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Zune knew it would be a long walk back without a victory, for failing to locate and terminate Roz did not feel like a win, as much as she wanted it to. She hated the thought of allowing Roz to roam free and continue to do harm, and she was here anyway, wasn’t she? Why was she listening to some old service unit? Why hadn’t she continued the search?

Zune turned about mid-step and marched back, determined now to find the raider and eliminate her before she could do more harm. She retraced her steps, heading back into the broken spiral of Sector TW29, her rifle in both hands.

Her scanner located Roz’s tracks easily enough. The tracks – heavy indents in the pavement from Roz jumping and landing from great heights – led deeper and deeper into the maze of rubble piles and debris, bringing her at last to the open door of an underground lab.

Roz had been here recently. The muddy tracks leading down the stair were only days old. The tracks continued up a corridor, the overhead lights flickering.

“Is that you, Raela?” called a voice from down the corridor. “I told you I can’t do anything without a chip!”

Why did that voice sound so familiar? 

Zune followed the voice, rounding a corner and coming face to face with an open door. On the other side, a large holopad stood in the midst of broken furniture and debris, and standing on the pad was a hologram of Dr. Rane. Zune stood stricken.

The hologram looked just as surprised to see Zune. She appeared the same as Zune remembered her from the recalled memory: long wooly black hair, brown skin, glasses, kind eyes. She was wearing a white lab coat over a blouse and slacks, and her hands were in the deep front pockets of the coat. While she occasionally flickered in and out, she still looked solid and alive, as if the real Dr. Rane were standing there in the room.

Dr. Rane slowly smiled. “As I live and breathe – Well, not literally. . . . Commander Zune?”

Zune holstered her laser rifle on her back and stepped into the dim light of the room. “Dr. Rane?” she said hoarsely – because she didn’t know what else to say. She stepped over a broken chair and scattered debris, approaching the holopad, from which power hummed steadily. 

Dr. Rane smiled sadly. “You don’t remember me beyond my name, do you? I can tell,” she said sympathetically. 

Zune cast her eyes down. She didn’t know why, but she felt ashamed of her brokenness. She did remember one thing, though: Dr. Rane had installed all of her upgrades. She had been Zune’s doctor from the moment she had decided to become a cyborg. They had known each other for years. Yes, that much had returned to Zune. If only she could remember more. 

“I was damaged,” Zune admitted unhappily. 

Dr. Rane frowned. “But—you were supposed to meet up with your daughter. Zoe 2 had backups of your memories to share with you, in case something like this happened.” 

“Yes, I found her . . . about a thousand years too late,” admitted Zune with great shame. 

Dr. Rane’s mouth opened in horror. “She isn’t—!”

“She’s still alive,” Zune said, and Dr. Rane’s eyes softened in relief. “In fact, she’s why I’m here. A cyborg wants her Eternity chip. I’m tracking down the woman so I can eliminate her before she harms Zoe 2. Her trail led here. Her name is Roz.”

Dr. Rane lifted her brows. “Hmm. I’m sorry, Zune. The only person who comes around here these days is a woman called Raela. When we met, she was a pure human, a scavenger roaming the wastes like all the others. Then I installed some upgrades for her, and well . . .” Dr. Rane smiled sadly. “I guess I’m not the best judge of character.” 

Zune held down a burst of frustration. “But the trail led here,” she said impatiently. She took a step closer. “You said she was the only one to come around ‘these days.’ Who else used to come down here?” 

Dr. Rane shrugged. “Just random scavengers looking for parts. Most people are afraid to come this far into the facility. They're superstitious, always on about ghosts.” She laughed. “They think I’m a ghost!”

Zoe slid her hands into the pockets of her orange jumpsuit and bowed her head, thinking. The tracks had led here, which meant Roz had been here, but perhaps she hadn’t interacted with Dr. Rane’s hologram.

“And there’s no one in the building right now? You didn’t see anyone walk by?” 

“You’re the only person here. I’m pretty sure I don’t count, being a personified memory and all.”

“Yeah, how did this happen?” Zune asked. “I mean . . .” She trailed off, thinking of the skeleton in the other facility, which had belonged to Dr. Rane. It had been surrounded by walls scorched from laser fire, implying she had been gunned down. 

“You mean, why didn’t I tell you I’d left behind a digital copy of myself?” prompted Dr. Rane. “I wasn’t entirely certain I would go through with it, for one. The procedure was dangerous and required a lot of brain scans . . . But then I realized I could do so much to help long after I was gone if a copy of myself was left behind.” She glanced around the room, which was in violent disarray. “So much for optimism.”

Yes, Dr. Rane always had been annoyingly optimistic, Zune suddenly remembered that. Not wanting to answer any questions about Zoe, she turned her back and said, “If Roz isn’t here, then I should continue my search for her—”

“I’m sorry about Zoe, Commander,” said the hologram quietly.

Zune’s back tensed against the words, spoken so sadly and softly, then she bowed her head. “How did you know?” she asked hoarsely. 

Dr. Rane shrugged. “I figured if you didn’t mention her, she must’ve passed on. You were never big on talking about your feelings. Doesn’t that bother Xian?” 

Zune whipped around. “How do you know about Xian?” she asked sharply.

Dr. Rane smiled. “Raela couldn’t shut up about it. She hates that the two of you are together. Xian was her girlfriend first, you see.”

Zune tilted her head and frowned as she drew close to the hologram again, her combat boots crunching through the debris. “And you said this Raela was a cyborg. What did she look like?”

“Like any other scavenger. Ragged clothes. Long black hair in braids.” She frowned reprovingly. “But then she started wearing a mask like a raider, a mask with big horns on it—”

Zune had heard enough. She turned from the room, running back down the corridor. 

“Wait!” Dr. Rane’s hologram called. “What’s the matter?!” 

Everything was the matter, Zune thought. If Roz and Raela were the same person, then it wasn’t just Zoe 2 who was in danger. Roz wanted Xian! Perhaps threatening Zoe 2 had been a trick to get Zune out of the way, to make her leave Xian’s side and go wandering in circles, searching fruitlessly.

So the service unit had been right after all, so Xian had been right after all: Zune never should have left her family.
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