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Living Suspended

Don't tie that green scarf around your neck, kid

Shun the midnight train, you'll get lost

Don't play the harmonica on the streets, kid

You'll get shot...

Attila Ilhan (1960)
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— Prolog —
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“You cold-blooded murderer!” his mother spat in loathing disgust. Her beady eyes, ready to jump out of their sockets like vicious vipers, lacked any glint of sanity. Behind tangles of thatched, mussy hair, their ominous gleam petrified his soul. Guilt-ridden, he lowered his eyes as she hissed between yellowing teeth: “You killed your baby sister!”

The same nightmare had been haunting Attila Hunter since he was seven. One would think he should have gotten used to it after so many years, but no. He struggled to tear himself awake from the terror, tossed and turned like a withdrawing addict.

Wake up! 
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— CHAPTER 1 —
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Gasping, he jumped up in his bed. The effort to escape the clutches of a nightmare’s bottomless tar pit had left him drenched in sweat, shaking, and utterly drained. His eyes stung, and his head ached. Yet all he could think of was his mother’s venomous gaze slowly fading into the background of his thoughts like the ghost of a flashlight on the retina. Closing his eyes in hopes of shaking away the remnants of the bad dream, he hit a wall of nausea. His head was spinning, the room was spinning around him, and the whole world seemed to be spinning outside like a weathervane in a looming storm.

“No, wait,” he thought, opening his eyes. Something from the kitchen counter shattered on the floor. He was no longer sure if the disturbance limited itself to the confines of his mind. The small wall-mounted table rattled on its hinges like a chained prisoner. A pair of plastic chairs moon-walked across the room. What the hell was going on?

He heard a deep brass blare followed by heavy clunks of gigantic gears latching onto each other like an old clock tower, ready to strike twelve. A deafening screech came from under the floor, conjuring the image of someone feeding metal sheets into a meat grinder. Morphing into a roar as it crawled up the concretoplast walls, it caused some disagreeing bangs from something behind the kitchen cabinet and shook up the dust on the ceiling into a dusty drizzle. The drowsy structure groaned and wailed in protest against the anguish of being awoken from its lazy slumber. Before Hunter could stand up and walk the five steps to reach the front door, everything came to a halt, with the final clang of metallic locks falling into their places. Barefoot, he stumbled to the door and opened it to find his hundred-square-foot, single-room housing unit facing a different street than it did yesterday.

“Mr. Attila Hunter,” a screen lit up on his front door, and a non-threatening, asexual, 3D-rendered face appeared. “Due to unpaid rent, the Mayor was forced to downgrade your condo by three levels. Please note that further delay in rental payment may result in further downgrades as well as....”

“I know, I know....” Hunter punched the screen off. One more month and he’d have to say goodbye to the conapt and search himself a hole in the coffin dormitories where thousands lodged like pigeons. Stepping onto the unfamiliar sidewalk, he looked around at his new neighborhood on the 199th floor. A bunch of kids rushed by on rollerblades, making fun of his shaken appearance and throwing profanities at him. The trash pile at the curb reeked of vomit and rotting algae. Some green goo had seeped out of it, forming a disgusting puddle he should avoid stepping in with his bare feet. 

“Congratulations, Boss, you’re now officially a Lowlander.”

“Pip! Where are you?”

“Behind you, on the door.”

Another screen lit up on the front door, smaller than the previous one, with a nasty crack in the middle. The familiar cartoon face of his personal-AI assistant was grinning at him with its white emoji teeth. 

“What are you doing there?”

“Remember the brawl last night? Someone biffed you on the peeper and smashed your Lens.”

He vaguely remembered getting drunk and participating in a bar fight, yet he couldn’t be sure if he was the one who started it. It wouldn’t surprise him if he did, though. Lately, it had become sort of a habit. 

“‛Biffed on the peeper’..? Where the hell do you train your casual speech routines, Pip?”

The p-AI took it as an insult: “It’s the most recent teen talk, forum jargon, street slang. Don’t you like it? I think it gives me a certain kind of pep, a pizzazz... You know, Pip-the-Pep.”

“Shut up and switch to formal speech mode. I’m not in the mood for Pep-Pip.”

He touched his left eye. Yea, ‘biffed’ sounded about right. Tiny crystals in the Lens display shards stung like hell. It felt like having sand in your eyes. 

“Shall I inform your Tech that you’ll stop by today?”

Hunter replied with an affirmative grunt before swallowing several pain pills, bending to the sink, and washing the pieces away. His left shoulder blade was acting up again —a soaring ache on his back like a phantom knife wound. He looked at himself in the mirror, didn’t like what he saw, and, putting on his boots and jacket, went out.

He usually preferred to take a long walk around the Outer Ring to cure headaches. Especially when the ceiling screens played a clear, blue sky or an orange-lilac sunset, which today, they didn’t. Instead, they were locked in a boring energy-saver mode acting as mere streetlights. Every level on Midheights had a promenade running around the circumference of the building called the Outer Ring. It took about 13 kilometers —8 miles— to complete the round, which did him wonders. Sometimes, he walked the circuit to gather his thoughts or clear his mind, and other times, just to fake the feeling of walking in an endless straight line without running into a wall. Even though the Tower was massive, the space it contained was limited. He preferred walking it in the clockwise direction. For some reason, walking counterclockwise made him feel like he was going downhill. You didn’t want to go downhill on the Tower. Lower levels meant lower life. It got increasingly dangerous as you approached the Uninhabitable Zone, where the air was toxic. 

Sometimes, he liked to simply stand there at the rim with the sea breeze blowing salt water dreams his way and stare over the ledge to that distant place where the horizon should be. He couldn’t see it, of course, but he knew from instinct that it had to be there, somewhere, among the blur of gray where smog met the clouds. When he looked long enough, it became like a VR grid in low-bit grayscale. Young people called it the Void. There was nothing out there anymore. Warning signs cautioned not to come too close to the ledge above the heat sink grills, where you could hear the wind blowing through the iron fins with an ethereal voice singing a siren song, calling out depressed people to jump off. It made the hair on the back of your neck stand. 

Today, Hunter didn’t feel like taking a long walk. He took the stairs to reach Level 211. On the way, he visited a medi-booth to fix his eye and get the latest anti-virus shots. You had to stay up to date. The whole of humanity cramped up into a single building was fair ground to viruses. A pandemic would swipe through the Tower every couple of years like a sieve of natural selection, taking the weak with it. His anti-virus subscription needed renewal. Basic protection only covered retroviruses and bacteria. Synthetics were the ones you had to look out for nowadays. And without the latest subscription, you’d be walking on thin ice.

He got an algibar for breakfast from a vending machine. It didn’t taste good, but it was free. Money had been short ever since he got fired from the government job, and his private detective business wasn’t booming either. But thanks to algae cultivation farms, people like him who couldn’t afford printed food didn’t have to starve. 

Swallowing the last bit, he squeezed himself into the Tiki Teknorama, a small hardware chop shop for the connoisseur who wanted his gadgets to run clean and under the radar. The Maori owner Toko Tiweka, who had the physique of a retired sumo wrestler with the hands of a microsurgeon, specialized in tweaking any digital device that electro-optics technology could produce, was a little genius in a big package. Rumor had it he even dealt with the occasional wetware smuggled from Clearsky, but he wouldn’t admit it. 

“Hunter, m’boy!” Looking up from his seat behind the counter, he welcomed him with a broad smile. He seemed to fill up the whole shop interior when he stood up, pushing all the holograms back into their projection boxes. A tapestry of smart-ink tribal tattoos adorned his naked chest. “I haven’t seen you in a month or so. How have you been?”

“Hey, Toko. What’s up?”

The hug was bone-crushing but heartfelt. Hunter liked the gentle giant for his sincere honesty. Toko was one of the few true friends he had. He had a soul from the olden times and didn’t hesitate to show affection.

“You lost weight, baby,” Toko squinted. “And someone punched you in the eye. Need any muscle?” While Toko returned to his seat, Hunter watched a group of Maori fighters doing the Haka dance on his back with their eyes speared wide and tongues extended to incite fear in their enemy’s heart. He could almost hear their fierce calls for combat while they slapped their hands on their bare thighs.

“No... That was just... I probably even deserved it,” Hunter said. “Never mind, it will heal in ten.”

“Ah, another rampage of self-destruction...”

“Yea... Listen, I need some new Lenses.”

Toko stared at him for a second, not happy to have been brushed off so easily. He reached under the counter, took out a small plastic box, and handed it over. Toko always had a spare pair ready for Hunter since he was an old customer.

“Look, T, I’m a little low on credits,” Hunter said, removing the little translucent polysilicon contact lens from the box and placing it on his left cornea. 

Suddenly, a multi-colored world of augmented reality flashed into life in front of his view. A newsfeed waterfall on the periphery of his vision told about the miner strike continuing to its fifth day. The delegation of Miners’ Union representatives had met with Cortex Machina authorities for the third time yesterday, but a solution to the crisis was further away than ever before. Eyewitnesses reported that mutual altercations and recriminations occurred during the tense negotiations that lasted till midnight, ending the session. Following the news was a list of planned power outages and yesterday’s lottery numbers.

“I’ll put it on your tab,” Toko replied. The concern in his voice about his friend’s well-being went unnoticed by Hunter, who was busy running through his accumulated mail.

“Thanks, T, you’re a lifesaver.”

“Don’t treat that life too harshly, m’boy,” the gentle giant called behind his back.

Hunter was back out on the streets. Thanks to Toko’s custom anti-adware, he was spared the dozens of tailored advertisements constantly popping into his view —a mental torture an average Lens user was continually subjected to. Instead, he got updates on current online trends and topics, facial recognition, people tracking, and, most importantly, a backdoor terminal to the Mayor, allowing him access to information restricted to civilians. Filtering the usual spam and the massive pile of debt notices, he found a message from his old friend Alvar Dixon inviting him to Uncle Hien’s for lunch.

He had known Dixon since he started working as a novice at the Tower Police Department. They both were recruits of Lieutenant Gabrielle Vargas. She was known for picking up street-smart petty criminals and winning them over to the right side of justice. Dixon and Hunter were her star transfers who made it to the rank of detective. Until Hunter got fired, that is.

He took the Green Line elevator train to Level 235 and five blocks to the South. When he arrived, he found Dixon sitting by the food stand, bent over a bowl of Bun Bo Hue. Even though seated, he was as tall as some people walking by him. His navy uniform looked in stark contrast to his ice-blond hair. With his Scandi cheekbones and azure eyes, he was the walking proof that Vikings still existed. 

“Easy, tiger. You’re going to choke.” Hunter patted him on the shoulder.

“Mph! Hey buddy,” Dixon welcomed him with a full mouth. “Another one for my buddy here,” he ordered the Vietnamese cook, who, despite his old age, moved around like a chipmunk on cocaine. 

“No, thanks, man. I had an algibar on the way.” Hunter politely declined his friend’s offer.

Dixon’s face went sour. “How can you eat that tasteless shit? I feel insulted. Please don’t insult me! No, I’m buying. Please don’t listen to him, Uncle Hien. He says he had an algibar. Can you believe that?!”

The lean old man replied something in Vietnamese, which Pip translated as ‘insult’ before he typed some numbers onto the touch-screen of a thin robot arm that looked as if it belonged to a dentist’s clinic, then aimed it into the boiling pod on the electric stove. The machine squirted a continuous-looking beam of rice noodle strands into the boiling water.

“That probably comes from the same tank,” Hunter said, pointing to the noodles.

“That probably comes from the same tank,” Dixon repeated, using his voice box implant that made him sound exactly like a toddler. “It’s not about the ingredients, Hunter; it’s all about the preparation, the timing, the love Uncle Hien puts into his work. That’s what gives its taste.”

He was right, of course. The steaming Bun Bo tasted way better than a stale algibar. Hunter didn’t pursue it. There was a moment of silence when both were lost in thoughts, watching the cook’s masterful movements. It was Dixon who broke the silence.

“I hear you turned down another job.” It came out like an accusation, although he didn’t mean to.

“I’m swamped. Got so many things to do.” Hunter took a pair of chopsticks and started scraping them against each other, even though he knew they were synthetic. He was doing it to keep his hands busy and avoid eye contact.

“Oh, really?” Dixon replied sarcastically. “I guess the private detective business is booming. How many cases have you solved last month?” he asked, turning to his friend.

“Look, I’ve got this new lead—.”

Dixon’s Mjolnir of a fist banged on the counter: “Damn it, Attila!” He held up his hand to Uncle Hien to apologize for the outburst. Calmer, he continued: “When are you going to give it up?! It’s been a year, and you’re still looking for clues. It’s done; the case is closed!”

Silence crept back as Hunter refused to rekindle the same old argument. Both men looked into their bowls as if trying to fish out something to say.

“I know she was like a mother to you. Damn it; she was for me too. But she’s gone, man. You have to swallow that and go on with your life,” Dixon sighed.

The memory of the dusty abandoned warehouse where Gabrielle’s stabbed body was found returned to Hunter like the phantom pain of a severed arm, reminding him vividly of all the details attached to it with the rusty smell of blood, the damp walls, and the stomach-churning desperation he felt when he saw her lifeless body on the floor when he arrived at the scene.

“You already lost your job for it. Don’t lose more.”

Hunter swallowed a large lump, but the knot stayed there.

“I should have been there, man. She called for help, and I let her down.”

“There was nothing you could have done. We were off duty, pissed up to our ears. She should have called the department for backup, not gone there alone. The job’s too dangerous to walk alone.”

Hunter shook his head and kept his silence.

Dixon sighed. “It’s like talking to the clouds,” he grumbled. “Do you need any money?”

“No, I’m okay.”

“Don’t bullshit me. I’ve looked it up; you’ve not paid your rent for the last three months.”

“You’re spying on me now?” Hunter faced him. 

“I’m worried about you,” Dixon looked back.

They eyed each other for a moment. The genuine concern in Dixon’s eyes brought down Hunter’s surging rage. 

“You can stop worrying. I’m fine. I don’t need a babysitter.” As soon as he said it, he realized how childish he sounded. 

“What about a friend? Huh? Do you need one? You surely ain’t making it easy, Ati.” Dixon sighed and began softly: “Look, not everyone is out there to get you.”

“Tell that to Gabi.” Hunter swallowed another pain pill, stood up: “Thanks for the bite,” and took off.

He had lied to Dixon. There was no new lead. There had been none for months. And his friend was right in saying that he needed to give it a final rest. He was sinking. Like in one of them sand traps... What was it? Quicksand! But whenever he tried to concentrate on something else, he found Gabi’s dead eyes staring back behind his closed eyelids. She was the one who took him out of the swamp. The only person who believed in him. The only one who gave him a real job, a purpose. 

Before that, he had been another one of those good-for-nothing street thugs. A member of the Razor Rex —God, what a stupid name! But what else would you expect from stupid teenagers? A gang of rejects, thieves, and cutthroats. At age 15, he was the youngest one. They called him ‘meatloaf’ because he had no prosthetics and gave him jobs that didn’t require any. A lookout, a messenger, a runner... He liked the job. No, actually, he didn’t; he liked belonging somewhere. He wanted to be a part of it. To be respected.

However, if you belong to a gang of idiots, someone more intelligent eventually shows up and takes advantage of that. That’s a  rule, and the Razor Rex idiots were no exception. Word came that the Russian mafia was interested in their services. How big they had felt that day. The big league was acquiring their expertise. The only thing they were really acquiring was their bodies. Razor Rex ended up as cheap bait in a mob showdown. Sheer luck saved Hunter’s life when a Daghestani bodyguard died collapsing on him, trapping him under his massive corpse. He was about to suffocate when the police arrived. Even though the tree trunk man had kept him alive that day, Capt. Gabriella Vargas was his true savior. From the moment they met, she approached him respectfully, treating him neither like a criminal nor a victim. She gave him a sense of purpose and pointed him in the right direction. Under her supervision, he took the courses necessary to become a police officer, and by the time he was 24, he had earned the detective badge.

Watch out! 

Hunter was yanked off of his thoughts right before he walked into a runner scurrying his way. The close brush caught the man off guard, made him lose his balance, and tumble on his face.

“Sorry, mate.” Hunter crouched over the injured man to give him a hand. “My mind was—” he stopped mid-sentence when he saw the crazed look in the man’s blue eyes, where the right pupil had grown to the size of a walnut, whereas the other one had shrunk into a pinhead. He didn’t look like he’d be able to appreciate the apology. 

“Junkie,” it popped into Hunter’s mind. In an age where synthetic molecule design was as easy as home coding, everybody experimented with amphetamine derivatives to find the next cyclo-crystal M-kat, Eupho, or some other stupid name junkies gave those brain-eating hallucinogens. This genius here probably just had sniffed himself to La La Land with some home-cooked ‘brainfuckine.’

“Brain-fry!” Pip exclaimed with the air of a talk show host announcing his new guest. “Boss, maybe you want to step back a little. Buddy here looks a bit unstable.”

Gladly, he would have followed the p-AI’s advice if the guy hadn’t surprised him by jumping on his feet like a rabbit and turning to face him with a Westervelt gun. 

“Uh-oh! Nasty shooter,” Pip remarked.

“No shit, Einstein,” Hunter snapped under his breath while inconspicuously trying to back off with raised hands. Whatever the pale, bald man saw/hallucinated had already freaked him out enough, and any sudden movement could topple the leaning tower of his mental balance. Who knew what kind of stimulant he had pumped up with? Everybody used something. Hell, he himself was on pain meds most of the time!

Several droid cops, owl drones, and hounds chasing after him caught up, which soon turned the whole scene into a spectacle for the passersby. 

“Don’t come any closer, or I’ll shoot!” Mr. Brain-fry darted forward and swung his arm around Hunter’s neck like a noose. He was waving the gun back and forth between Hunter and the droid squad, giving away the fragility of his state and the depth of his despair.

“Drop the gun and surrender immediately, or you will be fired upon,” a synthetic voice threatened from one of the units that had already trained their guns on them. Hunter didn’t like that at all. When it came to hostage situations, droids were the worst negotiators.

“No, no, wait for your commanding officer,” Hunter told the droids. He knew that there was a human police officer to whom these droids were assigned. Legally, no AI-controlled police unit was allowed to roam around freely. Every synthetic unit had a human patrol officer as a supervisor responsible for its actions. 

The robotic hounds were anxiously stepping left and right, back and forth like hyperactive dogs, trying to find an attack angle their neural networks approved —a deadly dance of Euclidean distance minimization.

“Sir, please calm down. The situation is under control,” the droid replied to Hunter; however, as always, it utterly failed to sound reassuring. Sometimes, Hunter just wanted to take a crowbar and go berserk on these machines. Back in his policing days, he had it enough with them. For some reason, instead of calming down the perpetrator, they tended toward escalating the situation. He could never be sure if it was because of the units that lacked the proper programming or the instinctive fear their soulless appearance induced in people. Perhaps it was their lack of empathy that people found so agitating, but it inevitably came to a shootout. And yes, the droids were better shots than humans, but they weren’t perfect; thus, more frequently than not, the hostages also got hurt.

“Make it stop, man,” the crazed goon whined behind him, tensing his armhold and squeezing Hunter’s throat. His hand was shaking, and like the droid hounds, he could not stand still —all symptoms of cortical imbalance, as Hunter observed.

“I’m trying to,” Hunter told him between clenched teeth, trying to sound like he was on his side. Turning sideways, he came to notice the immeasurable extent of the man’s agony. Objectively speaking, he would have looked like a decent human being if not for his sweat-drenched homicidal expression. Then it dawned on him that this might not be a simple dope overdose but one of those cortex-loaning cases that went sideways, one of those VICS cases...

Cortex-loaning was the perfect way to earn easy money for the unskilled, the uneducated, and the unemployed. All you had to do was to go to one of those Veil arcades, put a skin blanket over your head, and start playing a sandbox game. Meanwhile, a central computer high up in Clearsky used your prefrontal cortex for some complex N-space matrix factorization, a semi-deterministic Turing machine emulation, or whatever the current space-limited computational problems required. All you needed to know was that credits were dropped in your account by the minute: easy money. 

However, —and anyone who can walk on two legs should know that these kinds of things always have a ‘however’— you’d never know when enough was enough. When working your muscles, you would get tired, and that would cause you to stop and rest. That was simple biological feedback. Similarly, if you strained your mind for too long, you felt exhausted or got headaches, signaling that it was time to call it a day. But the Veil thing you put over your head that looked like a vile crossbreed of a squid and a jellyfish also suppressed some of your primeval instincts. And one of the laws of thermodynamics says everything that works heats up. So, every now and then, a poor bastard like the one behind him ended up cooking the pot. People called it cortex cracking, brain-frying, but the medical term was Veil-induced cortical sclerosis, or VICS for short.

“I can’t take it anymore. Make her stop! Aargh!”

“Her?”

It was already too late when Hunter realized the man wasn’t talking about the droid but someone else. His ear couldn’t distinguish between the sound of the sonic boom, the bony cracking of an exploding skull, and the wet splatter of a head disintegrating into its components.
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HUNTER WAVED AWAY THE newsfeed on his Lens in disgust. It showed the moment of suicide from numerous different angles, broadcasted by dozens of eyewitnesses. The supersonic pressure wave from the nozzle of the Westervelt gun had reached its focal point inside the guy’s skull, creating a high-pressure node that expanded faster than a bright idea. He might as well have used a shotgun. The weapon was designed to knock off fugitives from a distance, not to use it as a hairdryer. Yet it was not the gory image that churned Hunter’s stomach around but the sick comments mocking the poor man and enjoying the tragic demise as if it was a public spectacle. He even saw a couple of flavor weavers, who, using their haptic gloves, designed new chains of synthetic aroma molecules while they watched the gruesome circus with a citizen’s relish. And they gossiped joyously while their hands knitted invisible threads in a continuous frenzy as if they were separate entities.

Since everything had happened live on camera, Hunter didn’t have to go to the police station to tell his witness account. He didn’t bother telling them about the man’s agony. Brain-fry, or cortex-cracking, as others called it, was not uncommon. And with so many eyewitnesses, the police would not dwell any further on it. He left the scene when anti-Veil people were gathering for a protest. 

The day had begun grimly. On his way home to change the blood-drenched clothes, he received a message from an anonymous user who wanted to meet him at a nightclub on Level 212 in half an hour. Just when he was about to delete it, he remembered Dixon’s words.

Take it. 
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HE WAS SURPRISED TO find Underground in Magenta open so early. It would be crawling at night with fixers, pushers, jockeys, cosplayers, and other critters. A brightly lit neon fence behind which shady deals were struck that kept the Tower alive. At this time of the day, only a couple of barflies drowning in their misery occupied the premises. Hunter let his eyes wander through the lounge before he approached the bar. 

“I’m supposed to meet someone here,” he said to the androgynous punk with a polished chrome right arm who worked at the bar. Extravagantly displaying prosthetics had become a new fetish when underground fashionistas rediscovered century-old Sorayama pin-ups. Dermo-implants imitating brass, aluminum, and mercury had revived a long-forgotten gynoid trend where young people covered parts of their bodies with shiny metals. Like any quick style, it would die in a matter of days.

The bartender looked at Hunter for a while in silence, most probably sharing his Lens feed with someone backstage who soon gave the green light, and he pointed at a mirrored wall with his head where suddenly a hidden door clicked open.

“Interesting,” Hunter thought. “A Faraday cage.” What was the deal with all this secrecy? 

Walking through the door, he entered a small room with a circular booth and a round table in the middle illuminated by a single light source. An underwater ambiance was created with holographic schools of fish swimming in a calm, idyllic atmosphere. A woman was sitting in the booth facing him. Even though waves of broken light danced on her white dress, her face remained in the dark.

“Hello, Mr. Hunter. Please take a seat.”

Her velvety voice sounded dangerously attractive. Hunter passed through a coral reef projection, disturbing an anemone’s calm swaying as he sat across. On the periphery of his vision, Pip signaled offline mode. The room used electromagnetic shielding.

“If I’m being honest, I’m not used to this kind of secrecy, Miss...?”

“Fortuna, Lara Fortuna,” she said, waiting for his reaction. “I presume you know who I am?”

She leaned forward, allowing Hunter to see her face more clearly. She had a natural beauty, seemingly untouched by scalpel or laser. Her high cheekbones and elegant nose gave her a sincere expression. Her bob-cut blonde hair framed this attractive face with long bangs that reached her oval chin. Her green eyes examined him with evaluating inquisitiveness.

“Daughter of Dr. Jupitus Gaius Fortuna, CEO of Cortex Machina and single heir to the Fortuna Conglomerate,” he answered like reading a definition from a lexicon, “Even babies in their cradle know that name.”

“I presume that answers your question on the necessity of high-level secrecy about this meeting.”

Hunter sensed that her cold composure and firm demure were a façade for hiding some deep restlessness. 

“What are you doing down here, among us mortals, Lady Fortuna?”

The disrespectful sarcasm was meant to push her off balance, forcing her into dropping the act and provoking her for an offensive. Hunter expected a similarly sarcastic comeback. People like her, belonging to the higher strata of society, were vulnerable to verbal attacks, prone to lash back in a vocabulary vengeance as they loved to duel with words.

“I need you to work for me, Mr. Hunter.” 

Her straightforwardness caught him by surprise. Maybe she was not the stereotypical Clearsky peacock he was accustomed to. What conceivable use would a broke ex-cop possibly be to someone in her status? What necessitated such discretion? Suddenly, he felt like he was in a detective noir movie. He loved watching them when he was younger.

“What can I do for you, Miss Fortuna?”

She leaned back and took a deep breath. In the movie, it would have been the perfect time for the attractive femme fatale to light a cigarette. Yet Lara Fortuna did not.

“Mr. Hunter, the information I’m about to share with you cannot leave this room. I trust in your discretion.”

“Madam, in my line of business, lose-tongues don’t enjoy long, healthy lives on Midheights. And your surname tells me you’d have no problem turning mine into hell with the snap of a finger. So yes, you certainly can count on my discretion.”

She weighed his words for a silent second before she decided to go on: “This morning, between 5:12 a.m. and 5:19 a.m., an attempt was made on Father’s life while he was working in his lab. The perpetrator stabbed him several times with a knife. His heart rest triggered an alarm. Medics and CM security rushed into the lab. They found Father lying unconscious in a puddle of blood. There was no one else in the room. No security footage. No fingerprints. No residual DNA.”

While she recounted the events, the composed, confident woman gradually turned into a worried daughter. She was quickly listing facts that Hunter had trouble following. He had to step in.

“Hold on, hold on. Jupitus Fortuna is dead?”

“No, currently, he is in a coma under intensive care, fighting for his life. But chances for his recovery are slim.” She took a deep breath, then continued: “Meanwhile, the Board has invoked a strict media blackout. They don’t want the word to get out. Mr. Hunter, you understand this cannot leave this room.”

Admittedly, the news could cause some unrest. Little would change for the little man on Midheights if Jupitus Fortuna died from natural causes and a new CEO was elected. But the fact that someone had breached Cortex Machina security to get inside Fortuna Pyramid and attacked the CEO would undoubtedly raise some eyebrows. Factions and cartels from Midheights would want to test the Border’s vulnerability, eventually leading to bloodshed. The Border was the only thing keeping 300 million people from invading Clearsky.

Meanwhile, the blonde woman, who had briefly allowed herself to display her concerns, quickly regained her professional composure. Hunter questioned if this act of swift self-control was a sign of character strength or a betrayal of poor acting. To test her sincerity, he asked:

“Are you going to be the new CEO when he dies?” He paid close attention to her micro-mimics before he followed with the correction: “Excuse me if he dies.”

During the fraction of a second before she answered, her body language conveyed enough information for Hunter to conclude that her sentiments were genuine. The mentioning of Jupitus’ death had briefly struck a sparkle of anguish in her eyes. The corner of her lips had twitched downwards when he named the position of the CEO, indicating her dislike either to the post itself or its inappropriate business association in the face of a family tragedy.

“The Board of Directors elects the CEO from its members,” she said, giving the impression that she was facing the question for the first time.

Lara Fortuna had ducked the hidden accusation so naturally that it made him think she either was not interested in becoming the head of the company or was an outstanding liar. He decided to pursue this path carefully.

“Are you not his sole heir?”

The Tower was a conglomerate of companies, of which the largest one, Cortex Machina, belonged to the Fortuna Family. As the largest shareholder, Jupitus Fortuna was the head of the Board and had been repeatedly elected as CEO of the Tower. CM owned the Mayor —the artificial intelligence that built and maintained the tower for five decades. Even though the Board would decide who would be the next CEO, it was inconceivable that anyone other than a member of the Fortuna family would inherit the chair.

“I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that,” she answered hesitantly. “But before I can disclose any further information... Do you accept the job?” She leaned forward. 

“That pretty face again,” Hunter thought. Was she trying to manipulate him? “What about CM security?” he asked. “Aren’t they already working on it?”

“Mr. Hunter, that lab is one of the most secure places on the Tower, and someone bypassed the security, attempted to murder my father, and erased the video records.”

“You think it’s an inside job.” 

“I fear it’s possible.”

Hunter went silent again. She was right. Not only was it conceivable, but it was also highly probable that someone on the inside was involved. What was the saying? A chain is only as strong as its weakest link. You might have cutting-edge security technology, but in nine out of ten cases, the weakest link was a person. 

The case was interesting, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to dive into something that looked like a new-age feudal feud. He didn’t care much about politics. No matter who ended up on the throne, life on Midheights continued in its same shitty way. He didn’t have a high opinion of Jupitus Fortuna either. He could go to hell for all he’d care. 

Observing the hesitation written on his face, Lara continued: “I don’t know about your rates, but....” With a hand gesture, she sent a message to his Lens. A pretty large sum appeared in front of him. It was enough to pay his bills and cover a year’s expenses. “The same amount when you find who’s behind the attack,” she said.

The money was good; he had to admit that. A part of him was telling him to take the job. Hunter was almost convinced. But something was still bugging his mind.

“Why me?” he asked.

Lara Fortuna smiled as if he had just made a joke. 

“Someone advised me to ask the Mayor to simulate success predictions on all private investigators on the Tower. It gave me your name as the most likely person to solve this case.”

“Me?!”

It was funny how those probabilistic models worked. He had done enough prediction statistics back in the Force to ask the crucial question: “With how much confidence?”

She smiled: “17 percent.”

Now, that was a challenge.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

— CHAPTER 2 —

[image: ]


When they entered the empty express elevator, Lara took off the facial distortion mask she wore on the streets. It was a simple mini-projector you could stick on your cheek that rendered any facial recognition and tracking software useless. Hunter observed that she was tense, which was understandable; Clearsky people were not welcome in Midheights —especially when they were as high class as her. 

“You said you might not be the sole heir to the Cortex Machina Conglomerate?” Hunter asked as the transparent elevator car shot through a twenty-level-high atrium where hundreds of Midheithers went after their daily business like busy ants in a hive. The human psyche, having evolved in the open savannah, desired open spaces, even if those spaces were artificially created by strategically placed optical illusions inside these carved caverns. The designers of the Tower had used everything conceivable to prevent claustrophobia and to make life easier for the residents. Most stores were required to use see-through hardglass walls to expose the eye to as little grey concretoplast as possible; it was the panopticon reinvented. If not broken, wall screens showed continuous loops of pastoral landscapes, open sea, endless beaches, and mountains —anything to fake vastness and freedom in a world of confines. 

“Yes,” Lara began, “my father’s previous project, Genesis 2.0...,” she broke off in a shameful smile. “I know how it sounds, but believe me, that’s not even the most pretentious among the list of names he gave to his projects.” She shook her head and continued: “Anyways, Genesis 2.0 dealt with human enhancement through CRISPR drive gene editing. He took his own DNA as a canvas, tweaked and played with it as he saw fit, and after nine months in a bio bag, little Adamon and Evangeli were born. Well, not exactly born; I think the technical term is ex-utero gestating or ectogenesis. We need to develop a new vocabulary to catch up with the advancements in this field. Anyways—”

“Wait a minute. The names you mentioned... Your father made a male and a female clone of himself?”

“Yes, that’s right,” she said with a bitter smile. “Talk about God complex, right?” She was visibly uncomfortable talking about this matter. 

Hunter nodded incredulously. He was about to comment but decided it was inappropriate and kept silent.

“When I was four, I was told I would never have any brothers or sisters since Mother’s treatment for a rare variation of lupus disease had left her infertile. Then, a year later, they showed me two babies out of nowhere and told me I had a new brother and a sister. It first made me question the birds and the bees since Mother hadn’t been pregnant. When I asked how it was possible, they told me it was a miracle, which didn’t really satisfy my curiosity. So, I kept pestering Father until he finally confessed they were clones. Initially, I was delighted; clones or not, I didn’t care; I had two siblings with whom I could play. As they grew up, they started pairing up together, playing pranks on me, teasing me... I guess they began to notice that they were somehow different, more proficient and accomplished, maybe even superior in some aspects. Around the time they hit puberty, they completely lost interest in me; by and by, we grew apart. Father’s fascination with science caught up with them, and they spent their whole time in the library or the lab.”

“I’m sorry,” Hunter said, “but are you trying to say they have a legal claim on your inheritance?”

“Not a legal claim; the legal claim, Mr. Hunter: they want all of it.”

Hunter scowled: “How?” 

“You see, a child takes half of its genetic material from its mother and the other half from its father. Thus, it is genetically related to each of its parents 50%. Siblings are related by 25%.  Since Adamon and Evangeli are technically copies of Father, their genetic relation to him is nearly 100%.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t automatically give them the right to claim all his possessions. They may share their DNA, but they are not the same person. Just like twins.”

“There is a legal ambiguity there; inheritance laws don’t handle clone shares yet, and they will try to exploit that loophole by claiming to have a closer genetic relation to Father. But it doesn’t matter; I don’t even want the CEO chair. As far as I’m concerned, Adamon can have it —he wants it so badly. I’m sure Father has already named him his successor in his will, anyway. I just don’t want them to take everything away from me.”

Hunter’s knowledge of inheritance law was next to non-existent; hence, he couldn’t weigh the legitimacy of Lara’s concerns, but she was probably right about them being willing to push the limits.

“What about your mother?” he asked.

“Mother passed away eight years ago,” Lara answered, lowering her eyes with dignified sorrow. She sighed and continued: “Father remarried... Priscilla... You’ll meet her.”

“Does she have any claim?”

“Oh. No, her rights are bound with the prenuptial agreement.”

“Hmm...” Hunter thought. That she was no financial beneficiary didn’t automatically mean she was innocent. But for now, the clones seemed to be primary suspects who’d benefit from Jupitus’ death —not ruling out Lara, of course. However, who’d benefit the most was written in Jupitus’ will, which would only be revealed 24 hours after his death. If he died, that is... 

Hunter started to feel light-headed. Something didn’t feel right.

“Your heart rate is elevated, Boss. Are you alright?” Pip appeared in his vision.

Suddenly, his legs gave up, and he sagged to the ground. His head started aching, and his stomach was churning.

“What the hell is going on?” He felt like he couldn’t breathe. Had he been poisoned? What was his last meal? Dixon?!

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” Lara crouched beside him, taking an EpiPen from her side pocket. Without Hunter being able to react, she pressed it against his neck and injected him with a pinkish fluid.

“I should have used this when we entered the elevator.”

The headache began to ease, and his heart rate slowed down. Lara held up the EpiPen, showing him the side display so he could check the name of the delivered drug.

“Erythrocyte booster. Against altitude sickness. You probably never went this high up?”

The elevator display showed Level 410; they were 4 kilometers —2.5 miles— above sea level. Hunter nodded. Under normal circumstances, he would have taken such a breach of personal space as an attack and retorted accordingly. However, Lara acting so naturally guileless and candid rendered all his defenses useless. He suddenly found himself docile as a puppy, which was unnerving.

“When we reach CM Pyramid, I’ll give you a high-altitude adaptation shot, which will permanently take care of the problem,” she continued.

The security along the Border to Clearsky was so tight that Hunter asked himself how smugglers managed to get anything across. Wall panel X-ray scanners, blood and urine testing against pathogens and mutagens, and contrast Ferro-MRI to detect nanobots... This was probably not the way to transport illegal wetware; if it was, these officers were probably earning a good amount to look the other way. It took Hunter nearly an hour to get cleared, but Lara assured him this was a one-time thing because it was his first time to Clearsky, and with the ID chip that they installed under the skin of his right arm, he’d have a free pass in and out for the duration of the investigation.

After finishing all the bureaucratic work, they ascended to the upper level. Clearsky was a whole different world. Everything was clean, bright, and new, as if reality up here was rendered in higher resolution. And it was not just limited to the buildings or technology; even people had a particular aspect of newness that showed itself in healthy glowing skin, white teeth, and a generally positive attitude toward life. Hunter wasn’t accustomed to seeing this many people smiling, being friendly to each other, partaking in social conversations, and exchanging pleasantries. In Midheights, you had to be alert about your surroundings. Every other person was a potential threat to you. You could get mugged; your p-AI could get hacked or cloned; or, if you were not careful enough, you could end up sharing an elevator with someone infected with the latest version of a designer virus. But here on Clearsky, strangers were bowing their heads to each other, wishing each other a good day. 

When he was young, older gang members used to tell these stories about Clearsky, where people lived in such a competitive society that they would kill each other for a promotion. Corporations were where you had to watch out because people were scheming and spreading rumors, setting traps for you. Your boss was a fat pig who’d exploit you, make you work hard, and present your work to his superiors as his own. Everything was about money, to such an extent that they lacked family relations. Husbands would serve their wives to their bosses; everybody was cheating on everyone, and they weren’t even bothered by being cheated on. However, even though they shared and genuinely believed in those stories, each would still buy a ticket to the biannual Lottery, the winners of which won Clearsky citizenship for themselves and their families. 

The main promenade was a breathtaking, grass-covered field under a giant hardglass dome. When he first came out of the tunnel, Hunter felt dizzy. The field seemed to extend to the horizon. He’d never imagined such a vastness could exist. And there were trees!

“Would you like to take a moment?” Lara asked, seeing how overwhelmed he was. 

They stood still for a while as Hunter’s brain adjusted to a new depth conception. He was feeling a little nauseous. Maybe the effect of the EpiPen was wearing off, or he was experiencing a little panic attack. He had spent all his life in closed spaces. Never before was he able to look farther than a hundred yards.  

“This is Elysium. It’s shaped like a crater with housings around the rim,” Lara explained to take his mind off it. “We have a hardglass dome over it to keep the cold and the wind out.”

“How big is it?” he asked, trying to slow down his breathing.

“It has a diameter of 4 kilometers —2 and a half miles. The pyramid you see in the middle is Cortex Machina headquarters. People call it the Fortuna Pyramid. Father likes everything grandiose.”

Hunter couldn’t miss the glass building in the middle of the artificial crater. It looked like the toy of a baby god. His eyes wandered past the megastructure.

“Holy shit, you have a lake?!”

“Two, actually,” she smiled. “And a river connecting them. Look over there,” she pointed.

Hunter’s head started spinning. He suddenly felt the urge to look down on the ground. 

“I think I need another epi-boost.”

“No, what you’re experiencing is not related to altitude. It’s a mild case of agoraphobia. It’s perfectly normal. It happens to everyone who visits Elysium for the first time. Your mind is not accustomed to seeing so much free space.”

“But in Midheights, I’m used to watching over the ledge, out to the clouds.”

“That’s different. There’s no reference point for your mind to map a 3D space. Here, you can actually see how far away those trees are. It challenges your depth perception.”

He had to agree with her. People often were oblivious to the balconies surrounding most of the outer rings. He was one of the very few who sometimes looked out while thinking. But usually, people would treat the view of the void like another wall.

A small plastic disk came flying toward Hunter and landed on the ground. Something small was chasing after it.

“You have police hounds too?”

Lara laughed. “That’s a dog, Hunter.”

“You mean it’s organic?”

The animal came closer and started sniffing Hunter’s leg.

“Go on, pet her,” Lara encouraged.

He crouched and touched the dog’s head with his index finger. “A she-dog,” he murmured. Its fur was soft and warm. The dog started licking his palm. It made him laugh. This place was something else.

***
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LARA TOOK HIM FIRST to a medical facility inside the Pyramid, where he got some gene-altering shots and an immune system upgrade. The doctor performing the procedures told him he needed no more anti-virus updates. The pill they gave him would grow a new organ, Organ-42, next to his appendix that would organically synthesize any vaccine he needed according to the wireless update signal it would receive daily.

Next, they visited the main laboratory building at the heart of the Pyramid. A security officer awaited them in the lobby to guide them into a large, dark, empty room. While he operated the panel on the wall, the holographic projection of a laboratory filled the open space. 

“What is this?” Hunter asked as further laboratory equipment was being rendered in higher resolution.

“It’s the recreation of the crime scene, sir,” the officer answered.

“No, this won’t do. I cannot work with a holographic image. I need to see the real crime scene.”

“But that’s impossible. You need Alpha-level security clearance to enter Mr. Fortuna’s main lab,” the young security officer objected.

Hunter turned to Lara. “If you want me to solve the case, I must see the real crime scene. This,” he pointed to the optical illusion, “is rubbish.”

“Would you please contact your superior and tell him that we need to get into the lab,” Lara said to the officer.

“Yes, Ma’am,” the man replied and started talking to his wrist while he exited the room. 

Hunter had used crime scene holo-projections all the time when he was working at the police department. But at the TPD, crime scene specialists would gather all the evidence they could find at the actual crime scene, and investigators would sweep the area inch by inch before reconstructing it digitally. You worked with holos later if you had no other option. The atmosphere, the smell, the feel; everything was an inseparable element of the scene and crucial for the investigation. 

While waiting, Hunter started examining the general layout of the lab. In the north-western part, something like a dentist’s chair faced east. Above the chair, a large contraption that looked half electronic, half organic hung like a chandelier. At its tip, something that reminded him of a condom dangled at a reaching distance. A row of racks on the right side of the chair seemed to be housing computer equipment. Walking around it, Hunter concluded that the seat looked rather like a throne than a chair, on which a crash dummy was placed to represent Mr. Fortuna. What were these people thinking?

Twenty feet from the chair, a water tank shaped like a medpod lay horizontally on a waist-high dais. An eight-armed surgical robot stood at the head of the tank, the content of which was censored with a blurring effect.

While he was trying to guess the function of these machines, a short man and a brunette woman wearing a lab coat walked in. The man was in his forties, looked lean and agile, and wore a sharp uniform. He clicked his heels before Lara could introduce them.

“Chief of Security Director Sheng Gao, at your service.”

“Attila Hunter, private detective.” Hunter extended his hand.

The man shook it reluctantly. His eyes turned to Lara with the unuttered question asking why his authority as security chief was being questioned.

“Detective Hunter is working for me, Director Gao,” Lara added to clarify the situation.

The man’s face grew red while his eyes were darting between Hunter and Lara. He was calculating if he should share his opinion about an independent investigator sticking his nose into what Gao considered his home affairs or if he should swallow his pride and be done with it. He chose the former, which made Hunter think that he had a military career in his past.

“Miss Fortuna, I assure you that our security is—.”

“Director Gao, you are in no position to assure me anything! My father was attacked and critically wounded in his laboratory in the heart of Fortuna Pyramid. In the ten hours that have passed, you have given me nothing but pathetic excuses. And if that isn’t enough, the camera recording of the whole floor is missing the critical minutes in which the attack was instigated. Before you can assure me anything, you must prove your own innocence in this matter.”

She might as well have spilled a bucket of liquid nitrogen over the director and hurled a mallet at him, shattering the marble-hard director into pieces with a single blow. Even Hunter was taken aback and, honestly, a little impressed by Lara Fortuna’s unexpected outburst, which proved she was not the damsel in distress that she gave the impression of earlier. 

“I expect nothing but your full cooperation with Mr. Hunter in his investigation.”

Had he been tossed out of an airlock into outer space, Director Gao would probably have the same expression of helplessness frozen on his face.

Lara cleared her throat and continued with a calmer voice.

“Now, what is restricting our access to the lab?”

“It’s the security protocols Dr. Jupitus Fortuna put himself, Madam. Without his presence, no one is allowed to enter the main lab.”

“Is this true, Dr. Kitano?” Lara addressed the lab-coat-wearing woman she had unwillingly ignored because of Dir. Gao’s constant interruptions. 

“Yes, Miss Fortuna, that is true.”

“Even for you?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Excuse me. Where are my manners? Detective Hunter, allow me to introduce Dr. Ada Kitano, Chief Engineer of Project Bilgamesh, and my father’s right hand.”

The young, pale woman shook Hunter’s hand with a polite smile. She had to be in her late twenties. “A bit young for the position of Chief Engineer,” Hunter thought.

“Let me make a call,” Lara stepped away from the group.

“Are you the one who found the body?” Hunter asked Dr. Kitano without wasting any time.

“No, I arrived when the medics took him to the hospital.”

“Does he always work alone?”

“Usually, I assist him. But sometimes, he comes in the middle of the night and works alone for hours.”

“You presume the attack happened between 5:12 and 5:19 a.m.?” This question was directed to Director Gao.

“Yes, sir,” he answered, glancing briefly at Lara. “The camera feed shows Mr. Fortuna entered the lab at 4:21 and worked uninterrupted until 5:12. Then the record jumps seven minutes ahead to 5:19. We first thought it was one of those glitches.”

“What glitches?”

“We have been experiencing similar recording errors in security footage for over a year. Frame jumps for ten or fifteen minutes. We have been unsuccessful in finding the source of the problem. Self-diagnostics of the AI revealed no problem, and since it happened once or twice a month, Dr. Jupitus told us to forget about it.”

“May I see the footage?”

“Certainly,” again, he glanced at Lara before he called the recording from the panel on the wall. 

The hologram reset itself, and a semi-translucent Jupitus Fortuna appeared in the middle of the room. Hunter watched him for a while, playing with the dials and buttons on the water tank.

“Dr. Kitano, can you elaborate on what Mr. Fortuna is doing now?”

“Certainly, Mr. Hunter. But to make it more understandable, let me begin with Project Bilgamesh.”

The mentioning of the project name brought out an annoyed grunt from Dir. Gao. He wasn’t happy with Dr. Kitano discussing confidential project details, even though Lara Fortuna gave her full permission. A silent discussion occurred between the security chief and the head scientist, where no words were uttered, and only threatening glances were exchanged. Dr. Kitano continued.

“Our current biotechnology is advanced enough to grow and replace practically every organ in the human body, with the only exception being the brain. The cerebrum contains everything that makes us unique —the self, the self-awareness, the ‘I’ if you will— and transplanting the cerebrum has never been successful. The brain is such a complex organ that we spent centuries to understand it, yet we merely scratched the surface.”

“What about all these prosthetic limbs that use the brain-machine interface? Cybernetics?”

“Understanding the motor functions of the brain is relatively easier. And the way our muscles operate is compatible with digital technology. Yes, we can attach a cybernetic arm to you, which you can easily control with your motor neurons. However, when it comes to cognitive functions, the organic-to-silicon connection fails. That’s why we still don’t have a cyber brain.”

“But this Veil technology your company advertises connects the brain to a virtual environment, doesn’t it?”

“The Vectorial Extra-cephalic Induction Link is just a complex transceiver for brainwaves. The neural activity in your brain produces small electric fields that the Veil picks up and sends to Sophia.”

“Who is Sophia?”

“Not ‘who,’ ‘what’? Hagia Sophia is a central information processing unit designed to process human brainwave signals. It converts a complex mathematical problem into a virtual reality sandbox game that users can access through the Veil network and play. While playing the game, the user solves a small part of the problem and returns the solution to Sophia, where individual solutions are compiled. It’s basically a parallel processing unit.”

“Excuse me, we diverged from the subject, partly due to my curiosity. Can we please come back to what Mr. Fortuna was doing before he was attacked?”

“Yes, of course. What Mr. Fortuna is trying to achieve with this project is to create a one-to-one copy of his brain, down to a single atom, in this cloned humanoid.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Inside the vat tank over here lies a biological replica of Dr. Jupitus Fortuna that has been grown without a cerebrum, immersed in a solution of stem cells and amino acids. Over here is a field resonator, which determines the quantum state of a particle inside the brain through entanglement. And this octobot induces parallel nerve growth inside the clone’s cranium.”

“I can’t say I’m following you.”

“Dr. Fortuna’s theory is that if he can recreate the same quantum state of all the particles in his brain somewhere else, they would become entangled. His brain and the reconstructed brain of this cloned body will work synchronously. And once his original body fails, it will eventually fail; even though we replace every other organ with a new one, we call it the Frankenstein Effect, he can continue living a healthy life in this body.”

“But you said you cannot transplant brains into new bodies.”

“We can’t, and we don’t need to. The original brain will be housed in an organic vat, while the consciousness perceives everything as if it was inside this body.”

“It’s like remote-controlling your body from your brain in a box,” Lara intervened. She had finished the call and now was rejoining the group. “He won’t be able to tell the difference. Both brains will act like one.”

“How is that possible?!” he asked.

Dr. Kitano continued: “It’s Descartes’ Evil Demon: Can you prove that you are not a brain in a vat and all your perceptions about the exterior world are artificially supplied electrical signals?”

Hunter became silent for a moment. Alright, he couldn’t conceive a piece of definitive evidence that would prove indubitably that his consciousness was housed in his body other than the subjective bodily sensations he was experiencing. A body remotely controlled by another brain... What if yet another one controlled that one? This was some crazy matryoshka mind-fuck. 

“Put all the science and philosophy aside, what he wants to achieve is immortality,” Lara said. “He wants to continue living in this new body.”

“And this quantum entanglement stuff is real?” he asked.

“For elementary particles, it is. We don’t know if it will work with something as complex as the human brain.” Kitano replied. “So, to answer your question, what he was doing before the attack was lying still in this chair while wearing a scanning Veil and waiting for Sophia to copy another small part of his brain.”

“Diving for the plant of immortality,” Pip wrote on his Lens, which he brushed away. He wasn’t even going to pretend he understood the science behind it. It sounded way too unbelievable to be true.

“By the way,” Lara began, “I talked with Adamon about entering the main lab. Apparently, this is a new security rule Father came up with six months ago. I didn’t know about that. Since Father is still unconscious, we will need the authorization of the Board. He said he would make the request personally. Until then, I’m afraid we’ll have to make do with whatever we have.” 

“Alright, can we continue watching the holo-recording?”

The scene played out uneventfully for thirty minutes; Jupitus Fortuna seemed to be resting in the scanner chair with a cone-shaped Veil covering his head. The only movement in the room was the eight robot arms working at a mind-bending speed on the cloned body’s open skull —a speed the holo-recording failed to capture accurately.

Nothing unusual happened until the timer hit 5:11:59 and jumped right to 5:19:00. Suddenly, Jupitus Fortuna was lying unconscious on the floor in a puddle of blood. Five seconds later, the door opened, and medical personnel and security officers stormed in.

“Stop!” said Hunter, but the computer rejected his command.

Dir. Gao half-heartedly came to his aid: “Computer, give temporary access clearance to Mr. Attila Hunter,” signaling to him to go ahead and nodding to Lara so that his willingness for cooperation didn’t go unnoticed.

“Computer, go back to the frame at timestamp 5:19:00 and pause.”

Hunter approached Jupitus Fortuna’s holo-projected body with a spiraling trajectory. The spatial resolution of the holographic image was not bad. The lack of large blood splatters on the ground told him no major artery was hit. He had lost some blood, but it was not yet life-threatening. 

He extended both arms, spread his fingers, and tilted his right hand. The computer understood the gesture, elevated Jupitus Fortuna’s body from the ground, and rotated it 90 degrees along its spinal axis. 

“Can I see the medical examiner’s report?”

A panel appeared in mid-air that displayed what he asked for. The report said he had been stabbed in the chest twice with a scalpel. The first one had hit his fourth rib bone on the left-hand side, and the second one the third rib bone. Whoever did this was aiming at his heart but somehow had missed twice.

“Have you found the scalpel?”

“Yes, it was on the floor. Fingerprints matched no one in the database,” Gao answered, anticipating the question. The Mayor’s databanks contained everyone’s finger marks, DNA samples, retinal capillary pattern, and Blaschko lines.

“Fake prints?” Hunter murmured, scratching his chin. That the database missed someone’s prints was inconceivable.

Minor cuts and slashes on his palms and arms indicated that Jupitus was trying to defend himself. Bruises around his wrists could mean that there had been a struggle. Bruises, contusions, and abrasions around his neck pointed to manual strangulation. But what had sent him into a coma was a blunt head trauma caused by impact. 

“So, the attacker wanted to stab him in the heart,” Hunter started reenacting the attacker’s moves with an imaginary scalpel in his hand. “But he hit the ribs instead. Twice! Why does he miss twice?”

Hunter stepped back and continued: “Fortuna stands up. He wants to protect himself. They struggle. The scalpel falls. The attacker overpowers Fortuna. He grabs him by the neck and fractures the thyroid cornu and the hyoid bone. And for the final blow, he smashes Fortuna’s head against this console.”

Lara turned her head away.

“Any DNA samples from the victim’s hand, the tissue under his nails, hair follicles on the ground? There was a struggle. He must have grabbed or scratched him.”

Right when
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