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Turn can’t into Watch Me!



Debbie Mohr (b. 1957, d. 2020)





I miss you, mom.



But I still listen to your important words.














  
  One





I stared at the brown package on the table. What form of death would it contain this time? Gun? Bomb? Some biochemical weapon? It really didn’t matter. My job was to deliver the package—not question why or how the ensuing chaos would be unleashed on the world. 

I sighed as I glanced around the room. Who would be the unlucky recipient of the brown package of death? Would it be the man with the tablet in the corner having a boisterous conversation with someone on video chat? Perhaps it would be the woman who seemed to be at her wit’s end as the console at her table refused to take her order—something about exceeding her caffeine allowance for the month. Or maybe it was the young thing who kept getting stopped at the door; the entry scanner flickered between a red X and a green checkmark, then back again.

Those units were always failing in the outer sectors. Twenty years ago, they were outdated technology. Now, they were ancient. Yet, the owner of the joint probably couldn’t afford anything else. And if they wanted to stay open for business, they needed something to scan the pharmachips embedded under the skin at the right wrist.

I needed another job. One day, a drop would turn sour and I would be forced to take matters into my own hands. It was bad enough that I was the Pregutor’s lackey, delivering packages to people who would die. But I didn’t want to be the one who died myself.

I didn’t have many options. When applying for a new job, your full medical history had to be supplied with your application. The moment potential employers discovered that I had White Rabbit syndrome, it was all over.

That wasn’t its official name, but who would want to hire someone who would frequently get the shakes and lose their grip on reality? So, delivering packages of death for the Pregutor was my lot in life.

Yeah, sucks to be me.

The scanner at the entrance finally stabilized with the green checkmark brightly illuminating at the top of the unit. There was a collective sigh of relief from the patrons lining up to get through the door.

The clock in the corner of my virtual display insisted on counting down to zero. Any minute now, and I would become indirectly responsible for another death.

A soft hiss announced the arrival of my order. It wasn’t often that I was in a position to order coffee. Real coffee. Not the brown sludge pretending to be the incredibly rare caffeinated nectar. It was probably why this particular joint was so busy. A line of people snaked around the block, waiting for the clearance to come in.

One thousand credits for this tiny thimble of black fluid—roughly half my food budget for the week. Food wasn’t needed to survive, right? All of a century ago, there were some who classified coffee as a basic food group.

The clock in the corner of my vision started to blink. Thirty seconds to the drop. Thirty seconds to attempt to savor the coffee.

A muted ding in my ear announced the arrival of a new message—the one I’d been waiting for. I tapped into the empty space in front of me, a gesture that my glasses recognized as an instruction to open the message. It contained the photo of an unassuming man and the words: ››You know what to do.‹‹

I scanned the coffee shop for the recipient, running a facial recognition app on each face I looked at, comparing it to the photo from the Pregutor. There was nothing that stood out about the man in the photo. He wasn’t the most stunningly gorgeous person on the planet, but he wasn’t ugly either. He was clean shaven and possessed hair that was classically styled. Short, well kept. And his eyes . . . As the facial recognition program splashed a green MATCH in the center of my display, I studied the vacant eyes of the man in the photo. There was no brightness to them, like the man had nothing left to live for. Perhaps that was why the Pregutor chose him.

I skulled back the tiny thimble of caffeine, cursing at how I didn’t have the time to allow the liquid gold to linger on my tongue. But when there’s a drop to be made, time was of the essence.

The clock hit zero, and the scanner unit at the door flashed a red X again. A message on the main scanner panel said that the unit was reinitializing and reconnecting to the Central Health system. No doubt the Pregutor’s handiwork. That meant I had roughly fifty seconds to make the drop and disappear before the system rebooted, tracking my movements.

I tapped out a preprogrammed sequence on the edge of my glasses, and my favorite song started playing in my earbuds. Purple Rain by Prince and the Revolution. The moment I heard that first strum of the guitar, any emotions or doubts I might have had about the drop melted away, giving way to clear logic.

With a steady breath, and the classic rock ballad muting all sounds from the outside world, I got up from my seat and grabbed the package. I then headed toward the table in the center of the room, weaving around chairs pushed backward in the pathway. I stood before the hollow-eyed man sitting on his own.

The moment he looked up at me, I did my thing. The edges of my vision darkened, and I pushed past whatever questioning thought sat on the surface of his mind. Soon, all that remained in focus were his eyes—those lifeless eyes.

“You better do what the Pregutor wants you to do,” I mentally said to him. “Don’t make me come back here and do it for you.”

I dropped the package on the table. Without a word or another thought, I headed for the door. I tapped the edges of my display glasses, and a seal formed to protect my eyes. I pulled up my breather and activated the filters, then pulled up my hood, tucking in the loose strands of purple hair.

The well-known refrain of the chorus played in my ears as I stepped out into the outside world. Walking down the street, I waved my gloved hand in front of me. My virtual display revealed a single icon in the center of my vision. A white rose in full bloom—my employer’s logo. I pressed the virtual button, relaying my position back to the Pregutor, along with a timestamp of when the package was delivered.

As I continued down the busy streets, a gunshot echoed behind me, followed by screams.










  
  Two





There was another shot, and the gathered crowd outside turned into a mob running away from the chaos. I sped up into a light jog, moving with the crowd farther away from the coffee shop. 

A police drone flew down the street, its lights flashing as it hovered over the crowds. I tilted my head down and pulled tight on my right sleeve with my gloved hand, ensuring that the RDF signal blocker was shielding my pharmachip from remote scans. I even altered my gait.

With gunshots fired, there was every probability that the drone would be scanning the crowd, hunting for anomalies. With my chip hidden, I would appear as a dark spot in their scans, something that would be flagged for later review. But as long as any identifiable features were obscured, they wouldn’t know exactly who I was. I had to stay hidden . . . at least until I got to the sector checkpoint.

I continued to jog down the street with the rest of the crowd. More drones flew overhead, whizzing toward the source of the chaos. Eventually, the crowd slowed down, many people hunching over, exhausted from the brief brush with mortality. I slowed to a walk, but didn’t stop.

Pedestrians coming from the other direction gathered in groups as they all looked to the skies. It never ceased to amaze me how a little chaos would draw out people’s curious nature.

A young child kept pushing his mother’s hand away as she tried to readjust the child’s breather mask. The child pointed to the sky, holding still long enough to give the mother a moment to ensure the child’s mask was fitted correctly.

In the plaza just outside the checkpoint, a group of protesters held up signs about all the negative impacts of the pharmachips. How they were controlling people’s thoughts. My vid-feed displayed all kinds of assessment threat data, including the elevated body temperatures of the protesters. A red haze surrounded their persons. Xs hung over their heads. The system was unable to identify the exact contagion they carried.

One of the protesters reached out to the crowd with blackened fingers, and the crowd took a wide berth. Guards filed out from the security checkpoint. It would have been nice to believe that the protesters would have been escorted to medical facilities to get treated, but that wouldn’t happen. Without the pharmachips that they protested against, proper medical treatment would be denied.

The health centers in Sector 4 could only do so much. Most of the time, medicine in the outer sectors was limited to wild herbs steeped in boiling water. Any medical facility worth a damn was located in Sector 14, and the only way to get into Sector 14 was via a sector pass connected to the pharmachips. No chip, and access through the sector checkpoints was denied. But even with a pharmachip, there was no guarantee that one could get into Sector 14. Entry into the sector was restricted to those with money or sponsorship.

I sighed. As much as I hated being a courier for the Pregutor, without my job, I wouldn’t have had money. Without my job, I wouldn’t have had sponsorship either. The Rhodon Corporation, with their white rose logo, was my sponsor.

A ding sounded in my ears, alerting me to a new message. I tapped into the empty space in front of me to open it.











››Fifty thousand credits have been deposited into your account, and a prescription for Miransine has been dispatched. It will be ready for you to pick up from your chosen pharmacy after 4:00 p.m. Payment for the prescription has already been deducted from your account.‹‹














I did the mental math. Fifty thousand credits minus rent, that thimble of coffee, and my prescription. If I was lucky, I had three hundred credits left to my name. And I had to make that last for two weeks. Definitely no coffee in my foreseeable future. Not the real stuff, anyway.

At least I wouldn’t need to worry about the meds that I needed to stave off the symptoms of White Rabbit syndrome.

I glanced at the clock in the corner of my vision and groaned. Eight hours before my script would be ready to pick up, assuming the pharmacy wasn’t backlogged, and assuming they had a supply of Miransine and didn’t have to order it in. Eight hours. Normally, that wouldn’t have been a problem, but it had been near on twenty-four hours since my last dose, and my hands were already starting to shake. In eight hours, the symptoms would be much worse. If I was lucky, the voices would be harmless.

No, I needed to find a source of the active ingredient in Miransine right away. Thankfully, there was a natural source roughly two hours away. It wasn’t as concentrated as Miransine was, but it would be enough to tide me over until I could pick up my meds from the pharmacy.

As the crowd moved to the barriers, small pedestals rose out of the ground with scanners. I approached the scanner closest to me and pulled back my right sleeve, holding my wrist to the scanner. A giant green checkmark flashed on the pedestal.

I crossed the threshold into the glass canopy structure that separated Sector 4 from its neighboring sectors. The overhead glass was streaked with dirt and filth. A purplish-brown tinge colored the lines that dribbled down the sides. In places, the purple hue was vibrant. It was further proof that the rain that fell from the sky wasn’t just water—like anyone really needed that proof. At certain times of the year, it was only the hoods that people wore that kept their skin from melting off.

Cameras were scattered throughout the facility, taking pictures of those walking through, comparing those pictures to government records. No one went through a secured facility without multiple scans—matching biometrics, measuring the gait of your walk, comparing your photo, and checking many other things too. How it all worked with the goggles and filtered masks in place was a little mystery, but they did it.

A holographic sign blinked into existence before me.











››You are now entering Sector 4 Inspection Area. Please remove your hood.‹‹














The last time I tried to proceed through a sector checkpoint with my hood still up, an electric shock went through my system. Just the thought of that pain was enough to send shivers down my spine.

I lowered my hood and glanced at the camera directly above me. If only I could figure out how to pass by those cameras like a ghost. Surely, I would get paid more for my deliveries if I had that knowledge. Then again, the Pregutor might ask me to be the one to pull the trigger, not just deliver the weapons.

A line on the ground sprang into life; a blinking series of arrows on my virtual display told me which security gate to use. Not that I needed the arrows to tell me which way to go. My sector pass granted me the privilege to use exclusive lines dedicated to diplomats and city officials. I never really understood how a courier would be worthy of carrying such an elite pass, but it was convenient. Because of my pass, I didn’t have to go through the metal detectors. Good thing too, considering sometimes the packages I carried contained guns—and bombs—and the components to make bombs.

As I bypassed the lines heading to the metal detectors, I could feel the eyes of suspicion on me. Why would a petite woman with purple hair be treated as though she was above the rest of society? Politicians and other city officials didn’t have purple hair. And the rich folk never came down to Sector 4.

A security guard came out and stood before me. “I’m sorry, but I will have to ask you to join the lines with the other patrons.”

“I have the appropriate pass to be in this line. What’s the problem?”

“No problem with your pass. The health scanner is down for maintenance.”

“I thought they did maintenance in the evenings, when no one was coming through.”

“Unfortunately, the unit dedicated for the express lines is giving everyone the big X, and it has been doing so for the last hour. We can’t seem to reconnect to the servers. Until we do, you’ll have to use the other scanners. It can’t be helped.”

I sighed and shook my head. While my sector pass gave me the privilege of bypassing the metal detectors, everyone who went through a sector checkpoint needed to go through one of the health scanners. No exceptions. It was the only way that the city officials could contain disease and stop it from spreading throughout the city.

It wasn’t a bad thing. The scanners often picked up things that in the past would have been allowed to fester. The scanner I went through two days ago pointed out a scratch behind my knee that I didn’t remember getting—a scratch that was just starting to show signs of infection. A small amount of topical ointment and it was gone. The scanner I went through on the way to Sector 4 pointed out that my audimensase levels were getting high. The system suggested that I take some Miransine to counter the effects. If only I could get to the pharmacy to pick up my prescription.

I looked at the clock display on my glasses again. Gah. Seven hours. And the shaking in my hands was getting steadily worse. And now there was a constant hum inside my head too. The only thing that would make my symptoms go away was mintonal, the active ingredient in Miransine.

I sighed in defeat. “Okay. Thank you.” So much for getting out of the sector fast. Instead, I joined the shortest line I could find, standing on the virtual dots spaced two meters apart.

As I waited for my turn in the scanner, I scrolled through the newsfeed, trying to determine if the events at the coffee shop had already been relegated to old news. There were reports about the latest flurona outbreak to ripple through Sector 2—not surprising considering that Sector 2 was the gateway into the city for those looking for a better life. And there were headlines about the latest advances in algae food production and lab-grown protein, but it still wouldn’t be enough to feed the entire population of the human race. Many would still die of starvation. But right at the bottom, I found what I was looking for.











››Two dead at coffee shop in Sector 4. Pharmachip protesters blamed. The identity of the dead still to be confirmed.‹‹














So that was how the Pregutor was going to play it. It made sense, given everything I had seen. The faulty scanner would have possibly granted entry to the protester. And there were protesters outside the checkpoint saying that the pharmachip was controlling minds. The best way to take down a movement was to fuel hatred and suspicion against that movement. And no one would be looking for a courier in possession of an elite sector pass.

I finally stepped onto the sensor pad of the health scanner and waited. Clear doors closed me into the unit, giving me a false sense of privacy as the unit scanned for any infection and told me the results. Sector border guards would only be informed if I carried some disease that was a danger to others. Thankfully, my audimentia, aka White Rabbit syndrome, was genetic. I could only pass that on to my children, assuming I ever had children.

The soft hum of the machine filled the tiny space.

One, one thousand. Two, one thousand. Three, one thousand.

The scanner took a full body scan, measuring localized body temperature, searching for hot spots and measuring my pulse rate and blood flow. It connected into the tech of my breather, measuring for any ketosis or elevated carbon dioxide respiration. And it connected to my pharmachip, which had an on-board testing system to keep a close monitor of my blood sugars. These scanners were meant to catch anyone who might be presenting symptoms of any number of diseases.

A green checkmark flashed in front of me, and the doors opened, allowing me to proceed to the transport tubes.

Six seconds from the start of the scan cycle to the end. A new record.










  
  Three





I stood on the platform waiting for the transport tube that would take me toward the city center. Everyone around me had on breather masks and eye seals fitted securely in place. Distinguishing features came down to hair and general physique. 

On my left was a man who was twice my size. I only came up to his shoulder. If I stood in the right position, the camera mounted in the ceiling on the other side of him wouldn’t see me. The same could not be said about the camera located opposite the platform. The wide-angled lens would easily spot my purple hair. But it would also spot the woman next to me with neon green hair standing next to the man with bright pink hair.

The intercom system crackled into life. “Train traveling to Sector 10 and Sector 11 now arriving. Please stand behind the yellow line.”

A single light grew in size in the dark tunnel. As the train pulled up to the platform, there was a soft hiss, the brakes being applied to stop the train.

As the pod doors opened, I stepped into a pod coded for Sector 11. Soon, the door sealed behind me with that telltale hiss as the unit’s isolated filtration system kicked in. Yet another means to stop the spread of disease. More importantly, it meant that I could take off my breather and deactivate the seals on my display glasses.

I leaned back in the seat and tried to get comfortable. The train of mini-pods soon exited the dark tunnel and headed to the elevated tracks.

I stared out over the city through the murky haze. The dome covering Sector 14 stood proudly in the center, with smaller domes scattered around it. As the city radiated outward from the Sector 14 dome, the height and extent of shielding from the elements dwindled. The outer most sectors, like the one I had just left, didn’t have much protection worth speaking of, other than the buildings that were showing signs of corrosion and disrepair.

We traveled alongside a secondary track carrying a train of mini-pods of its own. As the train hit a junction point, there was a slight shudder as the mini-pod I was in disconnected from the units around it and interwove with the train on the other track. There was another shudder as the mini-pod reconnected.

In the distance, I could just make out the concrete wall surrounding the city, separating Crystal Hills from the rest of the world. Outside those walls would have been gateway facilities, filled with people taking whatever tests the Rhodon Corporation demanded of them. Only the healthiest of specimens would be permitted through the gates into Utopia. Though none of them knew that Rhodon actively took steps to cull the herd of human lab rats to allow another ripe selection in.

It was one of the reasons why my job existed. Population control. Ensuring that Rhodon Corporation could maintain the illusion that they projected to the world—that Crystal Hills was the healthiest place on Earth to live.

A maintenance crew clambered up the outside of the dome for Sector 8, checking it for any damaged spots that might fail in the storms that would arrive in a few months, like clockwork.

The acid rain season—or what I liked to call skin-melting season—would arrive soon enough. If just one section of the dome’s exterior failed during the rains, the death toll would be unimaginable, and the reputation of Rhodon would be trashed. And I would likely be sent on multiple courier runs in the cover-up.

I really did need another job.

The train entered the tunnel leading to Sector 11’s station platform. According to the screen just above the door, the conditions inside the sector were quite favorable today. The dome’s filtration system was working at optimum, with no hint of poison from the outside world found in the sector’s air. The environmental controls maintained the constant, even temperature of a moderate spring day. And the humidity factor was just enough to ensure your skin didn’t dry out. One could happily walk around the sector without a breather or any protective clothing.

A poor-man’s haven. Never mind the rent for the closet I called home was twenty thousand credits a month, but at least I had a place to call home and didn’t need to live in the staff barracks underground in Sector 14.

I stepped off the train with my breather hanging around my neck. I still wore my virtual display glasses, but the goggle seals that hindered my peripheral vision were not activated.

I headed to the main plaza area, praying that there were enough credits in my account to get some cressicubes from my favorite vendor. It was the only natural source of mintonal I knew of. It wouldn’t be enough to completely stabilize my body, but I had few options left until I could get more Miransine.

I curled my hands into loose fists, hoping to hide the shakes. If others on the streets saw my shaking hands, they would likely assume that I was infectious and call the health police. That was the last thing I needed.

The aroma from Hope Alley called to me. That coffee shop in Sector 4 might have been a busy place, but Sector 11 was a nonstop party. And the food carts in Hope Alley were just the entry.

Steel drums played a historic Caribbean rhythm with an infectious beat that endured to this day. Even the grumpiest moods could be lifted by those rhythms. One just wanted to do a hip sway and some salsa footwork—even when they didn’t know what they were doing. With a soft smile on my face, I opened my hands and allowed the rhythm to take me wherever it wanted to. The shimmy of the shoulders would hide the shakes better than anything else I could do.

I followed my nose through the aromas of spicy foods to my favorite cart. The man who ran the food cart was an expert at Japanese–Caribbean fusion. One wouldn’t have thought the two would go together, but Hector was a food wizard. “Ah . . . Mike. The usual?”

“Yes, please.”

“Coming right up.”

I held out my wrist, revealing my pharmachip, so I could authorize payment, but Hector waved my hand away.

“Today, it’s on the house.”

“Are you sure?”

He smiled and nodded. “It’s the least I could do for the one who managed to get my Cecila the medication she needed.” He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “The voices were driving her crazy. Miransine is the only thing that works to stabilize her properly. If you don’t mind me asking, how did you get your hands on so much of it?”

I sighed and did my best to maintain my smile. “I guess I have the right contacts.” Never mind, I had given Cecila the bulk of my personal supply, but that didn’t matter. I knew exactly what voices Hector was talking about. And those voices had been known to lead to suicide. Those voices killed my mother when I was a little girl. I couldn’t let that happen to Cecila. As it was, she had already climbed the ledge, threatening to jump, just to silence the voices.

Ten years old, and she was rapidly going insane.

“I’m just glad that she’s well again.” Though, my own health would go down the toilet if I didn’t get my hands on a new supply of Miransine and soon. The constant hum in my head would soon turn into those insanity-driving voices. If I wasn’t careful, I would find myself climbing a ledge.

“It won’t take long to have your order ready.” Hector smiled, then turned to the next person in line to take their order.

I moved to the side, doing what I could to continue to enjoy the Caribbean sounds, but the movements of my dance were forced. My heart was no longer in it.

“That was generous of you.”

“Did you say something?” I asked the person closest to me.

They just looked at me with a furrowed brow and shook their head.

“Sorry, my bad.” I glanced around to see if it was someone else who had spoken, but the others were either buried in conversations with those around them, or bouncing around in time with the music, completely oblivious to anything I was doing. It had to have been my imagination, though that thought alone put me on edge.

I forced myself to take several deep breaths. I held my hand flat before my belly. Crap. The shaking had gotten worse. A lot worse. I needed mintonal.

One by one, the people waiting to collect their food disappeared, replaced by another who had put in a new order. I only had to wait for five minutes, but five minutes of trying to hide the shaking was more than enough.

I thanked Hector for the food, then made a beeline to a secluded spot. With no fear that anyone might be watching me, I quickly unwrapped the cressicube and took a bite. My hand shook violently. If the food cube had been smaller, I would have shoved the whole thing into my mouth at once. But given the choice between choking and shaking, I preferred the shaking.

From experience, it would take roughly twenty minutes before the effects of the mintonal in the cressicube to kick in. It wouldn’t be enough to take away the shakes completely, or the humming in my head, but I only had to get through a few hours until I could pick up my prescription.

I looked at the clock on my virtual display. Five hours to wait, assuming there were no other delays.

“But there are always delays.”

I spun around, looking for the one who just spoke to me, but there was no one nearby. “Hello?” I pressed my fingers to the side of my glasses, activating the voice command for my personal AI system. “Alice, run a complete scan of the area. Search for anything that could result in audio disturbances. Radio signals. People nearby that I can’t see.”

“Scan complete. There are no radio anomalies detected. The closest life force is twenty-five meters away.”

“No audio messages that randomly played before?”

“Negative. You have no new messages.”

Damn it. It had to have been my imagination. But if that were true . . .

I shoved the last of my cressicube into my mouth, praying that I wasn’t finally succumbing to White Rabbit syndrome.

A muted ding sounded in my ears, and the number 1 flashed in the corner of my vision. I really didn’t want to know what the message said. No doubt, it was something to do with my climbing audimensase levels.

Another ding, and the blinking light shifted to the number 2. Then another, and another. Number 4.

Damn it. All I wanted to do was to pick up my prescription, then disappear from society long enough to hide my increasing symptoms and to sleep off the crazy of the morning. Surely, the fact that I had been on the clock since 10 p.m. the night before would have been enough to say that my working day was done.

“But is a courier’s work ever done?”

I spun around again, scanning for the owner of the voice. My heart raced ahead. Three times now, I had heard a voice right there, beside me. And all three times, the owner of the voice was nowhere to be seen.

I was overtired. That had to be it. My audimensase levels were skyrocketing, and I hadn’t had much sleep. It had to be just my imagination. Though that thought didn’t bring me much solace. The last time I had heard voices like this, I was locked up for psychological evaluation and a full battery of tests were carried out. They upped my Miransine dosage big time after that. Which was why I had so much of it that I could spare some for Cecila. But I miscalculated how much I needed to get by . . . and I ran out.

Another ding and the number of messages now counted in double digits. How many more messages could I ignore before they overrode the call block-out I had put in place? Well, whatever the number was, there was no way I could continue to ignore them for five hours.

Ignoring any concerns about the public seeing my shaking, I darted out of my hiding spot and headed straight for the pharmacy, hoping against all odds that they had already filled my script.

The dings turned into ringing. Damn it! When will I learn to not jinx the good luck?

My shoulders sagged as the caller ID displayed the name Tam Haworth. For the lack of a better term: my boss. Tam not only gave out the delivery assignments, but they also managed the rest of my life. Tam decided when and if I got paid. Tam was the one to oversee my medical treatments. And Tam was the one who ensured that I had the freedom to move from sector to sector in the way I was used to. When Tam said, “Jump,” there was only one response. “How high?”

I knew from experience what would happen if I ignored Tam’s calls. And it wasn’t pretty.

While continuing to walk briskly toward the pharmacy, I reached up to my temple and pressed the answer button on my glasses. “Tam, I’m sorry, but now is not a good time. I’m on my way to the pharmacy to pick up my script. My audimensase levels are climbing—big time.”

“I know. Which is in part why I called. You need to report to headquarters immediately. I will have an emergency script filled here waiting for you.”

“But Tam, I also need to get some sleep. I’ve been up—”

“I am sorry, Michaella, but we have a situation that could compromise the security of our entire operation. All members of PentWave are to report immediately. No exceptions. From your present location, it should take you no more than ninety minutes to get through the checkpoints and to report to the team room. If you are not here within two hours, I will send a STAR unit for you.”

I closed my eyes and tried really hard to bottle up my frustration. The last thing I needed was a Special Task and Reconnaissance unit rocking up to escort me to who knows where. They would not be gentle. “So, no sleep then?”

“I am sorry, Michaella.”

I blew out the breath I had been holding. “On my way.” There was no need to say anything else. I just turned around and headed for the transport tubes to Sector 14.










  
  Four





As the doors to the transport tube opened to the underground entrance into Sector 14, I took several deep breaths of the filtered air—the cleanest air in the city controlled by one of the most sophisticated air filtration systems in existence. As much as I hated coming here, or more appropriately hated what coming here meant, it was always a relief for my body to breathe in such freshness. 

With the clean air bringing some much-needed energy to my tired muscles, I headed toward the employee tunnels, scanning my pharmachip at one of the five pedestals at the first security checkpoint. Upon stepping into the first of the sanitation bays, I had to splash through three shallow pools of pink sanitation fluid designed to kill any germs tracking in on my boots. Each pool was three and a half meters long, nested in the ground and stretched wall to wall. Even if you took long strides, you were still forced to walk through them, with both feet getting wet at least once—each time. And that pink fluid killed the bugs alright, but it also killed the stitching on your shoes.

How many more passes through those baths could I get away with before I needed to replace my boots? I hung my head in despair, because I didn’t have the money to buy new boots. Gah! I didn’t want to even contemplate the number of courier drops I would need to make to afford new boots.

I entered the bustling locker room and headed to the far corner where my locker was tucked away. I pressed my wrist to the sensor pad and waited for the telltale click as the locker door released. Dragging out the inevitable, I removed my display glasses, mask, jacket, and gloves, allowing my favorite song to finish playing. It would be several hours before I could listen to it again, so I made the most of it while I could. When the song finished, I placed my earbuds on the shelf next to my display glasses and proceeded to remove my boots and every strip of clothing I wore, including my underwear. I folded each item as I put it in my locker. Nothing from outside Sector 14 could be brought into the sector—not through these entrances, anyway. Food and industrial supplies were brought in through service entrances on the other side of the sector under the watchful eye of trigger-happy grunts.

With all my belongings stowed in my locker, I turned my display glasses to face outwards and enabled the motion-detection recording system. My locker was supposed to be my locker, but sector security had the authority to override security protocols to inspect any locker they wanted. And a few of those security guys had sticky fingers. Virtual display glasses were encoded with genetic biometrics and were never on the list of things stolen. High-quality boots and RDF signal-blocking jackets, on the other hand . . .

I closed my locker, punching in my personalized lockout code, then headed out into the hall toward the health scanners, naked as the day I was born. It was one thing about working in this place. Any insecurity you might have had about body image vanished as soon as everyone around you was also naked. A little flab here and there was nothing compared to the shriveled-up junk that dangled between some guys’ legs. At least my breasts were still perky, as I was once told. But as comfortable as I was in my own skin, I still felt exposed and vulnerable—without my jacket to hide the signal from my pharmachip, or a mask to filter the air in the event of an environmental system’s failure. Or without my earbuds to play Purple Rain to help keep me calm and focused.

I followed the stream of naked sector employees through the sanitation walkways that blasted the body with various rays meant to kill external bugs. All the while, health scanners imaged my insides and compared them to the scans on file, actively on the hunt for internal bugs.

A woman some distance in front of me was pulled out of the line by those wearing yellow hazmat suits with fully sealed face masks. No doubt the scanners detected some infectious bug trying to hitchhike into Sector 14, using her body as the transport.

Everyone around me just kept facing forward, not really paying attention to the pleas from the woman being hauled away. Centuries of pandemic after pandemic had a habit of making people jaded to the desperate souls who carried infectious disease. And an outbreak in Sector 14 would spell disaster for the entire city.

The doctors in the early 2100s were geniuses when they decided to risk aggressive vaccination schemes on pregnant women and their unborn children. Never mind that somewhere along the way, someone stuffed up the cocktail, resulting in audimentia, aka White Rabbit syndrome. But other than the symptoms of audimentia, I’ve never spent a day sick in my life. Some doctors called me the perfect specimen of health—except for the fact that my brain didn’t work quite right.

I stepped into the main health scanner. The last hurdle into Sector 14. The glass door closed behind me and a red X appeared in front of me.

“Please keep your eyes open and look forward,” said the technician over the intercom. “The scan will start shortly.”

I rolled my shoulders and breathed in slowly, counting to five as I inhaled, then counting to three before I exhaled to another count of five. I kept my eyes forward and my hands by my sides. My fingers lightly tapped on my thighs—an uncontrollable action.

The scan in this machine wasn’t like the scans moving between sectors. This one would be a full sequence, taking at least thirty seconds to run. And it would report everything about my physical health to the technicians—including my climbing audimensase levels.

The system hummed and slight vibrations radiated up through my feet as I waited to be released from the cage.

Twenty-nine. Thirty.

The red X still shined brightly, and the doors still hadn’t opened.

Fifty-three. Fifty-four.

My heart rate sped up, and my breathing was getting a little shaky. What I wouldn’t have done to have my earbuds right then.

Eighty-five. Ninety. One hundred.

“Is there a problem? The scans don’t normally take this long.”

The hum from the intercom was more like a squeal, and I winced as the technician’s voice filled the space around me. “I’m sorry, Agent Davison, we’ve detected an abnormality in your system. We’re just waiting for the all clear from the medical team.”

“An abnormality? Like what?”

“Nothing that will compromise the health and safety of others in the sector. But medical want to see you as soon as possible. You’re free to enter Sector 14.”

The red X was replaced with a green checkmark, and the glass doors in front of me opened.

I exhaled in a rush, then proceeded forward.

That was a record scan length time.

I continued down the hall to the uniform pickup. Each uniform issued was of a different design and color configuration, intended to indicate a person’s assigned role within the sector. Some people were issued beige overalls. Others were given white suits or white lab coats. My uniform consisted of a long-sleeved, form-fitted, black tunic and a pair of black tailored pants. On top of the pile rested a pair of thick black socks and a pair of combat boots. While in Sector 14, I was a protector, but not just any protector. The deep purple stripes that ran down my sleeves marked me as a member of PentWave, an elite unit that was given the authority to take whatever steps were necessary to ensure the safety of the entire city. I wore those stripes with pride; I worked hard to earn them. I just wished I had known about the terrorist-style tactics that came with those stripes before accepting them.

With my uniform on, I headed to the equipment desk, where I was issued with an earpiece radio and a head unit with a flip-down optical display that rested over my right eye. While in Sector 14, I was part of sector security, but I was only to act on security matters in the case of a significant breach. The entire time I had been part of PentWave, not once had I been called upon to play the role of security guard. Because of it, I always turned down the weapons they wanted to issue me. Besides, in close quarters, a gun was just as much as a danger to me as it was to an assailant.

Fully equipped, I headed down the halls leading to the main entrance into the sector plaza—where all those entering the sector got to see the true splendor that was Sector 14.

Trees dotted around the place surrounded by lush green grass where people could enjoy a picnic lunch. The high-rise buildings were covered in green ivy; manicured garden balconies were scattered up the sides of the buildings. But the most spectacular feature of Sector 14 was the sky—blue with the odd white cloud floating overhead. I closed my eyes and tilted my face upward to enjoy the warmth of the sun.

It was all an illusion, of course. Projector technology interwoven into the dome that sheltered us from the outside world—from the real sky that was dark and dingy, and likely filled with acid rain. Within Sector 14, special environmental controls were used to ensure that all those inside the sector had the luxury to forget about the mess that the generations before them had made of the world outside.

“How many times do I have to tell you that it’s not real?” Another soul dressed in a black uniform slid up beside me and nudged me with his shoulder. His bright red hair sparkled in the sunlight.

“Morning, George.” For a brief moment, I rested my head on his shoulder.

“Morning, Mike.” He laughed as he wrapped his arm around me and pulled me closer, giving me a kiss on the top of my head. “I take it you got called in by the Ham?”

“Yes.” I sighed, not surprised by the new nickname for our handler. “Though I would have preferred to have gotten some sleep first.”

I pulled away from him and headed across the main plaza toward the tallest building in the sector, where the head offices and research facilities of Rhodon Corporation were housed. I inhaled as deeply as I could, enjoying the smell of white roses lining the walkways.

George walked beside me. “Yeah, well, sleep is for the weak. Hey, did you hear the latest news?”

“What conspiracy theory are they coming up with this time?”

“Not a conspiracy, but rather a story of revenge.”

“Oh . . . do tell.”

“Well, apparently Dr. Elizabeth Eason is dead.”

“Why does that name sound familiar?”

“Dr. Eason was the one we all called the Angel of Death.”

“You mean that geneticist who killed audimentia patients, hiding her failed attempts at finding a cure?”

George grinned. “The one and the same.”

“But I thought she disappeared a year ago. That she evaded authorities by leaving the city?”

“So did I. But she showed up this morning in a coffee shop in Sector 4.”

I about tripped over my own feet. I pulled on George’s arm and turned him to face me. “In Sector 4? Are you sure?”

“Positive. According to the news, while in the coffee shop, she was shot dead by the brother of her last victim. After he killed her, he killed himself.”

I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed in relief. “I can’t believe that someone finally got her.”

“Don’t you mean that you finally got her?”

“What are you getting at?”

“The death of Dr. Elizabeth Eason is not what is making headlines. The news is all worked up about how her killer managed to get a gun into Sector 4 in the first place. An unmarked gun at that. While the news first reported it as the work of pharmachip protesters, they’re starting to wonder if those with White Rabbit syndrome are lashing out, turning into a group of organized terrorists.” George glanced around, then ushered me into a side alley, away from the crowds moving through the sector plaza. “Mike, while the police are not looking for Dr. Eason’s murderer, they’re looking for a person with purple hair seen leaving the scene just before the shooting.” He reached forward and ran his fingers through my purple hair. “You were there, weren’t you?”

When George looked at me with those accusing eyes, it was really hard to stay silent. And I knew he was trying to read my thoughts. But I also knew how to keep him out. Not that it did much good.

He was my best friend. We had been through so much together. And I hated keeping secrets from him. But some secrets—

George sighed. “I thought so.” He stepped back, taking several deep breaths, and combed his fingers through his red mane. “Geez, Mike. I thought you said that you weren’t going to do anymore drops, that your request to transfer to STAR had been granted. You told me that you were scheduled to get your communications implant any day now. Why would you risk that to do the Pregutor’s dirty work?”

“I needed the money. They paid me fifty thousand credits to deliver that package.”

He blinked, and his jaw dropped. “Fifty? Shit. It still doesn’t explain why you would risk your future.”

“What future? We have audimentia, George. It carries with it a death sentence of its own. We’re all going to die. Some of us sooner than others.” I took a deep breath and held up my left hand. The shaking had amplified since I had come through the staff tunnels. “My audimensase levels have skyrocketed, and I ran out of Miransine.” Never mind that I had given the bulk of my supply away to a little girl in greater need. “I took that job so I could pay for my prescription.”

“Are you hearing voices?” His voice was just barely above a whisper, like he was not wanting to admit to the worst symptom of audimentia.

I averted my eyes.

“Mike, answer me. And don’t you dare try to lie to me. You know I can sense it when you’re lying.”

My chest grew tight, and my throat felt like it was being constricted. “Yes, but they’re not telling me to do things.”

“Not yet.”

We stood there staring at each other, knowing the truth.

He reached forward and pulled me close to his chest. “We’ll figure it out. You don’t have to do this alone.” He then pushed me back and brushed my hair from my eyes. “I want you to make me a promise. If you are ever presented with the opportunity to get out—to escape this life—take it.”

“I promise.” But it felt hollow. There was only one way to truly escape my mess of a life. Death.

A buzzing radiated from the earpiece I wore, and a message appeared on my eyepiece display.











››Do I need to send a STAR unit?‹‹














There was no sender ID attached to the message, but I knew who it was from.

George sagged and sighed, as he turned and led the way out of the alley, heading toward the Rhodon Corporation buildings.










  
  Five





The Rhodon building where our briefings were held was filled with the boring monochromatic humdrum of a sterile environment. White walls with white ceilings and white floors. There wasn’t even the color of photos on the walls, like one saw in those old vid-recordings from before the health reforms of 2096. It was like the mission to eradicate disease raged a war on color—and color lost. 

We navigated the monochromatic maze, passing by monochromatic people. White lab coats and black pants, and their black or blond hair. A hint of color leaked into the world through the stripes running down the sleeves of those wearing black uniforms. Blue and yellow. But everyone cleared the path for those wearing the purple stripes with brightly colored hair. We had the elevator to the lower levels to ourselves.

As soon as the elevator doors closed, George groaned. “Have you ever noticed how the only real color in this joint seems to be blue and yellow? It’s like no one has heard of the color red.” He shook his head, exaggerating his latest dye job. “Only the other day, I caught the gardeners pulling out a red rose bush and destroying it. Like anything but white roses was a crime.”

“Painting the roses white?”

“Off with their heads,” we said together, then laughed. But he had a point.

There was a soft ding as the elevator doors opened to the main security level. An unusual bustling of activity filled the hall. Those with blue stripes lined the walls in pairs, fully armed, their eyes following those who walked by them. Technicians with their yellow stripes darted past the guards in groups, yammering in their coded language as they tapped into the empty space in front of them and disappeared through holographic walls.

A tactical unit in full gear ran down the hall, forcing George and me, and anyone else who wasn’t part of the unit, to press up against the wall in the spaces between the guards.

I reached up to my radio receiver, double checking that I was connected to the main security channel; the channel was filled with the normal chatter. “What’s going on?”

George shook his head. “Don’t know, but whatever it is, I don’t want to know. Let’s just get to the briefing.”

We resumed our trek through the bustling halls to a small briefing room located at the end of a long corridor. The door was closed and locked, requiring the appropriate security authorization to open the door. This was standard practice for a PentWave briefing. The Pregutor couldn’t have just anyone knowing about our terrorist tactics.

I stepped closer to the door and pressed my right hand and wrist to the scanner. A blue light sprang to life to scan my eyes. Why were some security scans happy with just my pharmachip while others required more? It was like the designers wanted to ensure that only those conscious and living were able to open certain doors—a rather important detail for anyone taking part in the activities that occurred on the other side of these doors.

There was a small click, followed by a slight hiss, as a portion of the wall withdrew and slid to the side. With the path now unhindered, George and I stepped inside.

The team room was almost the exact opposite to the hall outside. Its black walls seemed to absorb the ambient light. Those wearing black uniforms melted into the background, even with the purple stripes running down their arms. If someone stood perfectly still, their presence would go unnoticed, until what little light was in the room reflected off their eyes. Digital displays adorned the walls, showing maps of the city, with colored lines of blue and yellow separating the city into fourteen sectors. George nudged my shoulder and pointed to the maps. He wore an expression of “See.” Vid-recordings were scattered around the maps, showing security camera feeds from around the city, continuously hunting for threats that needed to be neutralized.

While I could never work out how the Pregutor determined which threats to neutralize (and which to ignore), I knew how the members of PentWave were selected. Every single one of us suffered from White Rabbit syndrome, diagnosed as children and sent to isolation camps, while the geneticists and doctors worked on a cure. Responding well to treatments, each member of PentWave was given special training, so one day we could protect the city as a form of payment for the treatments we had been given. It was our audimentia that united us. And it was the promise of ongoing medical treatment that kept us loyal to the Pregutor, despite the nature of the packages we delivered.

I held my hands tightly to my sides, determined to hide the shakes. There was no way I wanted the others to know about my audimensase levels. It was bad enough that George knew about the voices.

There was another hiss of the door as a pure white figure strode in. Tam stood out in their white suit, their pale complexion, and snow-white hair. Even Tam’s eyes were white with little black dots for the pupils. An albino, as it was once called, though Tam didn’t have any of the other traits that went along with albinism based on what I had read. Tam’s vision was as sharp as anyone’s. At times, Tam looked more like a ghost. It didn’t help that the low light levels created this iridescent glow around their person. The more I interacted with Tam, the more the definition of human was stretched.

“Good morning, everyone.” Tam passed a data rod to one of the team members. “Please load this for me.” They then turned to face George and myself. “George, a quick word.”

George followed Tam into the corner of the room. When Tam spoke, they ensured that their back was to the rest of us, and they spoke in whispered tones, quiet enough that none of us could hear what was being said. But whatever it was caused George’s shoulders to sag as he hung his head. He then nodded and headed for the door.

Before he left, he placed his hand on my shoulder, encouraging me to look at him. “Remember your promise.” There was an intensity in his eyes: determination mixed with fear. I wanted to ask him what was going on, but I didn’t dare—not with everyone in the room watching our little exchange.

Aware of the accusing eyes trained on me, I nodded. “I will.”

George then tried to smile. As he headed out of the room, he was instantly surrounded by guards. My breath caught in the back of my throat and my heart rate sped up. Before I could fully process the implication of the guards, Tam sealed the room.

They stood next to the main digital display and pressed their hand and wrist to the wall. They then looked at each of us in turn, daring us to question what we saw, but no one said a word.

It was one of the things I admired about Tam. They exuded a level of command that made it perfectly clear who was in charge. No one spoke unless given permission to speak.

“Michaella, this is for you.” Tam held a small medical dispenser spray unit designed to inject a measured dose of medication directly into the bloodstream. “Pull back your hair, please.”

I did as I was told, exposing my carotid artery. The cold unit was pressed to my neck, and there was a slight hiss and a pinch. A cooling sensation filled my veins. The sense of relief was almost instantaneous. It would still take a few minutes for the drug to take full effect, but the shakes were gone . . . as was the hum inside my head.

“I expect you to be more diligent in the future.” Tam pocketed the dispenser unit.

“Yes, Tam. I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize—not to me, anyway.”

The others glared at me, like they were getting ready to lecture me about putting them all in danger.

“Now that you are all here, we have important matters to discuss. In the last week, each of you delivered a package to one of these locations.” Tam tapped out a sequence into the empty space before them, and location dots overlaid the city map. Eight dots in total, including one that would have aligned with the coffee shop in Sector 4. “Each of you performed your duty admirably. However, there was one drop that was problematic at best.”

Tam tapped out another sequence into the space in front of them. The display zoomed in on Sector 5, one of the outskirt sectors, but one that was well maintained. Sector 5 was where all the city imports and exports happened. It was where the truckers worked, delivering goods to the city from outside manufacturing facilities and transporting any pharmaceuticals manufactured in Crystal Hills to the rest of the world. No one lived in Sector 5; it was too dangerous with all the potential exposure to disease from the outside world. And only those with top-level health records could work there. Like Sector 14, the health scanning of those going in and out of the sector was incredibly strict. And like Sector 14, an outbreak in the sector could spell certain doom for the city.

“The drop was supposed to occur at BioShipping. They are a small exporter, one that specializes in the transportation of hazardous biowaste to the facility at Eudurvinna for safe disposal. It turns out that they were exporting more than just biowaste. The owner of BioShipping has been smuggling out of the city those infected with flurona. We do not know how those with flurona have been able to get into Sector 5, but because these people have been allowed to roam freely, there are now massive outbreaks in Eudurvinna and Lagniappe Fields. The Pregutor sent an undercover operative to learn more about the operations and to ultimately remove BioShipping from the equation. Three days ago, the operative put in a request for the equipment needed to execute the removal. Unfortunately, the drop did not go as planned, and the operative was found dead this morning with a message pinned to his chest.”

The image on the screen changed, bringing up the photo of a dead body with a clear view of the operative’s face.

The short woman next to me gasped. “That’s Lucas.”

I glanced at the tiny woman next to me. Jody Kristensen. She was the only other female on our team, but talk about a powerhouse when she wanted to be. It was Jody’s motto: the deadliest things known to mankind came in the tiniest of packages. And when it came to Jody, I believed it. She only came up to my shoulder, and she used that size difference to her advantage. But Jody was also a gentle, caring soul, one that was desperate to find love and companionship in this meager life that we led. At one point, Jody found that love in one of our trainers, though it didn’t last long.

“Are you sure?” I searched the image of the deceased man for signs of the curly locks and the boyish rough exterior that had once graced the face of one of my trainers.

Jody nodded, keeping her eyes on the display. The little amount of light in the room caught the glistening that hung in the corners of her eyes.

“Jody is right,” Tam said. “Lucas Tellis. Former PentWave courier until he was promoted to trainer, then field operative. And according to the medical examiner, his death was not a peaceful one. Whoever killed Lucas injected him with Floxdronolin, a biological weapon designed to thicken the blood to the point where it no longer flows. Once exposed, death is a certainty.”

Scuffling feet sounded around the room. If Lucas was unable to save himself from a brutal attack of this nature, what hope did the rest of us have?

“What about the note?” someone asked from the other side of the room. From the sounds of the deep timbres, it was Marcus Gahan, the meanest, badass bully that I had ever met. He always had to prove that he was the toughest kid on the playground. But for some unknown reason, he stayed clear of me. All I had to do was stare at him, wishing that he would leave me alone . . . and he would.

The image changed on the display to show a closeup of the note found with Lucas’s body.










››Abram Shutton’s son lives.‹‹













“What’s that supposed to mean?” Marcus asked. “Dr. Shutton doesn’t have a son. Or does he?”

Tam took a deep breath. “The fact that Dr. Shutton may or may not have a son is of little consequence. What is important is the level of doubt and mistrust that this message has managed to sow in such a short period of time.”

The video display shifted to the security footage from one of the transport companies inside Sector 5. Trucks were lined up, blocking the roads in and out of the sector. And one by one, the drivers got out of their trucks and disappeared off camera.

“When asked, the drivers all said the same thing. They fear that the one responsible would come after them next. And they all fear that the one responsible is Dr. Abram Shutton’s son.”

“You said that the courier drop went wrong,” I said. “What do we know about the drop itself?”

A vid-recording from a security camera near the entrance for BioShipping came up on the display. The courier came into view and stood at the corner of the building, obscured by the shadows.

Even though there was no uniform as such for couriers outside of Sector 14, there was a commonality to the way we all dressed, namely the colorful oversized, RDF signal-blocking jacket with the hood that hung low over our eyes, the glasses with seals activated that protected the eyes from the elements, and the breather mask. We also wore black leatherette gloves, made from the finest synthetic material that Rhodon Corporation could get their hands on. It wasn’t for warmth, but rather to ensure we didn’t leave prints on the packages themselves. The gloves added a layer of cover on our pharmachips, too, in case the sleeves of our jackets were lifted and exposed that part of their wrists to the security drones.

Even though we had all been trained in surveillance avoidance tactics, able to hide our identities from standard security, we all knew who it was on the screen.

George.

I closed my eyes and hung my head. I knew the security guards surrounding him couldn’t mean anything good.

“Who is that?” Jody asked.

She wasn’t referring to George, but rather to the other hooded figure that the courier on the screen was talking to. The courier’s movements were jerky, almost like George had been resistant, but eventually George handed over the package, and the second hooded figure disappeared. However, George just stood there, not moving. His actions didn’t make any sense. The moment he made the drop, he should have been hightailing it out of there, making a beeline for the sector checkpoint.

Another hooded figure appeared on the screen, coming from the opposite direction that the hooded figure in possession of the package had disappeared. There was a short verbal exchange between George and the new hooded figure—though no sound was recorded—followed by a sense of desperation as George patted down his person.

Marcus whistled. “Holy shit. George delivered the package to the wrong person. How the fuck could he make such a stupid mistake?”

“And who did he actually deliver the package to?” Jody asked.

“Both are good questions,” Tam said, “and both of them do not have an answer at this time. We are hoping that George managed to get a good look at the unknown.”

Nervous fears threatened to take over my thoughts. “I don’t think it really matters who he handed the package over to. I think it’s more important that we find out how this unknown made George forget he handed over the package in the first place.”

“Why would you think he forgot about the package?” Marcus asked. There was a hint of accusation in his voice, like he was challenging me to reveal something that I shouldn’t. Not that I had a clue what he wanted revealed to the world at large.

I pursed my lips and tilted my head to the side. “Tam, could you please rewind and show the drop again?”

Tam pinched their fingers in the air and waved the video back to the start of the sequence, when George stood there waiting.

I inhaled and exhaled in a controlled manner as I moved to the front of the team room and stood next to Tam. “We all know it’s George we’re looking at. We can’t see his face, but we know his mannerisms. The way he stands. The way he bounces and fidgets when he’s waiting for something.” I waved my hand to fast forward past the exchange with the unknown, then with exaggerated arm motions, the image zoomed in on the courier. “Standard protocol for courier drops is to disappear the moment the drop is made. Don’t linger for any reason. Yet George is just standing there—doing nothing. Not even bouncing up and down while he waits. It’s like he’s catatonic until the real drop arrives.” The video footage zoomed back out to the full view, then continued to play. “Watch carefully the way he starts patting down his person. It was a small package he was delivering. We
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