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      Anyone who has read any of my previous work will probably agree that this is my darkest work to date. I'm writing this to share my thought process. In the first book of the Cyber Hunter Origins, Synapse of Ash Treeka awakens into a new world. Initially, she has no memory of her past, but she realizes that she has a sister. As she continues her quest, other memories surface. Although she has doubts about her place in the world, she is starting to accept her new life. In Echoes of Silence, her world is rocked to its core. She loses herself to the moment, and while trying to survive, she finds herself in dire straits. However, nothing is as it seems, and trusted allies turn into new enemies. This book is Treeka's darkest hour and her struggle to overcome her darker tendencies. Future books won't be as dark or gritty. Treeka's arc does crossover into other works in my story universe. Check out Reckoning of Delta Prime. It is significantly lighter fare than Echoes of Silence.

      
        
        D. B. Goodin

        July, 2021
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      New York City

      The rain glistened off Nozomi’s white leather armor as she followed the suspected cyborg toward the East Village. She’d released the guilt of hunting her own kind a long time ago. Her creator, Dr. Ash, had stressed the importance of collecting data cores from the rogue cyborgs as quickly as possible. Jackson, Dr. Ash’s former associate, had been a naughty boy, and he had stolen the data cores the doctor required. The intel Nozomi’s investigator Rocco provided was invaluable. After some persuasion, Jackson gave up the list. She relished retrieving them from live cyborg hosts, it was her reward.

      It’s unfortunate I need to go through so much trouble to get them back.

      Tonight she enjoyed the light rain as it caressed her almost perfectly grown synthetic skin. Her skintight white leather outfit granted her the ultimate in freedom and mobility. She adjusted the scabbard on her back. She needed her Katana at a moment’s notice.

      Up ahead, the rogue cyborg stopped to talk to a man at the corner. Nozomi crossed the street and lingered in front of a club. Loud music with a rhythmic beat blared out from an open door. She watched as the cyborg shoved the man she was speaking with into a wall, and he went down.

      What’s that cyborg doing?

      The cyborg rounded the corner of a busy intersection. Nozomi followed, picking up the pace while maintaining a respectable distance. The street was getting brighter as she followed the cyborg into a red-light district, which was unofficially known as Low Town. Rain and the sudden increase in light made the already poor nighttime visibility unbearable to Nozomi’s eyes. She activated her heads-up cybernetic display, and the pre-calibrated settings filtered out the harsh glare. Her recent retinal enhancements had made her old bulky AR glasses unnecessary. But even with her enhanced vision filters applied, she found the neon signs advertising various adult services uncomfortable to behold. A photorealistic image of a woman in leather sinking one of her high heels into a man’s hand appeared on a wall as she followed the cyborg down the street; the image provided her with a strange comfort, and an overwhelming desire to dominate filled her with a delicious desire. She pushed the feeling away. She had work to do.

      I need to find a suitable partner . . . and soon. I don’t want to let these urges go unattended for long.

      Dr. Ash had stopped trying to recondition Nozomi’s desires.

      She tried making me docile, and she failed. But as long as she lets me play, I help her. I love our symbiotic relationship.

      Her dominant behavior was ingrained into Nozomi’s digital soul; she couldn’t take that away any more than praying away the gay would convert a person into something they were not. Since Nozomi had been a child, she’d had certain behaviors and desires. She remembered little from those early days, but certain remnants of memory surfaced during stressful or intense experiences. Nozomi closed her eyes for a moment. She let the light rain drench her as the tendrils of memory took hold.
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        * * *

      

      “Nozomi, come quickly—your brother’s ill,” the portly man beside her said.

      The sun shone in her face, she stopped to get her bearings for a moment. The man took her by the arm and led her between two buildings. She could barely see the man through the fog of memory, but she knew his voice. It was smooth and inviting. It sounded like the voice of a trusted friend.

      “Come, it’s serious,” the man said, grasping Nozomi’s arm.

      The man’s rough touch hurt. She was frightened, but also excited. He opened a door and pulled her through. Ichiro, her little brother, was sitting in the middle of the floor. He was holding his side in pain. Nozomi’s heart yearned to help him. She tried moving toward her brother, but she was stopped by another man. He was thin and wore round glasses and a black suit and a gray shirt. A button with a happy face with two red X’s painted across the eyes adorned his lapel. Nozomi’s eyes blurred as they filled with tears.

      “What happened to him?” Nozomi asked, panicked.

      “The young man stole this from my store.” The thin man clutched a comic book, holding it aloft. Then he smacked the boy with it, leaving a mark. “Nobody steals from me!”

      Nozomi recognized the book. The cover image showed a teenager climbing into the cockpit of a fighter jet. She knew her brother loved airplanes and comics. Her father would never have allowed a book with that kind of imagery into the house—hence why Ichiro had stolen it, she figured.

      “Sister, stop them, it hurts,” her brother pleaded.

      A elastic band was stretched around his midsection; it was like someone had tied a large rubber band around his waist.

      “I . . . have money,” Nozomi said as she handed the man a crumpled twenty-dollar bill from her pocket.

      “It’s his responsibility to pay, and I don’t want your money,” the thin man sneered. “However, there is something I want from you.”

      The thin man removed his belt and smiled. A sickening taste entered Nozomi’s mouth as fear and anger arose.
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        * * *

      

      A catcall from a man on the street took her out of her thoughts. But her emotions continued to intensify. It was rare she ever had a chance to connect with her primal feelings, so she savored the slow burn building her rage. The muscles in her face constricted. She took in a deep breath to help her focus on the inevitable encounter.

      “Hey, baby, want to have some fun?” the man who had catcalled her said, blocking her path—as well as her view of the escaping cyborg.

      Where did he come from? She eyed him. This is a not a man—he’s more of an oversized boy.

      The man was a foot taller than Nozomi, and his leather jacket and tight-fitting pants extenuated his unattractive, wiry frame. For a moment, the man before her morphed into the tall man from her past. She stumbled back, still feeling off-balance from the disturbing memory.

      He is not well proportioned, and his face . . . is something only a mother would love.

      “Move, ugly,” Nozomi said.

      “What did you say?” the man said, revealing stained yellow teeth.

      Nozomi kicked him, and he flew into a pile of trash bags onto First Avenue.

      “Argh—I’m going to fuck you up, bitch,” the man snarled.

      Nozomi turned to see him in a fighting stance. He reached for something behind him. Moments later, the large barrel of a short-snubbed gun was pointed in her direction. She decided what to do in a nanosecond. She unsheathed her sword, and in one fluid motion, she chopped off the man’s hand. Blood jetted from the stump. The man shrieked like a someone was ripping out his intestines.

      “My hand! You fucking bitch⁠—”

      The man moaned as he removed his shirt and belt, attempting to form a makeshift tourniquet. Nozomi watched him like a cat would an injured mouse.

      I know I should stop playing with my food, but his suffering is intoxicating.

      “Warning, I detect that at least two citizens have already called the authorities. You have less than two minutes until the police arrive,” her AI said at max volume.

      “Hush, I know how long it takes for the cops to show up. And turn down the volume,” Nozomi snapped.

      “I’m sorry, I’m still calibrating your cybernetics and adapting the interface,” the AI said. “And you know what? Since you’re just waiting here, this could be an excellent opportunity to give me a proper name.”

      Nozomi rolled her eyes.

      It figures the AI Dr. Ash gave me is neurotic like this.

      “Who you talking to, perra?” another man with a Hispanic accent asked her.

      He must have sneaked up from that side alley. Damned distracting AI . . .

      “You’re attracting a lot of unnecessary attention. I detect at least a half dozen people watching,” the AI said.

      Nozomi ignored the AI again as she turned in the new man’s direction. He was older than the skinny man—perhaps twenty. His beard made it difficult to tell for sure.

      “Ooh, did I surprise you, puta? Why don’t you put that open mouth to good use,” the bearded man said, laughing as he grabbed his crotch.

      Nozomi took in the scene. Two men were blocking her path, three bystanders were watching from behind a parked car, and at least a half dozen others were shooting glances from other parked vehicles. Sirens were emanating in the distance.

      Why didn’t these creeps have the decency of attacking me in a dark alley? I would have had more time to make them suffer.

      Nozomi saw the flashing of police lights in the distance. The skinny, one-handed man stumbled away, leaving a trail of blood in his wake. The bearded man attempted to flee, and he almost got away, but Nozomi’s blade whirred through the air like the wind itself.

      “Sorry, but we are out of time,” Nozomi said as she slit the man’s throat with her sword.

      She watched him bleed out for a moment before departing; she always enjoyed watching the life drain from a human, especially an adversary. Despite being in a hurry, she took some satisfaction at releasing this man from his mortal coil. Leaving the scene before the ultimate release of her feelings and desires was her only regret.
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        * * *

      

      Vince’s Club, earlier that evening

      
      Treeka awoke to the sound of something scraping metal. She tried to free her hand, but the rope binding it made that impossible. Her blurry eyes tried to focus. She appeared to be in a wooden crate, with her wrists tied down. A bare white ceiling and bright overhead lights revealed little information. She tried lifting her head to see if she could gain more clues as to her whereabouts. She saw a man with messy black hair working across the room at some sort of workbench. There was also a white van parked nearby; they appeared to be in a large garage. Stacks of metal kegs of various sizes were strewn about the room.

      Where am I? Treeka tried to recall her most recent memories. Nozomi handed me over to some criminals, I think. What do they want?

      She tried to free her hand again, but the rope’s threads bit into her skin, and the scratchy, burning sensation turned into a gooey sticky wetness. Blood began dripping. Her mind raced as she surveyed her situation. The sudden sound of a metal garage door opening unnerved her, and she could recognize Nozomi’s mean laughter in the distance. She also heard footsteps, but the acoustics of the room made it difficult to pinpoint where the sounds were coming from. All the moisture evaporated from her mouth. Her lips were quivering.

      Hold it together Treeka!

      Suddenly the lights dimmed, and her only view was the ceiling. Seconds later, a man with a long face and curly black hair leaned into the crate and stared at her. She tried to analyze his expression, but it was like staring at a blank wall. The man reached inside her coffin and caressed her cheek with one hand; his other hand went down the front of his pants. His greedy paw unzipped the top portion of her leather outfit, exposing bare skin, which he caressed. He found her one remaining breast and squeezed it. Then his hand made its way to her left side.

      “Only one breast?” the man asked. “That’s a shame.”

      Treeka ignored the man’s taunts. She stared into his eyes. The rhythm of whatever he was doing with his other hand became more urgent.

      “Yes . . . I’m so close now,” the man said, groaning.

      He is taking pleasure from my torment, Treeka thought in horror.

      She heard his short, ragged breathing. She felt the warmth of his breath, and smelled its rancid odor. She felt a wave of nausea overcome her as he sucked on one of his fingers, then stuck it into her mouth. The foul, salty taste of it sickened her.

      “I want you to savor it,” the man gasped. “Don’t worry, there is more to come.”

      She considered biting his finger with enough force to dismember it, but thought better of it.

      I could sever it with one bite, but then who would free me? I’d better play his sick game—for now.

      The man cried out as he finally released his tension.

      Treeka heard rustling; it sounded like someone was rummaging through some sort of bag.

      “Oh, Vince, I see you’ve started your foreplay,” Nozomi’s voice said. “Good for you. But before you play with your new toy, I need something from you.”

      Vince looked in the direction of the voice, which appeared to be coming from behind Treeka. She couldn’t keep her eyes open. Blackness enveloped her.
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        * * *

      

      Vince opened the side of the coffin where Treeka was held. He made sure  her bonds were tight before trying to pull her out of the box that held her captive. Treeka glared up at Vince as he pulled her onto her feet.

      “I see hatred in those eyes. Good,” Vince said in a low voice.

      As soon as her feet hit the floor, Treeka wriggled like a fish out of water, trying to regain her balance. Vince appeared to be struggling to keep her contained.

      “Hey, Junior, come over here and give me a hand,” Vince called. “I have the party favors for tonight’s get together.”

      An enormous man dressed in a white tuxedo approached. He looked disheveled, as though he had just come back from an all-night party. The man was twice the size of Vince, and even one body slam from him could send someone to the hospital. He removed his jacket before helping Vince.

      “I like the sound of that, boss. The last girl bit Rod’s ear off after he hurt her,” Junior said.

      “Yeah, I’m still pissed off at him for doing that. Misty was a fun girl. I never heard what set Rod off, anyway,” Vince said.

      “She had complained about the rough sex in the past, but I think she drew the line when he started cutting her.”

      “If he wasn’t Louie’s nephew, I would have put a bullet in his brain long ago. But, he will have a tougher time hurting this one. She’s a cyborg—the ultimate party girl.”

      “Nice,” Junior said while aggressively fondling Treeka’s exposed breast.

      She tried biting one of the man’s arms as he continued his rough treatment.

      “She’s feisty, but I don’t want to tie her down to have my fun. Do drugs like vice or ecstasy work on cyborgs?” Junior asked.

      “I dunno, but I’ve heard of a cyborg doctor. Rumor has it he lives in the underground tunnels near an abandoned train station. It might be worth looking into,” Vince replied.

      Treeka’s legs were not tied, so she used the opportunity to kick Vince, aiming for his crotch.

      “Stop it!” Vince said as he smacked her.

      “Hey, don’t hurt her,” Junior said.

      “I will do whatever I want. Remember who you work for. I know you’re my right-hand man, but that doesn’t give you the right to mouth off.”

      “I will check with Socco about the doctor—he knows most of the gangs that hang out in the city tunnels,” Junior said, changing the subject.

      Treeka took note of everything she saw as the men lifted and shuffled her out of the brightly lit, expansive garage and into a darkened hallway that smelled of musty furniture and filth. Many doors led off the hallway, but saw no one else.

      I’m going to make these men regret capturing me. Especially that creep, Vince! He won’t see it coming. I just need to wait until the right time.

      Moments later, Vince dropped his side of Treeka, and Junior did the same. She had trouble standing, as her feet felt numb from inactivity. Vince unlocked and opened a nearby door, and the two men threw Treeka inside the small room. She fell onto a mattress lying on the floor, and the door slammed shut behind her.

      The room was just large enough to fit a mattress and a folding chair. Despite her wrists still being bound, she got to her feet. She took inventory of what she had available. She flipped the chair, then looked for anything she could use to cut the rope.

      About ten minutes later, the door opened again. Treeka ran and crouched in the corner. The man known as Junior entered, retrieved the chair from the floor, and sat in it. It creaked as the man put his full weight on it.

      “Come here, I won’t hurt you,” Junior said.

      Treeka froze.

      “I will be good,” Treeka replied.

      “That’s what I want to hear. Now come over here.”

      Junior patted his knee. Treeka sauntered to the enormous man.

      You can try to overpower me, but I will carve out your eyes if you do.

      Junior cut the rope with a pocketknife. Treeka rubbed her wrists, which felt hot to the touch.

      “Your wrists look raw,” he said. “I’m going to get something to help.”

      Treeka gave Junior an appraising look, which seemed to unnerve Junior.

      “Are you going to be a good girl, or should I tie you up again, for safety? . . . My safety.”

      “No, I promise to behave,” Treeka said.

      “Okay, but if you try anything, it will not end well for you.”

      When Junior was satisfied that Treeka posed no threat, he strode away.

      About twenty minutes later, Junior entered with an armful of first-aid supplies. He used alcohol to clean her wrists. She flinched a little as he bandaged her.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      “I feel empty. I think my nutrition cartridge is depleted,” Treeka said.

      “Your what?”

      Treeka unzipped her leather outfit, revealing a half-metal torso. She rubbed a hand over the smooth metal until she found the right spot. She tapped until a small panel popped out. Treeka removed a cylinder about the size of a D cell battery and showed it to Junior. He gaped at her as if she’d grown another head.

      “Soon I will need to get some nutrition or else my body will fail,” Treeka said.

      “You are a cyborg. I didn’t think your kind could go hungry,” Junior remarked.

      “I’m mostly human, and while I do have the ability to go days without food or water, I require some nourishment to keep my flesh alive.”

      “Makes sense, but without these cartridges, can you survive?”

      “I think so, but let me check.”

      Treeka closed her eyes and concentrated on her cybernetic interface. She still hadn’t gotten used to it, and while she could access some basic information like the status of her health, she couldn’t reach Dr. Ash’s online database. Instead, she pulled information from her cached copy of Dr. Ash’s database.

      Something must be interfering with the signal.

      “I can ingest small quantities of food orally, but my stomach is small, and it would hold nothing substantial like a sandwich. What I need is food that breaks down into amino acids,” Treeka said as she put the empty cartridge back in for safekeeping.

      “What foods are those?”

      “Raw eggs and quinoa work best, but I could eat small quantities of turkey, cottage cheese, and legumes or beans.”

      “That sounds more normal. I think Vince or the girls keep food around. Let me check,” Junior said, exiting the room.
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        * * *

      

      Marty Payne watched the recorded television broadcast of his small screen debut again. He had recorded it when it aired days ago and watched it many times since. He was loathed to admit it, but he was a little obsessed with the reporter. Marty had agreed to the interview because of the exposure it would provide for his web streaming show Amateur Sleuths. His video service gave subscribers unlimited access to his library of people performing questionable acts against a silent minority. Since the news broadcast, his streaming service had gained hundreds of new subscribers every day.

      What was her name? Marty looked at the recording. Oh—Veronica James, that’s right.

      The camera zoomed in on an attractive tall woman with auburn hair. She was standing on the sidewalk in front of a huge glass building.

      “I’m in front of this modest apartment building just off Fifth Avenue,” the woman began. “On the twelfth floor is one of the richest men in New York. He’s
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