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The box still smelled burned.

Cass sat at her dorm desk with the casing open beneath the overhead light, staring into a machine that should not have existed.

It was too organic to be a computer and too engineered to be alive. The largest section filled nearly half the interior, sealed beneath a smoky gray translucent cover. Through it, she could see clusters of pale synthetic neurons packed together in uneven folds, each one connected by fine silver filaments that caught the light like spider silk.

Every few seconds, one of the clusters glowed.

Not steadily.

Not in a pattern she could read.

Just a faint pulse, then darkness again.

Cass leaned closer despite herself.

“Come on,” she whispered. “What are you?”

Below the neural chamber sat the conventional hardware: processor block, memory banks, storage, and a motherboard etched with a silver circuitry lattice that looked more hand-grown than manufactured. Cable bundles disappeared upward into the synthetic tissue. Others routed toward the side panel, where the net interface connection had been severed and half-burned.

The cooling system occupied the smallest section. Liquid conduits, stained blue from old coolant residue, ran through a compact bank of fins and into the neural chamber above.

Neurons.

Traditional hardware.

Cooling.

Net access.

Not a commercial deck. Not a standard AI core. Not a police evidence unit. Not anything BioSynth would admit existed outside a secure lab.

Cass smelled the damage again and found the source near the lower board. The power supply had taken a hard hit. Something close to the net interface had burned so badly it had collapsed into black flakes against the inside wall of the casing.

A surge buffer, maybe.

Or an electrical sponge.

She touched the edge of the scorched component with a probe. A piece crumbled away like ash.

Cass pulled the probe back.

Whatever had happened to this thing, it had not failed gently.

A memory stirred from years earlier: South America, stolen research files, long nights reading papers she had not been old enough to understand but had understood anyway. Neuromorphic systems. Synthetic neurons. Organ-like processors. The dream of building hardware that did not simply calculate, but learned, adapted, remembered.

Some of the papers had gone further.

Digital consciousness storage.

Human continuity transfer.

Synthetic brain architecture.

Cass sat back slowly.

“No,” she said.

The word sounded weak in the quiet room.

She looked again at the pulsing clusters under the smoky cover.

Maybe it was only an advanced AI system. Maybe it was a research prototype. Maybe Kane had found it in evidence lockup or pulled it from one of the cases he never told her about.

Maybe.

But Kane had not been careless. He had not left things without reason. If he had hidden this box with the data pad and the briefcase, then he had wanted her to find it.

Her eyes shifted to the safe across the room.

The briefcase sat inside, still unopened.

The data pad lay on her bed where she had left it, its screen dark now, waiting.

Cass closed the box casing and secured the side panel. She wrapped the unit in a black trash bag to contain the smell, then set it carefully beneath her desk.

Not tonight.

Tonight was for Kane.

The funeral was tomorrow, and Cass had nothing appropriate to wear.

That thought almost made her laugh. She had survived the Children of the Machine, BioSynth’s training program, gang fire, corporate contracts, and a hostile netrunner trying to steal an AV. But somehow, the idea of walking into a police funeral dressed wrong made her feel like a child again.

She opened a shopping interface and entered the net through a plain user icon, nothing memorable. No glow. No signature. No starlight.

Never starlight.

The boutiques loaded around her in polished virtual storefronts, all black marble floors, soft lighting, and sales icons with perfect smiles. Cass ignored most of the cheaper listings and entered an upscale shop with formal mourning attire and security-rated fabrics.

The representative greeted her with professional warmth.

Cass kept the request simple. “Funeral. Formal. Black. Nothing decorative.”

Within minutes, the system built a selection around her body model: a black sheath dress with three-quarter sleeves, tasteful enough for a police funeral and armored enough to stop a low-caliber round if the day went badly. Black stockings. A wide-brimmed hat with a veil that could be lowered over her face. Gloves.

Respectful.

Practical.

Kane would have noticed both.

She confirmed the order for rush delivery and left the net.

The dorm room returned around her, too small and too quiet.

Cass sat on the edge of the bed and picked up the data pad again.

Her thumb hovered over the activation pad.

She had already read the letter once.

She should not read it again. Not tonight. Not with the funeral coming. Not with the box under her desk and the briefcase in the safe and the smell of burned circuitry still clinging to the room.

Her thumb pressed down anyway.

The screen woke.

The letter opened.

Star,

Cass closed her eyes.

No one called her that anymore.

No one alive was supposed to.

She forced herself to read.

If you are reading this, it means I have passed on from this world. I wanted to leave this letter so you would know how much you meant to me, and how profoundly you impacted my life.

Cass swallowed and kept going.

Kane’s words were steady, careful, and painfully him. He wrote about the first time they met, about the trouble she had caused him, about the courage and intelligence he had seen in a frightened child who trusted no one. He wrote that she had become the daughter he never had.

Then came the amendment.

He had officially adopted her.

Cass read that line three times.

Her breath caught on the fourth.

Adopted.

Not sheltered. Not helped. Not protected because she had been useful to a case. Not tolerated because Kane had been too stubborn to walk away from a broken child with too many secrets.

Adopted.

Daughter.

Family.

The next amendment was worse.

After the fire that destroyed her apartment, Kane had believed she might still be alive. No remains had been found. He had searched for her and failed. He had written that he hoped they would meet again before he died. If not, then at least his estate would find her. At least she would be taken care of.

Cass gripped the data pad harder.

She remembered the fire.

The smoke. The heat. The panic. The way she had run because running was what she knew how to do. She had told herself Kane would be safer if everyone believed she was dead. Safer from the Children. Safer from the old names. Safer from Starlight.

Maybe that had even been true.

It did not make this hurt less.

She reached the final lines.

Take care, Star, and know that you brought joy and meaning to an old detective’s life. I am proud to call you my family.

With enduring love,

Scott

Officially your Dad

Cass stared at the signature until the words blurred.

She did not cry loudly.

That was not her way.

But tears slipped down her face anyway, silent and hot, and for once she did not try to stop them.

The box waited beneath the desk.

The briefcase waited in the safe.

Kane’s funeral waited with the morning.

Cass held the data pad against her chest and sat alone in the blue glow of the dorm room, realizing the old detective had left her more than a mystery.

He had left her proof that she had been loved.
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The dress arrived before dawn.

Cass stood in front of the dorm mirror and studied the woman looking back at her.

Black sheath dress. Three-quarter sleeves. Black stockings. Black gloves. Black heels. Wide-brimmed hat with the veil folded up for now. The fabric was formal enough for a funeral and reinforced enough to stop a cheap round, which made it feel less like mourning clothes and more like armor.

Maybe that was why she had chosen it.

She lowered the veil over her face.

The mesh softened her reflection, hiding the sharpness in her eyes.

Good.

She did not want strangers reading her grief.

An AV taxi carried her from the BioSynth campus to DFWPD headquarters. The city looked too normal below her: commuter traffic, delivery drones, morning sunlight sliding across glass towers, people walking quickly with coffee in hand as if the world had not changed.

For most of them, it had not.

At headquarters, the front desk officer checked her identification, then looked at the name on his screen again.

Cass Vale.

His expression shifted.

Not pity exactly.

Recognition.

“Ms. Vale,” he said, softer now. “Captain Reyes is expecting you.”

She nodded once and followed the officer through security.

DFWPD headquarters had a different kind of order than BioSynth. BioSynth was clean, polished, controlled. The police building was older, louder, and heavier with use. Officers moved through the halls with tired purpose. Consoles beeped. Radios muttered. Somewhere nearby, someone laughed too loudly, then stopped as a group in dress uniforms passed.

Death had a way of making every sound feel guilty.

Captain Reyes met her outside his office. He was a broad man with silver at his temples and the worn face of someone who had spent too many years giving bad news.

“Cass,” he said.

Not Ms. Vale.

Not Miss.

Cass.

That almost undid her.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he continued. “Scott was one of the best we had.”

She kept her voice steady. “Thank you.”

The captain studied her for a moment, then stepped aside. “Before we go to the service, I thought you might want to see his desk.”

Cass did not want to.

She followed him anyway.

The detectives’ floor quieted as they passed. Not completely. Work continued. Phones rang. Reports scrolled. Cases did not pause because one detective was gone. But conversations dipped, eyes turned, and several officers stood a little straighter when they saw her.

Kane’s desk sat near the back corner.

A black ribbon had been tied around the monitor.

His deck rested beside the keyboard, powered down. A coffee mug sat near the edge, washed but stained from years of use. A small framed picture leaned against the base of the monitor.

Cass stepped closer.

It was an old photo.

Kane stood beside a patrol car, younger and thinner, one hand resting awkwardly on the shoulder of a teenage girl who looked like she wanted to bolt from the frame. Cass recognized the girl’s narrow face, hard eyes, and too-big jacket.

Herself.

She had not known he kept that picture at work.

The captain’s voice lowered. “He talked about you.”

Cass swallowed.

“What did he say?”

“That you were smarter than everyone in this building put together and twice as stubborn.”

Despite herself, Cass almost smiled.

“That sounds like him.”

“He was proud of you.”

The words landed harder than she expected.

She reached toward the photo but stopped before touching it.

“Can I take this later?”

“Everything on the desk is yours,” Captain Reyes said. “No rush. We’ll keep it secure until you’re ready.”

Ready.

Cass doubted that word meant anything today.

A female officer liaison named Maribel escorted her from headquarters to the funeral procession. The ground limo was quiet and dark, its windows tinted against the morning glare. The police commissioner joined them halfway through the ride, offering formal condolences and speaking about Kane’s service, dedication, and sacrifice.

Cass listened.

She knew the words mattered.

She also knew they were not for the part of Kane she had lost.

The detective they honored today belonged to the city.

The man who had left her a letter signed officially your Dad belonged to her.

At the central cemetery, rows of officers stood in dress uniforms beneath a pale sky. Flags moved in the wind. Seven caskets rested near seven open graves, each draped with the flag of the Country of Texas.

Seven.

Cass had known Kane was not the only one killed.

Seeing the caskets made the number cruel.

Officer Maribel guided her to the family row.

That was where Cass saw Tera.

Tera sat two seats down, dressed in a formal Texas military uniform instead of BioSynth gear. Medals and ribbons lined her chest. Her posture was straight, her face unreadable, her eyes fixed on the caskets.

She did not look at Cass.

Cass looked away first.

The service began.

A minister spoke of courage, sacrifice, and evil. He read from Ephesians about wrestling not against flesh and blood, but against powers and rulers of darkness. Cass stood beneath the thin veil and listened to the words move across the cemetery.

She was not religious.

She wanted to reject the passage.

Kane had died because flesh-and-blood people fired flesh-and-blood weapons. Officers bled because bullets punched through armor. Families grieved because bodies failed and hearts stopped.

And yet.

Cass thought of the Children of the Machine. BioSynth. Corporate contracts. Hidden systems. Men who used ideology, money, or power to make ordinary people bleed.

Maybe the minister was not entirely wrong.

Maybe evil did wear faces.

Maybe it also wore institutions.

The commissioner spoke next. Then Captain Reyes. Others followed, each sharing pieces of the officers they had lost. Cass heard Kane described as stubborn, careful, relentless, impossible to intimidate, difficult to impress, and loyal once someone earned it.

All true.

Not enough.

No speech could hold him.

The honor guard fired the salute.

Cass flinched before she could stop herself.

The folded flags came one by one.

When the commissioner reached Cass, he held the flag with both hands. The star side faced upward, sharp and white against the blue field.

“With this flag,” he said, voice formal but not empty, “we honor the service of a fallen officer in the line of duty. We pledge to continue supporting you, the family of our fallen, as you supported him.”

Family.

Cass accepted the flag.

It was heavier than it looked.

The commissioner placed a small card on top of it. A phone number. A code word.

“If you need us,” he said quietly, “call.”

Cass nodded because she did not trust her voice.

After the ceremony, Officer Maribel offered to take her back to headquarters whenever she was ready. Cass thanked her, then remained by the grave after most people began drifting away.

The cemetery emptied slowly.

Officers spoke in low voices. Families held one another. AV engines hummed in the distance. The wind moved across the flags and stirred the edge of Cass’s veil.

Kane’s casket rested above the grave, waiting to be lowered.

Cass stood in front of it with the folded flag pressed against her chest.

“I got your letter,” she said quietly.

No one answered.

Of course no one answered.

She looked down at the dark polished wood.

“You should have told me.”

That was unfair.

She knew it was unfair.

He had tried to tell her in the only way left to him.
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