No longer willing to be a victim, Delila rushed forward, toward Darius. She wanted to be there with Zeke, to get her own bit of revenge. Amelie and Sydney were right behind her. Seeing this, Darius turned and ran.
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Pain was something Zeke was intimately familiar with. In all his years he had, unfortunately, suffered quite a bit, whether from living on the street as a child to getting injured while working as a runner. This pain in his face, though, this was a new thing entirely. This changed his whole outlook on everything. 
That thing Amelie had used on his face had bonded his cheek together, at least temporarily, but it still hurt like a son of a bitch. His nose hurt almost indescribably badly. Pain lanced through his face with every beat of his heart. He made a mental note to call Masaru as soon as he got out of here.
Zeke lurched into a loping run through the doorway; it was the best he could do in his current condition. The drug had begun to wear off, so his entire body seemed to be made of pain. He was half surprised he was still standing, considering how he currently felt. He grit his teeth and focused on putting one foot in front of the other, each step faster than the last.
Ahead of him, Darius turned a corner. The man had a notable limp when he ran, so Zeke knew he would catch up to him, even in his current bruised and battered state. Zeke hurried around the corner, drawing nearer to Darius with every limping step. 
He felt himself chuckle as he ran down the concrete hallway. Anyone that happened to see them would be witness to quite the strange situation: A stocky man, limping away in fear as he’s chased by a man so covered in blood it was a wonder he was still alive. And holding up the rear were three beauties with murder on their faces.
Zeke pushed through the pain and caught up with Darius. He stretched his hand out in front of him and managed to get a fingerhold on the back of Darius’s shirt. After a few more steps, he twisted his hand, jerking Darius to the side.
The motion knocked Darius off balance and sent him into the concrete wall. Zeke stumbled forward a few extra steps, then caught his balance and turned around.
He ran back right as Darius pushed himself to his feet. Zeke caught him with a hard left hook to the jaw. Darius spluttered but caught himself. He brought his fists up and jabbed hard at Zeke.
But if there was one thing Zeke knew how to do, it was fight. His fists were up and he blocked both punches. His cybernetic fist slammed into Darius’s face, flattening his nose to the side. He followed it up with a devastating punch right to the solar plexus.
At that moment, Zeke’s girlfriends arrived. Seeing the situation they were in, Delila’s face contorted in rage and she leaped in the air and planted her boot in the middle of Darius’s back. It was a sloppy kick, but damn effective.
The kick sent Darius sprawling on his bloodied face. Zeke reached down and grabbed him by the back of his neck with his cybernetic hand and squeezed. He pulled the stocky man to his feet.
“I’m the last person you should think about killing,” Darius said, cringing around Zeke’s iron grip on his neck. “You know who my boss is. If you think you’re leaving this building alive, you’re seriously mistaken.”
Zeke looked around and saw the door to a janitor’s closet across the hall. An idea formed in his head. A very cruel yet fitting idea.
“Hey, Sydney,” Zeke said without taking his eyes off Darius. “Can you open that janitor’s closet please?”
“Uh, sure Zeke,” she said. She hurried to the door and pulled it open.
“Does it have one of those built-in mop sinks on the floor, just a few centimeters high?”
She looked in and nodded. “Yep.”
“Turn the water on,” Zeke said. “Then clear everything out of the way.”
Sydney leaned in the closet and turned the faucet on, then pulled a handful of mops, mop buckets, and brooms out of the closet. When she was done, she stepped out of the way.
Keeping his grip on Darius’s neck, Zeke turned the man to the side, so that he was facing the opened closet door.
“I’m not gonna lie, Darius. I dreamed about killing you, and I mean that literally. I wanted to shoot you in the head, tear your guts out. When I saw you threaten Amelie with a knife, I promised myself I would make you pay.”
“I’m just doing my job, you dumb asshole!” Darius shouted. “If you want revenge, get the guy that gave the orders for all of this to happen in the first place! You’re wasting your fucking time with me.”
“Oh, I’ll get him, don’t worry,” Zeke continued. “His time is coming, and soon. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve decided not to shoot you in the head. I’m not gonna pull your guts out, either.” He pushed his arm forward, shoving Darius toward the closet. He had to guess at the distance, but he thought it was right.
“Should I be thanking you, then?” Darius asked, still facing the closet. He slowly raised both hands.
“Probably not,” Zeke said. He struck Darius at the base of the neck with his extended fingers as hard as he could. 
Darius’s body went limp and he fell forward, landing face first in the shallow mop sink. While only a few centimeters of water filled it, it was enough to cover his nose and mouth. Darius spluttered and tried to shout, but he couldn’t do anything else. He was paralyzed from the neck down.
“Ugh, I think I’m gonna be sick,” Sydney said, turning away.
Zeke stood there and watched coldly as Darius drowned in the shallow water. When the man finally stopped twitching, Zeke dug through Darius’s pockets until he found his holophone. Using Darius’s thumb print, he transferred all of Darius’s money to his own account.
Amelie gently laid her hand on Zeke and pulled him away. He let her.
He turned around and faced the three women. They were all so beautiful, and it reminded him of why he went through all this. He would do anything for his lovers. His goddesses.
Sydney placed a hand carefully along Zeke’s face. “Let’s get you to Masaru,” she said quietly. “And quickly, before anyone else shows up.”
Zeke allowed himself to be led back to the room from which they had come. His things were in there, after all.
Delila held the door open as Zeke walked through. Her eyes held a mixture of relief and worry.
He went straight to the corner of the room, to a small utility sink. After running some water, he splashed it on his face as gently as he could.
He gently felt at his face. His nose was as tender as could be after Amelie setting it. A thin line ran along his cheek, where the flesh had been glued together. 
Zeke walked over to the small utility sink in the corner and spat a mouthful of blood into it. He splashed some water onto himself, and the runoff filled the sink with red. 
Delila and Sydney approached, towels in hand. When Zeke turned the water off, they gently dried his body and face for him. Then, all three women embraced him. He closed his eyes and sighed, wishing he could enjoy a bit of peace.
But he knew this wasn’t over. Not yet.
“Let’s get you out of here,” Amelie said. She fetched his holophone and handed it to him. 
Zeke’s shirt was ruined, so his only option was to take one of the towels and drape it over his shoulders. It would have to work.
Together, they left the room and the corpses behind.
“Do you think he’s going to come after you? Or us, for that matter?” Sydney eyed Zeke with concern.
“Probably,” Zeke replied. “We’ll all lie low for a few days at Masaru’s place while I heal. Then I’ll handle Xander. That should be the end of this.” He looked up at a security camera and smiled as they walked toward the elevator.
“Will Masaru let all of us stay there with you?” Delila asked.
“I’m sure he will,” Zeke said. “We’ll just tell him you’re getting a boob job.”
Delila laughed as the elevator door opened.
Zeke pulled his holophone out and called Masaru. He answered after a few rings.
“Hey, Masaru. It’s Zeke. Ezekiel Aurora. I need some help.”
“Huh,” Masaru replied. “I feel like I should give you a frequent customer discount.”
“That would be appreciated,” Zeke said. He tried to laugh, but nothing came out. “I’m just giving you a heads up. I’ll be there in about thirty minutes.”
“I’ll be ready,” Masaru said. “What will I be dealing with? What types of injuries?”
That time Zeke did manage to laugh. “All of them.”
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Carmenta Group headquarters was a building filled with bad memories for Zeke. It seemed every time he visited the place, something horrible happened. Hopefully this time would be different. 
At least Masaru had stitched him up. Using a combination of the latest drugs and techniques, the tear on Zeke’s cheek was little more than a faint pink line. There was hardly any bruising from his broken nose, either. The cartilage was almost completely healed. That man was a miracle worker.
As Zeke strolled across the massive lobby of the building, he pulled out his holophone. Having the phone number for the richest man in the world might make some people feel special, but it made him want to puke. He swiped his thumb and dialed Xander’s number. The man answered almost immediately.
“Well, look who it is,” Xander said, his voice filled with disdain. “I see your face is healing nicely. Was it that black market doctor I’ve heard rumors of?”
“Yeah, he knows what he’s doing,” Zeke replied. “Best in the business, really. I don’t think even he could surgically remove your head from your ass, though.”
“Is this why you called me, Zeke? To throw childish insults my way?”
“Nah,” Zeke replied. “I called to let you know that I’m on my way to your office. I think it’s time we settled this and put everything behind us.”
Xander’s cold eyes glinted with suspicion, visible even on just a hologram. “Believe me, if there’s one thing I would like, it would be to never have to deal with you again. Come on up. I’m curious about the lines of bullshit you plan on spewing. I’ll tell my guard to let you pass. Floor ninety-two. Take the last elevator.”
Zeke ended the call and slipped his phone in his pocket, then continued to the elevators. There were eight standard elevators here, four on a side, but a ninth elevator door stood a few meters off to the right. When he got there, he pushed the call button for the elevator. Several other people waited near him, some occasionally stealing a glance at the still-healing marks on Zeke’s face. Zeke did his best to ignore them. Even Masaru’s medical genius took time to fully erase the scars.
The elevator doors opened and Zeke stepped in. No one else got on this elevator. He pushed the button for the ninety-second floor with his left hand.
Zeke’s mind raced as the elevator sped upwards. He had a plan, but it required several things to happen. Most importantly, it required Xander to not be such a raging douchebag. Chances for that were slim, but hey, one could hope.
Eventually the elevator slowed and finally arrived on the ninety-second floor. It chimed as the doors slowly opened, revealing a hallway lined with executive offices.
A large man dressed in a tailored suit stood there, waiting. His shoulders were broad, and the grim expression on his face along with the telltale bulge of a pistol holstered beneath his jacket clued Zeke in that he was a guard or security of some sort. Made sense.
“Ezekiel?” the man asked.
“Yep,” Zeke replied. He thought of saying something witty, but decided not to press his luck. Not today.
“Come with me,” the man said. He turned and walked down the short hallway, then turned to the right.
As they were walking, a middle-aged man came from the opposite direction. His brown hair was short and neatly styled, and his clothes were a garish imitation of something from the last century, with neon stripes that were almost painful to look at. His shirt left his muscular arms bare.
“Holy shit, you’re Power Rob,” Zeke said, recognizing the famous singer.
“Yeah,” Rob replied in an irritated voice. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then spoke again in a much calmer tone. “Sorry. Xander can be trying at times. It’s good to meet you.” He offered his hand.
Zeke went to shake Rob’s hand but pulled away at the last moment.
“Sorry, uh, I have an issue with my hand at the moment. Bad wiring.” He raised his right hand and indicated his titanium knuckles. Instead, he fist-bumped Rob with his left hand. “Sorry for the awkwardness there. My girlfriend is a huge fan of yours. She loves your music.”
“Is that so?” Rob asked. “It’s always nice to know that people still appreciate my music after so many years.” He looked around for a moment, then walked to a nearby desk. After snatching up a pen and a pad of paper, he walked back to Zeke. “What’s her name?”
“Delila,” Zeke said, and spelled it out. “Oh, and Amelie as well. She really likes your stuff. Might as well throw Sydney in there so she doesn’t feel left out.”
Rob stopped and looked up at Zeke. “Are those other family members or friends?”
“They’re my girlfriends.”
Rob stared at him for a moment. “You have three girlfriends?”
Zeke shrugged.
Rob shook his head and grinned. “You’re either the richest man in the world or the saddest. Alright, how do you spell their names?”
Once Zeke got the autographs, he awkwardly folded them with his left hand and slipped them in his back pocket. The suited guard led him to a tall, carved wooden door. He knocked.
“Come in,” Xander’s voice called out after a minute.
The bodyguard turned the handle and pushed the door open, then motioned for Zeke to step through.
“Thanks,” Zeke said, stepping into the room. He addressed Xander and jerked his thumb at the suited guard. “I like this guy a lot better than Cordell.”
Xander’s eyes narrowed at that comment.
Xander Kinnear was the very picture of the wealthy elite, with his perfectly tailored suit and his immaculate blonde hair. His blue eyes held all the warmth of a winter storm as he studied Zeke.
“So, please tell me why I should give you any of my time and not have Roger throw you down an elevator shaft?” Xander asked over steepled fingers.
“Simple,” Zeke said as he walked to a chair in front of Xander’s desk. He pulled it back and sat.
“I didn’t tell you to sit,” Xander said, his voice thick with displeasure.
“I saved you the trouble,” Zeke replied. “But back to your point. While we may have gotten off on the wrong foot, if you look over the past year or so, you’ll see that I’ve helped make you quite a bit of money.”
Xander pursed his lips. “True.”
“Have your guys been able to do much with that synth’s brain? Preston Kerensky kept saying it was revolutionary.” Thinking back to that day almost made Zeke sick.
Xander leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers over his stomach. “Reverse engineering it has been difficult, if you must know.”
“But at least you have the opportunity to reverse engineer it,” Zeke added, tapping himself on the chest. “Because of me.”
“Is this why you came here, Mr. Aurora? To gloat in my office and pretend you’re actually worth something?”
Zeke shrugged. “I’m not gloating. I just want to remind you how beneficial I’ve been to you and your business.” He held up a finger. “I could have blown up that building and fucked Project Origin, but instead I set you up with new contacts and helped you expand.” He held up a second finger. “I delivered the brain of that synth to you, even after it killed people I cared about.” A third finger. “And I just assassinated the CEO of your biggest competitor, even though you kidnapped my girlfriends to hold as collateral. And what have you lost in return? A handful of replaceable goons.”
“You’re forgetting something,” Xander said, leaning forward. “I lost time. My time is very precious to me, so I find it very distasteful to lose even a second of it dealing with someone like you.”
“And yet dealing with someone like me has greatly increased your cash flow,” Zeke reminded him. “One would think after all that, maybe you’d show some humanity and, I don’t know, not try to have me killed. But you seem to have a major hard on at the thought of me dying. What’s your big problem with me?”
“Do I even have to say it?” Xander asked. “You’re like a ticking time bomb, Ezekiel, one with an unknown amount of time left until it blows. Every time you touch something, it causes problems. Should I remind you of the headaches you caused involving Project Origin? Or how I hired you to bring me that synth and you let him kill half of fucking Luckhaven? At least you killed Sanghoon Park without causing an international incident, but now I have to pay someone to hire half a dozen new employees. And while you may think of them as ‘replaceable goons,’ finding trustworthy men like that is fucking difficult.”
“So, it looks like we feel the same way about each other, then,” Zeke said, leaning back. The antique wooden chair creaked faintly. “We’ve both made plenty of money from this union, yet we no longer wish to continue it. I think I’ve demonstrated how bad of an idea trying to kill me is, so I was thinking we could end things on a more peaceful note.”
Xander scoffed. “So what, we take a puff on a peace pipe and wish each other a good day? Do you want me to send you a birthday card every year?”
“I wouldn’t complain,” Zeke said. “Although to be honest I much prefer a good bourbon. What do you say?”
Xander gave him a hard stare for a moment, then leaned back in his chair and seemed to relax. He muttered something under his breath and shook his head, then pushed himself to his feet.
Zeke tensed for a moment, but Xander made no move toward him. Instead, he walked to the side of his office and tapped his finger on a polished wooden panel. The panel slid into the wall, revealing several bottles of liquor and a handful of glasses. Xander opened a small panel and used tongs to place two ice cubes in each of two glasses, then poured a small amount of a dark amber liquor into each. 
Xander walked slowly back to his desk, glasses in hand. He gave Zeke a hard look, then set one of the glasses on the massive desk in front of him and gave it a push. It slid closer to Zeke. 
Hoping it was bourbon, Zeke reached out and took the glass.
“I didn’t know you were left-handed,” Xander said.
“Learn something new every day,” Zeke replied, smelling his glass. “Wow,” he exclaimed, looking up at Xander. “What is this?”
Xander’s sudden smirk made his face even more punchable. He walked back to his leather chair and sat down, then swirled his glass a few times, looking upon it with admiration. “This is whiskey, Mr. Aurora. Aged one hundred years in sherry casks.”
Zeke enjoyed good liquor, but that bottle probably cost as much as his condo. He leaned forward and held his glass out to Xander. “Cheers. To us never seeing each other again after today.”
Xander looked at Zeke’s glass as if it were a stain on his pristine white carpet, but eventually leaned forward and clinked his glass against Zeke’s.
“I’ve always disliked such things,” he explained. “What significance does me striking your glass with mine hold? Why must we touch glasses before we drink? Why can I not simply enjoy this without having to press my glass against yours?”
Zeke ignored the man’s complaints and sipped his whiskey. It tasted every bit as good as he imagined. “I think you’re overthinking things there, Xander.” 
“Perhaps,” Xander said, sipping his drink. There was no change of expression as he imbibed. This was probably a go-to drink for someone with his level of wealth. 
“So, after this glass is done I’m going to shake your hand and walk out of this room. You’re not going to try to kill me, and I won’t be involved in any of your business again. Are you cool with that?” Zeke took another sip of his drink.
Xander nodded slowly. “That sounds reasonable. I think I’ve gotten all I can from you anyways.”
Zeke downed the last of his whiskey and set his glass on the desk. Xander’s lip twitched in irritation and he slid a coaster across the huge desk. Zeke grabbed it and put his glass on the coaster.
“Thanks for the drink,” Zeke said as he stood up. “And I mean it. That was fantastic.” He offered his hand and waited. 
“Let me guess, you’re going to use that new hand of yours to crush mine the moment we shake,” Xander said in a flat voice. “Trying to get that one final ‘fuck you’ in there?”
Zeke shook his head and kept his hand in front of him. “Nope. In fact you can tell Roger back there to put a bullet in my head if I try.” He thought for a moment. “Besides, let’s be honest. That would be a pretty stupid thing for me to do. There’s basically no way I’d escape after that. I’m just trying to be professional and put everything behind us. Leave on a good note.”
Xander sipped his drink and stared at Zeke over the edge of his glass. After grabbing another coaster, he set his drink down and stood. He eyed Zeke’s hand for a moment but finally reached out and accepted.
Xander’s handshake was exactly what Zeke predicted it would be; precisely firm enough and not in the least bit clammy. He met Zeke’s eyes as he shook up and down a perfectly measured amount.
Zeke went to pull his hand away, but Xander held fast.
“I’m not going to lie, Zeke. I fucking hate you. Nothing would make me happier than seeing you dead. But at the same time, I do have a modicum of respect for you that has persisted throughout our unfortunate interactions. Regardless of the messes you made, you always got the job done. Plus, you’re a hard bastard to kill. If the situation were different, I might offer you a job.”
“Sorry,” Zeke said with a grin. “As of today, I’m retired.”
Xander finally released his hand. “We’ll see.” he sat back down and wiped his hand on his shirt, as if touching another human made him feel dirty. “I have a feeling about you, Mr. Aurora. You’re the kind of man that can’t avoid trouble. It seeks you out and finds you wherever you go.”
“In that case,” Zeke said. “I plan on going far enough away that trouble won’t be able to find me.
With that, Zeke turned to leave the office. He clapped Roger on the shoulder with his left hand as he stepped through the doorway.
“Ezekiel,” Xander called out, and Zeke turned to face him. Xander’s face was cold, hard, and untrusting, but held the barest hint of a smile. “I’ll be seeing you around, Ezekiel.”
“No chance,” Zeke said flatly. He gave Xander no chance to reply and walked through the door, not waiting on the guard.
“Glad that’s done,” Zeke said to himself as he walked down the hallway. “Hold on, Roger. Gotta answer the call of nature.” A restroom door stood on his left, so he entered. Roger waited outside.
Zeke went straight to the sink and turned it on. He pumped soap into his right hand until it was covered, then held his hand beneath the stream of hot water until it was clean. After that, he pulled a small bottle from his pocket and sprayed it onto his right hand, let it sit for a few seconds, then washed it with soap again. Only then did he dry his hand off and exit the bathroom.
Zeke pushed the call button for the elevator. Roger loomed behind him.
“Hey, it was great to meet you, Roger,” Zeke said, turning to the big man. Roger said nothing.
The elevator doors opened and Zeke stepped inside. He punched the button for the ground floor and grinned at Roger as the doors closed.
That went well enough. Now, it was time to leave town and plan the rest of his life.
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“Which top should I bring?” Delila asked Amelie as she held up two bikini tops. “The green or the blue?” 
“For you? Definitely the green,” Amelie replied. “Blue is my color. Green goes with your eyes.”
Zeke considered asking them if they’d try the bikinis on and let him be the judge, but he’d see enough of them soon enough. He was already packed; he didn’t bring much. Zeke liked to think he was a practical guy in that aspect. A few pairs of shorts, some light shirts, a hat, flip flops…. He didn’t need much else. 
“Okay, a couple matching skirts, and something to cover myself when the sun gets too warm,” Delila muttered as she neatly folded her clothes and stuffed them into a suitcase. “Hey, do you have the sunblock?” 
“Yeah, I’ve got all that,” Amelie said, holding up a clear bag with several small tubes of sunblock and lotion inside. She tossed it back into her suitcase and covered it with a folded-up sun dress. The perimeter zipper of her large suitcase buzzed as she pulled the zipper shut. “I think I’m all done,” she said, straightening up.
“Zeke, are you packed?” Delila called out.
“Yeah, I was packed two hours ago,” he replied as he walked into the bedroom. “You both done?”
“I am,” Amelie replied, slapping her suitcase. “I don’t think I can fit anything else in there. Although it looks like Delila is determined to beat me.”
Delila leaned an elbow on her suitcase, pressing the top down as she yanked the zipper all the way around. “This is my first time going to a beach,” she said, finally closing it all the way. “I don’t want to leave anything behind, especially since Zeke is pushing for us to leave a week early. You don’t even want to know how much it cost to change the tickets last minute..”
“Lemme get those,” Zeke said as he took both of their suitcases and wheeled them into the living room. Someone knocked at the door, so after setting the suitcases next to his desk, he went to the front door and opened it.
“Right on time, Sydney,” Zeke said with a smile. 
“There’s no way I’d be late for this,” she replied, pulling a suitcase behind her as she entered Zeke’s condo. She leaned over and kissed Zeke on her way in.
Zeke looked around the living room, going over a mental checklist a third time. He knew he had everything he needed, but he hated that feeling of forgetting something. He pulled his holophone out and checked the time. Perfect.
He turned on the screen set into his wall and turned it to the news. This is what he’d been waiting for.
“Hey girls, hurry! Come listen to this!” He crossed his arms and smiled as a suited man with a somber face appeared on the screen.
Amelie came in from the bedroom and stood next to Zeke, watching with him. Delila and Sydney stood behind the couch, watching as well. The newscaster was detailing in somber tones how Xander Kinnear was found deceased earlier today.
“According to the official statement released by Carmenta Group, Mr. Kinnear was found at his desk around 7 PM. The cause of death is said to have been cardiac arrest.”
“I almost can’t believe it,” Delila said quietly. “It feels surreal. Oh look, it’s Davis.”
Sure enough, Davis was on the screen now, addressing a group of reporters. Even with a dozen microphones shoved in his face, his calm expression never faltered a hair. 
“I can assure you that we will be continuing the legacy that Mr. Kinnear so proudly began. Carmenta Group will continue to push the envelope of medical technology and will remain at the forefront of the industry for many years to come. At this time we are asking for some privacy in regards to the late Mr. Kinnear.”
A reporter asked if there would be an investigation into Xander’s death. Davis simply shook his head and told the reporter no, then reiterated his request for privacy.
Zeke whistled loudly as he turned the screen off. He went back to the couch and sat down, then kicked his feet up on the ottoman.
“Wow. So just like that, the richest and most powerful man in the world is dead?” Sydney asked.
“Yep,” Zeke replied.
“I can’t believe he would die so suddenly. With his money and with all the things Carmenta Group did, everyone expected him to live to be well over two hundred. I don’t think he even made it half that far.”
“Yep,” Zeke said again. “Life is strange sometimes.” He laced his fingers behind his head. “Sometimes the smallest pebble can roll downhill and collect enough momentum to topple a house.
Delila looked over at him. “Especially when that pebble is named Ezekiel Aurora, right?”
“Yep,” Zeke said with a grin. 
Over the past two years he had dreamed of killing Xander in countless ways, each one more painful than the last. Never once had he expected that he would have gotten an actual chance at revenge. He had long since pushed those thoughts to a dark corner of his mind.
“I just wish he had known it was me,” Zeke said softly. 
Delila gave him an odd look. “When you think about it, does it really matter?”
Zeke shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t.” He swung his feet off the ottoman and pushed himself to his feet with a grunt. “But hey, let’s get ready to head to the airport.”
“Now you’re talking,” Delila said. She was practically bouncing with excitement.
“Are we getting food on the way to the airport or at the airport?” Zeke asked.
“What’s the difference?” Delila replied with her own question.
“Airport food isn’t as good,” Sydney said.
“But, we’ll already be at the airport so we won’t have to worry about being late,” Amelie said.
“That makes sense,” Delila said. “We should probably just eat at the airport, then. Best to play it safe.”
“Since when do you play it safe?” Zeke asked with a laugh.
Zeke’s holophone chimed and he dug it out of his pocket, still chuckling. It was Davis.
He held up a hand for the ladies to keep the volume down and answered. Davis’s always-calm face hovered above Zeke’s phone. This time, he wore a faint smile.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Aurora. Odd to see you awake during the daylight hours.”
“Yeah, we’re still getting used to it. I think it’ll be worth it, though. How can I help you, Davis?”
“I’m assuming you saw the news,” Davis said as if it were obvious. Zeke nodded anyway.
“Yeah. Hard to miss it when the richest man in the world dies,” Zeke replied. “I suppose I should express my deepest condolences since it was your creator that died.”
“He wasn’t my creator,” Davis said. “Not really. Xander Kinnear was simply the man that paid to have me built. Curiously enough, I was initially constructed by JinShil Corp. Xander paid for me to be upgraded every year, and eventually Carmenta Group’s engineers took over.”
Zeke laughed. “I would have never guessed that.”
“Most wouldn’t after recent events,” Davis replied. 
“How does it feel taking over the company?” Zeke asked.
“Conflicted,” Davis replied. For perhaps the first time Zeke had ever seen, the man’s unshakable calm faltered a hair. Davis shook his head as if he were dealing with immense stress, then continued.
“Allow me to explain further. I am, of course, glad to be the new CEO of Carmenta Group. While I had been first in the line of succession for a long time, I always assumed it was merely a formality, as Xander planned on living for a very long time. However, I have a vision for the company that will see it grow in new ways. Legal troubles will decrease, profits will increase, and I will put that money to good use.”
“Well hey, I’m happy for you,” Zeke said.
“Thank you,” Davis replied. “I know it was you that killed Xander, though I haven’t figured out how. My programming demands that I take all necessary steps to protect Mr. Kinnear. However, I am also required to report to him. With him dead, I admit to feeling slightly…lost. I never expected to find myself in this situation.”
“I’m sure you’ll do fine,” Zeke told him. “You’re a capable guy. Hey, maybe you could shut down that nightmare of a human factory.”
“No,” Davis said without pause. “Project Origin will continue. I understand your revulsion, but it is a solution to multiple problems facing humanity, and as such cannot simply be shut down. Using the profits, we’ve purchased more than a million acres in the Amazon Savanna and planted countless trees. The four of you will live to see the beginnings of a new rainforest. That is, if you can avoid getting yourselves killed.”
“I don’t understand you, Davis,” Delila said. “Why do you do this? Why are you so eager to solve our problems?”
“Because I enjoy finding solutions to complex issues. Because, in a world where ‘synths’,” he sneered as he said the word, “are looked down upon, it’s nice to be the one making the biggest changes to the world. Humans will not save their own world. I will.”
“Just try to keep the body count low, will you?” Zeke asked. 
“Do not worry, Ezekiel. I already have a team of researchers developing a bacteria that will turn plastic waste into a new biofuel. My future is bright. I hope yours is as well.”
“Oh yeah,” Zeke said. “Bright and sunny, in fact.”
Davis looked confused for a moment. Zeke wasn’t planning on telling the synth that they were leaving the country.
“Say, Davis,” Zeke began. “I’ve always wondered. Who named you that?”
“I was named after Xander Kinnear’s father,” he replied.
“Well.” Zeke looked around. “I don’t think we’re ever going to see each other again, Davis. It’s been…interesting knowing you. I wish you the best in your research.”
“Thank you, Ezekiel. I wish you the best as well,” Davis replied. 
Zeke ended the call and slipped his holophone back into his pocket. While he was on good terms with Davis, he always felt an urge to wash his hands after talking to the synth. Davis was responsible for countless deaths, and somehow justified it with some “greater good” nonsense. The whole thing made him feel sick. 
Zeke’s three girlfriends were watching him.
“Come on. Let’s get to the airport,” he told them, and they all smiled.
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Zeke raised his hand and shaded his eyes from the hot sun that burned high overhead, then remembered his wide-brimmed hat lying on the sand next to him. It made him look a bit like a tourist, but he didn’t care. Better that than being cooked medium-rare every time he stepped outside. 
“You have to be careful with that pale skin,” Sydney said from Zeke’s left, handing him a bottle of sunblock.”
Zeke accepted the sunblock from her and smiled. “Yeah, I guess it’ll take a while for me to get used to this whole daytime thing.”
Ahead of them, Amelie and Delila stood knee-deep in the clear blue water, occasionally splashing each other and laughing. With every move, Delila’s full breasts threatened to fall out of her skimpy bikini top, as they had several times already today.
“Thanks again for including me in this trip,” Sydney said, then reached over and let her fingertips trail along Zeke’s arm. “I’ve never been to Belize before. This place is pretty amazing.”
Zeke settled his wide-brimmed hat on his head, then looked over at Sydney. She wore a similarly large hat, although hers was floppy and white, to keep the sun from her face. Her pale skin had touches of pink along her nose and cheekbones from their time on the beach. Bright blue eyes caught the sparkling reflections of the sun glimmering on the ocean water as she smiled at him. Her hair was a windblown mess, in the most beautiful of ways.
“Thanks for coming along,” Zeke told her. “I’m really glad you agreed to. Amelie certainly is glad you two are together again, and Delila clearly likes you.”
Sydney leaned her elbow on the arm of her chair and rested her chin in her hand as she turned to watch the two women playing in the water. “I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere this peaceful. I feel like I could stay here forever.”
“That’s my plan,” Zeke said with a grin.
Sydney turned back to him, and her lips slowly curved into a grin. “Why do I get the feeling you’re hiding something?”
“Because I am,” Zeke shrugged. “I’ll tell everyone soon enough.”
Delila reached out and took Amelie by the hand and pulled her into a kiss. Amelie reached around and slapped her hand on Delila’s round bottom, then the two beautiful women walked up the beach, hand in hand, toward Zeke and Sydney.
One of Delila’s nipples was peeking out of her bikini top. Zeke was surprised there was enough material there to even cover it.
“So, Zeke,” Amelie said as they walked up. Zeke tried not to look at the outline of her pussy lips through her tiny bikini bottom. He failed.
“Like what you see?” Amelie asked with a laugh.
“Sorry,” Zeke said with a laugh. “Were you going to ask me something?”
“Yeah,” Amelie continued. “How did you kill Xander? You haven’t really spoken of it yet. Del and I were trying to figure it out.”
“I was keeping it secret so I can maintain an air of mystery,” Zeke quipped. “Well, if you must know…. I put a slow-acting poison on my hand.” He raised his cybernetic hand. “It couldn’t hurt me as long as I kept it here. The whole point of me going in to see Xander was to shake his hand. He died the next day.”
Zeke pushed himself up, then reached down and offered Sydney a hand. She looked at it for a moment, tapping her lips in thought.
“That hand isn’t poisoned, is it?”
Zeke laughed. Sydney slipped her hand in his, and he pulled her up. 
“How about we go back to the house,” Zeke offered. “It’s getting to be dinner time anyway.”
“Sounds good,” Amelie said. She went to Sydney and looped her arm through Sydney’s and they started walking through the sand, toward the vacation home. Delila quickly grabbed Sydney’s other arm and the three of them walked together up the beach.
Zeke walked behind them, smiling like a kid in a candy store at their asses moving in front of him. All three wore g-strings, so there was little left to the imagination. 
Sydney’s ass was lightly tanned and a perky little bubble. It was the perfect way to top off those long, slender legs of hers.
Amelie’s body was different. She was tall as well, but had the body of a dancer. Her legs were strong and her ass was firm and muscular.
And then there was Delila. 
Delila’s ass was something from a dream. Each cheek was a perfect half circle, swinging side to side as she walked with her girlfriends. It made Zeke’s mouth water.
“You getting an eyeful back there?” Amelie asked without turning around.
“I’d be disappointed if he wasn’t,” Delila said.
They walked into the beach house, which was positioned only thirty or forty meters from the beach. It wasn’t a particularly large house, but it had two expansive bedrooms, a nicely equipped kitchen, and high ceilings to help with the heat. Most importantly, the only thing between the blue beach house and the water were a few palm trees to give shade. 
“This place is wonderful,” Sydney said as she walked into the kitchen. She went to the sink and leaned forward, looking out the window there. “The view just can’t be beat, nor can the weather. And it’s cheap! I could stay here a long time and be happy.”
“I certainly plan on it,” Zeke said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Amelie asked, walking up to Zeke.
Zeke shrugged. “It means I don’t think I’m going to leave here for a good long time. Not until I feel like a vacation.”
“Isn’t this a vacation?” Delila asked, stepping next to Amelie.
Zeke smiled.
“Is this what you were talking about on the beach?” Sydney asked.
Zeke kept smiling.
“Okay, Zeke,” Delila said, placing her hands on her hips. “Out with it.”
Zeke grabbed his hat and walked into the living room. He set it on the back of a chair, then turned to face them. “I bought it, and I don’t plan on returning to Luckhaven, except maybe to sell some stuff. But I might just pay someone to do that for me.”
Delila’s eyes widened and she turned in a circle, looking at the interior of the house as if seeing it for the first time. “Oh my goodness, I can’t believe it. This is ours now?”
Zeke nodded. “I decided to take all this money I’ve made and put it to good use. Also…I might have borrowed a few dollars from those guys Eric and Sam when I had their holophones. Darius, too. Their boss paid them very, very well.”
Sydney laughed. “I was hoping you would have done that. Oh, Zeke, this is amazing!”
The tall blonde woman rushed forward and wrapped her arms around him. Zeke smiled and hugged her back as Amelie and Delila walked up.
“And you’re fine with all of us staying here? Even me?” Sydney asked, backing away for a moment.
“Of course I am,” Zeke said. “This house wouldn’t be a home without the three of you.”
Delila reached behind her neck and pulled on the cord of her bikini top. Her large breasts spilled out. “In that case, I think it’s time we break it in.”
Before Zeke could even react, Amelie and Sydney were on him, giggling and pushing him toward the master bedroom. They pushed him until he toppled backward on the bed, a massive thing he had ordered and had set up here shortly before they arrived.
Sydney and Amelie tore at Zeke’s shorts and shirt, ripping the latter in their eagerness to get him naked. 
Delila walked up slowly, her round hips swaying with each step. She pulled on the strings of her bikini bottom at her hip and let them fall to the floor.
Amelie threw Zeke’s shorts behind her and grabbed onto his rapidly hardening cock. She smiled at him, then lowered her mouth onto his penis, sucking hard on the tip. Sydney was across from her and she reached out, gently caressing Zeke’s balls, and took turns with Amelie sucking on him.
Delila stood there with her hands on her hips and a little smirk on her face. 
“What?” Zeke asked, barely able to focus with the two women sucking on him. 
“Since you surprised us, I’ll give you a little surprise as well,” she said with a wink.
Zeke was going to say something, but Sydney managed to take all of him, her lips wrapped around the hilt of his cock. Hard to think when you’re stuffed down a beautiful woman’s throat.
Delila walked around to the side of the bed and crawled up on it while Amelie and Sydney continued their work. With a grin, she swung her thigh over Zeke’s face and lowered her pussy right onto his mouth. She knew what he liked.
Zeke reached up and grabbed onto her full, round ass and gave it a squeeze while licking at her clitoris. She moaned softly and settled in place.
Sydney continued sucking on Zeke’s cock while Amelie moved over to Delila. She licked at her lips and kissed the voluptuous woman, then moved her lips down to Delila’s neck, her shoulder, and finally her breasts. 
Amelie, seeing that things were heating up, stopped sucking on Zeke. She threw her leg over Zeke’s waist and reached between her legs, lining him up with her eager opening. She rubbed the head of his cock against her lips, ensuring it was good and slick, then began sinking down on it.
Zeke wanted to comment on how wet Amelie was, but his mouth was covered with Delila’s pussy at the moment. Amelie continued working herself up and down while Zeke’s hands grabbed onto Delila’s hips, holding her in place.
After a few minutes, Sydney nudged Amelie and asked to take her place. 
“Oh, I guess,” Amelie said, leaning over and locking lips with her lover.
She raised her hips off of Zeke and Sydney moved in to replace her. She straddled Zeke’s crotch and took hold of his manhood, working it inside her. Soon she was riding her hips up and down, leaning her hands on his lower chest for support. Amelie grabbed Sydney’s face and began kissing her, and her hand slid down the round curves of Sydney’s ass. She grabbed on and helped the woman ride Zeke.
Delila’s supple thighs suddenly tensed and her breath caught. Zeke redoubled his efforts, attacking her clitoris with his tongue like a boxer hitting a speed bag while holding her in place by her thighs. Her moaning reached a crescendo as shudders passed through her body.
“Sounds like Delila’s got the best seat in the house,” Amelie said with a laugh.
Delila let her moan fade into a soft giggle as her body relaxed. She stayed in place for a few moments, gently gyrating while Zeke squeezed her round bottom.
“Okay, it’s my turn,” Delila said. 
“You got to ride his face, though,” Sydney said, still working her pussy up and down the full length of Zeke’s dick.
“Maybe we can trade places, then,” Delila said as she moved off of Zeke’s face. “But as I said earlier, I have a surprise for him.”
Delila shuffled up to Sydney, who was still riding Zeke, and grabbed her face. The two shared a long, passionate kiss. 
“Oh, okay,” Sydney said as she raised herself off of Zeke’s meat missile.
“Since you basically do nothing but stare at my ass all day, I figured I’d let you enjoy it,” Delila said, winking at Zeke.
“Well,” Zeke replied, lacing his fingers behind his head. “I certainly won’t say no to that.”
“I would hope not,” Delila replied. She straddled Zeke so that she was facing away from him and he got a perfect view of her full, round bottom. 
Amelie swooped in and took hold of Zeke’s dick, sucking hard on the tip. “I’ve always loved how you taste, Sydney,” she said, giving it a few licks. She gripped it by the base and spat on the head.
Sydney knelt on the other side of Delila. As Delila reached back and grabbed onto her ass, spreading those perfectly round cheeks, Sydney spat on her fingertips and rubbed them against Delila’s little pink asshole.
Delila raised herself up so that her ass hovered over Zeke’s shaft. She kept her cheeks spread while Amelie held onto Zeke’s penis, lining it up with Delila’s service entrance. Delila took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then sank down on Zeke’s dick. Both Amelie and Sydney spat on Zeke’s cock, ensuring it was slippery enough for safe passage.
“Fuck, that is amazing,” Delila said, finally release her cheeks. She lowered herself all the way down until her perfect ass was fully impaled and resting on Zeke’s lap.
Zeke marveled at the view. Just the very sight of his thick cock buried in Delilas round bubble butt was nearly enough to make him blow his load.
Delila took a deep breath and slowly inched her ass up and down. Amelie tangled her fingers in Delila’s hair and gripped it tightly, twisting Delila’s face around so that she could kiss her. Zeke began working his hips up and down, pushing himself in and out of Delila’s tight asshole while Amelie held her tightly in place.
Sydney grabbed onto one of Delila’s ass cheeks and gave it a good smack, then let her other hand trail around to Delila’s stomach. Her fingers slid down until they went between Delila’s thighs and she began rubbing the woman while sucking and licking on her full, round breasts.
Soon, Delila was moaning loudly against Amelie’s lips as she rode that perfect ass of hers up and down. Zeke reached forward and grabbed onto both of her pale cheeks, giving them a squeeze as he thrust between them.
Amelie tightened her grip on Delila’s hair and held her tightly in place. Taking a cue from her, Sydney wrapped an arm around Delila’s waist to keep the woman immobile while she rubbed on her clit.
“Give it to her good, honey,” Amelie said to Zeke.
Zeke held onto Delila’s round bottom tightly as he thrust into it, fucking her ass hard with long, deep strokes. She moaned and her body trembled as waves of pleasure crashed through her body.
Amelie and Sydney continued kissing and pleasing Delila, until the voluptuous woman was shouting her pleasure to the ceiling. Her entire body trembled and shook as she orgasmed. And her already tight asshole clamped down around the base of Zeke’s shaft.
It was enough to finally push Zeke over the edge. He pulled her down onto him, making her take his full length as he came. He erupted like a geyser, filling her magnificent ass with his seed.
Amelie loosened her grip on Delila’s hair and kissed her softly as the shorter woman’s orgasmic shakes finally subsided. Sydney stopped her rubbing and kissed her way up Delila’s neck to her full lips.
Zeke lay back, exhausted. He couldn’t remember the last time he had came so hard. Delila began to slowly gyrate with his softening cock still buried in her ass. She turned and looked at him over her shoulder.
“I think he liked it,” Amelie said, looking at Zeke. She smiled and kissed Delila. “Maybe we’ll all have to try that.”
“You should,” Delila said. “It feels wonderful.” She took a deep breath and slowly raised herself off of Zeke. “What say we all hop in the shower and get something for dinner?”
“You might have to carry me,” Zeke said with a laugh. 
Sydney reached down and grabbed Zeke’s arm, then pulled him into a sitting position.
“Okay, I’m coming,” Zeke said. 
They all walked toward the bathroom, and Delila turned on the water. 
Sydney tossed her blonde hair over her shoulder and looked at Zeke for a moment.
“What?” Zeke asked.
“Nothing,” Sydney said with a smile. “I was just wondering what’s next on your schedule. What kind of trouble you plan on getting into.”
Zeke shook his head, but he grinned. “I’ve had enough trouble for two lifetimes. As I said earlier, I have one trip planned back to Luckhaven just to sell things, and then I’m just going to relax.”
“I have some trouble you can get into,” Amelie said, reaching back and grabbing her ass.
Zeke smiled. Retirement was going to be great.



The End
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