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        SOUTH BOSTON

        UNKNOWN DATE

        NEAR MIDNIGHT

      

      

      In front of me, I saw a deserted alley.

      Behind me was darkness.

      My memories lived in that darkness, like a spirit not yet wishing to be seen as it hovered on the edge of manifesting in this world, or remaining safe in its own. It whispered to me as I looked up through the broken rooftops, above the glittering lights of Boston in the distance, north of where I found myself. Rain tapped my cheeks, my forehead, my bare shoulders as my cold feet scraped across the pitted and oily asphalt beneath them. The smell of the alley ahead was rich with decay, the foul odor of death and desperation.

      Or was that my desperation I smelled? My sweat beneath the rain, beneath the night sky, beneath the ravaged ruins of the dark world I found myself in. I also smelled something I couldn’t forget. The coppery scent of blood.

      My blood.

      I pressed my filthy hands against my ripped and shredded shirt on my chest to staunch the bleeding. It didn’t hurt, but it should. My heart thundered against my palms as my head told me to keep moving, reasoned with my intellect, telling it that my chance of survival would be higher if I disappeared into the alley instead of remaining here in the open, along a deserted road between empty stores, their signs hanging by wires corroded by time and the elements.

      Neon was the light to see by, its pink, green, and blue hum filling the spaces in the night as I caught my breath. I held something in my right hand. I could make out its silver surface, the soft blue and white glow of a screen and blood, sticky and full of hair on one of its corners. I’d taken this from someone, hadn’t I? I had a half-formed memory of striking someone, but I couldn’t see their face.

      It was a commlink. Unlocked and untraceable.

      I heard their boots beating the asphalt, the whisper of their communications in my ears, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. I shivered as I looked to my left, my right, and then dove headlong into the darkened alley in front of me.

      I wasn’t prepared for just how dark it was. The neon from the street didn’t reach far enough inside, and I hissed as my battered feet caught on rocks and sharp objects. But I kept running because I knew on an instinctual level my life depended on it.

      I wanted to puke. I wanted to rest. I wanted to find someplace warm.

      But above all, I wanted to live.

      Suddenly I could see down the narrow alley as everything turned an eerie shade of green. I stopped and blinked several times, putting a bloody hand to my face, to my cheeks below my eyes as a faint memory came to me. Cybereyes… At least that memory returned when I wanted it. I held up the commlink. My eyes had paired with it. I engaged the local grid to access RFID tags—that is, if anything in this foul place still had them.

      A few things popped up on the augmented reality provided by the commlink, projected as an overlay on the scene in front of me. Manufacturers’ tags, mostly. But I could see now, and I easily picked my way through even as I caught the shadow of something flying overhead. It cast enough shade through the green light for me to know someone or something had just jumped from one building to the other, across the alley.

      Could they see me? I didn’t know, so I stopped, looked around, and spotted a dark indention in one of the walls low to the ground. I slid inside and curled up before quietly pulling a piece of trash closer to cover me.

      Their footfalls slowed, but I could see them coming. Three shapes. I knew there had been four before. I spotted the human girl and man, and the bulk of the troll with them. Most of them had cyber implants, upgrades that gleamed in my green vision.

      The girl was looking around as if scanning. Probably had the same night vision I had, so I pushed myself as far into the hole as I could and held my breath. If she had infra-red to see my body heat, I was dead.

      Abruptly, something landed inches away from me, but in front of them. Here was the fourth pursuer. I kept my breathing shallow as I watched the boots join the other three. I couldn’t see his face. He stood with his back to my hiding place, but I did see a long, blond braid swing down to his lower back. The end was decorated with a large bead of some kind. “He came in here.”

      “Yeah, I know,” the girl said, and I could see she had goggles on top of her head. Small sparkles followed her nose and jawline and a tag popped up that read Josef’s Tattoo and Piercings, and gave me the address. I dismissed it.

      “We saw him run in here, too.” She lowered the weapon she kept balanced on her hip. “How is he still moving? I nailed him in the chest.”

      “Then obviously you missed,” said the mystery man. His speech pattern, pronunciation, was very different than the other three. He wasn’t from the slums. No, this one moved in loftier circles of society.

      “We ain’t got time for fight’n,” the troll said, his deep voice low enough to feel it rumble against the asphalt beneath me. “If we don’t find him and make sure he’s dead, we don’t get paid.”

      “Sloppy,” said the male human. He raised his arm, and I could see a slim Fairlight Excalibur deck hanging over his shoulder. Pretty pricey piece of equipment. I knew this because my love of decking units resurfaced. The girl had a commlink on her wrist. None of their weapons or equipment had tags. Smart.

      I assumed they were all SINless, just like me.

      But I’d had a SIN, hadn’t I? I knew I needed one to interact with this world, but I…

      I couldn’t remember.

      I noticed a crossbow attached to the human’s back. I knew about that. I didn’t know how I knew, but I flexed my left hand and remembered having gripped a crossbow before. Come on brain, if you can remember that, why can’t you remember my name?

      “Yeah well, you do the killing next time, Mort,” the girl said.

      The human had a name. Mort.

      “Killing is what you three get paid for. I’m just here to make sure you do it.” The one with the braid turned, scanning the narrow corridor, and I held my breath again. “This alley runs for a quarter mile with two breaks. If he’s bleeding like you say he is, he should be easy to track.”

      Mort pointed to the sky. “Not with this rain. It’s already washing the blood away with the rest of the garbage.”

      “He’s dead,” The troll piped up. “Or he’ll be dead soon. Ain’t nobody in this part of town gonna help him. They’ll kill ’im and rob ’im first. I say we done the job, and we go get paid.”

      “I’m not going back without some kind of proof. Clothing, lock of hair, a finger…” Mort said.

      “That’s disgusting, you know that?” The human female said.

      The man with the braid moved back. “I’m going to circle around. You three can do what you want—as long as you find him.” He disappeared, leaving the three of them standing in the cramped alley. I exhaled slowly, tried to quiet my anxiety. I was getting lightheaded due to loss of blood. Adrenaline and pure fear had kept me going so far, and now that I was still, I was dying faster.

      I needed to move. But I couldn’t if these three were still following me.

      The logical thing to do would be to eliminate them. But I didn’t have a weapon.

      Something sung in my arms and legs, a power that surged straight into my toes. My muscles vibrated, subtly at first, as the memory in my body came alive and I realized I’d just loaded activesoft into my skill wires.

      I had skillwires—why would I have those?

      I glanced around the area where I hid. I spotted several objects that could be used for combat, a few as shields and a few as projectiles. Something in my head calculated the odds, coming up with the predictive analysis of certain movements and outcomes. The only variables were the opponents, since I hadn’t seen them fight.

      “I don’t know about you two,” the girl said. “But I’m betting he’s in there, hiding somewhere. Aren’t your cybereyes showing you anything, Peter?”

      The troll answered. “I ain’t got infrared, just tactical. And I ain’t got a map downloaded for this side of town.”

      “There’s the real threat,” Mort said. “We’re in Ancients territory. I’m surprised they haven’t showed up yet.”

      “You want ’em to?” the girl said. “Stupid piece a drek. We don’t need no ganger troubles. I say we go down the alley, and if we don’t see him on the other end, we get the hell outta here. There’s no way that soft piece of corporate drek survived my bullets.”

      Peter the troll moved out ahead of them, stomping past my position. I waited for a bit for the male and then the female to move past before creeping out of my hiding place. I wanted to be stealthy about it, but I was too wobbly on my feet and made a noise. The girl bringing up the rear heard it.

      She whirled and started firing her pistol. I dropped straight down, but felt air split as the bullets flew over me. I launched up, grabbed the muzzle of the gun and shoved it up into her face. Her yell, as well as the spray of blood from her nose over my forearm and face, was my reward.

      I didn’t wait for her to fall or drop or die. I yanked the gun from her hands and turned it, aiming it at the troll’s head. The wires hummed as I aimed and fired through the green light of my cybereyes. Peter the troll’s head exploded like an overripe cantaloupe as it sprayed bone and brain matter all over the place.

      A shot zinged past my right shoulder, just grazing the skin as I turned the gun on Mort the human and fired. The bullets struck his neck. I was aiming for his head. But my aim was off thanks to the stinging wound on my shoulder. He gurgled and choked and grabbed his throat to stop the blood, but I could see it cascade over his fingers like a waterfall.

      Within two minutes all three lay at my feet, and I was on my hands and knees, puking my guts out.

      Killing…was bad. I knew this. I didn’t know my name, but I knew from somewhere in my head that this wasn’t me. It couldn’t be me. But I’d done it. I’d taken three lives in less time than it took me to make the decision to act.

      The control from the wires eased back, and I started shaking. Bad shaking. This wasn’t just the cold anymore. This was worse. I knew it was shock setting in. I was gonna die out here in this alley if I didn’t get someplace warm, with medical supplies and a place to rest.

      I had to move fast. There was still one more pursuer out there. The man with the braid.

      The rain thickened and washed away whatever had been left in my stomach. I was driven to take what I needed and fast, because I didn’t know where braid man was, and I was pretty sure him or someone else had heard those shots.

      I went to the human male first. Mort was about my size and height. I wasn’t exactly a small man. I was in decent shape. I stripped him of his weapons, deck, commlink and his coat and boots. The boots were a little big, but nothing I couldn’t handle. The coat was long and had a hood, so I used that to hide my face. The bow and the pack of arrows I kept on the synthleather strap at my hip. I tucked the tech into a coat pocket and then stripped the other two bodies of everything I could find and carry, including weapons.

      Once I had what I needed, I took off down the alley and turned onto the first street it intersected. There weren’t any people around, not in this weather. I slipped into the doorway of what might have been an old electronics store, but had long since been raided, the windows broken and then boarded up, and then broken again.

      The grungy, black-and-white tile floor clicked under my new boots as I trotted to the back of the place, toward where I assumed the office was.

      There I stripped everything off and laid it neatly on a couch I was sure had been home to more than just vermin and other men’s express. There wasn’t much else in the room.

      Dirty, crusty rags had been stuffed in a few holes in the wall. I didn’t know whether they were there to keep out the light or weather. Water trickled from a sink faucet in the back bathroom, but it was brown with rust and possible pollutants. I yanked the stiff rags out and wetted them so I could wash off as best as I could. I avoided getting them near open wounds. The mirror had been smashed long ago, but I could just make out my face in the remaining shards. It somehow felt fitting that I saw myself, my eyes, my hair, all in the fragmented pieces of a mirror, just like the missing pieces of my memory. I was older than I thought. Mid-forties maybe. My face was swollen, bruised, and torn.

      I had a hole in my chest, just below my ribs, where I was still bleeding from. I was too squeamish to reach in and find these bullets that little girl said she’d pumped into me. Why wasn’t I dead? How was I still moving around?

      After I asked myself that question, dizziness nearly dropped me to the floor. I felt another wave of it as I staggered back into the office.

      I collapsed behind the desk and couldn’t get back up. The water-stained ceiling, the smell of stale cigarettes, all of it twisted my stomach again as I turned on my side and curled up.

      I was gonna die here, in some stranger’s past. A man who couldn’t remember his own past, but had fought hard for his future.

      At least…that’s what I was thinking when closed my eyes for what I thought would be the very last time.
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        BOSTON

        THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 28, 2075

        (TWO MONTHS EARLIER)

      

      

      “Come on, Oli. Just use the skillwires.”

      I narrowed my eyes over the sight of my crossbow, mentally calculating the wind, the distance, my height, the weight of the bolt, all without the help of a computer. I didn’t bother answering Jericho. It was an old argument between us. Where he enjoyed the mental and physical abilities granted from using the delicate artificial nerves implanted beside his natural ones, I preferred using my own skills. It gave me a sense of accomplishment.

      I inhaled, steadied my chest, and squeezed the trigger, keeping the stock perfectly still against my cheek. I felt the sharp slap of the wire, heard the twing it made when the tension was released, and kept my stance as I followed the flight of the bolt.

      It struck the target two centimeters to the right of my calculated intent. In other words…I missed.

      “Yes! Too bad you’re such a straight up guy, chummer.” Jericho’s exuberance could be amusing at times. Right now? Downright irritating. “’Cause that makes four to two. You owe me meat. Not that soy-drek they pass off at the Beacon Street Cafe. I want the real thing.”

      “Do you have to use words like that?” I lowered the crossbow and checked my feet. I preferred to shoot wearing my old diving shoes. They were lightweight, allowing my feet to breathe, and the rubber gripped the asphalt floor of the shooting range well. Of course, I knew in a real life and death situation, these ideal conditions wouldn’t exist. The target would move and return fire. The floor would more than likely be littered with debris, and I wouldn’t be dressed in a comfortable t-shirt and swim skins.

      “Like what? You mean chummer?” Jericho, a man a foot shorter than me and with less years against his stamina, shot me a grin as he placed his own crossbow in its case. “Or drek? Sorry…too much game play lately. I keep thinking I’m in Dark City.”

      “Yeah well, that kind of language is more for the SINless. Not us. It belongs in the game.” I knew I sounded elitist in my head, but I’d worked hard, coming up from humble beginnings to the point when I could afford to spend time at well-polished bow ranges like this one. Stratos was one of three places in the whole UCAS where I could practice archery for the sheer pleasure of it.

      “You need to lighten up, Oli,” Jericho said as he draped a towel over his shoulder and put his hands on his hips. I set my crossbow into its form-foam compartment of the case. “Look, I know you’re all into actually learning this stuff.” He waved at the half-empty shooting area. “But with the skillwire you’ve got, you could buy some serious skillsoft for that thing and shoot just like Crisis.”

      “I don’t want to shoot like Crisis.” Crisis was the name of my character in a game Jericho and I liked to play called Dark City. I’d started the character in a different game when I was a kid, living in the south side of Boston. We didn’t have tight Matrix access back then. Couldn’t afford it. So I was always over at Jericho’s playing, raising my stats and feeling a sense of accomplishment when my name posted on the high player boards.

      Crisis became my alter ego in a way, through the rough years at school (I was tall for my age and always bigger than the other kids. I wasn’t overweight, just…broad.), then my dad’s death, and lastly, my grandmother. My grandfather was still alive, as far as I know, but I hadn’t seen him in a decade. He’d never been around much when I was growing up, and practically not at all until his son died. Mom had retreated back to San Francisco, where she was born, to live with her sister.

      It was sometime in those years when I found myself dependent on Crisis that I realized I preferred the online persona’s life than my own. Crisis was sharp, skilled, quick-witted, smart and had more nuyen than he knew what to do with. And when I moved his stats over to Dark City, I found myself interested in changing up his style and his character.

      In Dark City, Crisis was an assassin. And a damn good one. Quiet. Efficient. Lethal. And wanted by every law enforcement agency on the planet. I got so involved in the character and I let Jericho talk me into going in with him to get us both cyber modifications. I’d only go as far as skillwires, and I had to get the best. No half-assing it. Luckily the girl at customer service liked me and threw in cybereyes and her number. It was the biggest expense of my life, but at the time I thought it was worth it. And I got pretty good at using them and sprang for some language-softs as well. It was easier than actually learning them. Who had time for that?

      Now, four years later and co-CEO of Andreas Martin Analysis Systems, AMAS for short, I played Dark City so infrequently that I couldn’t even remember where I’d left the character when I logged out…which was about a month ago. I still used the projection-based knowsofts and the languasofts, but not the wires. It just…felt like cheating. Because when the software was gone, so was the ability and knowledge.

      “Well, you should. Crisis is a badass. And you know…” Jericho leaned down as I shut the case. “They say there’s a little of ourselves in our personas.”

      “Oh come on, Jer. Not that pseudo-religious Matrix crap.” I stood and checked around the area. “Looks like we’re good. Want that steak now?”

      “Not tonight. Got an early morning.”

      “Too bad. Can’t do it tomorrow. Got the company party, then Nicole and I are heading up to the mountains till Monday.”

      Jericho bounced on his feet. “You doing it up there?”

      I gave him a look, since the way he’d said that sounded pornographic. “If you mean am I asking, yes I am. Ring’s paid off and packed. We’re meeting at eight, then taking the tram. Not risking the Honda on that kind of trip.”

      “Probably a good idea.” Jericho picked up his bow case as I retrieved my own. “So…” he said as we started walking down the long path to the exit. The sky was just showing the early signs of dawn with brilliant hues in orange and pink. “When’s the date?”

      “For the wedding?”

      “No, the acquisition.”

      I smiled at him. Jericho and I didn’t work at the same place. He’d graduated from MIT&T, and then stayed around when they made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. “End of the year.”

      “Wow…AMAS is going to be a part of NeoNET.”

      “Not really a part of. Just a R&D lab. The only reason they’re interested is because of my project.”

      He looked at me sideways, his brows crossed over his nose. “So what’s to stop them from just shutting the thing down? They’ll own it after…when?”

      “Deal finalizes December 13th. There’s this big to-do planned in celebration.”

      “Yikes, that’s like nine months from now.”

      “Yes. But they won’t shut it down. Mason made sure in the contract. AMAS stays open as a subsidiary company. We keep working on what we’re doing, but it’s funded by NeoNET nuyen now.”

      “Sounds iffy to me,” Jericho said.

      I shrugged. “Nicole’s going with me tomorrow night. You sure you don’t want an invite?”

      “Me? At a corp party? Uh-uh.” Jericho laughed. “They’d make me wear shoes.”

      I had to laugh as well. He’d never liked shoes, even when we were young.

      “Think you might reconsider and sell your parent’s house? I mean, won’t you move into an arcology?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “I still want to have it. It’s on good land in a pretty okay neighborhood. Nicole likes it. She wants to upgrade it some, but thinks we should live there.” I’d grown up in the suburbs, with the quiet and having neighbors I knew. My parents had been great at throwing block parties…but I doubted anyone did that any more. Not in that subdivision.

      “You ever bring her here? Tell her about your elven archer fixation?”

      We approached the office door and stepped inside. I checked the public board for my scores and was satisfied. Not Crisis’s scores…but enough for me, the flesh and blood part of him. “I don’t have an elven archer fixation.”

      Jericho snorted. “You do know you’d be better protected if you learned how to fire a gun.”

      “I know how to fire a gun. Without the wires.”

      “You know how to fire a rifle. That’s like a crossbow. Good at long range.”

      “Are you after something?” I set my case on the floor by the front door.

      “Well…you know that troll that likes to hang out in Dark City’s cantina?”

      “Yeah?” I shrugged my coat on as Jericho put his on. “Serilious.”

      “You know he’s got that gang—”

      “No.”

      “Oh come on. He’s offered a lot of nuyen if we joined up with him. He wants you to be his rifleman.”

      “He wants a sniper.”

      “You’re good at sniping.” Jericho smiled. “In game.”

      “No. I don’t like gangs in real life, and I sure as hell won’t deal with them in a game. Now, am I giving you a ride?”

      Jericho looked crestfallen, but nodded as he picked up his bow case. “Fine.”

      We stepped out into the brisk breeze as wind from Boston Harbor whipped a few loose papers and candy wrappers about. It wasn’t the cleanest place, but it wasn’t filthiest either.

      But it was the only place I could pretend, for a little while, to be more than what I was.
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        FRIDAY, MARCH 1, 2075

      

      

      By the time Nicole and I arrived at AMAS, the party was in full swing. The lobby had been transformed into a gold-themed wonderland, complete with dance floor and bar. AR-projected doubloon-like coins fell continuously from the ceiling, giving the impression of raining money. I ducked when we walked in, then felt heat rise to my cheeks in embarrassment when Nicole laughed and I realized my mistake. When I looked again, my cybereyes projected a small window with information about the projection software used. When the company’s ad started up in the peripheral of my vision, I dismissed it.

      “Mason went all out for this,” Nicole said as we strolled through the celebratory crowd. I recognized most of the faces. The ones I didn’t, the tags picked up by my eyes gave me a constant feed of NeoNET personnel, their names, their rankings, earnings, and titles.

      “I’ll say. I saw the billing for this extravaganza. The salmon’s real, farm-raised and imported from Chiba.”

      “And the Champagne?”

      I winked at her. “The real stuff.” We stopped on the other side of the dancing crowd and I stepped back to really look at her. I hadn’t had a chance since picking her up outside her place in Beacon Hill. But now…taking in her silver gown that clung to her in all the right places, partially attached with paste and invisible fasteners, she was a goddess to me.

      Nicole came from one hundred percent corp stock. Raised with a silver spoon in her mouth, she was the youngest of three children, born to one of the UCAS’s top business and market analysts, Nathan O’Neal. I’d studied his texts all through college, and used his theories on economic growth and decline to create a few analysis programs myself.

      Unfortunately, the latest one, a program we called strip7, hadn’t worked. I’d worried my failures would cripple the company and jeopardize NeoNET’s interest. According to Mason, it had quite the opposite reaction. They applauded my imagination and drive, and were more than interested in what we’d accomplished. Mason had made sure in the contracts that my team would be richly rewarded for their work.

      “What’re you looking at?”

      “You.” I leaned in and rubbed my nose to hers. She was magnificent. “I sometimes can’t believe you fell for a guy like me.”

      She poked at my tie with her index finger, a silvery diamond outsparkling the glitter of the evening. I only hoped by tomorrow night, she’d accept my smaller, less extravagant offering of marriage. “You need to stop being so self-deprecating, Oliver. You’re brilliant, good-looking, and you clean up nice, too.”

      I winked at her. “Bags packed?”

      “I’ve been packed for weeks. I can’t wait to spend three nights alone with you. No jobs, no rush, no worries.”

      To hear her say that meant the world to me. I just wished my dad could have met her and that my mother wanted to.

      “Oliver!”

      Nicole and I both turned to see my business partner, Mason Andreas, approaching. He looked incredible in his gold and black tuxedo. His dark hair had been slicked away from his face, making his high cheekbones look almost hawkish. Gold clamps decorated the pointed tips of his ears. As always, I felt under-dressed and ill-conceived next to him. Mason wasn’t an elf, but a human like me, yet I understood why he had the augmentation done. In Boston, the bigger the point, the better.

      I’d met Mason ten years ago, at a business conference in Seattle. I had a job as a rising software engineer, and at the time, thought I wanted to get into the security writing of decking units. I’d always distrusted the idea of PANs. Yes they claimed to be loaded with onboard security, but analysis on my part and a boatload of research had showed me that wasn’t the case. There had been more PANs hacked in the past twenty years than any other common network in the UCAS.

      Mason, my junior by about five years, had liked my theories, and my program and taken me in as an intern. At thirty-five, I thought I’d made it, being hired in by one of the up and coming businessmen of the time. That was just the start to bigger things.

      And here we were, on the brink of moving Andreas Martin Analysis Systems toward a two-star rating.

      We shook hands, and he kissed Nicole on the cheek. I didn’t object too strenuously to this show of affection. After all, they had been engaged once, before I came to work for Mason. I never knew what happened between them, only that two years into my internship, they canceled their wedding and Mason threw himself further into the business. I’d never asked Nicole either. Wasn’t my place.

      Did I ever wonder if Mason held a grudge against me for dating his ex? At first, but after confronting him about it, and telling him I’d stop seeing her if it bothered him, his whole demeanor changed, and he promised me that Nicole and myself were free to do whatever we wanted, but not to let it get in the way of my work.

      “My darling, you look as divine as ever.”

      “Why Mason—you’re almost chipper!”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He glanced at me. “Would you mind if I take your young man with me to sign some papers?”

      “You go ahead.” She turned to me, grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “Get back to me.”

      “I will.”

      I watched her disappear into the crowd before Mason took my arm. “Come on. I set up the papers in my office.”

      We chatted about the party, about the upcoming acquisition and about mine and Nicole’s weekend getaway as we strolled down the hall. Mason’s office was at the end, a large, lavish spread with couches, wall vids, a real mahogany desk, and a sparkling view of Boston and the Charles River.

      The paperwork lay on the desk. I went to take a look as Mason meandered to the wall opposite the view and opened a panel. The walls folded back and revealed an impressive bar, complete with a robotic server.

      “Can I fix you a drink, Mr. Andreas?” the enhanced female voice asked. I watched as several arms, like that of a spider, moved up and down along tracks in front of vintage bottles of the finest liquors.

      “Bourbon, neat,” Mason said. “Anything for you, Oliver?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “I really wish you’d reconsider and have at least one drink.”

      “You know why I don’t touch the stuff.” Alcoholism ran in my family, detected early in the genes. My dad refused to drink after he saw his dad die from it, and later scared me the hell away from it. He swore the gene was as prevalent in my genome as it had been in his own father’s. Being a drunk wasn’t my plan.

      The contracts were printed on real paper, with what my cybereyes told was indelible ink. Once used, the print couldn’t be erased or manipulated, which was good since Mason always chose to do his financial reports and personnel records on paper. He disliked digital footprints, and with all of his holdings recorded this way, only he had access to them. I wondered how NeoNET, the corp that brought us the Matrix, felt about this. I doubted they were going to keep copies of the contract off the digital highway.

      They had been bound in hardcover, much like the old books my dad used to collect, and were now mine. Small markers had been set on the right edge of a few pages and as I flipped to them, I saw they pointed to where I needed to sign. “No one else has signed these.”

      “I know.” Mason had his drink in hand as he stood on the opposite side of his desk. “The actual signing ceremony is Monday. How are we supposed to look all official and sign something if we already had?” He smiled and sipped his bourbon.

      He had a point. The only reason I was signing early was because of my vacation with Nicole. Which…worried me a little. “Look,” I said as I lowered the contract binder. “I can come back early. Nicole would understand because this is important. All of the officers should be there.”

      “Oliver,” Mason said as he set his drink on the desk. “It’s all right. You deserve this vacation and time away with Nicole. Please…take it. And be ready to come back to work refreshed on Tuesday, okay? The acquisition won’t officially take place until December. This is all just a formality.”

      “Mr. Andreas?” A voice interrupted as the door opened. He hadn’t actually closed it and there hadn’t been a knock. Mason hated the sound of knocking.

      Ecostuce Lew stood inside the door. Or that’s what the AR tag said when I looked at him. NeoNET. Ork. Manager of Acquisitions and Sales. Southside division. Boston. I sort of recognized the name. It wasn’t one to forget that easily. His profile picture for his public dossier didn’t quite fit with the tall, thin, suited ork in the office. The picture on the projected tag was more robust, with a deeper green to his skin and smiling over his tusks.

      The reality looked…frightened.

      I set the binder on the desk as Mason strode to Ecostuce. They spoke in hushed voices, but I could still hear them. What surprised me was that they switched to Sperethiel, the elven language. Either the ork spoke Sperethiel better than English, which seemed unlikely, or was it possible that Mason didn’t want me to know what they were talking about? Did he forget I had access to Sperethiel linguasoft? It was true I didn’t have it loaded at the moment, since it rested on the company’s server as part of a subscription, and if I accessed it at that moment, as CEO, he’d receive a warning I had loaded it. That would tell him I was listening in.

      Not that I needed it. Sperethiel was the first language I’d learned when I started with the company, and discovered Mason Andreas loved all things elven.

      “I told you not to interrupt. This is very important.”

      “I know sir, but you said to alert you the second MIT&T received the dump.”

      Mason sighed. “I take it they received everything as agreed on?”

      “Yes sir…” Ecstuce hesitated, and I thought I saw him glance at me. I kept myself looking busy by flipping through the contract, even though I’d read it over a hundred times. But with the situation unfolding in front of me, a small part of me said to sit and read it again, but it was getting late, and I didn’t want to be cooped up in Mason’s office all night. Yet, I couldn’t stop listening to their conversation. “I-D needs confirmation.”

      “They’ll have it, and remind them that I’ll give it. And not to move before they hear from me. Now get back to your room.”

      “But, sir…” and now the ork sounded frightened as his voice quivered. “He wants to talk to you in private.”

      “Liayah. I’ll call him in a few minutes.”

      The ork bowed and disappeared from the door. Mason turned to me and put on a smile. “Sorry about the interruption.”

      “No problem. Is there something you need to do?” I smiled and gestured to the contract, careful not to let on that I’d understood every word they’d said. “You don’t have to babysit me, Mase.”

      “You’re never going to stop calling me that, are you?”

      I smiled. “No. But only because it irritates you. Look, I can sign these and leave them here.”

      Mason seemed to hesitate. What? Was he afraid I’ll do something wrong? Like what? And why had his heart rate increased? I could see it on the profile dossier tags. “Are you sure?”

      “I am. I’ll just sign them and head back to Nicole.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you back in the party.” He picked up his drink and turned to leave.

      “When do I get my copies of the contract?” It was a good question, and one I’d almost forgot to ask.

      Mason looked back. “After it’s all signed and done Monday evening.” He nodded and left his office.

      My own office was across the hall, down two doors. I grabbed the contract and tucked it under my arm before making my way down the hall to my door. I paused when I saw it was open. I knew I’d closed it and made sure it was locked before I went home.

      The doors worked on a palm print and DNA database. Each door reacted to the office’s occupant, and only that occupant. This made it easier for the sys-admin to keep up with who opened what office. The only way my office could be open was if I had left it like this. Unless someone had found a way to break in.

      With the contract still tucked under my arm, I used my foot to push the door in just enough so my cybereyes could look into the dark. There were times I’d cursed myself for accepting that nice saleswoman’s cybereyes offer, but then things like this happened and…not so upset about it anymore. There wasn’t a way for me to actually learn to see in the dark, so it wasn’t like I was cheating.

      Nothing showed up with a tag, other than the usual items in the room, telling me their manufacturer, who sold them, date of creation, date of purchase…. I shut that streaming annoyance off as I entered, but I didn’t shut the door. I left it just as it was. If I shut it, the connection between the frame and the actual lock would record on the mainframe.

      I stopped just short of my desk and asked myself why I was thinking like that? What did it matter who knew I was in my office? It was my office. I didn’t put that kind of paranoid thinking away as much as set it aside. I was still a little unnerved about the elven conversation, asking myself what MIT&T had to do with what dump? A dump of what? Data? And what was I-D? Was that someone’s initials? A code? Or an actual identity?

      Sighing, I kept the light off as I set the contract on my desk and placed my right hand on the second to the left wall panel below the picture frame behind my chair. A five-inch-by-five-inch drawer appeared and slid out from the wall. Inside it were several old style memory disks I kept information on. Mason had his quirks about paper documents. Well, I had my own when it came to my personal information. Like my dad, I kept it all close and safe and copied to any manner of disk I could find. Anything I worked on, I kept backups of. Including my present project and the software NeoNET was most interested in, ghost7.

      After fishing the used and labeled chips out and sticking them in my pocket, I retrieved the last one I bought a week ago. I’d unwrapped it and formatted it already so it was ready to receive. Accessing the decking unit tucked into the inside left breast pocket of the jacket, I wirelessly connected to my own PAN. Once I had a clear connection, I opened the contract and scanned images of it with my eyes, uploading it all into the new chip.

      Once there, I ran a comparison to the previous version of the contract I’d saved to my deck. After a few seconds, I found a few differences, but nothing major in the wording.

      Nothing suspicious.

      After everything was saved, I made sure the little drawer was empty and reset the lock on it. I told the room to turn on the lights and sat down at my desk to sign the contract. Once that was done, I made sure all my safety protocols were in place. Protocols that would delete my work if anything were to happen to me or to the company. Ghost7 was a valuable, highly-volatile application that could cause some serious trouble if it got into the wrong hands. The last thing I wanted was for Mason to have to deal with that kind of fallout. Better to just get rid of everything if my codes were compromised.

      “What’re you doing in here?” Came Mason’s voice from the door.

      I’d just finished the signatures and closed the contract as he walked in. “I felt a little weird sitting at your desk without you in there.” He seemed to accept that reason with a smile, so I handed him the contract. “Here it is.”

      “Good,” Mason held the thing as if it were made of gold. “Now isn’t it time you get back out there and show Nicole a good time?”

      It was. We left together, and this time I made sure the door was shut and locked. Mason joined a group of suits as I swept Nicole into my arms. I kissed her and held her close as we danced, but no matter how much I tried, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right.

      It wouldn’t be too long before I discovered what.

      SUNDAY, MARCH 3rd, 2075

      

      Yesterday she said yes!

      To me, down on one knee in front of the fireplace in our suite at the Emmerson Inn by the Sea.

      We’d spent the day sightseeing, taking in the history of Salem in a way I’d never seen it. Nicole loved history, especially the old stories of the Salem Witch Trials. Given the way the world was now…it seemed odd to me that anyone would be hung for using magic.

      Nicole’s lineage could be traced from one of those founding families, or so she said. I hadn’t bothered looking it up, because I didn’t care if was true or not. She’d bewitched me, and I wanted nothing more than to share the rest of my life with her.

      After showering, we settled on the couch in front of the fire. We had an 8:30 reservation at one of the finer restaurants in town, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to go. The thought of staying in the room and ordering food in our bathrobes appealed to her. Snuggled on that couch together, my best-laid plans of wine, dinner, and dancing followed by a creative way for her to find the ring, all fell to the wayside when I got down on one knee, wearing nothing but the bathrobe, and asked her to be my wife.

      After making love, we made that reservation for dinner, and the staff toasted us when she showed them the ring. It was one of the most magical nights of our lives.
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      Monday started too early with a knock at the door. I staggered to it in a pair of pajama bottoms, and found the manager of the Inn standing outside. “I’m so sorry to bother you, Mr. Martin, but I have an urgent matter to discuss with you.”

      I stepped into the hallway and closed the door partway so we wouldn’t disturb Nicole, who was still sleeping. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s your SIN, sir,” the manager said. I sort of remembered his name as Carlos…Clarence? He did look a little worried, with his bushy bows knitted together.

      “What about it?”

      “It…well, I don’t know how to put this. I ran it through last night to establish the room’s payment, and everything was fine then. But this morning we received a warning that a hold had been put on your SIN.”

      “A hold? By whom?”

      “It was issued by the UCAS Intelligence Agency.”

      Now I was awake. “You’re kidding.”

      “No sir. I contacted them personally, because I knew this had to be a mistake. We checked your record and your profile, and both came back with impeccable references, but I’m afraid the clerk I spoke to insisted the SIN I ran was…stolen.”

      “Huh. So, what does that mean?”

      “Well sir, they wanted me to confirm the use of the SIN, but I told them it was a mistake, that I had simply had an operator malfunction. I’ve run into this sort of thing before, and confirming always brings more trouble than it’s worth.” He smiled at me, and I could see a hard copy of the final bill in his hand. I could also see through the paper where it had been stamped PAID IN FULL, NUYEN TENDERED.

      Which translates to: you pay the bill in cash, and I won’t call the cops back. “Just a second,” I said as I stepped back inside, leaving the door cracked so he could see me. Luckily I always kept spare UCAS dollars and nuyen with me for emergencies, another habit from my father.

      I brought my wallet to the door, and he showed me the bill. I gave him the exact payment, plus another 100¥ for his troubles. He gave me the bill, and I closed the door. Out of habit I scanned the hard copy of the receipt and stored it on my PAN.

      “What’s wrong?” Nicole said from behind me as she slipped her warm hands around my bare middle. She smelled of sleep and sex, a dangerous combination.

      “I’m not sure.” I tossed the paid receipt on the table to pack. “Apparently my SIN was reported stolen, so there’s a hold on it.” I faced her and cupped her face in my hands to kiss her lips. “I’m not sure how. I didn’t report it.”

      Nicole looked more worried than I felt. She put her hands on my wrists. “I think you need to make a call, Oli. It’s not good if something happens to your SIN.” She winked. “I’ll be waiting.” With that she dropped her robe and walked with a definite purpose in mind to the bedroom.

      Needless to say, concentrating on getting through the bureaucratic red tape of proving who I was and that I hadn’t reported my SIN stolen, or hacked would be a better term, was a bit harder. Nicole had a way of scrambling my brains when she wanted to.

      Carlos or Clarence answered my summons and was more than happy to get the person he spoke with at the UCAS Intelligence Agency back on the commlink. He transferred them to me, and I spent a few frustrating hours trying to get this misunderstanding straightened out. No, I didn’t call to suspend its use. No, I haven’t spoken to anyone at the UCASIA offices, except you. No, I don’t know why this would happen. And after receiving a reference from Mason Andreas, I received a temporary SIN. Though this SIN had my information on it, it wouldn’t allow me to purchase anything unless I connected it with my bank account. I tagged the new SIN and started to store it in my deck. Given that my original one been there when this alleged report of it being stolen happened, I decided not to keep the new one there, and instead downloaded it to a chip I kept in my luggage. Once there, off the grid and away from anyone’s access but my own, I felt better. But I did upgrade the security on my commlink just to be safe.

      The call and resulting stress killed our plans for the afternoon, but Nicole seemed okay with staying in, so we did a bit of driving along the coast after getting more sleep. We ate at a seaside hole-in-the-wall, and I had some of the best lobster I’d had in twenty years.

      The rest of the stay was uneventful. The manager helped us take our luggage to the taxi and I tipped him again. He transferred his card to me, and told me to call him any time if we needed a place to stay in a pinch.

      Back in Boston that night, we went our separate ways. Nicole had an early morning meeting, and I needed to go over any messages I would have received from the company. But the only ones were from Jericho, wanting to know if I’d gotten home yet, and was I going to have a ball and chain, or was I still part of the bachelor set?

      I called him as I unpacked and sorted laundry. My apartment was small, but it was efficient and had a nice view of Boston Commons.

      “I can’t believe you asked her in your robe?” Jericho’s laughter filled the living area.

      I’d routed the call through the speakers and had it projected in the center of the room. I didn’t feel like using the eyes. Sometimes I just got damn sick of having so much stuff pushed out in front of me, and I just wanted to see reality for a while.

      “It was spur of the moment,” I said as I made myself a soykaf and booted my personal mainframe. I might not have had any messages from AMAS, but I had several from Dark City. “And now we’re engaged,” I said as I scrolled through the messages from Jericho, who’d sent me Matrix shots of his persona kicking some Halloweener’s ass in-game. “Hey Jer…I’ve got like six messages from Serilious. What is that?”

      “No idea, omae.”

      “Jer…come on, man. Be honest with me. Did you tell him something, or promise we’d join the gang? I told you, I don’t like dealing with gangs.”

      “Hey, pull back on the consternation, chummer,” Jericho’s animated persona, which looked like a spiky, green-haired elf with a left cyberarm, arched its brow in the holo. “I haven’t talked to him since you left. Haven’t even seen him in-game lately.”

      I opened the game server’s missive area and checked the dates. The messages started Saturday night at just before midnight until ten minutes ago. And they all had the same header. URGENT: YOUR ACCOUNT IS MISSING.

      My account?

      I glanced at the chair where I usually sat while in the Matrix. “Jericho, meet me at the game entrance atrium.”

      “I’m there now.”

      “Okay…look on your friends list. Am I there?”

      He paused. “Yeah. But you’re not online.”

      “You’re still seeing me, but these messages from Serilius all say my account’s missing.”

      “Log in.”

      I headed to the chair where I got as comfortable as I could, given my stomach was twisting in knots just thinking someone could have also hacked my game account. I closed my eyes, took a deep, relaxing breath, and wirelessly logged into the Dark City mainframe.

      The login was the first thing that made me catch my breath. It wasn’t my usual preferenced one that I’d set my landing point parameters to. Gone was my chalet in the Alps with the roaring fire and spectacular view. Instead, I stared at an out-of-the-box standard landing with the directions and welcome for a brand new account.

      New account? I hadn’t created a new account.

      “Son of a bitch,” my every-guy persona said. I’d looked down to see the standard starter body and shoes. Moving my hand in the air, I dismissed the direction aid and manual as I called up Jericho’s character.

      He didn’t answer my ping at first, then finally, “Look, I don’t know you, but you’re bothering me and I’m expecting an important call—”

      “It’s me!” I shouted. “It’s Oliver.”

      The screen hovering in front of me cleared as Jericho’s profile appeared. His persona looked me up and down and then laughed. “What the hell, chummer? Where’s your stuff? Where’s your…” He looked off-screen. “Oli, your original account is still showing as offline, and I would assume if the account was gone, you wouldn’t show up at all.”

      “That’s what I was thinking, but I logged in using the same password and name I always do.”

      “Oh, damn, that’s not right. You should have come in as Crisis, not Oliver K. Martin.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “You didn’t see it? It’s your name. Oliver K. Martin.”

      I’d never signed into the Matrix under my business name. I’d always used Crisis, or my earlier persona name, MothMan. Never as Oliver. By default, new accounts kept financial information private, so others in the Matrix couldn’t discover legal name and address.

      But of course, there were always the hackers out to screw other people. At the moment, I was betting this was the work of one of those damn Technomancers.

      “Dude, I think you need to talk to a System Administrator. Something’s really wrong.”

      “Yeah…” I checked the message system. None of the messages from Serilious were listed. But why would they be? I was logged in as me, and those messages were for Crisis. “Let me get back to you, okay?”

      “Sure. I’ll be in the Barrens. If I see Serilious, I’ll tell him what’s happened.”

      “Thanks.” I scrolled through the administrator directory and found HELP. Once there I was accosted by
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